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Dedication

To my magic-wand- and fantastical-forest-writing seven-year-old self. And to all the other young writers out there who dream of seeing their story on bookshelves. You can do it. I believe in you.
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BEFORE

The Witch

The trees have their eyes on me.

I can feel them on my back, on the hood over my head, on my careful feet as I step over the twigs and bits of brush littering the forest floor. I leave my clothes at the base of a tall, majestic evergreen. I know they will still be there when I return. No one ever crosses this forest path. It’s why I take it.

Still, my gaze creeps over my shoulder, eyes skittering to shadows, searching for movement. There have been many a night when my eyes deceive me, crafting movement where there is none.

But not tonight. I am alone. No soul dares delve this far into the forest, not with creatures of warning on the prowl. And yet, I itch with the need to check again and again. I cannot be caught.

Not with magic.

No one knows where magic came from. They say it found a home in the trees. They say the trees reached their long limbs into the air and allowed the magic to fall upon their leaves. The magic took to the trees just as quickly, seeping in through their many veins and cascading through their grooves. They say magic is what keeps trees alive, why they live through each tumultuous season. They say it’s why trees stand tall, grow taller, and reach higher than anyone else. Magic is the trees’ best friend.

It is not mine.

I was four when I learned about the trees. About the dangerous magic residing within them.

I was five when I learned I was just like them, a husk for magic to hide in. And six when I learned to hide.

Magic is not my friend. It is my fear. My shame. I keep it locked away.

But no living thing can spend its life in a cage. It pulses, beats, thrashes against me.

It wants out.

Out. Out. Out.

Magic is a living thing I cannot kill. It does not die.

But I can die. And I know magic will be the death of me one day.

The ache in my veins tells me when it’s at the edge. When a vicious spectacle of otherworldly power might burst from me. So I come to the river.

When I submerge, the brackish water is frigid. The magic inside me coils tight, fighting against the coming expulsion. It knows this is different from if I were to willingly use it. It can sense I have no purpose to give it, none but to leave me.

I grit my teeth and pluck at the coil.

Above, the trees watch me, judge me. They revere magic, but I am not as strong as them.

The magic resists my pull, so I give it a sharp yank and a piece breaks free. I spread it through my veins, weighing the heaviness of it in my blood. This portion, though small, is enough for today. It should be enough to last me before I need to return and repeat this ritual.

I spread my limbs—arms, legs, fingers, toes, and neck—until I am a star in the water. The current lingers around me, playing with the space I’ve taken, eager to take me away. It can take something else.

I push the bit of magic from my veins. It tingles, burns, and skates through my skin. Once it is on the surface—dancing, teasing me with promises of virtue—I let go.

The magic rebels.

Ice forms in an instant, floating in chunks around my head, then bubbles and bursts, as if boiling without heat. The fish at my feet freeze, die, and keep on swimming. Reeds grow so strong and fast they push rocks out of their way.

I wait for everything to settle. For the current to sweep the magic out to sea. When it does, I break the surface and sigh.

Water sloshing at my ankles, I climb back up the bank of the river. Though the air is bitter with cold, I don’t shiver.

I feel the trees’ glares on me as surely as I feel the haunting laughter knocking against my lungs. I turn my back, shoving the remaining magic down deep within me until my insides are still. I am not like the trees. I did not call the magic to me.

Only I know the true danger of magic. The world thinks they know. But they’ve forgotten. One day magic will see fit to remind them.

Once dry, I dress and gather my things. The forest is heavy around me, but I feel lighter.

My footsteps make imprints in the dirt leading away from the river. I leave the woods behind, making my way back to my friends, to my family. Back to the people who would execute me if they knew—

I am the Witch they hunt.





PART I

THE STRANGERS


“And so, after all that time, the Goddess met a stranger on the road. Upon their greeting, her exquisite face bore no smile, for it was then that wrath was born.”

—The lost holy book of Nephele: Great Goddess of All, Book II, Section IV, Lines 31–32
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1

Nes

You are irreplaceable.

That was what Nes Deivana had been told. It was meant as a compliment. A lure to make her feel special, to make her feel like she had a home in this Goddess-forsaken city.

But she knew better. Nes might not always know what she was, but she did know what she wasn’t. And that was irreplaceable. She intended to prove it. It had taken months, but, at last, she’d done it.

Marnie Sorphel didn’t look like much, but to Nes, the timid, wide-eyed girl meant everything.

Nes strolled through the Valley, the main market in the Ditch, with one hand tight around Marnie’s wrist and the other against the silver flask at her hip. Despite the hour, the oil lamps lining the street lit the way for shoppers, criminals, guards, and wanderers alike.

The Ditch was one of six city sectors in Gadore. Though it had the same ocean-blue rooftops as other sectors, the Ditch gave the impression of an overflowing mouth. Ramshackle hovels, beams dark with the wood of the Foxvin Forest and splattered with the blood of forgotten fights, were squeezed between the once white buildings like food stuck between teeth.

Beside her, Marnie gawked at the tables lining the market. But Nes knew it wasn’t the vendors selling crystals on gold chains, thumb-sized bottles of tonics, and ornate pocket watches who caught Marnie’s eye.

Scattered among the tables of typical wares were the vendors selling far more fantastical goods. Things imbued with magic.

To their right, a man showed his customer how a silver thread, finer than a single strand of hair, would not break no matter how hard he yanked on the ends. On a table to their left, a crate full of snakes—snakes that had been fed a steady diet of diluted magic—hissed and coiled and slithered over one another, flickering in and out of visibility. And, laid out on a table ahead, a woman sold rows of extra fingers, claiming they would seamlessly attach to a person’s hand in place of any they’d lost.

“What pretty young girls,” the woman called out. “I sell pearls that’ll weave into your ears, too. Make you look like the rich folk up in the Ring.”

Nes gritted her teeth. Just because her face spoke of innocence didn’t mean her heart answered in turn.

She grabbed the edge of Marnie’s hood and yanked it down over the girl’s face. Turning to the vendor, she spat, “Keep your junk and your assumptions to yourself.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed to slits. “No need to be rude, girly.”

Nes tilted her hip so the flask sitting there caught the light enough for the woman to see the snarling dog etched on the metal. “Careful,” she hissed. “Or Phineas might find a reason to remove more than your table from this street.”

Jaw tight with unspoken rage, the woman lowered her head and stepped away. Nes lifted her chin. She’d learned years ago never to walk the Ditch with her head down.

But Marnie—it was best if Marnie kept her head down.

As part of a large family, Marnie was desperate to earn a few extra gadots. And if there was one thing you didn’t show in the Ditch, it was desperation. Pure luck had allowed Nes to find Marnie before some other rapacious soul.

“This way,” Nes said, ushering Marnie far from the conniving vendors. The sooner she got the girl to Phineas, the sooner she could be free of this place.

As always, the smell of death, decay, and fornication lingered like overcooked stew. But there was something else. A scent that did not belong. Winter had snuck under Gadore’s door last week, curling up like an unwelcome cat. Yet it was a spring breeze—the budding of new blooms coupled with the promise of warmth—that drowned out the usual Ditch smells.

Nes dug her feet into the dirt and craned her neck, searching for the source of the pleasant spring scent. But it was Marnie who found it first.

“Oh no.”

The words fell from the girl’s mouth as if she hadn’t meant to let them out. Barely a few feet away, cupped in a limp hand, was the magic.

Pure magic.

Bright green, with hundreds of tiny threads twisting together like moss, it could have only come from one place. The forest beyond the city wall, torn straight off the bark of a tree.

Nes’s heart stumbled at the face of the dead. The boy was young. No more than fifteen. In death, only the whites of his eyes were visible. A waterfall of dried blood ran from the boy’s lips, covering his chin and neck. The dark of the new moon allowed Nes to just barely make out the soft green glow of pure magic inside the boy’s mouth.

The dead boy’s shirt had been torn open, revealing what looked like claw marks marring the skin over where his heart had beat. The boy had made them himself, a last desperate attempt to get the magic out. But once magic took hold of your heart, there was no hope.

The residents of the Ditch could dabble with the stars, but the magic never let them forget they were playing with fire. For pure magic killed. Every time.

Nes did not shy from the body. She couldn’t stop the evil of the world, but she could stare it down. To her surprise, Marnie did not look away, either. Maybe the girl was stronger than she thought.

“For magic’s end,” Nes whispered. The phrase was both a curse and a prayer. For her, the prayer always won out.

Marnie stepped closer to the corpse, her mouth hollow. In one hand, the boy still held the green threads of the pure magic, and in the other, the pulping, bloody mass that was once his tongue. Marnie bent down, a hand reaching for the magic.

“Don’t touch it.” Nes grabbed Marnie and yanked her upright. “Do you want to die? If the guards find you with that, you’ll be drowned as the Witch for sure.”

There had been three Witch drownings this week alone. An unusually high number, even for a country as paranoid about the Witch as Orlonea. Neither Nes nor Marnie could give the King’s Guard reason to suspect them.

Marnie gnawed on her chapped bottom lip. “But shouldn’t we—”

“No,” Nes said. “Leave him.”

The boy wasn’t magic’s first victim. Nor would he be its last.

Nes pulled open the door to the gambling den, the tambourines on the inside rattling.

On the surface, the Siren’s Hair was like any other gambling den scattered throughout the Ditch. The green felt atop each table was stained with splotches and dark rings from pissed-away drinks, while the legs on the stools clustered around the tables were scuffed and scraped. The Siren’s Hair had seen better days.

But that was the point. As the only legal business Phineas Wraw had his name on, it wouldn’t do well for the lowly Ditch den to be gleaming with signs of her boss’s true wealth.

“It is only a matter of time,” Phineas once told her, “before suspicion becomes certainty.”

For the better part of two years, the Siren’s Hair—specifically the tiny room she shared with Suri on the second floor—had been her home. A shitty, sew-your-pockets-shut home, but home nevertheless.

Suri had made the place more like home than anything else—despite all of Nes’s efforts to avoid her. A runaway bride from Brevna, Suri had somehow found a place in Nes’s life, and, much to her own surprise, Nes liked her in it.

But that wouldn’t matter for long. Once Nes freed her father, they’d have to flee, and she wouldn’t be able to return to Gadore. She had to stay focused on what mattered. This was it. Marnie was her last job.

She pulled Marnie into the den’s kitchen. The space was a cacophony of sound. Spoons clattered at different pitches against the insides of pots. Knives hit cutting boards in various rhythms.

There were two doors in the kitchen. The first led out back to the dumpstreet. A long, thin space that stretched across the backs of every Ditch business. Appropriately named, as it was a place people tended to dump their trash—and sometimes bodies—until the plows came at midnight to sweep it all away.

The second door led to a fully stocked pantry. But it was what waited inside the pantry that made her palms sweat.

She threw open the pantry door and, skirting bags of onions and potatoes, found the third door. The one that concealed a staircase down.

“Ready?” she asked Marnie.

The girl shook beneath her cloak, her knees and elbows no more than tree branches shuddering against a strong wind. “He’ll pay me a hundred gadots a week?”

“As long as you do as Phineas asks.”

Marnie swallowed. “Then yes.”

Pulling her flask from her belt, Nes took a short swig before descending the hidden steps. The light from the lanterns lining the stairs bloomed bright and vibrant against the dirt-carved walls. At the bottom of the steps, they pushed through another door.

The space laid out before them was wide and cavernous. Unlike the kitchen above, the brawlhouse was nearly empty. The cleaners had mopped up the blood from the previous night’s fights, and the bartender had finished taking stock of the liquor. Only a few men stood in the center of the room. And in the center of the group stood Minot—Phineas’s second.

Keeping clear of the other men, she eyed Minot. Why Phineas had chosen this scrawny boy of barely sixteen to be his second, she would never understand.

Nes knew each and every one of the men lining up in front of Minot, all of them brawlers she’d found and brought here. Not one hassled Minot, their heads bowed as they stepped forward to accept a silver flask. A flask identical to the one currently at her hip.

She knew what waited inside each flask. Magic. Not the pure stuff scraped off tree bark like that in the hand of the dead boy outside the Valley, but diluted magic.

When mixed with seawater, magic became tame enough to ingest. To consume pure magic was to condemn yourself to death. But consuming diluted magic could give you a unique magical advantage. And the people of the Ditch yearned for any sort of advantage.

That was the truth of Gadore: Magic was the drug of choice. With Phineas as Gadore’s underlord, magic ran rampant in the belly of the city and infested the streets—slinking in shops, billowing within bars, and gushing out of gambling dens like the Siren’s Hair.

Underground brawlhouses were a common source of entertainment in the Ditch. But none compared to Phineas’s—where the fighters were anything but ordinary and the fights were unpredictable clashes of magic.

She watched one of the brawlers, his fingers clumsy as he unscrewed the top of his flask. She’d brought him in a year ago after discovering diluted magic gave him the ability to throw people across the room without laying a finger on them.

Minot approached her, one flask left in his hand. “Ah, Nes, so nice of you to join us.” His eyes latched on to Marnie, the girl still huddled close to the steps. He grinned, suddenly looking a lot less like a young boy and more like a true threat. “And it looks like you’ve brought Phineas another wayward soul to sink his claws into.”

She didn’t have a retort. I don’t have a choice sounded whiny. Even if it was true.

“He here?” She wanted to get this over with before the pits opened again.

One of Minot’s long fingers tapped the outside of the last flask, his nail clinking against the metal as he continued to stare at Marnie.

“Minot,” she said when he didn’t answer. There was an edge to her tone, one she normally tried to keep at bay when in the brawlhouse. But her manners were about as wrought as her patience.

“Nes.”

She gestured to the only other door in the underground. “Is he in there?”

“He’s not to be disturbed.”

She tried to sidestep Minot but was blocked. A laugh bubbled up her throat before she clamped down on it and shoved him out of her way.

Minot’s eyes widened. “Nes, you can’t. He’s not—”

“—to be disturbed.” She gripped the door handle and shot Minot a disparaging look over her shoulder. “You said that. But he and I, we’re overdue for a talk.”

She threw open the door and stepped inside. The light of the brawlhouse floor rushed the tiny office space, illuminating a square, fairly nicked desk with a single chair on either side. Both chairs sat unoccupied.

“Where—”

“Hello, hound.”

Nes flinched as if the dark itself had slapped her across the face.

She whirled, turning just as Phineas Wraw emerged from behind the door.

Phineas was slim in the same way a suit was sleek, his nose as sharp as his eyes. And though he was gloriously attractive, she prided herself on not falling for him. His beauty had always felt feigned to her, like it was something he’d collected over time rather than inherited.

His hair, kept long, was a deep red today and flowed down over one shoulder. He stroked it like a pet as he watched her out of eyes of brightest amber.

“What brings my prized hound home?” Phineas asked. His lips, nearly as deep a red as his hair, puckered softly as he spoke.

Hound. She hated that nickname.

In Gadore, Phineas held power like the clouds held rain. Only Phineas never let his fall.

People whispered about the infamous lord of the Ditch and how he came to power. How he swept into the city on the back of a Barren-born, desert amphiptere some fifty years ago, blowing sand into the cracks of all the cobblestone streets, and how, not a week later, he had a finger on the pulse of the entire city.

Preposterous rumors, all of them. And not because the amphipteres had gone extinct more than five hundred years ago—relegated to long-lost history along with other mythical beings like the shape-shifting Xell. No, it wasn’t how Phineas’s story was wrapped up in legends that gave her pause. In the two years she’d spent working for Phineas, she had been unable to figure out how one man gained, kept, and hid such vast power.

“Tonight marks two years,” she said as Phineas slid by her to the other side of the desk. He sat down in his chair and set his hands on the desk’s surface among the numerous knickknacks displayed. “It’s time.”

Patience was a virtue. But she was done being patient. And done being virtuous—if she ever had been. Now it was time for Phineas to pay up.

Phineas’s brow furrowed like a cat’s tail. “Time?”

She bristled. “Time for you to hold up your end of the deal. Time to get my father out of the Walled Prison.”

She knew he’d broken prisoners out before. It was why she’d agreed to the deal.

Phineas shook his head. “Surely not.”

“Don’t play dumb. That was our deal. A year of service in exchange for passage into the city and another year as payment for breaking my father out.”

Traffic in and out of the city was strictly monitored by the King’s Guard—anyone coming through the Northern or Southern Gates were required to show proper identification, their information recorded. Without any of her own, she’d had no choice but to rely on Phineas to smuggle her into the city.

She’d been so desperate back then, so foolish, she hadn’t even asked what his price would be. Everything in Gadore had a price. It was all a matter of how you paid. And now she’d finally paid hers.

“Oh, my little hound.” Phineas twirled a lock of red hair around one finger, looking at her with what appeared to be pity in his eyes.

She wasn’t fooled. Phineas didn’t pity anyone. The pity was just a mask to hide his next move. She wanted to reach for the knife she kept in her boot—wanted to carve those malicious brows from his head—but resisted.

“You misunderstood.”

“I did not.”

“Our deal was not contingent on the passing of time, but on the number of recruits you brought me. And, I’m sorry to say, your performance has been less than satisfactory.”

“You want more dogs?” she asked, recalling the dozen men who’d crowded Minot and then the dozen more magic users she’d smelled on her walk here. “I can get you more right now.”

Phineas kept magic users like noblemen kept exotic pets. He hoarded men who, after consuming diluted magic, displayed abilities he deemed useful. He called them his recruits, but everyone with a hand in his business knew what they really were: his dogs. Dogs she had painstakingly stalked then collected for him.

Phineas sighed, gaze on one of the small jars atop his desk. When he tapped a finger against the glass, the stone inside the jar began to float. “You know full well I can’t have just anyone. I need those who will be good in a fight.” He looked up at her. “I want the special ones.”

I want you.

He didn’t say it, but she heard the words from his mouth all the same. And she knew—had suspected it for a while now. It didn’t matter how much time passed or how many dogs she brought him. It would never be enough.

The first time they met he’d asked her one question. What can you do for me?

She’d offered to run errands, to wait tables, to wash dishes. But Phineas declined it all.

What can you do for me that no one else can?

So she’d told him.

Everyone had the same reaction to consuming pure magic, but with diluted magic, their reactions were all different. And it was her reaction Phineas prized above all others.

In a city whose underbelly thrived on magic, she was the one person who could find it. Tucked in people’s boots, stuffed between slices of bread, even already consumed and running through someone’s veins. It didn’t matter the form or how many layers stood between her and the magic, she could always sniff it out.

She was his magical bloodhound.

For two years, she wandered the streets of Gadore, using her ability to seek out those who had willingly ingested diluted magic. That was the easy part. From there, she had to learn how they reacted to magic. Then she’d relay the information to Phineas, who determined whether or not the person’s reaction was something he wanted in his collection of fighters. If he wanted them, it was her responsibility to bring them in—kicking and screaming if she had to. With her at his side, the profits in Phineas’s brawlhouse had grown exponentially.

Irreplaceable, he’d called her. Because of that, he wouldn’t let go of her leash. Not without a suitable replacement.

“Marnie,” she called, “you can come in now.”

The door creaked as it opened, and Marnie, hood still covering her face, stepped inside the already cramped room.

“Phineas Wraw, meet Marnie Sorphel.”

Marnie removed her hood and inclined her head to Phineas, a blush coloring her cheekbones. Phineas stared at the girl, the tip of his tongue tapping the corner of his lips, before returning his gaze to Nes.

“Why is she here?” he drawled.

“For a demonstration.” Nes held out a hand. “Minot,” she said. Minot sneered at her but plopped the last flask in her outstretched hand.

She unscrewed the top and handed it to Marnie, trying not to think of what she was bringing into the girl’s life. “Only a little bit,” she reminded her. Marnie nodded. Nes removed her own flask from her belt, lifting it toward Marnie’s. “Bottoms up.”

Together they took a swig. The liquid inside burned a path down her throat, and she watched Marnie grimace as she swallowed. Nes stowed her own flask before setting Marnie’s on Phineas’s desk.

Phineas raised a brow, not in interest but in boredom. Nes clenched her jaw. She would make him see Marnie’s value.

“We made a deal, Phineas,” she said. “I work for you, and in exchange, you’ll break my father out of prison. You say you need a bloodhound. Well, I’ve found you my replacement.”

She nodded to Marnie.

The girl undid her cloak, revealing the dress she wore underneath. The dress itself was plain, save for the deep V that dipped well below her breasts and showed off the smooth skin of the girl’s sternum.

Marnie reached for Nes’s hand.

As the two clasped hands, the dim room filled with light. Bright and green, the exact color of the pure magic they’d seen earlier, it streamed from a spot between Marnie’s breasts. After a moment, Marnie let go of her hand and the light went out.

Nes plucked the jar with the gravity-defying stone off of Phineas’s desk and tossed it to Marnie. The girl caught it. Again, that green light burst from her chest. The light went out only when Marnie set the jar back on the desk, effectively cutting off her connection to the magic in it.

“See?” Nes said. Marnie’s reaction to diluted magic—her glow—could find Phineas new dogs. “Marnie is willing to identify magic users for you. She can replace me.”

Phineas exhaled. “No.”

Disbelief sputtered out of her. “What?”

When Phineas deigned to look at her again, his gaze was possessive, unrelenting. “I said no. This girl cannot replace you. No one can. As I’ve told you before, my dear hound, you are irreplaceable.”

Her heart tightened until it froze. Frost spread across her entire chest.

Phineas continued. “I thought you were smarter than this. I can’t have a torch bursting to life every time we find someone using magic. The light would send a direct signal to every guard on patrol. This girl is nothing more than a poor imitation of you.”

He was right about one thing. She was smarter than this.

She had been a fool to think he would keep his word. She would not be so foolish again.

Nes stared into the amber of her boss’s eyes and recognized the intent staring back at her. He thought he owned her.

No one owned her. No one.

Gadore was now as familiar to her as the freckles on her face. She could navigate the city with obstacles in her path or without any senses. She would find a way to free her father.

Fingers splayed on the wood, Nes leaned over the desk until she was eye to eye with Phineas. “Find your own damned dogs,” she spat. “I’m through being your bitch.”

Then she did something she’d never dared do in the two years she’d worked for Phineas. She turned her back on him.

“Nes?”

It was the use of her name that made her pause.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

She turned.

“You leave, there’s nothing stopping me from turning you in.”

For a second, she saw herself at the bottom of the Witch’s Well, slowly sinking, slowly drowning. It wouldn’t matter if she was innocent. Everyone knew once you were named as the possible Witch, your days were limited. It was every woman’s greatest fear.

But she refused to let Phineas see such fear in her. He didn’t deserve it. And he didn’t deserve her.

“Try it,” she said. She’d spent two years in his employ. She wasn’t the only one who had made the mistake of trusting the other. “And see what’s left of your business when you do.”

This time, when she turned, he didn’t call her back.
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2

Nes

Nes walked the line between the Bark and the Ditch.

She passed several carefree drunks, their stumbling steps a dance whose music only they could hear. A couple jittery pickpockets, their fingers itchy with emptiness, tried their luck with her. She forcibly redirected them to the toe-tapping drunks.

Anger was an avalanche inside her, sweeping sense and reason away, burying all thoughts aside from those of retribution. She wanted Phineas to feel the burn of her betrayal just as she felt the sting of his. But she had to be careful. One misstep, one indication she was acting against him, and he could have her drowned. And she had more immediate concerns.

She stopped in front of the Northern Gate. The Walled Prison loomed above her, the great monstrosity an enemy she no longer knew how to beat.

The Walled Prison was legendary for being impenetrable. Split into two sections, it housed permanent residents in an inner circle, while the outer circle kept watch over the more fleeting inhabitants—everyday crooks and thieves. Because permanent residents weren’t allowed visitors, it had been years since Nes had last laid eyes on her father.

Her father had been a member of the Orlonean King’s Guard. After her mother died giving birth to her, her father tried to return to the Guard. But when Nes aged from newborn to toddler then to a young child, the Guard grew less and less forgiving of her father’s absences. So he’d left, knowing he’d be running for the rest of his life. For the only thing Orlonea hated more than the Witch was a deserter.

Nes and her father traveled the entire continent of Kreiena—from Lorut, the booming fishing town on the southern tip of Lusa, all the way up to Teese, the tiny town in northern Martou known for its lumber, stopping anywhere and everywhere in between. They’d run for eight years before the fateful day when guards had swarmed their small camp and carted her father away. After that, it had taken her two years to find him in Gadore.

She couldn’t lose him. Not again.

Turning her back on the prison, Nes took the closest street on her left, the dirt of the Ditch dusting up her boots.

She knew of several Ditch residents who would get arrested for petty crimes just to have a bed for the night. A year ago, when she’d felt desperate enough to try a similar tactic in hopes of seeing her father, she’d met Mikaud.

Lieutenant Res Mikaud, recorder of every name in and out of the Walled Prison, had a room on the top floor of an old boarding house close to the wall. Lucky for her, the buildings here were just as squished together as the rest in the Ditch, and getting to the window on the fourth floor was simpler than walking through the front door.

With one hand pressed to the corner of the house and the other to the wall, Nes hopped up so she straddled the two. A lightly sweet scent, filled with winter berries, flitted toward her as she climbed.

Mikaud wasn’t expecting her tonight. She enjoyed surprising him. Especially when he didn’t enjoy the surprise.

She’d once caught him unaware, holding a meeting with other guards in his legion. That hadn’t gone over well. But she’d also caught him unaware in a bath once. She could still remember the feel of the soap suds squishing between their skin.

She knew enough not to call the things they did love. No one mixed convenience into a recipe for love.

She hadn’t picked Mikaud out of a dozen prison guards for the way he kissed her senseless. She’d picked him to be her backup plan if Phineas betrayed her. Mikaud wouldn’t break her father out of prison, but he could at least give her the right cell so she could do it herself.

Shimmying up the corner, Nes climbed until she was level with the window on the fourth floor. Feet secure, she grabbed the windowsill and swung herself right into Mikaud’s room.

It was empty.

She noted the bare hanger on the hook behind the door, his uniform missing. He was on duty. No matter; she could wait. She eyed the smooth sheets and perfectly tucked blanket on the mattress. Maybe he would be more inclined to help her if she waited for him in bed.

Before she could act on the thought, the floorboards in the hall creaked, and the door swung open.

The light from the hall illuminated Mikaud from behind, casting his long shadow across the room. With blond hair that lay ruffled atop his head even on a windless day and a sculpted jaw, Mikaud was handsome. His King’s Guard uniform was free of wrinkles and crisp, the muscles beneath it pressed to crispness in an entirely different way.

She remembered how the tip of her finger had traced circles over those muscles. Around and around. Teasing him. Tantalizing, he’d called her touch. A touch that became downright wicked by the end of the night.

He blinked once at her before stepping into the room and shutting the door behind him.

“What are you doing here?” His voice was gruffer than usual.

She tilted her head to look at him beneath hooded eyes. Rolling her shoulder so the edge of her cloak slid off, she said, “You know exactly what I’m doing here, Mikaud.”

His heated gaze was enough to chase away the chills skating up and down her back. But the second she stepped forward, he looked away.

“I can’t tonight,” he said. “I’m on duty.”

Not one to be put off so quickly, she took another step forward. “They’ll wait.”

He shook his head. “I only came back for my belt.”

He turned his gaze and she followed. Sure enough, a black belt sat atop the skinny four-drawer dresser to her left.

She snatched it before he could. “Stay,” she implored. “You know I’ll make it worth your while.”

He met her eyes, a smirk toying with the crease between his lips. “I have no doubt you would. But not right now.”

His decision was firm. She could hear it in his tone. No amount of sultry words or moves on her part would sway him. It seemed everything tonight had slipped beyond her control. First Phineas, and now Mikaud.

She held tight to the belt, the leather sticking to her palms.

“Later, then?”

A hint of surprise softened his growing smirk. “You’ll wait?”

She slid closer, forcing herself to look up his broad frame. “Only if you promise to make it worth my while.”

He grinned then, full and wide. “Happily,” he swore.

She grinned back. Still holding his belt tight, she asked, “Anything for me?”

He slid a hand in the pocket of his coat and pulled out a folded piece of paper. She reached for it, but he held it high over his head.

“My belt, if you would be so kind.”

She held out the belt. He lowered his arm. They swapped leather and paper at the same time.

Relief swept through her at the sight of her father’s familiar handwriting. She folded the page back over her father’s words and watched as Mikaud slid his belt through the loops on his pants.

He had been willing to pass notes between her and her father for a year now. She had to believe she could coerce him into giving up the location of her father’s cell. She didn’t have another way.

With his belt latched and secure at his waist, Mikaud looked back at her. She smiled innocently at him.

“I’ll be here when you return,” she said.

He leaned down for a kiss, his hazel eyes searching her face for the usual iciness she displayed at such intimacy. He wanted more between them. And she’d always shut him down, reminding herself that she could keep no lovers, no friends. No attachments to Gadore. But she couldn’t afford to keep him at arm’s length anymore.

She swallowed back her reservations and met his lips halfway. She kept the kiss brief—he couldn’t grow suspicious of her sudden change of heart. When she pulled back, he did too, straightening to his full height.

“I’ll see you soon,” he whispered. There was a new gentleness in his voice, and it made a soft chime of guilt sound in her heart. She shoved it away with a heavy sigh.

“Get out of here.”

She turned her back to him, opening the letter from her father again and settling onto the edge of Mikaud’s bed. Keeping her eyes trained on the page, she listened as the door opened and shut, Mikaud’s footsteps retreating down the hall.

Once she was sure he was out of earshot, she groaned. She lay back on the bed, not caring if she rumpled his pristine sheets. Holding her father’s letter above her head, she began to read.


My dearest Nes,

From your last letter, you sound well. It is nice to hear you have made a friend. Suriadne seems like a lovely young woman. I am glad you two found each other.



She knew Mikaud read all the letters he passed between them, so she couldn’t tell her father about Phineas or how close she’d been to getting him out of prison. In her latest letter, she’d decided to tell her father about Suri—the friend she had made against her will.

Have you considered visiting Lorut? It pains me to think of you staying in Gadore just for me. I want you to live your own life. And if you don’t know what it is you want, go out into the world and find out. Find someone who cares for you and spend your life with that person. There is no one way to live happily, my Nessie.

It was the same speech he gave her in every letter. Get out of Orlonea. Leave him behind. She would never do it. Even if he begged her. There was a hole in her chest that only her father could fill. She dreamed of the day the two of them could walk side by side across the continent, father and daughter, together again.

Finding happiness can be like turning over a rock and finding a crystal on the other side. It may take dozens of rocks for you to finally see that sparkle, but never doubt that it’s there, waiting for you—

A cry split the night. Strangled and short, there was nothing but agony in the sound.

Nes’s heart clenched.

Stowing her father’s letter, she ran to the window. Mikaud.

If he was hurt, she’d—she’d what? She only had the small dagger in her boot. She didn’t know how to fight. All she knew was how to cheat. A coil behind her rib cage, a second heart beside her own, stretched and yawned. She put it back to sleep on instinct.

It didn’t matter if she was no good in a fight. She was still another person at his side.

She swung herself over the window ledge and climbed, nearly sliding, down. Following the cry, she ran up the street until the dirt beneath her feet gave way to bumpy cobblestone. There, just ahead, were three figures on the ground. She recognized Mikaud among them, his blond hair a beacon in the dark. A fourth body hovered over him.

“Get away!” she screamed. Her voice rang shrill, leaking with desperation, and she hated herself for the sound. But the other person paused, lifted their head.

Nes stumbled to a halt several paces shy of the group. She couldn’t see Mikaud’s attacker, not with the way their hood hung low over their eyes. But she could see their hands. Thin fingers clutched tight in a fist.

She drew her dagger. “Get away from him,” she growled.

Beneath his attacker, Mikaud drew a sharp, shuddering breath. The figure over him snapped their focus back to Mikaud. They opened their fist, something small falling to the ground, before raising their hand.

A strong tang of magic—a scent of sweet and tart winter berries—filled her nostrils and dribbled down the back of her throat. It was strong enough to choke on. Nes inhaled deep. Behind that tang was something more. Something thin and bloody.

No.

The attacker’s hand came down quickly, and the three figures on the ground lurched, their heads falling back, their necks exposed to the sky. A single line was drawn across each of their throats by invisible hands, stopping only at the end of the third man’s neck. As one, all three figures fell slack against the cobblestones.

The killer ran.

Dagger useless in her hand, Nes rushed forward. She fell to the ground beside Mikaud. Her hands trembled as she reached for him.

“No, no, no,” she hissed. Traitorous emotions controlled the words flying off her tongue. “Wake up. Come on, get up, you stupidly benevolent man. You have to help me.” She caught the sob in her throat before it escaped. “You have to tell me where to find my father.”

Mikaud didn’t stir. Her fingers skimmed his cheeks, his lips. Lips that had scolded her. Lips that had kissed her. Lips she’d kissed. They were still now. Dead.

The second sob was too much for her to swallow. It escaped, soft and abrupt, a plea the dead would not answer. Slow tears followed, and she hurried to smear them across her cheeks.

This was why she shouldn’t have let herself get attached. She knew the hollow heartbreak of having someone you loved ripped away from you. This city thrived on taking away the things you loved. She saw it happen every damned day. She knew better, and yet she’d still let herself get attached to Mikaud.

This was his fault. He shouldn’t have been so likable, so kind to her. He shouldn’t have listened or smiled or flirted back.

A third sob threatened to slip past her barriers. No. She shoved the lump in her throat down, gasping as she fought to regain control of her emotions. She was vulnerable out here in the open.

She had to leave him. She could not stay here.

All three of the dead wore the standard red-and-black uniform of the King’s Guard. Three guards dead. Right at the city entrance—unheard of.

The cuts were clean. A single identical slash across each throat. Even the blood leaking from the bodies ran in the same direction, thin trails sprouting in smooth branches down the sides of their necks. It ran into the cracks between the stones, the dry dirt soaking it up so only a sheen of a stain was left.

Her fingers still gripped the back of Mikaud’s neck, tips pressing into skin. Skin that wasn’t the soft, smooth plane she remembered. Gently, she lifted his head. In the dark, she could barely make out the lines of blood running over the skin at the back of his neck. The lines were precise in a way that drew her attention. If there was one thing she’d learned living in the Ditch, it was that wounds were not pretty. Even cuts from the sharpest blade were not as pristine as these were.

Light began to fill the sky, the sun peeking into the streets. Something small and shiny near Mikaud’s head caught Nes’s eye. She picked it up, rolling the coin between her fingers.

The coin was silver, not gold as gadots were, and while at first glance the etchings seemed identical, they, in fact, were not. When she looked closer, she saw the face of King Harkett looked to his right instead of the left. The same with Sir Kendrik—Harkett’s Crown advisor—on the flip side. She’d never seen such a coin before.

“You saw it, too.”

The voice was soft, confusion making the cadence high.

Nes startled, pocketing the strange coin. A young girl, no older than six, emerged from the shadows hugging the Walled Prison. Her cheeks were as smudged with dirt and grime as her bare feet, and between her hands she held an empty bucket—on her way to the nearest canal for water.

“Their necks,” the girl said. “They just opened. As if—as if …”

Nes stared at the slit across Mikaud’s throat—her own throat filling fast—and finished the sentence for the girl. “As if by magic.”

The girl took a hesitant step forward, her eyes never leaving the bodies. “Was that the Witch?”

The morning bells rang, crisp and clear across the city. Six chimes to wake the world, but none could bring Mikaud back to life. None would revive her last chance to free her father.

Nes thought of the hand she’d seen and the cuts the one motion had caused. She’d seen magical reactions, but this …

Her words were honest as she answered. “I don’t know what that was.”
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3

Toran

Toran Roada hated silence.

It reminded him too much of the ocean. Too much of what it was like to be knocked under the waves. Reminded him too much of—

No, he wouldn’t think of that.

Toran reached inside his pocket but came up empty. “Where’s my flask?”

Beside him, Quint didn’t answer.

Toran whirled on his best friend. “Your captain asked you a question, Lieutenant Pram,” he bit out, anger at being woken in the middle of the night slipping loose. He’d been dragged from his bed and forced to follow Quint down the long castle halls. The headache pulsing behind his eyes wasn’t helping matters. “You’re expected to answer.”

Quint straightened so he stood a good half head taller than Toran. “Not if refusing is in your best interests.”

“I’ll decide what’s in my best interests.”

So he’d frequented the Guard’s Pub over the last couple months. There was no harm in having a few drinks every now and then.

Quint’s hand came down on his shoulder, heavy and secure in a way Toran no longer remembered how to be. “You’re not the only one who lost someone, you know.”

The words were like bile in Toran’s throat. He swallowed hard.

Quint was right. He was always right.

“Let’s go,” Quint said.

They walked side by side down the castle hall in silence, every step a reminder of the asshole Toran had become. He didn’t realize Quint had stopped walking until he was several steps past him. He glanced up from his slippered feet and back toward his friend, noticing for the first time that they were in the North Wing.

“Why did you get me out of bed?” he asked.

They stood in front of a delicately carved wooden door. The hall on either side of the door seemed to stretch. He remembered running down this very hall with Kassily and Kalden—the Crown Prince’s younger siblings—the children screeching with delight at his antics.

He didn’t remember how to be the Toran who made them smile, the one who could smile himself.

Quint gestured to the door. “The King wants to see you. Now.”

Everything in him screeched to a halt. The King.

He’d been waiting months for this moment, ever since his failure in Aeos had come to light. Still, as Quint swung open the door to the King’s study, pity in his eyes, Toran couldn’t help but feel like he was a piece of bait about to be strung out.

He shook his head. He’d already been caught. All that was left was for him to be skewered.

The King had always been good to him—had taken Toran in and treated him as one of his own after he’d lost his mother. But even the King was giving up on him. Took him long enough.

Let it happen, he thought. Let the King strip me of my titles. It was no less than he deserved. At least then he’d be free to sleep and drink until his heart was well and truly drowned.

Toran stepped inside, halting in the center of the room. It was cold, as if someone had left a window open, and empty.

He stood in the middle of the circular study, with its stained glass and ornate bookcases and many portraits. And emptiness.

Quint shut the door, locking Toran in. A mistake.

Quint had left him in an empty room with a liquor cabinet taller than the bookshelves. One stocked full of all the alcohol Toran could ever want.

Bottles of Lush wine and Kehrn whiskey and Kave rum. The best of the best. And, of course, set right in the middle, a large bottle of Keslo liquor. If he was getting the boot, he might as well take a parting gift.

He made for the desk. He felt the eyes of a stained-glass image—a roaring lion, sigil of House Alakar—on him as he rifled through the desk drawers in search of something to use as a lock pick.

Someone had stashed a letter opener in the third drawer. Not ideal. Still, he stumbled over to the rows of liquor, his dry mouth cracking at the sight behind the glass. Sliding the tip of the letter opener into the small keyhole, he wiggled the end.

Nothing happened.

He wiggled it some more. Tilted the letter opener this way and that. Nothing.

All he wanted was the alcohol behind the glass. And the letter opener just wasn’t—he grunted as he twisted the thin bit of silver again—doing the trick.

A lock clicked and, for the briefest second, he thought he’d succeeded. But then voices carried through the study door. The King had arrived.

He raced back to the desk, flinging open the drawer and tossing the letter opener inside. The handle moved just as he shoved the drawer shut with a knee and threw himself down in the King’s chair. He leaned his head back and propped his feet on the polished desk.

The King strode in, muttering something that sounded an awful lot like “that boy.”

Toran couldn’t help his grin. There was only one person King Harkett ever referred to as “that boy.” Kohen—his firstborn son.

The Crown Prince had always been everything you’d expect a prince to be. Handsome, noble, arrogant. Even charming and downright irresistible—despite his flash of unnaturally white hair, courtesy of the Witch. It had been the Witch using her magic on his son, however small, that fueled the King’s desire to hunt her down. And it was the Prince’s white hair that people still whispered about behind his back all these years later.

Tainted by magic.

Witchmarked.

Having spent a majority of his life at the Prince’s back, Toran had heard it all. But his favorite had always been “that boy.” Mostly because he, like the King, never knew what to do with Kohen.

Ever since Toran first arrived in the castle, he and Kohen had been pitted against each other—in their studies, during their training, even at meals they were seated opposite one another, forced to stare down the other as they cleaned their plates. Toran knew Kohen’s love for him was fleeting at best, especially since the Prince’s own father tended to favor Toran. At least, the King used to, back when Toran was Orlonea’s “golden boy,” as Kohen so often referred to him.

King Harkett stopped before his desk. The swirling gray clouds in his eyes—eyes he’d bestowed upon all his children—swept over Toran, pausing briefly on his propped feet. But the King said nothing. Simply seated himself in a chair opposite him.

Toran closed his eyes against a hammering in his head. He could use a tonic. Or another drink. “Let’s get this over with.”

The King folded his hands over the front of his coat, eyes studying Toran. “You’re hungover.”

He barked a laugh. “You can’t say you’re surprised. I assume the guards you sent to monitor me reported how much I drank yesterday.”

Only when they were alone did the King allow him to talk like this. Like they were equals. Even if they were not. Even if history might one day see them as such.

No. That wasn’t going to happen. Definitely not now that the King was finally going to renounce him as the Crown.

“An impressive amount, I’m told,” the King admitted.

Toran drank only enough to send him into a dreamless sleep. Eight mugs of ale usually did the trick. Though he might have gone over eight last night. It was getting harder and harder to sink into oblivion. Harder and harder to keep her face from overtaking his mind.

The King ran a hand down the arm of his chair. “But how did you know I was having you watched?”

Toran fought the urge to roll his eyes. “My skills don’t vanish when I’m inebriated.”

He expected the King to chastise him, but the older man only considered him longer. “I instructed them not to dress in uniform.”

“They could have hidden themselves in another room and I still would have found them out from the way their eyes never left my back.”

The gold clasps on the King’s coat caught the light from the lanterns over their heads, reflecting it into Toran’s eyes and reigniting the pain in his head. He pressed his knuckles to his temples.

King Harkett continued to watch him but said nothing more. Toran shifted his gaze to the rows of bottles secured behind the glass. The Kave rum was calling to him.

“When Kohen’s mother died, I acted like nothing happened.” The King’s voice was low, as if he were
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