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Prisca
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There were few things more unsettling than watching ashen-faced Abus stand on the high platform in our village square, several of the king’s guards directly behind him.

“Ten copper coins says he vomits.”

I slammed my elbow into my brother’s gut. “Quiet.”

Tibris gave me a rare grin, and the vise around my chest loosened a little at his attempt to distract me from the guards.

I’ll take that bet,” his friend Natan muttered on my right. A chilly breeze rustled the tree branches above us, and he hunched his shoulders, shoving his hands into the pockets of his cloak.

“You’re both terrible,” Asinia said, but her lips twitched.

The frost-speckled ground sparkled beneath the weak winter sun as we stood in the middle of our tiny village, our breaths turning to misty clouds in the frigid air. Abus had reached twenty-five winters, and today, he would receive his allotment of his power back.

From my position near the back of the crowd, I could observe everyone. The guards, wearing maroon and gold and dotted among the villagers. The priestess in blue robes, preening under our attention. The king’s assessor, dressed in black, his large silver brooch denoting his power.

To them, our faces probably all blurred into a mass of poor, barely educated peasants dressed in rough homespun.

Abus was quiet and thin, and he wrung his hands, clearly nervous. While most of our magic was sacrificed to the gods days after we were born, the whisper of power he received back today would help him contribute to our village.

The king’s guard standing behind Abus looked bored, his uniform covered in dust from traveling. But the three guards surrounding Abus’s family were resting their hands on the hilts of their swords. If Abus was found to have somehow defied the gods, his mother, father, and sister would be instantly slaughtered. Right before Abus was taken to the city to burn on Gods Day. I shivered, wishing I’d brought a thicker cloak.

One of the guards glanced toward our group, and my shivers turned to a full-body shudder. My heart stumbled on its next beat, and my breaths turned to shallow pants.

“It’s not that cold, Prisca.” Natan scowled at me. But his face was pale too. Anyone with a shred of intelligence feared the king’s guards.

On my left, Tibris was quiet, his eyes dark with sorrow. We didn’t often talk about what would happen when I disappeared in a couple of years. I was going to have to figure out my future—and soon.

Because this kingdom meant death for me.

The king’s assessor stepped forward, dark eyes narrowed in his strongly carved face. His knife-sharp cheekbones, hard mouth, and wide shoulders made him a powerful, intimidating man—one who was known to enjoy his work immensely.

It was his job to check whether Abus had somehow hidden his magic all these years. That power made the assessor—and others like him—infinitely valuable to the king.

The assessor watched Abus. His smile was slow as he held his hands close to Abus’s face.

You’d have to be blind to miss the disappointment in the assessor’s eyes when he shook his head. Abus was indeed powerless—his sacrifice accepted by the gods when he was a newborn. Something unwound in my chest, and I could suddenly breathe easier. We’d never had an assessor find one of the corrupt during a Gifting ceremony in our village. They were usually discovered as children—when they accidentally used their powers for the first time. Or they were captured while attempting to flee before they reached twenty-five winters.

Behind Abus, three more villagers waited for their turn—each of them recently having celebrated twenty-five winters, and all three of them displaying varying levels of excitement and terror. Jaelle looked like she might faint, while her twin brother Wilkin was expressionless. Lina shifted on her feet, clearly eager to receive her own power. She nodded to her grandparents, who were standing at the front of the crowd, smiling proudly up at her.

The king’s assessor stepped back. The priestess held up her hand, and we bowed our heads.

“As infants, we gift our magic to the gods, so that they may be pleased with our offering and grow it under their care. Today, Abus will reap his reward, the gods acknowledging the sacrifice he made, so that they may watch over us and protect us from those who would threaten our way of life.”

She practically spat the last words, her hatred of the fae palpable. They were the creatures who had caused the need for such sacrifice. The monsters who would prey on us if our king hadn’t found a way to protect our kingdom from their cruelty.

The priestess raised her other hand, displaying a blue oceartus stone, glowing with power. She turned to Abus. “Your sacrifice has brought fortune to us all. Now, the gods return what was yours, which they have blessed. And they will further bless you for your sacrifice when you leave this world.”

The stone began to glow brighter. And brighter. Abus stiffened, cheeks flushing. And the stone went dark. Inert. Empty.

I couldn’t help but smile. Abus had received his gift back.

The priestess held her hand to his temple. A moment later, the blue circle marked him as someone who had reached twenty-five winters and completed the Gifting ceremony. That blue mark meant freedom. Several whoops sounded from the villagers surrounding Abus.

It was the twins’ turn next, and they stood together on the high platform, waiting to be assessed. I gazed up at the freestanding wooden structures that had been purpose-built for the king’s guards. Several of the guards were currently poised on those structures among the thatched rooftops surrounding the square, crossbows in their hands.

Fury rose, sharp and swift.

It bubbled in my chest, tingled in my fingers, sparked along my skin.

Usually, I attempted to bury it deep beneath grim acceptance of our lives. Today, I embraced it like a lover.

The gods needed our magic to keep us safe from the fae. But why did it have to be this way?

Why did our kingdom’s sacrifice also have to mean terror and death?

Tibris elbowed me, and I took a deep breath, refocusing on the ceremony and ensuring my expression was blank. Any strange behavior could mean a surprise visit from the assessor. And then we would both be dead.

Wilkin and Jaelle stepped down, their wisp of power restored. Lina practically danced past them, obviously more than ready for her own gift. The guards left the twins’ parents and encircled Lina’s grandmother and grandfather.

The priestess reached for the oceartus stone. The king’s assessor held his hand over Lina’s head.

And smiled.

I could feel the blood draining from my face. Next to me, Tibris stiffened, slowly shifting his weight as he glanced around. My brother was searching for a way out of the square. But the guards above us would spot anyone attempting to flee.

“The magic of luck,” the assessor announced. “Right here, where it shouldn’t be.”

Lina frowned. “I don’t—I’m not—”

“Silence!”

I closed my eyes. Luck was a passive power. The kind of power that Lina may not have even known she was using.

Her grandparents began to beg in high, desperate voices.

I opened my eyes just as both of their heads rolled to the ground.

The king’s guards had dispatched them in an instant. Behind me, someone gagged. To my left, a woman let out a high shriek. I stared, my mind unable to accept what I’d just seen.

Lina swayed on her feet. And then she began to scream.

The sound pierced the silence. And the crowd instantly responded.

Someone shoved into me from the right. Someone else hit my left side. Pure panic. A child went down to his knees, crying out for his mother, and Tibris hauled him up by the back of his shirt.

The king’s guards were moving toward Lina. She’d stopped screaming and was backing away from them, as far as she could move on the wooden platform.

Several chickens broke free of their cage at the side of the square and flapped across the guards’ feet. The guards tripped, falling to their knees.

The gift of luck.

The village butcher turned to run. The first arrow took him between the shoulders. The second and third hit him in the spine, and he dropped to the ground.

“Nobody move!” a guard roared above us.

The entire crowd seemed to freeze. All I could see were wide eyes and stunned faces. Bile climbed up my throat as I slid my gaze back to the platform.

The assessor turned and backhanded Lina across the face. She dropped to her knees, and he kicked her square in the back, gesturing for another guard. Striding up the steps, the guard hauled her to her feet, clamping heavy irons to her wrists.

Lina hung her head, clearly dazed. Her only family was dead, with no husband to fight for her. There was a reason the legal age of marriage was twenty-five winters.

The assessor turned to us. “The corrupt, who were either rejected by the gods or who prevent the gods from taking their power—who choose blasphemy instead of truth—will be made to burn for their sins. Our king is so committed to protecting his kingdom from the fae that he has recently announced a bounty.”

The priestess nodded. “One hundred gold coins to anyone who informs us of one of the traitors.”

A few foot-spans to our right, a woman sucked in a sharp breath. I couldn’t blame her. One hundred gold coins, and she’d never have to work again.

The assessor surveyed the crowd, his gaze burning with fervor as if he could seek out magic lingering where it shouldn’t be.

Surely he could hear the thud of my heart. Could smell the fear-sweat that clung to my skin. The world receded until his face was all I could see.

He stepped down into the crowd, which parted for him. He seemed to be walking directly toward me, as if he knew.

Tibris stepped between me and the assessor. He made the move look casual, as if he was excited to congratulate Abus. But I stumbled backward, tripped on the hem of my cloak, and slammed into a hard male chest.

Strong arms caught me. The man held me suspended for a long moment, and we both froze, watching the assessor.

But he’d already sauntered through the crowd, likely readying himself to travel to the next village.

I glanced up at the man, and my breath caught in my throat.

The sun sliced across his eyes, which glittered with annoyance. The rest of his face was hidden by a black woolen scarf, and he wore the hood up on his cloak, covering his hair. I couldn’t tell his age, if he was clean-shaven … anything about him.

But I knew him.

At least once a month, I dreamed of a man with green eyes. No, not just green. The word didn’t even begin to describe them. Those eyes were haunting. A dark yet vibrant green with flecks of silver that seemed to attract the light. In my dreams, the man looked back at me as if patiently waiting. Some days, the dreams left me anxious. Other days, I felt a deep contentment—almost … safe.

“Watch where you’re going,” he snarled, lifting me back onto my feet.

“Charming,” I muttered. “Well, thank you for—”

He’d already turned and walked away.

I stared after the cold, rude brute and shook myself out of my daze. Of course I didn’t know him. The events of this morning were rattling my mind. I turned to find Tibris watching the guards as they climbed down from the rooftops surrounding the village square.

“Pris? Are you okay?” Asinia squeezed my shoulder. Her eyes were dark, her face pale, lips bloodless.

I likely looked just as shaken. While it was always a possibility that one of the corrupt would be found, no one had expected to see what we’d seen today.

“I will be,” I said. “Are you?”

She just nodded. We stared at each other for a long moment. Someone laughed, the sound entirely inappropriate as it cut through the somber crowd, and Asinia flinched. We both turned.

Abus’s face was flushed with color as he embraced his family. His mother smiled, while his father slapped him on the back. Now, the family would take their five silver coins—a gift from the king. Tradition dictated that the entire village was invited to the celebration in this square—each villager bringing whatever food they could.

Abus’s father had even managed to barter for a pig, which had been roasting on a spit since the early hours of the morning. The scent of the meat drifted throughout the village, curling into open windows and beneath closed doors.

My stomach clenched uneasily at the thought.

Tibris eyed me and opened his mouth. But Natan was already shoving his way toward us.

“So … that was awful. Who’s staying for the celebration? I need a drink.”

The sun had barely risen, but I was willing to bet half this village would be in their cups by noon after what had just happened.

Tibris watched Natan wander toward the wine. Then he turned back to me. “You should go check on Mama,” he said carefully. “I’ll stay here.”

I knew what he was saying. He didn’t want to stay for the feast. Probably wanted to be alone. But one of us had to stay and pretend to celebrate or our household would draw attention. Truthfully, it was difficult to understand how anyone could sit and eat only foot-spans from where Lina’s grandparents had just died. Both her grandmother and grandfather had been popular in this village, yet their bodies had already been removed, the blood washed away, as if they’d never existed. Soon, most of our neighbors would loudly be giving thanks to the gods that one of the corrupt had been found and taken from our village.

And Tibris wanted to spare me from that. Gratitude swept through me. “You’re right. I’ll see how she’s feeling.”

It was difficult to receive an exemption from the Gifting and Taking ceremonies. My mother only had one because her visions could strike at any time, disturbing the peace.

“I’ll walk you home,” Asinia said. “Just let me tell my mother.”

She walked away and my gaze met Thol’s. He stood near Abus’s family, looking ruggedly handsome as always. He smiled at me, and despite the roiling in my stomach, my cheeks heated. I’d never been this self-conscious with a man before, but wings fluttered in my chest each time I looked at Thol. His sister Chista leaned over and murmured something to him, and I turned away, forcing myself to stop staring.

Nearby, Kreilor was practically shouting as he talked to a group of his friends, ensuring everyone in the vicinity could hear his conversation.

Tibris shook his head and stalked away, likely to get a drink of his own. He’d never liked Kreilor. I couldn’t blame him.

All the men in our village were required to learn how to fight—ready to be called to march on the fae if our borders failed. The boys were trained from a young age, and the only way they could be excused from training was if they chose the path to the gods. Kreilor had done exactly that and was studying as an acolyte to our village’s priestess.

“And then the priestess showed me the inner sanctum,” Kreilor announced, a smug little smile on his face.

I went completely, utterly still.

If Kreilor could get into the inner sanctum, he’d have access to the empty oceartus stones. Maybe I could follow him and … borrow one.

I’d memorized the priestess’s chants. What if I could make the stones work for me? My pulse thumped faster, my mind racing in a hundred different directions.

One of his friends snorted. “You were allowed into such a holy space?”

Kreilor’s chest puffed up. “Of course I was. I will, after all, be performing ceremonies within the next three years.”

I shuddered at the thought. Kreilor had been a bully since we were children. He smirked at beggars, chose the only position that would allow him to skip training with those he considered beneath him, and used his family’s wealth and reputation to get whatever he wanted.

Thol walked past, easily drawing attention from Kreilor.

The two men loathed each other. Their fathers were good friends, and both had been given every privilege found in this village as they’d grown up. But while Thol had remained kindhearted, Kreilor had become obsessed with proving himself.

Asinia stepped up next to me, winding her arm through mine. “This is awkward,” she murmured as Thol ignored Kreilor completely. “Let’s get you back to your mother.” She tugged me, and we walked toward my house. My boots scuffed on the cobblestones, but all I could see was Lina’s grandparents’ blood, pooled on the stones in the square.

What would Asinia say if I told her that unless I managed to get out of this village, it would be me on that platform one day, watching Tibris and Mama be slaughtered—their bodies dragged away as if they were nothing?

If she kept my secret, and the assessor found out, Asinia would die too.

We walked in silence for most of the way home. Finally, Asinia took a deep breath.

“That was some moment with you and Thol,” she said.

She was attempting to cheer me up. I could do the same for her. “It was just a smile. I lose the ability to speak around him.”

“You forget, you may be terrible at flirting, but it’s one of my best skills. And I know when a man is interested.”

“Don’t placate me. It’s even more depressing.”

She squeezed my arm. “I’m not. You’ll see.”

We took our usual route home from this side of the village, walking past the large, spacious, warm homes behind the thick metal gate separating them from the rest of the village. What must it be like to live in those homes? Not to have to watch every coin or huddle next to the fire in winter because the glass in the bedroom windows was broken?

“Prisca?”

“Sorry. Daydreaming. What will you do after the feast?”

“I’m helping my mother with some work.”

Asinia’s mother was a seamstress, and her daughter came by her talent naturally.

I glanced at Asinia. We had different dreams. I wanted nothing more than to be able to stay right here, while she longed for a life in the city. Regardless of how much magic Asinia received back when she finally came of age in two winters, she hoped the reputation of her work would spread, until the news reached someone in the city who would come and hire her.

It would happen. No one sewed or designed like Asinia.

Wherever I ended up, I’d find a way to let her know I was safe. Maybe, if she could forgive me, we’d even be able to exchange a letter or two. My chest ached at the thought of not seeing Asinia every day. Would she ever be able to forgive me for such dishonesty?

“You should come for dinner tomorrow night,” Asinia said.

I hid a wince. Asinia and her mother weren’t quite as poor as us, but they definitely didn’t have much food to spare either. And yet, they both kept trying to feed me.

“Asinia.”

“My mother loves you, Prisca. She knows how things have been since your father died.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Asinia raised her eyebrow in that way she did when she knew exactly what I was thinking. “Your mother would do the same for me.”

She waved and turned back toward the square. I continued along the dusty path and unlocked our front door.

“Mama?”

Our house was quiet.

Unnaturally quiet. Eerily quiet.

Sprinting into her room, I dropped to my knees next to her. Her eyes rolled, and she gasped for air.

My mother was in the midst of a vision.
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Lorian
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“Feels like a trap,” Rythos muttered, shifting on his horse as the sun flickered over his dark skin. He ducked his head, barely missing a particularly low-hanging branch. Mountains towered to our east, their jagged, snowcapped peaks stabbing into the sky.

“Of course it’s a trap.” Marth scowled, pulling his cloak tighter around himself with a wary glance at the ruins of the city in front of us.

The Cursed City had once been the capital of Eprotha. Centuries ago, when humans invaded what was now known as the Barren Continent, they were unprepared for the retaliation they would face.

Now, the capital was Lesdryn—on the other side of the kingdom.

After so many days of travel, most of us could use a good fight. But we had little time to spare. Already, we’d had to ride hard from one of the smaller villages in the east for this meeting.

My skin felt too tight. This was, eels like a trap,” Rythos indeed, guaranteed to be a trap.

As usual, Cavis was quiet. His wife had just had their first child, and he was longing for home. But he hadn’t complained. Like all of us, he knew just how important the next few weeks would be.

“What about you, Cavis?” I asked. “Do you think the stone hags will actually behave honorably for once?”

Cavis sent me a wry smile. “Even men like us should be wary of the Cursed City. And the creatures who roam there.”

Few knew that the Cursed City was now inhabited. Fewer still came anywhere near this part of the kingdom. And yet, here we were, at what were once the gates to this ruined city.

“Come out, hags,” I ordered.

“Come innnn,” a voice called back.

I shook my head. Walk into a city of rubble, when the stone hags could wield that rubble to bury us alive? “We have a bargain. Break it and accept the consequences.”

I allowed a hint of my power free. Mostly because a hint was all that was left. Grinding my teeth, I held up a hand, my magic sparking in the sunlight. Soon. Soon, my power would be returned in full.

“You dareeee threaten usss?”

Rythos’s horse shifted under him. He jumped off and pulled his sword. “Don’t make us come in there.”

“They want us to come in there,” Marth muttered. “That’s the point.”

We didn’t have time for this. I let my power strike at the closest pile of rubble—one that had likely been a watchtower. From the shriek that pierced my ears, one of the stone hags had been using it to spy on us. I smiled. Hopefully that would reduce the time we spent in this place.

Several hags appeared from the rubble. All of them moved slowly, their gray skin wrinkled and dry as dust. The one in the center wore a crown of tourmaline.

I dismounted and waited for them to come to us. I’d always found power in silence. Rythos lazily swung his sword in his hand. I gave him a warning look, and his mouth curved in a feral smile. All these years, and I still didn’t know why he loathed the hags.

“The bargain has changed,” the queen hissed. “We will require more gold.”

Galon jumped off his horse next to me, offense flashing over his face. Once agreed upon, deals were never to be broken. Behind us, Marth and Cavis guarded our backs, although I knew both men well enough to know they were hoping for a fight.

“And you believe we will comply with your demands?”

The queen smiled, a grotesque display of crumbling stone teeth. “I believe I know why you need this little ingredient.” She held up a vial containing the specific moss we required. “And if I am correct, you will need secrecy. Because if the king learned of your plans, all of you would burnnnn.”

I watched the queen until she dropped her gaze. She immediately lifted it, but it was too late. We both knew who was more dominant.

I smiled. “And you believe you are safe here in this cursed land that was once a city? You believe Sabium wouldn’t send his guards here—with all of the magic at their disposal—to turn this stone to dust?”

She studied my face. One of her sisters murmured in the queen’s ear. I kept my expression blank, despite the restlessness that itched at the base of my spine. This was the weakest part of our plan. Without the hags’ cooperation, and the moss in the queen’s hand, my revenge would stay forever out of reach.

“We will agree to the original deal,” the queen said finally.

“Then why waste our time?” Rythos muttered. The hag ignored him, and he mounted his horse, his sword still in his hand as he approached her.

Marth went with him. Rythos held out his hand for the moss. Marth offered the coins. All of us waited in tense silence. One wrong move, and there would be bodies on the ground. I didn’t particularly mind if I had to wiggle that vial free of the stone hag’s cold, dead hand. In truth, a part of me ached for the fight. The queen met my eyes and gestured to her underling. The moss hit Rythos’s hand, the coins were snatched from Marth’s palm, and it was done.

The hags sneered, drifting back into their stone city. The first part of our plan was complete. Grim determination simmered through me. If I could, I would wage war right this second. But the next step would take even longer.

Above our heads, a falcon swooped. My brother had insisted on training the independent bird to send his messages. Hopefully, the tiny piece of parchment it would be carrying contained good news and we could move on to the next stage of our plan.

The bird landed on Marth’s shoulder, its claws tangling in his blond hair, and he winced, untying the message.

“Our contact says we need to meet him at the Gromalian border.”

The antithesis of good news. I went still. “That’s the opposite direction. It means going past the city.”

Marth sighed. “I know. According to your brother, his contact says he can’t risk traveling into Eprotha right now. Security is too tight.”

“This will cost us at least two days of travel.” If we took too long on the road, we would cut into our time in the city—and our search for what had been taken from us. That search would need to be carefully executed. Methodical. And yet, without the other vial, we wouldn’t get anywhere near the castle.

We needed to risk it.

I forced myself to take a deep breath. My revenge was so close, all my plans falling into place. If this was the worst calamity we faced over the coming weeks, I would gladly welcome it.

Marth handed me the other note in his hand.

Unfolding the parchment, I scanned it.


Dear L,

My sources tell me you will be forced to travel back to the border in order to find the package. I can practically hear you grinding your teeth, but it must be done. As long as you travel quickly, you will still be able to make your meeting.

Riniana has been asking after you. Shall I tell her you’re thinking of her?

Your older, extremely patient brother,

C



Shaking my head, I took the quill Marth handed me and scrawled my reply.


Dear C,

I suppose you think the situation with Riniana is amusing. We can’t all be happily married and sickeningly in love. Nor would most of us want to be.

We’ll travel to the package. Although I suggest next time you organize a meeting like this one, you consider just who we’re dealing with.

Your younger, much more handsome brother,

L



“We leave now,” I said. “Nothing else must delay us.”

We would need to ride all night without stopping to make up for the time we would lose. Because we were heading back in the same direction we’d come. My teeth clenched at the wasted hours.

Marth nodded. Rythos slitted his eyes at the stone behind us. “Better traveling through the forest than anywhere near this place.”
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PRISCA

Hands trembling, I reached for a pillow and shoved it beneath Mama’s head. There was nothing we could do when the visions took her, only keep her safe.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, my stomach twisting. “We shouldn’t have left you alone.”

Long moments later, my mother went limp. I stroked her gray hair back from her face, the same way she did for me when I was sick or upset.

“Prisca?” Her voice was groggy, her movements slow, as if she were half asleep. I closed my eyes for a brief moment. I still wondered if one day she would become lost in a vision and I’d never see that spark of recognition again.

“I’m here, Mama. Do you want me to help you into bed?”

“A few hours of sleep. Just a few.”

“Okay.” I kept my voice low and soothing.

Only the gods knew why they’d given my mother visions that came randomly, usually about people she didn’t know. She’d once told me her power had been useful when she was younger, ensuring some of the wealthiest people in the kingdom came to her for advice on their marriage contracts and business dealings. But little by little, the helpful visions disappeared. Now, she was often left like this, shuddering on the floor in the aftermath of a vision she either couldn’t—or wouldn’t—understand.

Mama’s eyes closed as soon as she lay down, and I spent the rest of the afternoon sitting by the window, picturing Lina, alone and terrified in the back of a barred carriage. I would never forget that excited, hopeful grin she’d flashed. My eyes flooded.

She hadn’t even known she still had her power. So she hadn’t known to run. I scrubbed the wetness from my face.

“Prisca?”

Mama was lying in bed. Thankfully, some of the color had returned to her cheeks.

“Help me up, darling.”

I obeyed, helping her sit. My mother was losing weight. I needed to make sure she ate more at dinner tonight.

“That was a bad one,” I said quietly.

Her glazed eyes sharpened, and she nodded, reaching her hand up to cup my cheek.

“I love you so much. And everything I did was to keep you safe.”

My heart tripped at the way she looked at me. It was as if she was already in mourning.

“I know, Mama. Believe me, I know. Now let’s get you settled before Tibris comes home and fusses.”

She smiled. “He does so love to fuss.”

I helped her clean the sweat from her face, settled her at the table with a cup of tea, and heated some of the soup she’d made yesterday.

“I love you so much,” Mama murmured. “I just need you to know that.”

Whatever she’d seen in that vision had obviously shaken her. It wasn’t like her to be this emotional. “I love you too. Hey, what’s this? It’s going to be okay.”

A solitary tear trickled down her cheek, and I reached out with my other hand, wiping it away. She caught my hand in hers.

“You know you can’t stay here, Prisca.”

My chest hollowed out. For her to talk so openly about it …

I had obviously featured in her vision.

“What did you see, Mama?”

Silence.

I took a deep breath. “I know the plan was always for me to leave, but I have an idea.”

Mama just shook her head. “Whatever you’re thinking, it won’t work.”

The dismissiveness in her tone pricked at my temper. I couldn’t just give up and flee. If I ran, I would have to keep running for the rest of my life. How could I resign myself to such a fate?

I couldn’t.

I wouldn’t.

I would snatch at whatever hope I found, no matter how small that slice of hope was.

Kreilor had access to the oceartus stones. I could follow him to see where the entrance was. I’d pay attention to how he got in and steal a stone myself.

I sucked in a deep breath, and my words came out in a rush. “What if I could just store my magic in the stone temporarily? Until the Gifting? The assessor would see I had no magic, and I could—”

“Your magic doesn’t work like that.”

I stiffened. My magic didn’t work at all. Except at the worst possible moments. But this time would be different. It had to be.

Mama studied my face, amusement warring with weariness in her eyes. “You have your father’s stubborn nature. It will help you in this life—when it’s not making that life so much harder than it needs to be.”

Grief made my throat tight. I still sometimes woke up thinking I’d heard Papa’s voice. “It’s all going to be okay. You’ll see.”

She just nodded. But her expression was still forlorn.

When Tibris returned, Mama was sipping the soup I’d warmed for her.

“How was the feast?” I asked.

He gave me a faint smile. “Fine. Natan insisted on playing King’s Web.”

I rolled my eyes. Of course he did.

The game was based on myth. According to the old stories, the king’s great-great-grandfather was so sneaky, so sly, he slipped his people into foreign courts when they were children. Those children were unknowingly spelled and called “sleeping spiders.” When they were awakened, they were called to supply information or assassinate the old king’s enemies. I was still learning how to keep my face carefully blank, but last time we’d played King’s Web, I’d almost won.

I studied Tibris as he pressed a kiss to Mama’s forehead and took a seat at the table. The crease between his brows told me he was angry. And the paper clutched in his hand told me why.

Ever since Tibris’s friend Vicer had passed his Testing—with enough magic to be plucked from our village and sent to the city to apply for work, my brother had been even quieter than usual.

The letters he sent and received from Vicer were written in the same code we’d created as children. Back then, Vicer and Tibris had included me in all their plans, and I’d been privy to every secret note and hushed word. I’d trailed after them—usually with Asinia at my side—and Tibris had tolerated us with the put-upon sighs perfected by older brothers everywhere.

But these letters were different. For reasons he wouldn’t explain, Tibris refused to allow me to read them. Of course, the more secretive he was, the more curious I became. If Vicer was in trouble, I wanted to help.

I watched Tibris frown down at the letter in his hand. Now, he would likely brood for days. “I’ll go bathe.” He wandered out.

I attempted to get some answers from my mother one last time. “Mama … is there something I need to know?”

Water sounded from the other room. Tibris was filling his bath with cold water.

Mama would tell me if the king’s assessor was going to come looking for me. So what had she seen? Why was she so shaken?

Her eyes filled, and she shook her head mutely.

Seers had rules in place. Because sometimes, to tell someone their future was to bring about a fate that was much, much worse. Dread flowed into my gut and stayed there.

“I’m tired,” Mama said.

“Let me help you to bed.”

“I can do it. Good night, darling.”

I made my way back into the main room, which also served as Tibris’s bedroom. From the splashing coming from the bathing room, I knew he was still busy. But he’d left the letter from Vicer on the small, rickety table near his bed.

I shouldn’t. We weren’t children anymore. Tibris deserved his privacy. And yet … clearly, something was seriously wrong. It was my duty as his sister to help him—even if he didn’t particularly want that help.

Besides, my brother had no problem pushing his way into my life whenever he felt the need. He was forever trying to protect me, but maybe this time, I could actually help him for once.

I peered down at the letter, hands behind my back. But it had been too long since I’d last read our code, and translating it would take some time.

I did recognize one word, though.

“Prisca.” Tibris plucked the letter from the table and glowered at me.

I jolted. My brother could occasionally move like a cat.

“Why is Vicer writing to you about Crawyth?”

Tibris’s face went white with fury. “Stay the fuck out of my things.”

Stung, I reared back. Tibris had never spoken to me that way.

“Children?” Mama called from her room.

I stared at my brother. “I’m coming, Mama.”

Tibris shoved a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry.”

“Forget about it.”

“Pris—”

“It’s okay.” I had, after all, been invading his privacy. He could keep his secrets.

He grabbed my arm. “Are you free for training tomorrow after you finish at the bakery?”

I attempted a smile. Tibris had insisted on teaching me what he’d learned as soon as he’d begun training himself. I’d spent more hours than I could count wrestling with his friends and learning to use the element of surprise.

“Sure.”

The rest of the evening passed quietly. Both Tibris and Mama fell asleep earlier than usual, and I lay awake, continually picturing the king’s assessor knocking on our door.

When I did finally sleep, my dreams were unsurprising.

The man had blazing green eyes and a full mouth that curved into a feral grin. He stared back at me with one eyebrow raised as if in challenge. Yet every time I reached for him, he drifted farther away. And when I could no longer see him, it felt as if my heart might break.

I woke with the sun, restless and … sad.

Hauling myself out of bed, I dressed, ate breakfast, and stared out the window, my eyes gritty and dry.

Tibris was already in the kitchen. He’d be out healing in a few hours unless someone came to him with an emergency.

My brother had passed his Testing two winters ago, and thanks to his ability to heal small wounds and sicknesses—along with my work at the bakery—we’d almost paid off our debt to our creditors. As soon as that happened, we could start saving for our future, and our family could leave this village. My chest ached at the thought.

He reached out and ruffled my hair. I gave him the look that deserved, and he smiled.

I leaned down and pulled on my slippers–light, comfortable shoes I preferred to wear while cleaning.

“You’re not wearing your winter boots?” Tibris asked.

“I’m only walking to and from the bakery. Look after Mama, okay? That vision really shook her.”

He nodded. “She’ll be fine, Prisca. We’ll make sure of it.”

A knock sounded on the door, and I jolted. Tibris and I glanced at each other. He pulled the door open, and my heart skipped several beats.

Thol grinned at me. The breeze ruffled his light-brown curls, and he looked so handsome I wanted to sigh.

“Hello, Prisca.”

I managed to smile back. Inane, but coherent. I was getting better at this.

Thol’s grin widened, and he glanced at my brother. “Hi, Tibris.”

“Hey.” Tibris liked Thol, but he still gave him a warning look. I elbowed him, and he rubbed at his stomach with a smirk, disappearing into Mama’s room.

Stepping out of the house, I closed the door behind me.

Already, my cheeks were heating again.

Thol smiled at me as if he found me particularly cute.

It was mortifying, that’s what it was. I wasn’t some innocent, inexperienced young girl who’d never spoken to a man before. I’d had more than one lover over the years. But something about Thol turned me into a stuttering fool.

He stepped closer and clasped my hand in his. His hand was large and warm and everything I’d imagined. “Prisca. Will you take a walk with me tomorrow morning?”

I smiled. After all the time I’d spent thinking about Thol, at least this part was easy. “Yes. I will.”

“I’ll be waiting for you in the square.” With a final grin, he released my hand, tucked his hands in his pockets, and strolled away.

I watched him go, my body suddenly lighter than air.

But reality intruded, bringing me sharply back to the ground.

Thol’s father was head councillor for our village.

He’d traveled to the city multiple times. And according to rumors, he’d even met the king.

The king who would happily burn me alive on Gods Day.

Thol was the kind of man who never walked past a beggar without dropping a coin. The kind of man who hunted—not just for his family, but for some of the poorest families in our village. The kind of man who never used his father’s reputation to make his own life easier.

I could lose myself in fantasies about what it would be like to stay in this village and marry Thol. Both of us knew how to work hard. Together, we’d work until we could afford to live in one of those big houses. Then we’d have children and grow old together. A nice, quiet life.

Except, that life will never happen. Because staying in this village will mean you die. Painfully. And your family too.

My shoulders slumped. Mama was right.

There was no point in even spending time with Thol. It would just make it harder when I left.

The village was awakening as I walked toward Herica’s bakery. Villagers brushed their stoops, gossiped with neighbors, called their children in for breakfast.

I attempted to push Thol out of my mind and contemplated Tibris instead. Poking my nose into his business was the perfect distraction. What was my brother keeping from me with his letters to Vicer? Why exactly had Vicer mentioned Crawyth?

The ruin lay directly inside our southern border—close to the fae lands. Just decades ago, it was known as a place of learning—where those from all kingdoms came to study, to live, to thrive.

Then the fae came. No one knew why they’d turned the city to rubble. I’d heard multiple theories, but the most popular was that the mad fae king wanted the city for himself. When our king chose not to comply, the fae king’s vicious brother burned the city to ashes with his horrifying powers.

Halfway to the bakery, I began shivering. I’d left my cloak at home. I picked up the pace as the bakery came into view. The squat wooden building had been continually patched up over the years, but for me, it was a second home.

Herica would be gone already today after beginning her baking before dawn. I’d clean the floors and surfaces, while Thol’s younger sister Chista sold the remainder of today’s bread.

The bakery door was cracked, and I pushed it open. Kreilor stood with his back to me, but I’d recognize that thick neck anywhere.

Dull panic spread through my belly like mold. “What are you doing here?”

He glanced over his shoulder with a smug smile. Someone moved behind him, and I took a step closer, craning my neck. Chista. Kreilor’s hand encircled her wrist, and her face was wet with tears.

Fury punched into me, and I swiped the broom from where I’d left it leaning against the wall.

“Chista, go,” I said.

Kreilor just laughed. This was yet another way to strike out at Thol. But Kreilor was too much of a coward to challenge him directly. Instead, he was targeting Thol’s sister.

It was all just a game to him.

He pinned me with a predatory stare, and I took a deep breath. “Think carefully, Kreilor. I’m not afraid of you.”

His gaze dropped to my throat, where my thumping pulse betrayed me.

“Oh, Prisca. We both know that’s not true.”

Kreilor stepped closer, dragging Chista with him. I readied my broom, prepared to use it like a staff.

“Think about this,” I told him. “Think about what you’re doing here.”

“You think I’m behaving abnormally? Thol has everything,” he hissed.

My gaze met Chista’s. She was a few years younger than me. We’d never talked much, but in that look, I caught wild hope. I was the one she was counting on.

Maybe I could make Kreilor focus on me. I let my voice drip disdain as I sneered at him. “That’s what this is about? You’re jealous of Thol?”

Kreilor’s hand tightened around Chista’s wrist, and she winced.

“Be careful how you speak to me, Prisca. I know about your creditors. I know just how much it cost to keep your father alive, and how you and your family barely have enough to live on after paying those creditors each month. What do you think will happen when I tell everyone I caught you attempting to steal from this bakery? When no one else will offer you work, and your family is begging in the village square?”

Something dark rippled through my entire body. I bared my teeth. “Let her go.”

He laughed again.

And then he was swinging one meaty fist toward her face.

The world narrowed, until all I could see was his hand. His hand, and the terror in Chista’s eyes as she attempted to duck.

Time stopped.

And I was already moving.

Darting between Kreilor and Chista, I pushed her aside, using my forearm to sweep his hand away from her.

The world resumed once more.

And I prepared for Kreilor to begin screaming. To summon the guards. A dull hopelessness spread throughout my body—the inevitability of my own death.

Kreilor’s face turned purple, and he stumbled. His surprise allowed Chista to pull her wrist from his hand.

I watched his eyes for any recognition, anything that would tell me he knew just what I’d done. But there was nothing. He’d been focused on Chista and hadn’t seen me move. My limbs went weak, my legs unsteady. Was I … safe?

Movement flashed out of the corner of my eye. And my eyes met Chista’s. She’d backed away and stood next to the open door, her eyes on me. Her face was white as death, and she turned, sprinting from the bakery.

My knees quaked, and my whole body went numb. Chista had seen exactly how I’d frozen Kreilor. How my power had tugged at the thread of time.

Kreilor moved closer to me, his lips pulled back from his teeth, face almost purple. He was a large man, and he stood between me and the door.

Another step closer.

If he got his hands on me, I was done.

Darting to the side, I struck him in the face with the broom handle.

He cursed, rearing back.

I dropped my hand, angling the broom up between his legs. Kreilor folded in two, his face draining of color as he clutched at himself.

Our eyes met. It was as if I was floating above my body, staring down at myself.

“If you go near Chista again, I will kill you.”

Kreilor’s eyes widened. “You crazy whore.”

He finally managed to straighten, although his face had that green tinge once more. It wasn’t an attractive look on him.

“You’ll pay for this.”

“You’re right,” I said, thinking of Chista and the terror in her eyes as she’d looked at me. “But not as much as you will if you don’t leave me alone. Try me, Kreilor. I have nothing left to lose.”

He cursed and stumbled out, still bent in two.

I sat directly on the ground. My hands shook, nausea slid through my body, and I suddenly couldn’t breathe.

My last words hadn’t been true at all.

I still had plenty left to lose.

I wiped my wet face with the heels of my hands. I didn’t have time to sit here rocking and sobbing. I had to fix this.

Where would Chista go? My only hope was to find her. To beg for her silence.

Even just long enough for me to steal a stone from the priestess.

I choked on my next sob. It was far too late for that. It was only a matter of time before the village was locked down, the king’s guards summoned, and my family slaughtered.

Then I’d be taken to the city to burn.

I made it to my knees. And then to my feet. My entire body was numb. But I stumbled out of the bakery.

My legs barely worked, and I had the odd sensation of my limbs turning to water. The world spun dizzily around me, until my vision narrowed and all I could see was the route to my house.

The few options I had battled within my mind. Find Chista, find the stone, warn my family.

Family first. I had to find them.

I ran faster, ignoring the stares and whispers from the villagers.

Someone caught my arm, and I spun, arm raised, hand in a fist.

Not a guard. And not the king’s assessor.

My knees went so weak, I almost stumbled.

“Mama?”

Safe. She was safe. We still had time.

“Quiet, Prisca.” Her face was ashen. “Come with me, and don’t draw any more attention.”

No one who had seen my mother recovering from a vision would recognize her now. She strode with fierce determination, walking purposefully, almost dragging me with her toward the forest bordering our village.

A strange metallic taste filled my mouth.

“You need to go find Tibris, Mama.” We had plans we’d made over and over throughout the years. If the worst ever happened and we were separated, we would find one another again.

Mama had a particular plate she would leave out on the table. One we never used. If Tibris ever came home to find that plate out, he was to flee. But we hadn’t discussed those plans since we were children.

“They’re already looking for you. Tibris knows what to do.”

Already looking.

I’d had nightmares about this day my entire life. And yet even in my nightmares, it hadn’t happened this quickly.

“Where are we going?”

Mama ignored that, pulling me faster, until I had to trot to keep up. I winced as a bramble slid between my slipper and my foot. I’d left both my winter boots and cloak at home, never imagining I wouldn’t return straight from the bakery.

I’d lived in fear my entire life. And yet I’d also somehow gotten complacent.

“They’re coming,” Mama said. “Faster, Prisca.”

Thoughts raced through my mind as she led me deeper into the forest, urgency in her steps, panic written across her face.

Shouts sounded in the distance. I tugged on her hand. “Mama—”

“The king’s guards,” she said.

My breath caught in my throat as terror seized my entire body. “Already?”

She nodded, hands fluttering. Beneath the determination was sheer terror. Even her lips were white. “Chista has been flirting with one of the guards these past months. She’s already speaking to him now. I saw them and came straight to you.”

“Are you sure Chista told him?”

“I watched her tell him yesterday.”

She was talking about her vision. She’d seen this happen and hadn’t warned me.

I had a bag packed for just this situation. A bag with warm clothes, food, weapons, even a few coins I’d tucked away over the years. If Mama had told me, I would have grabbed it. Without it … how long would I last?

The world spun around me, and my lungs seized. It took several tries before I could talk. “You’re going the wrong way,” I got out. We weren’t far from the cliff overlooking the river. We had nowhere else to go from there.

By the time we stood on the cliff, I was shuddering with fear. “You need to go warn Tibris. I’ll run.”

My mother was shaking her head. “Tibris will be okay. I left him a note explaining—”

“A note? Mama, they’ll come for him.”

“He’s smart. He knows what to do.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “I thought when the time came, it would be easy to do what needed to be done.”

Something about the way she said those words, about the way her face tightened in grim resolve … made the top of my spine itch.

“We don’t have time to waste here, Mama. I need to get to the next village to buy supplies.” Thoughts spun through my head, plans created and discarded within seconds. “Then the city. And I’ll stowaway on a ship …” A ship south to the other human kingdom of Gromalia. Before I left Eprotha, I’d create a false trail, make sure the guards thought I was going elsewhere. Distract them from hunting my family.

Mama just shook her head. “Listen to me carefully. I had hoped we would have more time, but fate had other plans.”

My heart thumped faster in my chest, and I watched as she turned to pace, too close to the edge of the cliff.

I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. “We need to run.”

“Wait. There are things you need to know.” Her voice had turned eerily calm. Her face was blank, and the color had returned to her cheeks. It was as if we could have been discussing the weather.

Shouts sounded in the distance. It was too late. We’d taken the wrong path. It was only a matter of time before they cornered us both here. My mouth went dry, my entire skin itching as I practically danced on my feet, desperate to move.

“Mama, please. We have to … to hide.”

Hiding would be no use. The king’s guards were trained for exactly that. My chest clenched until my lungs felt like stone.

My mother took my face in her hands, forcing me to focus on her. “While you have always been the daughter of my heart, I did not birth you.”

“What are you talking about?”

She gave me a trembling smile. “I didn’t expect to love you as I do. I … I did what I could to protect you. I’m sorry I took you from your family. But I could never be sorry for saving your life.”

The breath froze in my lungs. “You … you kidnapped me? When?”

“I knew you had to live, so you could save us all. But first, you must find the prince,” she told me. “Find him and meet your fate.”

I just shook my head. The prince had only seen nineteen winters. King Sabium—his father—wanted me and anyone like me dead. What could the young prince possibly do for me? How would he help?

“The prince,” she insisted.

“We’re wasting time.”

“Promise me you’ll find him.”

My mother’s mind was breaking. It happened often with seers.

“I promise.” I grabbed her hand. I’d drag Mama with me if I had to. I would find a way to save us both.

My mother struggled, lashing out wildly. Despite her thin frame, I could barely hold her still. What would Tibris do when he arrived home from healing and learned we were both dead? When he became the only surviving member of our family? When he learned his life was forfeit?

“Please,” I managed to choke out, as the shouting increased, the guards approaching. I gazed around wildly. We could head east if they hadn’t blocked that route yet. It was our only chance.

Immediately, more hollering sounded from that direction. We only had one choice left to us. I choked on guilt as it thickened in my throat. I should’ve known Mama’s mind had given out. By not taking control of the situation, I’d doomed us both.

“We need to hide,” I snapped.

But it was too late. Three of the king’s guards had already found us. One of them stumbled over a tree root as he burst through the tree line, and any other time, I might’ve smirked.

The guards were panting, but there was no mistaking the grim satisfaction in their eyes.

“Submit to arrest,” one of them ordered.

It was over.

My mother held out her arms. I nestled close. One last embrace before we were both slaughtered as a warning to those who would attempt to hide from the gods.

“Swim, my darling. Swim.”

Mama stood back and shoved me with both hands. A scream ripped from my throat.

I felt nothing but air beneath my feet. Then I was engulfed in a cold so all-encompassing, my lungs stuttered out the scant breath I’d been holding.

I kicked out desperately, fighting against the current. My arms strained as I thrust them through the water. But the river carried me away. I lifted my head, choking, and pulled in one precious gulp of air, angling my body toward the bank.

Something hit my back, driving the air from my lungs. A rock. Water closed over my head. I kicked up, reaching for the surface. But something else held me down. Sharp pain radiated from my shin as my leg smashed into another rock. The urge to inhale was almost inescapable.

My dress was caught. Caught in the depths of the river. A stupid way to die.

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods.

I tugged at it. Nothing. I would drown here.

My lungs screamed for air. Was drowning a better death than being burned alive?

My vision dimmed at the edges.

Fury burned through me. I couldn’t die like this. I refused.

I bent at the waist and kicked out with my free leg, reaching for my dress with both hands.

I pulled.

Nothing.

My panic was turning dull, my body becoming sluggish, already losing the battle against the cold water. My fingers were stiff, numb, almost useless.

My lungs contracted.

I clawed at my dress. One final, desperate pull. Yanking upward with all my might, I smashed my elbow into another rock. And then I was spinning, floundering as the river carried me farther from the cliff. From my home. From my family.

I gulped one life-saving breath of air before I hit a fallen tree branch, my body shoved beneath the water once again.

Each time I managed to lift my head, I caught glimpses of trees on either side of the river. A slice of blue sky. A blur of greenery. I was traveling so fast. Too fast to keep track of where I was.

Cold. It was so cold.

My movements became slower. Lethargic. I sucked in another breath, but it was mostly foam. Inhaling more water, I choked as I was pulled down once more.

Maybe it would be quick. Maybe I would just … fall asleep.

Something wrapped around my arm. I pushed against it weakly, but it only tightened.

And then everything went black.
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Cool air, rushing into my lungs. A warm body above me. A mouth on mine.

My lungs burned. I choked. Large, strong hands eased me onto my side. A man. I coughed up what felt like half the river.

I opened my eyes. Above me, the sky was a vibrant blue. Somehow, I was alive. But my rescuer could be a guard who had saved me just so the king could watch me burn.

The man who’d saved my life had a rugged face with nut-brown skin and dark, slightly upturned eyes. His nose had been broken more than once, and his scowl told me clearly that he didn’t want to play savior, and he resented me for putting him in that position. It was an impressive scowl.

Not a guard. That didn’t mean I was safe. And yet … he’d saved me.

“Ah, thank you. Who are you?”

“My name is Galon.” He touched my cheek, and my body was suddenly dry, my clothes crinkled from the river water but no longer soaked.

I jolted back, staring at him. To have that much power …

I turned at the clop-clop-clop of horses’ hooves. Guards? I scrambled in an attempt to get up, and one of those boat-sized hands pushed down on my shoulder, easily holding me in place. A group of men broke through the forest. Dressed well, in fine leather boots and thick cloaks. Not guards but not necessarily safe either.

I counted five of them, including the man at my side.

My eyes grew heavy. I was dry now, but I was still freezing.

“You found a selkie,” one of the men said. He grinned at me, his teeth incredibly white against his dark skin. For a man who might be planning to kill me, he had a ridiculously compelling smile.

Galon shook his head. “A village girl. Drowning in the river, Lorian.”

Horses parted, and my mouth went dry as I took in the man Galon was speaking to.

This was the man who continually haunted my dreams. The one who’d snapped at me just yesterday in the village square.

My eyes drank him in. He was a huge man, with broad shoulders and muscles that rippled when he moved. Dark hair fell past his shoulders, a few small braids worked in to keep it off his face. His jaw looked like it could take a punch—and anyone unlucky enough to hit it would break their own bones.

He lifted his hand, shading his eyes. White stripes decorated his knuckles. Scars. He wore several knives and a sword. A mercenary, then. Likely a brutal one. The kind of man who would sell me to the guards the moment he learned they wanted me. Whether he was the type of man who would harm someone who presented no threat to him remained to be seen.

His features were masculine, as if carved from stone, although his high cheekbones gave him an almost feral beauty. He was sickeningly handsome, and I took a shaky breath.

Green eyes met mine, cool and indifferent. I was right. I knew those eyes. And I’d looked into them at the Gifting ceremony.

But how? Why?

We stared at each other for a long moment, and I waited for any glimmer of recognition. How was it possible that I’d dreamed about this man? Was it because he was destined to save my life?

But he was already glancing away. “Leave her, Galon. We don’t have time for this.”

My heart stumbled over its next beat. If they left me like this, I was dead. Not only would the guards be spreading out, searching the forest surrounding my village, but I had no clothes, no food …

“Please,” I croaked.

The beautiful man ignored me, turning his horse. I was so inconsequential that his expression had already turned thoughtful, his mind clearly elsewhere.

I memorized that harshly beautiful face.

My temper burned bright when provoked. But I’d never felt this ice-cold rage before. This need to see someone hurt the way I was hurting.

One day, some way, I’d make him pay. If I lived through this. I’d make him regret leaving me here.

Galon threw me his cloak. If he felt any guilt for leaving me, it wasn’t visible on his face. “Good luck,” he said. He turned and mounted his horse as I made it to my knees.

They rode away. And all I could do was watch them leave, my mind shutting down.

I wrapped the cloak around me, my eyes heavy once more. I had to get up. Had to keep moving.

My eyes drifted shut.

When I finally opened them again, the air had cooled further.

My body felt like one big bruise. I’d lost my thin slippers, and my feet were still bleeding from the many times they’d struck rock.

I hauled myself to my feet, biting back a whimper. The moon was bright, giving me enough visibility here next to the river. But beneath the cover of the forest, I was likely to get hopelessly lost. Panic unfurled in my chest. I couldn’t stay here.

A howl ripped through the night, and I shivered beneath the cloak. I never should have allowed myself to sleep. It was a miracle that I’d woken. That I hadn’t slipped off to a much more permanent sleep.

But I was alive.

And now I had a list of things to achieve.

Most importantly, I had to get away from here, before the guards found me. The fact that they hadn’t stumbled across my unconscious body was a miracle. Since I was sure the gods didn’t habitually provide mortals with such miracles—and since they’d never taken the time to help me before—I needed to take advantage of my good luck.

Tibris would find me. He wouldn’t care that it would put him in more danger. And as much as I wanted to shake him for it, I was swamped with relief at the thought of seeing him again. I couldn’t think of Mama. Of the king’s guards. Maybe … maybe they hadn’t killed her. Maybe they’d taken her for questioning and Tibris would find a way to free her. We’d all get settled somewhere new.

I just had to get to the city. I’d find Vicer and arrange for notes to be sent to all of our planned meeting spots. While there, I’d research passage out of the city.

We’d find each other again. If there was one thing I knew, it was that my brother loved me.

Except, he wasn’t truly my brother.

My breath caught in my throat, instant denial coursing through my body. No. Tibris would always be my brother, even if we weren’t bound by blood. And he’d expect me to survive. He’d know my only hope was to go to the city, to try to board a ship leaving the continent. Before the king learned that I’d denied the gods what they were owed. Before I was burned as one of the corrupt. But if it became too dangerous, I would leave Tibris here if I had to. He was smart, and he’d be able to lay low. I would make sure he lived even if it meant I never saw him again.
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