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Chapter One
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In stories, magic was supposed to be beautiful. It was supposed to get the princess dressed in time for her ball. It was supposed to unmask the villain. It was supposed to bring lovers together under the moon after they nearly gave up hope.

It wasn’t supposed to hurt.

It wasn’t supposed to reduce forests to rubble.

And it wasn’t supposed to kill.

***
[image: ]


Even with the wind on her side, they were going to catch her.

Her elation from escaping with her life was eclipsed by her reality: the mage hunters would never stop until they caught her.

Everin’s clothes were still stained with the blood of the prince she’d killed. Sooner or later, they were going to find her and hang her for what she’d done.

No matter that it had been self-defense. No matter that Prince Alaric had conspired to murder his parents and elder brother—killing them and everyone else in the castle in the process.

Her blood was the wrong color, and that’s all the proof they’d need.

Silverblood surged in her, begging to be used. Below her, Tracker sped through the woods as fast as his hooves could carry them.

But when Everin hadn’t eaten or slept for days, her body ached not for relief but for silence.

The feeling of pins and needles danced on her palms. The memory of how it felt to call upon the unhallowed magic came to her, and sweat trailed her spine.

It would take only a moment of concentration. Perhaps only a second. She wouldn’t have to worry about her pursuers anymore.

She realized then they’d reached the hill they’d been driven up. It afforded her a view of the land that sloped down and away from them.

The mage hunters were driving them towards a chasm. They were giving her a simple choice.

Submit or die.

Her hands tightened on Tracker’s reins. What was a few more bodies in her wake?

After all, they thought her a monster already. There was nothing left to lose.

Everin leaned closer to Tracker and tried to close her mind to thoughts of killing more of them. She closed her eyes as sweat ran along her forehead, but she couldn’t unsee what she’d done with her own hands.

The lifeblood that had spilled from him.

The screams, but that hadn’t been the worst. The worst had been the gurgles.

Everin’s eyelids snapped apart as she decided what to do. Her silverblood pushed faster in her veins.

This isn’t going to work. It’s crazy.

But there was no other choice.

Below her, Tracker was losing breath even as they galloped downhill and towards the chasm. Distantly, she heard the party of mage hunters shout to one another.

“I’m going to try to get us out of this, boy. Please, just stay with me,” she whispered to him.

Her eyes were fixed on the vast emptiness leading to the bottom of the chasm. It was the wrong thing to focus on, but there was little helping that.

She moved her gaze to the ledge on the other side. It wasn’t so far, she reasoned. But any distance was far enough when it was wider than a horse could jump.

Everin let the feeling build within her. It felt like a trail of smoke dancing into a midday sky, tapering but endless. If this had any chance of working, she needed to time it perfectly.

Of course, this was all assuming that Tracker trusted her enough to not buck her off and stop at the sight of the chasm below them.

Her legs gave him more than a squeeze, brief but firm, as they came to the edge of the ridge, and Everin shifted her body weight forward. Tracker leapt from the edge and into the air.

Everin’s heart rose into her throat at the feeling of weightlessness in between the second they’d left land and where they were.

Now!

At the same time that they jumped, Everin loosed a swirl of power from her palms at the ground far below them. The earth groaned and rumbled where a burst of energy was born underneath them.

But she hadn’t started it soon enough. Tracker’s hooves caught on nothing but air, and they started to fall quicker than she could think. Everin gripped her friend to try to hold them together, but the jagged bottom waited below them patiently. Heat singed the bottom of her boots as the blast from the Silverblood rose.

We need more!

Everin gritted her teeth as she forced more of the power out of her body. She knew she was playing with a deadly fire now, but they had no other choice.

The fall would surely kill them. Silverblood only might.

The blast grew and mushroomed faster at their feet, slamming into Everin and Tracker from below.

For some brief seconds before she blacked out, her vision went gray.
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Chapter Two
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Everin woke with the feeling like her head had been cleaved in two. A few probing fingers later told her that it was only a feeling.

She was on ground, though where that ground was remained to be seen. Leaves and branches littered the earth around her, and she saw she was alone.

Too quickly, she rose to her feet, but dizziness tore her back down. A quick inspection revealed a myriad of bruises and scratches across her body, and she hoped there was no lasting damage that she couldn’t see. Her pack with a few scant supplies was still strapped to her body.

A few paces away were marks in the earth. Partially broken limbs hung from the trees above. She blinked as a new dizziness came over her.

The blast must have thrown me here, she realized. Her heart sped faster.

Where were the mage hunters that had been after them?

And what about Tracker?

More carefully this time, Everin came to her feet and padded in the direction she must have come from. As she walked, she saw she’d been lucky not to have slammed her head against the trees surrounding her. Although her body certainly felt like she’d taken some blows, Everin was grateful that her head hadn’t been split apart by these sentinels of the wood.

Even if putting too much weight on her right foot made her wince, she knew it could have been worse.

Past a few more damaged trees, Everin came to the edge of the chasm they’d been driven to cross. A feeling pricked at the back of her neck.

Her plan had worked. She’d gotten to the other side of the gap. Her eyes scoured the ledge across from her for any sign of the hunters.

But she knew they were craftier than that. If they’d survived trying to follow after them, they would have already started to route a different path across. All they needed was a bridge.

And the Guild’s hunters were nothing if not determined. They wouldn’t rest until they destroyed her.

Everin forced her eyes to the bottom of the chasm. Trees and other debris from the blast were scattered through the crevasse. Layers of earth and rock along the ridges had been cracked apart in places.

As her gaze settled farther down, Everin’s breath froze for seconds. But she saw no sign of Tracker.

Relief stole the strength from her legs, though she refused the urge to crumple and turned back to the woods.

Where was her friend?

Worry knotted at the bottom of her belly. While it was one thing to risk her own life, it was quite another to risk Tracker’s. He was more than a horse—he was the only friend and family she had left.

Without him, the world was a cold, empty place.

When she’d first woken, Everin had taken care not to make undue noise in case the hunters were nearby. But she had to find Tracker, no matter the cost.

“Tracker boy? Tracker!”

Her calls were whispers at first, but they grew in volume until she could hear her voice echoed back at her against the tree trunks.

It was then that she saw him loping through the trees. Her heart dropped.

Everin ran to her friend, and it was immediately apparent to her why he hadn’t come from her calling him earlier. He could barely move one of his legs. The wound was below the lowest joint of his leg, and blood had already dried along the site.

Her heart plummeted. “I’m so sorry, my friend. I’m so sorry,” she whispered. Tears blurred her vision as Tracker nuzzled her face in response.

He must have gotten hurt in the blast.

At once, Everin performed a more thorough inspection of him. Without knowing how long she’d remained unconscious, there was a real possibility that more than a few hours had passed.

Their enemies might have been temporarily deterred by her tactics, but they couldn’t be far by now.

Thankfully, Tracker didn’t look to have many other injuries except for some scrapes much like hers. However, his leg worried her. If he was going to heal enough to walk on it again, it needed a professional’s hand. Sweat gathered along her forehead.

They wouldn’t last long like this.

When they’d crested the hill, she’d seen beyond the chasm to the land that stretched outside it. Smoke trails and a large break in the trees told her that a village was likely just east of where they were. She had to find help for Tracker there.

Everin pulled herself up a few branches of a nearby oak tree to confirm the direction of the village. Smoke snaked into the air. Cooked food—a sure sign of civilization. Her stomach groaned with an empty howl.

As her eyes found the spot it hid in the woods, she drew the same conclusion the mage hunters likely had.

This was the only stop for days.

Without a doubt, they were waiting for her there.

***
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The book she’d taken from Alaric stared up at her. It was the Book of Dissimulation, the cursed and legendary book detailing the secrets of Silverbloods.

While she had only recently started to read, this was her last hope. She’d searched the book for anything to help them escape the hunters and found something that possibly could work.

She’d found a passage that, if she was reading it correctly, detailed a ritual much like the one she’d thought they’d been performing.

It’d taken her hours to decipher exactly what the ritual called for—hours of comparing the old language recorded in the book to her handwritten notes teaching her how to read.

Now, looking down into the small bowl of water she’d collected from a creek, Everin was quite sure she didn’t want to take the risk of the ritual backfiring.

But as shadows swallowed the light around her and Tracker rested upon the ground, too tired to fill his empty stomach from limping on his bad leg, Everin saw she didn’t have a choice but to try.

As she was, she’d be captured by the mage hunters. She needed to hide her Silverblood.

Her pulse raced as she plucked a few auburn strands of her hair from her head. Her voice was quiet but clear in the silence of the woods.

“Gone, with the luster of my color, is the silver of my blood.”

At first, nothing happened. The strands drifted to the bottom of the water and rested there as the ripples on the surface stilled. Then a wetness started to dampen her shirt.

Her hands went clammy.

Blood.

But this time, there was no blood—silver or otherwise—coating her. A burnt red color was leaching from her hair and into her clothes. Her heart shoved into her throat, but she knew what to do. Everin held the bottom strips of her hair in the water where they bled their color.

The color settled like dye in the bottom of the bowl. Her hands trembled, but she kept them steady as she looked into her reflection.

The girl looking back at her was unrecognizable.

The warmth and color to her red hair was gone. Waves of gray framed a stranger’s pallid face. Even her eyes were an icy gray. She blinked several times just to make sure it was her.

She looked like she’d been found in a snowstorm.

Carefully, Everin pulled free the knife she kept strapped to her body and pricked the pad of her thumb. At once, a drop of silver beaded at the site.

She plunged her thumb into the water, and the dye-like substance disappeared from the bottom. The ritual would color and warm her blood enough to fool the eye. Whether it would confound the hunters’ instruments was another matter entirely.

It was her only option, even if it was only a temporary measure.
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Chapter Three
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“I assure you, Mr. Larsson, you and your wife will be safe here. This is only a precaution,” said his Red Captain.

Aleksander watched as the portly man worried his wiry mustache further. The Larssons owned the only inn along this stretch of road, which made them very important.

But it wouldn’t do to tell them how important that made them.

After all, what good was a trap when the cage fell apart like sticks?

This area was a solitary place in the east of the kingdom of Aurus, though the land itself seemed to want to be forgotten in this age of turmoil.

Mr. Larsson wasn’t convinced of what the Red Captain had said, apparently. Instead of addressing the man who had spoken to him, he looked to Aleksander himself. “You see, Your Majesty, we just ... things have been quiet here. We’re not like the folk of the cities. We don’t want to invite anything unnatural.”

He didn’t miss how his knight’s hand went to the sheath at his waist. With barely a gesture, Aleksander waved him down from what he’d been about to do to the innkeep.

After what had happened to the royal family some weeks ago, Oren had become more protective than was perhaps necessary, though he appreciated the thought.

Aleksander covered up the gesture by stepping towards the inn’s owner. “Are you suggesting my mere presence here invites your doom?”

His words had been even-spoken and without rash emotion. But the meaning behind them was clear.

Oren broke his silence as he showed all his stained teeth at Larsson. “Might wanna rethink that one.”

Mr. Larsson’s face acquired a color not unlike that of rotted fish guts. Gray with tinges of pink.

“No, no, no,” Larsson sputtered as his eyes bulged. “It is nothing but an honor to host Your Majesty and retinue. You must believe.” His hands grabbed at Aleksander’s coat before either of the two other men present could stop him.

“And that would be your third mistake of the night.” The edge of Oren’s pocket blade hovered lightly at Mr. Larsson’s throat as he spoke into his ear. “Second of which was insulting your king. First of which was serving that awful stew.”

Quickly, Aleksander pried the innkeeper’s fingers from his clothes. Larsson looked like he was about to vomit or fall over, and he didn’t want to be the target for either, quite honestly.

Just as he was about to tell Oren to stand down, something caught his eye.

He saw it through the wide window that stretched across the wall of the inn’s highest room. Something moved along the lonely road outside.

The sight curdled his blood.

Immediately, he looked to the captain of the mage hunters, but Vaun already had his detection instrument in his hands. Unlike Oren, who was trained to spot threats to Aleksander’s life, be it assassins or grabby innkeepers, Vaun was trained to spot things like this.

To the ordinary person, it looked like nothing more than a trinket. The outside was thick glass in the shape of a circle rimmed with thin metal. Its heart was hollow except where a wire pierced through a quartz-like mineral. Inside the very heart of that was the smallest amount of a strange silver substance. It had long ago been imprisoned in the crystal, but lately, Aleksander had caught himself staring at it whenever Vaun had it out.

The crystal was dancing along its wire.

Instantly, Aleksander knew what that meant.

He didn’t wait for Oren or Vaun to follow him as he raced from the room.
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Chapter Four
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Everin kept to the darkest parts of the forest as she ran through it. Without Tracker, her progress was far worse than sluggish. The only positive was that she could clearly hear everything around her now as she now moved almost silently.

But her reality was starting to press in on her.

The curse of Silverblood had chosen her, forcing her to flee the stability she’d fought so hard to reach.

Then, she’d killed a prince with her own hands when he’d tried to take that power by force.

With Tracker gone, she was all alone.

And now it’s your fault that he’s injured. And what if the hunters find you now? He won’t last without help.

She wished she could silence this voice within her, but she’d never been very good at ignoring truths like these.

Everything in your hands turns to ash.

As she neared the village, she passed people whose faces she couldn’t bear to look at, even in her gray disguise, for fear that they would somehow know her. Even so, she continued.

Everin wasn’t sure how long had passed, only that the hunger cramps had returned. It had felt like morning when she’d woken and found Tracker, though she knew that morning was well gone by now.

Her heart stilled in her chest. At first, she wasn’t sure why.

She was approaching the heart of the small village, a place where people should have been congregating, but a dull quiet had swept over the area.

Birdsong had died on the air. Even the breeze had left.

But she knew the feeling. Recognized it as the torture that belonged heart and soul to her.

Silverblood was on the air.

In a panic, Everin checked her hands for evidence of the Silver having returned. She’d known that her disguise had been a temporary measure, but the book had suggested the effects of the ritual would last at least a day.

But there was no sign of Silver smeared on her skin. Her hair was still dulled and grayed, and her skin was still robbed of its color.

No. It doesn’t make sense.

Just beyond the houses surrounding her, she saw it.

On the path in front of her was a figure in a traveler’s cloak. The smell of Silverblood burned in her nostrils as she realized two things at once.

First, this person had Silverblood in their veins.

Second, a wisp of smoke was rising in the air above them. They were about to release the cursed power into the world.

“No!” The word tore from her lips.

Everin didn’t stop to think. She ran and tackled the person just as another sight caught her eye down the road.

More people had noticed what was happening in the road and had started for them. Blood pounded in her ears as they hit the ground together.

What had she done? She was supposed to sneak inside the town, find help for Tracker and supplies, and leave.

And avoid attention at all costs.

The person under her had started to fight her. She was a mere girl, just some years younger than her.

The girl bared her teeth at her. “You won’t get in the way of this if you know what’s good for you.”

The girl tried to shove Everin off her, but she’d grabbed both of the girl’s wrists. “You don’t want to do this,” she told her.

“Oh, I do,” she snarled back. “Our rising has begun, and you people can’t stop us.” The girl scratched at her own skin. The end of one of the jagged scratches beaded Silver at its corner like a weeping eye.

The smell was nearly overpowering. Something about it called to the coiled snake in her belly, the one that dreamed of being set free.

No. She’d only just tamped down the power rampant in her veins.

This girl was trying to destroy the village and everyone inside it. A ringing started in Everin’s ears, and she knew they were seconds from the blast. For a moment, her body went slack with the memory of it.

In those seconds, the girl switched places with Everin as she rolled herself on top, slamming Everin’s back against the stones. The girl had her hands on Everin’s throat, and tears streamed down her face. She could feel the silverblood on her hands, searing against her skin.

I’m sorry, Tracker.

“Don’t!” Everin managed.

“I must,” the girl gasped over her.

It was then that an arrow came through the girl’s clothes, piercing her through her heart. She grabbed for the projectile in her chest, not seeming to understand it for unmeasurable seconds until blood gurgled into her mouth. She fell forward onto Everin.

The world was a shock of sights and sounds, all dancing around her.

Too many people. Too many eyes.

They surrounded her now. Her breathing came faster and faster, but she couldn’t seem to keep any of it in her lungs.

Someone pulled the body from atop her, and another pair of hands led her from off the street. Everin’s hands shook. She needed to slip between these people and get out of here.

Did they see?

Is the silverblood in my veins still repressed?

“You’re okay.” The voice belonged to the one who had taken her from the crowd. Her eyes focused on him for the first time.

His golden hair curled away from his face. Sharp eyes watched her, though his full lips smirked at her examination of him.

She saw it then. His eyes were as golden as his hair.

The sight of them nearly bowled her over, and she broke out into a sweat. She had to leave. Now.

Whoever this person was, he was related to the royal family. Only those with royal blood had golden eyes.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Another man, this one sporting a salt and pepper goatee and matching mane, appeared from seemingly thin air and produced a blade from a sheath hidden along one of his legs.

“Your name and purpose here,” he barked at her.

Everin tried not to panic, but it wasn’t working. At last, they’d found her.

She needed to say something that wouldn’t land her in a puddle of silver. The dead girl’s declaration echoed in her head.

Our rising has begun.

Suddenly, the blond one stepped between them, forcing the goateed man to lower his weapon.

“She’s safe, Oren.” He jerked his chin at Everin, and she realized belatedly that she was bleeding across her cheek.

When she grazed it, her finger came away red.

Not silver.

Oren’s gaze took longer than she liked to move from her face to his blond companion’s. “Assassins come in all kinds, kid.”

Despite his words, he shifted to the side. “It’s a fair question, though, isn’t it?” He revealed his teeth in a strange smile at her. Instead of an off-white, they were blackened.

“Everin. That’s my name.” It was all her mouth could seem to say, and there was no taking it back.

But, she realized, no one had really known her name at the castle, either.

Or rather, the few that did know are now ash and dust.

“Well, Everin,” the blond, younger one said. His voice seemed to weigh how her name sounded. “It appears we owe you a debt of gratitude. None of us would be here if you hadn’t found out that Silver so quickly.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Speaking of which, nice job. How did you do it?”

Everin needed to be careful. Moreover, she needed to be gone. She tried to seem like she wasn’t evaluating which end of the alley to disappear down.

No, she couldn’t run now. That would only worsen any suspicions they had of her.

“How did I do what?” she asked.

He stepped towards her, one finger raising her chin to meet his gaze. His breath tickled her face. “How did you know what she was?”

“Careful, Aleksander. We don’t know her,” warned Oren, clearly the protective type.

All the pieces fell together for Everin just as she jerked herself from Aleksander.

Of course. Why hadn’t she recognized him sooner? They had met before.

Everin stopped breathing.

This was Prince Aleksander, formerly second heir to the throne. And older brother to the monstrous Alaric.

“We don’t know her.”

But Aleksander did know her. Was this some sort of game?

The memory in the dead woods came to her like a bad dream.

“Hurt him, and you’re done,” Aleksander had snarled at her. “Release him now.”

“No. You’re letting me go,” she’d said, weighing a palmful of Silverblood, her other hand forcing a knife at Alaric’s throat at his earlier insistence.

Her hands were shaking. Had he seen it?

“You wouldn’t kill yourself, too,” Prince Aleksander had said. “Even a monster has self-preservation.”

But Everin couldn’t seem to get her limbs to move. He wasn’t looking at her like she was a monster anymore. It dawned on her then.

The swan mask. The war paint.

She’d wanted to seem intimidating. Insane. Likely to end a prince’s life.

In wearing those things, she’d kept him from seeing much else but her eyes and auburn hair. Her eyes slid to the gray strands on her shoulders now.

She was someone different from the girl in the woods, she remembered.

But she had to assume he was as crafty as his brother. She’d underestimated Alaric and nearly died for it.

At the last moment, she remembered they were waiting for her to speak.

They don’t know who you are. Just say something normal and leave. They’ll leave you alone after this.

“I thought I smelled ...” Everin stopped herself.

The other two were looking at each other. Her heart froze in her chest.

Silverblood isn’t something normal people smell. But the realization came too late.

Oren cracked a black smile at her.

“I’ll be damned.”
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Jackpot.

Somehow, Aleksander’s luck was finally turning.

Though Vaun and the Reds hadn’t yet done a thorough examination of the Silver girl, there was a strong possibility this was the one they’d been hunting down for weeks.

And then lady luck had so graciously thrown this little wonder in his lap. Though Oren was the betting man of the two of them, Aleksander was sorely tempted to double down on his newfound fortune.

He reined in his enthusiasm before it could show on his face so much.

“You smelled the silver on her, right?” Aleksander completed for her.

He waited, observing again the unusual color of her hair and eyes. It all confirmed his suspicions of her.

She was one of those rare people who could smell it on the air. A walking Silver detector.

Careful, he steadied himself.

Her lips pushed together like she could take back the words she’d admitted to them. He shouldn’t have been so forward, he realized.

They were going to lose her before they ever made their proposal.

As king, I could order her, he reminded himself for not the first time. Although, a part of him wanted her to willingly come with them rather than being forced to.

Not that they were letting her get away.

He needed to change tactics. He glanced at Oren, hoping against hope the man wouldn’t open his mouth this one time.

“It’s a ... valuable skill, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. You saved a lot of people today,” Aleksander said tactfully.

“I suppose,” Everin answered.

“I’ll cut to the chase. As king and protector of Aurus, I’m requesting your help. Having someone with your ability on our side would mean many more lives saved. It would mean justice is brought to the silvers threatening us. I want you to join us in our investigation.”

Everin blinked at him in surprise. He supposed it was the rational reaction. She’d stopped a silver’s suicide attempt on this town only to be interrogated by the king and then invited to his personal investigative team.

Her eyebrows came together. “What exactly do you mean by investigation?”

Ah. Well, that was the rub, wasn’t it?

Aleksander scratched at the edge of his jaw where stubble had spread. How many days had it been since they’d slept in proper beds?

Somehow, he even missed his bed at the academy.

He couldn’t exactly speak freely about what he needed her for. Not here, when so many other ears were nearby.

For now, he settled on, “We need help investigating the presence of Silvers.”

Even in this village, well removed from the royal city and her sisters that bustled with commerce and trade, whispers of what had happened at his parents’ castle had been heard.

Whispers of what had done it. Of what had happened to his brother. Blood pounded in the veins at his temples. His knuckles ached—he hadn’t realized he was clenching them.

It was then that he noticed.

The blood along her cheek dribbled from where the Silver had scratched her. Bruises were starting to form along her neck.

Aleksander blinked. “You’re hurt,” he said in a moment of dumb surprise.

What an ass he was being. If his mother could see him now, interrogating a girl after she’d been attacked by a Silver.

He quickly covered up his lapse in attention. “What’s most important is that our healers see you.” He tilted his head. “And in the meantime, you can give more thought to my offer.”

But when he snapped his hands to get the notice of one of the officials who was cleaning up with Vaun, Everin started to back towards the far end of the alley they shared.

“I don’t think I’ll need more time to think about it, Your Majesty. Unless,” she said, “that was an order.”

In that moment, he saw something he hadn’t seen before in her eyes. Before, he’d gotten what he’d assumed of her: a traumatized, poor girl.

But now, there was something else in those gray eyes. There was a fire, as fierce as a wolf defending her kill at the start of winter.

Something took over Aleksander then. He stepped towards her, leaning one hand against the wall as he crowded the space between them. Oren watched but didn’t interfere.

“I know what you are, Everin. I know the meaning of this.” He lifted a lock of her hair only to release it seconds later. “I know this isn’t the first time you’ve been attacked by them. It’s the mark of having survived something worse than what you survived here today. They took this from you.”

Before he could see more of the wolf cloaked as a gray-haired girl, he stepped back and spoke just a little more.

“I know not the details of what you’ve survived. But I know, deep inside each of us, the hate we harbor is the same.”

***
[image: ]


“She’s leaving after this,” Oren said when Everin consented at last to being seen by a healer.

“Do you think I should have waited?” Aleksander asked him.

“If you wanted her to come with us, probably,” Oren admitted. His knight looked at him more fully. They were removed from the commotion as well as they could be in the alleyway. “Did you really think that would work?”

“It was worth a shot,” he said. “But we can’t let her go. I’m sure you know that.”

“You don’t have to tell me. We still haven’t confirmed that dead Silver is the right one.”

And with so few detection instruments in existence, they needed her. Though they’d kept it quiet, this was the third Silver they’d found saying such things. The third attempted attack on a city or township.

It wouldn’t stay quiet for long. No, they needed her.

“This isn’t just about her ability to find them,” Oren said.

“Accusing me of stealing girls from villages now?”

“No.” Oren picked at something in his teeth. Aleksander wasn’t sure what it could have been, seeing as they hadn’t eaten in at least twelve hours. “Though she’s not hard on the eyes, gray and all.”

For some reason, Oren’s comment irritated him. He pushed the feeling away. His knight had said much crasser things, so it shouldn’t bother him so much.

Everin was a potential asset to their mission. That was all.

“We can’t afford to let her go,” Aleksander said. “Follow her and ensure she doesn’t leave the town.”

Oren cocked an eyebrow at him. “And leave you alone after this? Unless you already sired a little golden-eyed brat while I wasn’t looking—”

“Oren.”

He shrugged. “Okay. But I better not find you dead. It’s killer replacing you royals.”
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Chapter Six


[image: ]


Everin’s hand ran along the bandages across her throat. She hadn’t realized the extent of the damage the girl had done. She hadn’t wanted to admit it in front of His Majesty, but her throat had been bothering her before the healer had treated her.

Why? Why did she try that?

It was the first time Everin had ever met another person with Silverblood in their veins. And she’d nearly killed her.

She was trying to destroy this place. I don’t understand it. No one was threatening her.

She wasn’t being hunted like I was. She could have kept herself hidden.

Everin looked down at her hands. How many more lives would end because of her?

But what else could I have done, she wondered seriously.

She was walking towards the edge of the village where the stables were. Evening had fallen, and her shadow chased her as she passed under torchlight posts.

The events at the village’s center had dulled her appetite. Even the fatigue she’d felt constantly since leaving the castle was absent from her body.

She clutched the note in her hand tighter.

She’d already written out directions on where Tracker was surely bedded down. And of course, his name, age, temperament, and preferences like his favorite grains.

Everin tried to swallow down what was in her chest.

He was always a good boy. He was surely waiting on her to come back tonight, but she wouldn’t be.

Tracker had been her best friend since it’d been her job to maintain the stalls at the castle. But that was why she had to do this.

I can’t even tell him good-bye, she realized.

No. She knew they were watching her. And she was almost certain that one of the king’s men had been following her since she’d refused him and left.

Never mind that she wanted nothing to do with him. Never mind that she wanted nothing but to ride away with Tracker somewhere they’d never be found again.

But she was doing this for her friend. She couldn’t give Tracker the time or help he needed in order to recover.

She couldn’t ride with him away from here, but she couldn’t abandon him, either. Everin comforted herself with the fact that, in a few weeks, he’d recover in the care of the stablehands here.

Everin had spoken with them earlier in the day already. She’d only need another five hundred coins to buy him back. She’d instructed the stablemaster to keep his payment for Tracker until she could return to get him.

Everin’s steps echoed on the paved stone street. It was a small township, and amber lights shone in almost every home or shop window. No one but her walked in anything less than a pair.

Clearly, nothing like what had happened today had ever occurred here before.

The stables and the master’s building appeared before her as she passed the last of the town’s shops. The stablemaster had left a note on his door, and it took her only a few minutes to read it. She was getting better.

She’d already known he’d be out until tomorrow morning, but she didn’t want whoever was following her to see this.

She pinned her note under his. Only if someone tried to unpin the original would they find hers.

As Everin turned and came back from the stablemaster’s door, she felt oddly fearless. There was the real possibility that the shock from earlier in the day had only just settled on her.

Or perhaps it was seeing the girl with Silverblood die before her and realizing that executing her before a village audience was the worst of what they could do to her.

It should have terrified her.

Or perhaps it was the fact that, for the first time since Alaric had died, Everin knew what she needed to do.

She needed two things: payment for treating Tracker’s injuries and to buy him back and more knowledge of Silverbloods.

Before she’d left Tracker in the forest, she’d memorized the concealing ritual and hid the Book of Dissimulation in the woods. But Everin wasn’t naïve enough to think that just because she looked differently that the ritual would save her from the effects of insanity that came with having silver-colored blood.

She needed to know about what she was now. What better source than those hunting people like her?

A chill ran down her back as she remembered the Silverblood girl.

Every day at the same time—if she wanted no one to see the silver in her veins—she needed to drain the color from her hair, eyes, and complexion into a bowl of pure water.

At least for now, she needed to agree to King Aleksander’s proposal. Even if he made her skin crawl.

It was why she spoke out loud to seemingly to no one, “Tell him I accept.”

His voice came not from where she’d expected it, making her heart race. Oren stepped towards her from the next street corner away where she’d been heading.

He revealed his unnerving smile. She didn’t see the sheath along his leg from earlier and wondered where the blade was on him now.

“Good. He’s always easier to get along with when he gets what he wants.”
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Chapter Seven
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When Everin arrived at the inn where they were staying, her appetite returned in full. It smelled like cinnamon and warmth inside.

But she couldn’t seem like she’d been half-starved for weeks on end or like she’d been the one they’d hunted only days ago.

She remembered the silver-blooded girl’s face again. Everin was alive only because she wasn’t.

I can’t forget that.

Thus, she tried not to stare too much at the food the inn’s guests were eating on the first floor. Even so, Everin couldn’t help but see two coats of red in a booth by the back of the inn. Her skin crawled, and she stared down at her gray hair.

A couple floors up, and Oren led her to a private room where a plate of food waited. She restrained herself only until he shut the door on her.

A fragrant white cheese and rice soup was still warm enough to waft steam into the air. Next to it sat a loaf of spiced pumpkin bread. It smelled like the inn when she’d first walked inside.

Everin couldn’t stop herself from eating it too quickly, making her stomach cramp. She couldn’t quite regret it, though.

The bed situated in the center of the room begged her to sleep, but knocks at her door forced her upright again.

A heavy-set woman with brown curls and an apron appeared. She introduced herself as Mrs. Larsson, the
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