
  Chapter One

  Briata Catullus.” The elderly fae spat into the dust. “Come to seize the crown while the palace mourns? You shouldn’t be here.”

  The prophecy plagued her, spewing from ignorant mouths since the day of her birth. At the front of the wagon, two fae scowled at her. Clearly father and son, one had gray hair and a lined face, the other a younger version with the same slender nose and thin lips. Their eyes widened, and Bri knew with her golden-brown skin, auburn hair, and eagle eyes, there was no mistaking her for anyone else. She was one of the Twin Eagles—more myth than person.

  “You know the prophecy about me, but clearly not much else,” she said, giving them a twisted grin as she brushed the dust from her tunic. “I don’t take kindly to orders.” Bri narrowed her eyes, noting a third fae popping his head up from the back of the wagon. “My assistance was requested by the Captain of the Guard herself, whose authority I am most certain supersedes your own.”

  “The Captain has clearly lost her mind, inviting a Catullus this far into our court,” the silver-haired fae jeered. “I heard she got hacked to bits in the attack. She’ll probably be dead before you get there.”

  Delta’s urgent voice echoed in Bri’s ears. She had to keep moving. Her hand moved from the reins toward her favorite dagger on her hip.

  “You’re not welcome in the West,” the son scoffed.

  He wore one knife on his belt and his father had a lone dagger. They seemed like tradespeople of some sort, untrained in fighting, but fae were faster and stronger than humans or witches. Of the three, fae were the most headstrong too. Bri moved her hands back to the reins. She wouldn’t need her dagger to dispatch these three.

  “Are you going to move that wagon or not?”

  Her face hardened, looking at the narrow trail squeezed between the rocky outcrops of white stone. The wagon sat right in the middle of the bottleneck. She doubted she could lead her horse up and over the steep terrain. If they didn’t move, she’d be forced to backtrack and wait them out. Bri guided her horse to the side and waited in the tall grasses. She prayed any snakes hiding amongst the sun-warmed rocks had slithered away. The last thing she needed was to be bucked off a spooked horse.

  “Like I said, you’re not welcome in Swifthill,” the son hissed. The defiance in his bratty eyes made Bri chuckle.

  “Gods, you’re a grumpy lot.” She dismounted her horse in one smooth movement. Rolling her shoulders, she grabbed the halter of the horse hitched to the wagon and led it forward. She clicked her tongue. “Come on, let’s go.”

  “Stop!” the father bellowed, yanking on the horse’s reins.

  The son dropped from his seat and Bri grinned, hoping he might be reckless enough to attack her.

  “Shit,” the one at the back growled, jumping from the wagon bed and running to back up his friend. The father cursed under his breath and reluctantly climbed down as well.

  What was it with men and fisticuffs? Every tavern brawl ended this way—one idiot bolstering the foolishness of the next until a chaotic mob erupted.

  “On any other day, I’d indulge you, friends.” Bri grinned as the first fae rounded on her. She hadn’t had a chance to train during the last two days due to constant travel. Normally, she’d let him get a few swings in and correct his careless movements even while besting him, but not this day. She had to reach the palace and find out how bad the situation was after the attack.

  The Western Court Queen was dead. That’s all Bri knew for certain. Delta had frantically called upon her through the magical fae fires, begging for her help. Bri had already been on the Western Court border, fighting Balorn’s cursed blue witches in Valtene. The aches of that battle still echoed through her muscles even as she rode with haste toward the Western capital.

  The youngest fae swung wildly, and Bri easily stepped out of his reach. She waited for his momentum to pull him to the side before she stepped in, throwing out a quick punch. She connected with his jaw and kicked him in the gut for good measure. He tumbled backward into the scrub brush, groaning as he clutched his stomach. He’d be fine, but he was wise enough to stay down.

  A hand landed on her shoulder and she grabbed the wrist, instinctively twisting until her attacker cried out at the unnatural angle of his arm. It wasn’t dislocated, but it would hurt every time he moved it for the next few weeks. They didn’t know how many years she and her twin brother, Talhan, had spent perfecting that move. She swept his leg out from under him, and he slammed down into the gravel. Plumes of white dust lifted around him as Bri looked up to the father.

  He held his dagger out at her, wide-eyed at the speed with which she had incapacitated his comrades.

  “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said, scowling at the fae clutching his arm and the other groaning from where he sat in the underbrush. She eyed the silver-haired fae and his dagger, her voice dripping with menace as she said, “Now, you can move your wagon, or I can move it for you. What do you choose?”

  He swallowed, his hands trembling as he sheathed his dagger. Bravado gone, the two injured men rose and darted back to the wagon.

  Bri nodded. “Good.”

  She mounted her horse, who’d been hastily grazing in the scrub. Perhaps when this horse was too exhausted to keep up with her grueling pace, stealing a new horse in the next town was better than trying to buy one. She couldn’t stop and she didn’t want her recognizable face to start a fight in every town she passed. The forests in the rain shadow of the High Mountains were home to mostly Western humans and witches. They barely gave a second glance, but as the forests turned to sprawling savanna, more fae towns popped up along the road to Swifthill. The closer she got to the capital, the more her presence would draw unwanted attention.

  The sound of Delta’s pleading voice rattled through her mind. I need your help, Bri, please. She would have bet a mountain of gold that Delta would never utter those words. The attack on the Western Court palace must have been devastating. How many traitors had infiltrated Queen Thorne’s court? Bri would need to be wary of them all.

  As the wagon rolled out of the bottleneck, clearing her path, she braced for what was to come. She would fight her way through the capital to get to Delta if she had to. The Queen’s assassins had never been found, and the Princess barely survived the attack. Bri needed to reach the palace before the traitors came back to finish what they started.

  *   *   *

  She was ready for this journey to be over and to wash off the stink of horse, but the sight of her birthplace was no relief. The landscape morphed from forests blanketed in frost to arid red soil with spiky shrubs. The sun baked down, fighting away the winter chill. Cloak discarded, she urged her weary horse onward toward the high sandstone walls and cursed herself for coming. She reminded herself once more of who she was to these people. Briata Catullus was an enemy, banished on the first day of her life.

  A towering bronzed gate guarded the main road into Swifthill. She peered between the gaps in the meshwork grating, looking out toward the city beyond. Roofs like mushroom caps dotted the skyline, starting smaller and growing larger toward the center in concentric rings. The white clay rooftops were decorated in whorls of silver and gold paint, patterned with the symbols of each household. Beyond the city walls, high on the cliffside, sat the palace.

  The brown stone castle was shaped like a hexagon, with six tall towers each with needlelike bronze spires shooting toward the sky. Only one flag billowed from the nearest tower, bearing the Western crest of a ram skull above crossing axes. The palace’s rooftop flickered in shades of green as seven trees shot out from the building itself, their branches billowing like clouds across the gold-tiled roofs. Each of the five palaces in Okrith had the styling of their court, but this . . . Something in Bri’s chest tightened at seeing it. This place was different.

  A guard stepped up to the far side of the city gate, pulling Bri’s focus away from the palace on the hill. His eyes widened as he appraised her. “The Eagle,” he snarled, speaking Bri’s nickname with a muttered curse. “You shouldn’t be here.”

  A scoundrel ready to seize the crown from the Western Queen—that is what they all thought of her.

  “If I had a coin for every time I heard that,” Bri muttered, wiping her brow as the hot midday sun beat down on her. She put on her practiced air of indifference and addressed the guard. “You’re wrong. I’ve been asked to come by Delta Thorne.”

  He paused, considering her words with a glower. “The Captain was nearly killed that night. She was probably hallucinating from the pain.”

  Bri shook out the sweaty tunic clinging to her chest. “Do I look like I’m riding into battle?”

  “You can’t handle the Western sun, traitor,” the guard taunted.

  “You get used to it,” a voice called from behind her.

  A man on horseback rode up beside her. He was middle-aged with pale skin burned red across his cheeks and nose. He was lean and incredibly tall, sitting straight on his mount. She took in his cinnamon-brown tunic and the totem pouch around his neck—a witch, probably a brown witch, given this was their home court.

  “Lady Catullus is needed here. I’ve requested her help.” The witch turned to the guard. “Let us in, please, Lifa. I’ll personally escort her to the castle.”

  The guard paused, eyeing the brown witch, and then returned his attention to Bri. He spat onto the dirt but still disappeared behind the sandstone walls to open the gate. Bri’s eyebrows shot up. A fae guard taking orders from a witch? Whoever this witch was, he must be important.

  “Thanks,” Bri grumbled.

  The bronze gate lurched, creaking slowly upward. Bri leered at the pointed teeth of the gate lifting into the sky. She didn’t want to ride under them, but as the witch coaxed his horse onward, she followed, relieved the gate didn’t come crashing down upon her.

  Bri gave the frowning guard a wink and led her horse down the main thoroughfare into the heart of the city.

  “I appreciate you doing that,” she said, pulling her horse up beside the brown witch.

  The witch dusted his straw-blond hair off his forehead and adjusted his golden spectacles. “That guard doesn’t realize how needed your presence is,” the witch said, casting his sky-blue eyes to her. “I’m Cole, head healer to the royal family.”

  She narrowed her gaze at him. “A male witch with enough power to be the head healer? I’m impressed.”

  “I think you’ll find the lines between us are more blurred than our language allows.” Cole’s eyes crinkled. “Saying there are no powerful male witches is as ridiculous as saying there are no powerful female warriors.”

  “I like you, Cole.” Bri huffed. “I can see why Queen Thorne picked you.”

  Looking to one tree peeking above the palace’s roofline, he whispered the Western prayer: “May we see her spirit in the rustling leaves.” He spoke it in the common tongue of Ific, but she could tell he’d translated it from the witches’ language of Mhenbic.

  “I’m sorry for your loss.” Bri bowed her head. “I’m sure you’re exhausted after the attack. How many were injured?” If anyone were to know the severity of the injuries, it would be the head healer.

  “It was worse than the council let on,” he murmured, gazing down along the quiet streets. He led his horse out to a side road, moving away from the bustling markets up ahead.

  Bri’s horse followed, clomping down the tussock-colored bricks. “How many casualties?”

  “Twelve,” Cole replied. “Many more injured.” He tapped the saddlebag. “I’ve just come from the mountains. We needed more supplies than our gardens could grow, even with the aid of green witch magic.” He had a calm, warm tone, so common amongst healers.

  The Western Court palace probably had teams of witches of every color—green witches who grew gardens and cooked delicious foods, brown witches who made healing elixirs, red witches who could animate objects, and blue witches who Saw the future. The violet witches of the East had long since disappeared . . . or so Bri had thought. She shuddered, thinking of the purple smoke that filled the sky during the battle in Valtene. What ancient magic had Augustus Norwood tapped into to curse armies of witches and make poisonous smoke? Worse, he’d never been found after the battle. He fled along with his remaining soldiers, his armada sailing out into the Callipho Sea.

  Bri eyed the deep furrows cut into the street, giant gutters leading toward immense drains. The Southern Court had similar features, though she wasn’t sure the West had quite the same monsoons. The deep gutters told her enough—when it rained, it rained hard.

  “Delta? How is she?”

  Cole cleared his throat. His expression darkened, and Bri clenched the reins tighter in her grip. It was bad, then.

  “I was being earnest when I said you were needed here,” he said. “Delta needs urgent care but . . . I think she is waiting until you arrive to let me—”

  Bri’s pulse drummed in her ears. “Let you what?”

  His gaze dropped to his hands. “Her arm was nearly cut off in the battle. She has no feeling in it anymore. . . . It needs to be removed.”

  Disbelief coursed through her. “No.”

  Delta would be devastated. Her greatest pride was being the Captain of the Queen’s guard. Bri’s mind whirled, grasping for some way to ease that blow. Delta could still fight. She could train for one-handed combat. It would be okay, Bri tried to reassure herself.

  “She won’t let me do it,” Cole said, the warmth in his voice sounding strained. “I think she’s waiting for you.”

  Bri tapped her horse with her calf, urging it to move faster. They picked up the pace, skirting around the edges of the city, where only a few curious people watched them pass.

  “You want me to convince her to remove her arm?” Bri asked incredulously.

  “I can’t keep healing the wound forever. There is not enough chaewood in the entire Western Woods.” Cole let out a frustrated sigh, clearly having had this conversation before. “Fae healing can only do so much. Wounds left untreated and unhealed will still kill you.”

  Narrowing her eyes at the looming castle, Bri rubbed a hand over her tight neck muscles and sighed. Delta was the most stubborn sort of soldier, even worse than Bri herself.

  They trotted through the open far gate of the city and up the trail toward the palace. A herd of goats scattered into the golden shrubs. The road narrowed, creating a land bridge as the earth fell into a sheer drop on either side of them. On the high plateau, the palace was protected from all angles. The attackers must have snuck in disguised as guards or servants. There’s no way a cavalry would get across this bridge unnoticed, and it would be an impossible climb to scale up the cliffsides circling the palace grounds.

  She looked out over the rolling landscape, filled with sawtooth plants and spindly trees, stretching out toward a strip of sapphire blue. Golden sand beaches beckoned from the white-capped ocean waves beyond. She wondered how long it would take to ride out to the sea. The heat blurred the landscape, bending it like a mirage, making the idea of a swim all the more enticing.

  Bri spotted a silhouette in the gardens, a solitary person staring toward the horizon.

  “And the Princess? Is she all right?”

  “I think everyone is still reeling from her mother’s assassination,” Cole said diplomatically. “I’ve been prescribing many remedies to members of the council to calm their nerves . . . though the Princess hasn’t accepted any.”

  Bri understood the meaning that Cole delicately tiptoed around: Princess Abalina was uninjured but far from alright, and apparently just as stubborn as her cousin when it came to accepting aid.

  She wondered if Abalina still looked the same. It had been many years since the Princess had attended a royal engagement in another court. Abalina was there the night of Neelo’s poker game in Saxbridge, but Bri and Tal had waited in the parlor a floor below and never caught sight of the Princess. Her stomach tightened as her mind drifted toward her twin. They’d had long-lasting arguments before but nothing like this. Talhan had looked at her like she was a traitor for coming to Swifthill.

  She shook the thought from her head and twisted back toward Cole. “Did they catch any of the attackers?”

  “None remain alive.” Cole adjusted his spectacles, angling his head to keep the sun out of his eyes. “There were dozens of them, though. Some escaped.”

  “Gods,” Bri groaned.

  “The witch hunters were always a problem, one the Queen conveniently ignored.” Cole’s tone soured. “They made themselves good money, and the West was largely exempt from the aftermath of Yexshire. I understand why the Queen did it, to stop them would have made her an enemy to Hennen Vostemur.”

  Bri grimaced at the name of the fallen Northern King. His shadow still hung over Okrith, even after his death. His tyranny had echoed throughout every kingdom, and his passing revealed wounds that had festered for years.

  “She still should have gotten control of the witch hunters,” Bri insisted.

  “Agreed.” Cole sighed. “She allowed so many of her people to die . . . humans, fae, and most of all, witches.” His voice dropped to a whisper, and Bri wondered what happened to his own family to make his voice turn so hollow. “Now those witch hunters are rabid, and it is Princess Abalina who will have to tame them.”

  As they drew closer, Bri noticed the black shrouds waving through the open windows, blocking out the sun. The palace was in mourning, the Queen murdered by monsters of her own making. Bri gritted her teeth and urged her horse up the narrow land bridge toward the cliff. Too late to turn back now.


  Chapter Two

  Bri followed the hunched servant through the darkened halls, their footsteps echoing across the stone floors. Cole had left Bri in the stables with a hasty farewell, tasking the closest servant with guiding her to a guest room. They walked through the eerie quiet, the aftermath of the attack seeming to cling to the stone. Rolling her shoulders, she shifted the straps of her heavy pack, trying to keep them from chafing against her sweat-stained tunic. The servant hadn’t offered to take it, not that she would have let him anyway.

  “I never thought I’d see the day,” he snickered. She rolled her eyes. Even the servants were getting their jabs in. “A Catullus in Swifthill . . . Maybe I did die in the attack and this is the afterlife.”

  “How many attackers were there?” Bri’s eyes swept across every room they passed, making note of each hall and doorway. No signs of struggle remained, no broken windows or knocked-in doors. She needed to hear as many recounts of the attack as possible. The survivors would each have a slightly different tale. In the panic, their fear would exaggerate details, and she needed to know what they were really up against.

  “A dozen, not many,” the man grumbled. “It was only after the Queen was poisoned that they attacked, trying to kill Princess Abalina too.”

  “Poisoned?” Bri’s eyebrows lifted as if it were new information. “What kind of poison?”

  “They still don’t know.” The man shrugged, turning down a gloomy hallway. “That brown witch healer is still trying to discern what they used. Three other fae at the dining table dropped dead too, but . . .” He paused, leaning in to whisper his bit of gossip, and Bri had to hide her grin at how easily she got him on the hook. “They have food tasters. So the poison couldn’t have been in the meal itself.”

  “Then how?” Bri made a note to speak to these food tasters. “In the air somehow?”

  “There were others in the room who were fine,” he said. “Some say it was a magic curse that did it.”

  “I’ve never heard of such a curse,” Bri murmured, reeling him in.

  “Nor I,” he replied. “But these are strange times we live in. Dark magic is being awakened. Who knows what magic the attackers might have wielded?”

  She considered him—his balding head and scraggly beard. Had he heard about the battles with Balorn Vostemur and Augustus Norwood in Valtene? Had the news traveled to Swifthill of the odd magic that was coming back to life in Okrith? If Norwood’s violet smoke could poison the air, who knew what other poisons he might be able to conjure. Rua seemed to think the Queen’s assassination was his doing.

  “Did you keep any alive?” Bri asked, narrowing her eyes at the decor as if she could divine the truth.

  “No.” The man snickered. “They met the ends that they deserved.”

  “That lack of restraint could cost more people their lives.” Rage made fools of them all. It blinded the vengeful until they’d harm themselves to claim their due. “How can we know what they’re planning if there’s no one left to question?”

  He turned up a spiraling set of stairs, his open-toed sandals scuffing against each step. “The Queen’s council is investigating.”

  Bri snorted. “Investigating.”

  “Perhaps with a Golden Eagle here they will have more luck,” he said sarcastically.

  “You are very forthright with your opinions.” Bri bristled as if rankling her feathers. “Did you speak to Her Majesty this casually?”

  “You are not my Queen.” He chuckled far more than was necessary to get his point across. “You’re not even a countryman. You’re a foreigner here. It doesn’t matter if you’re fae and I’m human. I’m a Westerner, and you’re not.”

  “Gods, I get it.” She rolled her shoulders in the habitual way she did when they bunched around her ears. “Are you all like this?”

  His cheeks dimpled. “Yes.”

  “Where is Delta?” The question had churned in her mind since she’d dismounted her horse. Despite her injuries, Bri had expected the Captain to greet her, especially considering it was Delta who had begged her to come.

  “She is preoccupied at the moment.” They reached the fourth-floor landing, and the man panted as if he had just summited a mountain. He hobbled halfway down the hall and extended his arm to the door. “Your room, My Lady.”

  Bri frowned at the title, giving the man a quick nod and thumbing him a gold coin from her pocket. He was already turning even as he caught it from midair, and she sighed at his icy reception. She needed to find the assassins and get out of this strange and unwelcoming place.

  Closing the door, she entered a small hallway into her suite. The stone floor gave way to large terra-cotta tiles. They seemed perfect for baking in the winter sun and keeping cool underfoot in the sweltering summers, but the shrouds over the windows kept the room chilly, unable to absorb the strong Western rays.

  The filtered light cast heavy shadows over the sitting area. Bold patterns of black, cream, and bronze covered the furniture. The room dripped in the trappings of the Western Court, from the finely crafted vases to the earth-toned patterned fabrics. Even though the Queen had banished Bri’s family from the West, trinkets from the Western Court had filtered into her home over the years—painted clay pottery, woven wicker furniture, and vibrant tapestries detailed in the bronze colors of the West. The furnishings felt both foreign and strangely familiar all at once.

  A scuttling noise sounded from across the room, and Bri narrowed her eyes at the far door she assumed led to her bedroom. It could be a curtain blowing in the wind . . . or it could be an assassin. The Queen had just been murdered, after all. She couldn’t be too careful.

  Her pack hit the ground with a hefty thwack as she unsheathed the amber dagger strapped to her hip. Moving on silent feet, she reached the far door, preparing to battle the intruder even as she twisted the knob.

  Her eyes went wide as she threw open the door.

  Carys lounged in an armchair, twirling her knife. A foxlike grin spread across her face as Bri gaped at her.

  She smirked. “Happy to see me?”

  “How in the Gods’ names did you get here before me?” Bri stumbled over her words as her mind whirled to keep up. “And what are you even doing here?”

  “You’ve been so adamant to stay out of the West that you don’t know how to navigate it very well. It’s only a day’s ride from Valtene, if you know the right roads to take.” Carys winked. “I saw Talhan’s face when he returned to the tavern after you left, and I made him tell me everything.” Carys lifted her legs off the chair and planted her feet down on the plush rug. Flipping her knife in her hands, she said, “You thought you could just go off without me knowing? Me?”

  “Carys—”

  “Nope,” she said, cutting Bri off as she sheathed her knife. “I let you go north with Rua, but this? This is Swifthill, Bri. This is the place you’ve avoided your entire life, and I’m not letting you plunge into the belly of this beast without me.”

  Bri dragged a hand down her face. “What about the Eastern Court? Aren’t you meant to be overseeing the election of a new sovereign?”

  “The council has been assembled there now. They can handle most things, and Talhan will be there once he’s recovered too.” Carys shrugged as if it were that simple.

  Bri quirked her brow. “Tal is going to help the council?”

  “I know, his worst nightmare, right?” Carys chuckled. “But he’ll keep an eye on things while we sort out the West. He’s in no condition to be battling anyone right now. Besides, Augustus Norwood was last spotted heading out to sea along the Western coast. Being here is strategic for me as well. I’ll keep an eye out for Norwood while you help Delta get control over the witch hunters.”

  Bri’s lips pulled downward as she sidled to the bed. She perched on its edge, hanging her head for a moment with a sigh. “They’re not witch hunters anymore. They’re hunting royal fae.”

  “What did Augustus promise them to make them kill their own Queen?” Carys mused.

  “That is an excellent question.” Bri rubbed the back of her neck. “I need to find Delta.”

  “I bet you do.”

  “Quit it,” Bri growled at her smirking friend. “She was a fun pastime, that’s it. My Fate is to take a crown, not a partner.”

  Bri stared down at her boots, thinking of the words she’d heard over and over her whole life: The Eagle will seize the crown from its sovereign. The prophecy that loomed over her was finally less frightening now that the Eastern throne was vacant. The thought of taking the Eastern crown from the petulant child that was Augustus Norwood thrilled her. It made sense. Her Fate was to rule the East, the land she had grown up in. She would settle things in Swifthill and then go back to the Eastern Court and prove the Fates spoke true.

  “I am here to help the West and then I am gone again,” Bri said. “Delta has nothing to do with this.”

  Carys stood. “Mm-hmm.”

  “I hate you.”

  “I love you too.” Carys ruffled Bri’s hair. “Now let’s go find some food and then some answers.”

  Bri stood and begrudgingly wrapped her arms around her friend, pulling her into a tight hug. “I’m glad you’re here.”

  Carys grinned against her shoulder. “I know.”

  *   *   *

  Bri and Carys plodded through the sprawling castle and down the labyrinth of twisting stairs. Upon each landing, short hallways greeted them, splintering out like the branches of a tree. The floors undulated from stone to tile in detailed patterns that made Bri wonder how people didn’t trip.

  “It makes the Eastern decor seem lacking, doesn’t it?” Carys asked, eyeing the hallway tables adorned with painted clay vases and thick fragrant candles, woven artwork hanging above them. “Reminds me of your house.”

  “My mother created her own little Swifthill in the Eastern Court,” Bri said, frowning at a painting of the savanna. The Eastern simplicity of carved wood adornments did seem lacking compared to the warmth of the Western decor. “She was so certain this was my destiny.”

  Carys hummed in agreement. “What do you think she’ll do when she finds out you’re here?”

  “Celebrate,” Bri snarled. “I’m sure she’s buying gowns for a coronation already.”

  Carys moved in front of Bri, making her stop. “Are you sure you want to be here, Bri?” she asked, arching her eyebrow. Carys was one of the few people who knew about Bri’s mother. She knew how Bri was treated as a child and all the reasons Bri had severed ties with her mother long ago. “We could send someone else. . . . It doesn’t have to be you.”

  “You should have heard Delta’s voice.” Bri jutted her jaw to the side. “I’ve never heard her sound so panicked. Ever.”

  “Some people are happy you’re here, Bri. I heard stirrings through the city before you even arrived.” Carys gave her a wary glance.

  “My mother’s doing,” Bri confirmed. “She’s been attempting to sow seeds of dissent in the West my whole life.” Bri rubbed her hand down her face, releasing a frustrated sigh. “Let’s just secure the crown and get out of here, okay?”

  They hastened toward the Queen’s chambers, which were easy enough to find. Guards patrolled each turn along the hallways and doorways all the way to the last large wooden door. Not a single guard stopped them, clearly having been notified of their arrival.

  Bri pounded on the door and stepped back. It creaked open a crack and a fae male with dark brown skin and gray hair peered out, glowering at them from his deeply lined face.

  “Let them in, Father,” a voice commanded from inside.

  The face disappeared from the sliver of open doorway, and the room opened. It was a small reception room, but still elegant. A dozen people lined the walls, watching in rapt silence as Bri and Carys entered. A wicker chair sat empty in the center of the room while the rest of the council stood.

  “I never thought I’d see the day,” the fae standing in the center of the room said. He had light brown skin, hazel eyes, and a charming air so common amongst royal courtiers. “Briata Catullus, come to steal the crown at last?”

  “For the last time, I have no interest in the crown,” Bri gritted out, her eyes drifting to the battle-axes painted on his golden tunic. “Who are you?”

  “Apologies,” he said with a bow. “I’m Tem, Tem Wystron.” He gestured to the gruff man who let them in. “This is my father, Darrow. We are members of the Queen’s council.”

  “Is Lina Queen now?” Carys asked, stepping in front of Bri. It was clear from the nickname that Carys was more familiar with Abalina, having grown up in the Southern Court amongst the royalty there. She’d probably known the Princess her whole life, though she rarely spoke of her to Bri.

  “Not yet,” Darrow said, raising his chin. He had a deep, rasping voice, sharp and condescending. “Her mother is still unburned, her soul not even one foot into the afterlife. No ceremonies can take place until the shrouds come down.”

  “I understand,” Carys whispered, eyes softening. “But it is a time of great turmoil and . . .”

  Darrow held up his weathered hand. “We must wait for the mourning period before the coronation.” He rested his hand pointedly on the back of the empty wicker chair. “One full week must pass before we can cleanse this place.”

  A tall figure in cinnamon-brown robes caught Bri’s attention. Cole. He’d already changed and come to the council chamber. He looked as if he wanted to say something but was holding his tongue.

  Carys eyed the crowd of silent, wary faces. “Where is Lina?”

  “The Princess has been feeling unwell and retired early tonight,” Tem said, glancing at Cole, who nodded back to him. “I’m sure she’ll feel better tomorrow.”

  “We will speak with her tomorrow, then,” Carys said resolutely.

  Bri shifted. She knew what her friend was saying: there are too many people here to talk openly about what had happened.

  “Whatever you need to say, you can say in front of the council.” Tem gestured around the room. “We can pass on your sentiments to Her Highness.”

  “It is fine, Tem,” Darrow said, his voice dripping with venom as he stared at Bri. “They will not be staying long. We do not need the help of foreigners.”

  The word grated against her skin. She knew the councilor’s warning for what it was—Bri didn’t belong in the West. Her mother may have birthed her in the Western Court, but apparently that didn’t make her a Westerner, despite her mother’s efforts to make it so. She’d been raised as if she were a Western Princess. Her overbearing mother trained her far more vigorously in the art of royal life than Talhan was trained with a sword. With her short hair and muscular frame, and by favoring tunics and fighting leathers over dresses and ribbons, Bri was nothing like the person her mother wanted her to be.

  “We will discuss your business over breakfast tomorrow, then,” Tem said, subduing both parties with an easy, practiced grace. He took a step toward his father and rested a hand on his shoulder.

  Darrow’s eyes closed and he nodded. “You can prepare for your departure in the morning.” He waved his hand, dismissing them.

  “Fine,” Bri gritted out. She turned and left without a departing bow. If they weren’t going to show her a modicum of respect, she would follow their example.

  “You still think this is a good idea?” Carys muttered, hastening after her as they sped down the hallway.

  “It was never a good idea,” Bri grumbled. “But we’re doing it anyway.”

  “Where are we going?” Carys asked without breaking stride as Bri moved in the opposite direction from which they had first come.

  Bri clenched her fists by her side. “To find Delta.”


  Chapter Three

  Carys frowned at the black fabric billowing into the hallway. “I had a dream that someone strangled me with one of those things.”

  “Remind me to tell you about the Temple of Hunasht in the Northern Court. These bodies—”

  “Nope, don’t want to know,” Carys cut her off. “Remy already told me what you told her, and that version of the story has already haunted my dreams. I don’t need the Bri version.”

  A servant had pointed them to Delta’s suite, not far from the Queen’s own. They reached the door at the end of the murky hall. Bri lifted a hand to bang on it, but before her knuckles touched the wood, a mousy fae opened the door. Her dark brown hair framed her tapered ears as she stared up at them from wide doe eyes.

  A smirk played across Bri’s lips. She was exactly Delta’s type—beautiful and dainty. The fae was probably leaving from a midday tryst. She wouldn’t put it past Delta to woo lovers even from her deathbed.

  “Oh,” she said, pausing in the threshold. “Can I help you?”

  Bri gave her a knowing smile. “We’re looking for Delta.”

  “She’s inside.” She quirked her brow. “I was just leaving.”

  Bri held in her snicker.

  “Are you friends of Delta’s?” the fae asked, glancing between them.

  “Maybe,” Bri hedged. “Who are you?”

  “I’m Saika,” she said, pulling a lock of hair wrapped in silver thread behind her ear. “Delta’s wife.”

  Wife.

  The words kicked Bri in the gut. Delta had never mentioned a wife before. Was this new? How new? Delta and Bri had only just been together at the Winter Solstice. . . . She stared dumbly at Saika, trying to keep her expression neutral as she combed back through her memories. Delta had a wife?

  “Oh, lovely,” Carys said, recovering from her shock faster than Bri. “How long have you been together?”

  Bri sent up a silent prayer of thanks to her friend as each question died on the tip of her tongue.

  “Nine years,” Saika said, smiling gently.

  Bri covered her surprise with a rough cough.

  “Nine years? And you’ve been faithful to each other that whole time?” Carys choked on her last words as Bri elbowed her in the ribs. She couldn’t believe her friend had the audacity to even ask.

  “Of course.” Saika furrowed her brow, darting curious looks at them. “Though I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

  “She likes to pry,” Bri said with a forced laugh, yanking Carys to the side to make way for Saika to pass. “Anyway, it was nice to meet you.”

  “You too,” Saika said, pursing her lips as she pushed past them into the hall. She turned to consider them one more time, her face softening. “Delta doesn’t have many friends apart from Lina. I’m glad that you’ve come to visit.”

  Bri’s bravado cracked as she watched the small, gorgeous fae saunter down the hall.

  “Holy Gods,” Carys whispered, knocking Bri in the side, mirroring how she was hit.

  Grimacing, Bri scowled.

  “We don’t have to go talk to her right now, Bri.” Carys scrunched her face. “Maybe we should come back later.”

  Bri forced her whirring thoughts to the back of her mind and took a steadying breath, just like she did when preparing for battle. She could panic later, not now. “I promise I won’t kill her.”

  “Yeah, but I might,” Carys said, balling her fists and stomping through the doorway into the suite.

  “Car—” Bri called, but Carys was already stampeding off.

  The chambers looked much like Bri’s, except this one was well lived in. Clothes hung over the backs of chairs, and jeweled trinkets covered the side tables. Bri paused next to a charcoal sketch of two smiling people. The knife twisted in her gut at the happy younger faces of Delta and Saika.

  The sound of the bedroom door opening pulled her gaze away. Delta walked out, yanking down the hem of her tunic, a flash of her smooth brown skin and muscled torso disappearing beneath the gray fabric.

  Delta smirked at them, opening her mouth as she began, “Oh, hey—”

  In a flash Carys was there, punching her hard enough in the jaw that Delta tumbled backward into the wall.

  “What is wrong with you?” Carys shouted as Bri rushed over.

  Grabbing her friend around her middle, she hauled Carys away from Delta. “She’s already injured—”

  “Good.” Carys scrambled against Bri’s hold.

  “It’s okay, Carys.” Bri squeezed her tighter around the middle until she stopped flailing.

  “It’s not okay,” Carys growled at Delta, though she stayed put beside Bri. “You are a cheating, lying piece of shit, and you had to go and drag Bri into your lies too.”

  “I take it you met my wife,” Delta said, rubbing her jaw.

  “Yes, your wife that none of us knew about!” Carys yelled.

  Bri shifted slightly in front of her friend, readying to grab her again.

  “I should have told you.” Delta pushed off from the wall with a grimace. “It just got harder and harder with each year and . . . I don’t know, when I’m not in Swifthill, I like being a different person—”

  “A dishonest person?” Carys spat. “A liar?”

  Delta turned her bronze eyes to Bri. “I’m sorry.” She shook her head, tousling her coils of short hair. “This thing between us . . . I didn’t want to give it up.”

  Bri clenched the hilt of her dagger but didn’t unsheathe it. “Whatever, Del, it was only a bit of fun anyway,” she snarled. “Why did you even call me here?”

  “They killed my aunt.” Fear seeped into Delta’s gaze. “They almost killed Lina too. Gods, they were so close. They will try again; I know it.”

  “Do you have any leads?” Bri folded her arms, watching the way Delta hobbled to the chair and carefully lowered herself down with one arm. Her other arm was tucked inside of her tunic, a sling peeking from the collar. So it wasn’t just her arm that was injured, judging by the way she limped. Delta was a fierce warrior. Her injuries must have been devastating if her fae healing hadn’t fixed her.

  Delta shook her head. “They poisoned the Queen, and when the healers rushed to her aid, they appeared.”

  “Who?”

  She took a deep, wheezing breath. “The witch hunters . . . or at least we think. They wore carved wooden masks that looked, I don’t know, like a lion?” Delta rubbed her shoulder as if working out a knot.

  “If they wore masks, then they were probably people you know,” Bri said. “Do you have a list of suspects?”

  “Of course.” Delta nodded. “I’ll write a copy out for you.”

  “Lions would make sense,” Carys muttered. “The patron animal of the East. Augustus Norwood is the lion cub vying for his father’s throne.”

  “What happened after the Queen was poisoned?” Bri’s eyes tracked each of Delta’s shuddering breaths. Had an infection spread to her lungs? Cole was right—she needed treatment quickly.

  “I got Lina out of the dining room, but the path was blocked. We hid in a cupboard, but they found us.”

  “Gods,” Carys breathed, dropping into the chair across from Delta. All the fire in her disappeared at the sobering horrors of Delta’s words.

  “I fought them off as best I could, but they grabbed Lina.” Delta’s voice trembled and she coughed. “They nearly killed her. Darrow saved her life that day, not me.”

  “He seems like a real ass,” Bri said. “He acts like you shouldn’t be hunting the Queen’s killers until after her mourning.”

  “He is an ass, but he loved my aunt.” Delta pointed to the table beside the door. “Second drawer.”

  Bri opened it and pulled out a silver dagger, its hilt decorated in swirls of amethyst gems. They seemed to be symbols written in the witches’ language of Mhenbic, but she couldn’t discern what they were.

  “What is this?”

  “It was left behind by one of the attackers,” Delta said. “I took it to our blue witch oracle, but she couldn’t See who it belonged to.”

  “A witch, then?” Bri’s eyebrows shot up. “Do you think this is Augustus Norwood’s doing?” Her fingers traced the purple stones. “His magic, it kept the blue witches in the North from Seeing his movements. We think he may have resurrected a violet witch—or, at least, her magic.”

  “That would explain why we can’t See the owner of the blade.” Delta grimaced, adjusting her seat in her chair again.

  “Norwood is working with the witch hunters,” Bri said. “He told Rua as much. He said he has plans to disrupt the Western and Southern Courts and reclaim Okrith along with Balorn.”

  Carys gave a half-hearted smirk. “Well, at least Balorn’s part of his plan didn’t work out.”

  Remy and Rua had slain Balorn in the battle of Valtene only days prior, a battle that had so nearly killed them all. Their hold on the power of Okrith kept slipping from their grasp. When Hennen Vostemur was killed, it was a moment of hope after a decade of darkness, but the world wouldn’t magically revert to one of joy—peace would come at the tip of a blade, Bri was certain of it. Augustus Norwood was a wild card no one had expected. Bri had known Augustus his whole life as a petty, sniveling brat, but now he showed surprising cunning. With whatever magic he had on his side, he always seemed one step ahead of them.

  “So what’s your plan?” Bri asked.

  “We need to unmask the hunters, protect Lina, and stomp out the threat to the throne.” Delta wheezed, her eyes filling with barely contained rage as she looked down at her injured body. “I cannot do it alone, and there’s no warrior better than you, Bri.”

  “Ouch,” Carys said, clutching her chest in mock hurt.

  Bri scanned over her once friend and lover. Delta was as proud as anything. To call Bri to help her was so shocking that Bri had come straightaway, and now it was clear why. Her injury might never heal. Delta had watched her best friend and future Queen—someone she swore an oath to protect—almost die in front of her.

  “Abalina won’t be happy about me staying here,” Bri warned. “She won’t want me protecting her.”

  “She will let you stay, for me,” Delta assured. “I’m not asking you to stay for long. Just help me find my aunt’s killers, and then you can gallivant off wherever you see fit.”

  “That’s rich coming from you,” Carys hissed.

  Delta rolled her eyes and then looked back at Bri. “Please?”

  The pleading in her voice made Bri rock back on her heels. This wasn’t the Delta she knew. The warrior was broken both in body and spirit, her fear a tangible current in the air.

  “We will help you until you get better and then we will go.” Bri released a long sigh. “And you make sure your people know that I do not intend to stay.”

  Delta hung her head. “Thank you.”

  Bri looked down at the ornate dagger, flipping it over in her hands. She would give them a few weeks and then she’d leave to compete for the Eastern Court crown.

  Tipping her head to Carys, Bri led her friend out the door. They were hunting masked assassins and a deranged prince with violet witch magic. She snorted at the absurdity. A twinge of sorrow shot through her as she thought of the first person she wanted to tell—Talhan. He’d loved riddles and mysteries as a child. This would have been the perfect mission for him. They’d had so many adventures together: sneaking off into towns, pretending to be each other when they were little enough to look identical. They’d invented their own language, a mixture of words and actions that infuriated their mother to no end, but even a singular look exchanged between the two of them could be a whole conversation.

  She shook the memories from her mind. She had work to do.

  *   *   *

  The pungent smell of herbs filtered down the hall, growing overwhelming as Bri and Carys neared the door. The healer’s office was in the basement near the kitchen cellars. Thin windows lined the halls above their heads, sunlight beaming across the low ceilings. Bri considered the narrow rectangular panes. Too small for someone to fit through.

  “Bloody brown witches,” Bri said, pretending to gag on the smell.

  “Behave,” Carys chastised. “The sooner we figure out what’s going on, the sooner we can get out of here.”

  She rapped twice on the door.

  “Enter,” a voice called.

  She pushed the door open to find Cole bent over a large work desk. He peered through a magnifying glass held up on a silver stand. His magnified eyes flitted up to Bri, and he stood.

  “Ah, good,” he said. “Welcome to my office, Lad—”

  “Just Bri,” she cut in, hooking her thumb at Carys. “And Carys. We’re not interested in courtly titles.” Lady Catullus was her mother, someone she had no desire to be associated with, especially in these parts.

  “Right,” Cole said with a nod. “I thought you’d be interested to see this.”

  Carys sauntered into the room and leaned against the far rack of jars.

  The brown witch’s office was a cluttered space, filled with shelves of baskets and opaque jars. Drying herbs hung above a dresser of numbered drawers. The workbench took up the bulk of the room. Mortars and pestles, jars of oils, and metal instruments covered the surface in haphazard piles.

  Bri swallowed back the odd mixture of overpowering herbal scents on her tongue and ambled over to the far side of the workbench. She narrowed her eyes at the stack of fine silverware piled in the center of the table.

  “Is that the silverware from the night of the Queen’s murder?” Carys’s eyebrows shot up. “How can someone poison metal?”

  Cole adjusted his golden spectacles. “You see this fork?” He gestured to it with the long tweezers in his hand. “Do you notice it’s different from this one?”

  Bri looked between the two forks lying side by side. She pointed to the one under the magnifying glass. “That one looks like it’s in need of a polish.”

  The cutlery appeared dulled, as if a soapy film had dried on it.

  “These were the ones set out the night of the Queen’s murder.” Cole pointed to the dulled ones. “According to the staff, they had just been shined. Watch this.”

  Using his tweezers, he plucked a green leaf from a potted plant beside him. Carefully, he wiped the leaf along the handle of the fork and then held it up to the light. Bri’s eyes widened as the green leaf shriveled, disintegrating into blackened sand.

  “Gods, is that what happened to the Queen?” Carys sucked in a tight breath.

  “Internally, yes,” Cole said, his lips thinning. “I examined one of the bodies. Their veins had turned black.” His pale face drained of color as he looked at them and then back at his tweezers. “It wasn’t as quick as this either.”

  “Gods,” Carys whispered. “How long did it take?”

  “Half an hour.”

  “Shit,” Bri growled. Her stomach churned at the thought of that poison burning through their victims’ veins for so long before it finally killed them.

  “The attackers were flooding through the palace.” His voice trembled and he cleared his throat. “I couldn’t get to the Queen. I don’t think any of my antidotes would have worked, though. All the poisons I know of are ingested. This one seems to be absorbed through the skin.”

  He swapped out his tweezers for calipers and picked up a scrap of fabric. He rubbed it down the handle of a dulled knife.

  “It is the strangest thing. It doesn’t seem to transfer to other materials.” Cole wiped the cloth onto another leaf of the potted plant. They watched, but the leaf didn’t shrivel. “Something about how the metal mixes with the poison . . . seems to only work on living organisms.” He lifted the cloth and sniffed it. “It has an odd scent too. Kind of sweet.” He shook his head, setting the cloth back on the table. “But whatever it is, it’s magical. Can you feel it?”

  Bri reached out and hovered her hand over the silverware, feeling the thread of magic in the air. “It’s impossible to say. Your office is filled with your magic.”

  “It feels different to me,” Cole murmured.

  “I don’t think I can sense the difference between the types of witch magic. It simply feels like magic.” Carys looked around the room. “They probably didn’t even think about it. Probably assumed it was the green witch magic in the cooking.”

  “Can brown witches make poisons like this?” Bri nodded toward the silverware.

  “We can make all sorts of poisons, though it is highly frowned upon,” Cole said, adjusting his glasses again, though they hadn’t appeared to have slipped down his nose. “My great-great-grandmother was famous for her poisons.” He pointed to a collection of portraits on the dresser behind him. “But I don’t think this is brown witch magic.”

  “It can’t be.” Carys’s brows pinched together. “You think it’s violet witch magic?”

  Cole crossed his arms, sighing. “I do.”

  “How?”

  “I don’t know.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Either they found a way for other witches to wield their magic or the violet coven isn’t as extinct as we all thought.”

  “And they’re working with Norwood,” Bri gritted out.

  “He is technically still the heir to their kingdom,” Carys said. “Maybe they feel an allegiance to him?”

  “It doesn’t make any sense. Why now?” Bri knew she wouldn’t get an answer. She rolled her shoulders. She needed to get into a sparring ring before she punched her fist through the wall. “Right, well, we need to talk to whoever was in charge of shining the silverware.”

  “A boy named Francis,” Cole said. “He died that night.”

  “You think he was in on it?”

  “Why would he set these out otherwise?” Carys gestured to the soapy-looking cutlery. “The guests might not have noticed or cared, but if it was his job to shine the pieces, he would have noticed.”

  “We should go talk to his family,” Bri said as Carys nodded. “Thank you for showing us.”

  They were halfway out the door when Cole said, “I’m used to treating headaches and sprained ankles. I’m glad someone else is looking into this.”

  “We’ll do what we can,” Carys replied, giving him a final bob of her head before she and Bri left and shut the door. They took a few more steps before Carys whispered, “Do you think we can trust him?”

  “I don’t think we can trust anyone right now,” Bri muttered. “But I think he’s telling the truth, for what that’s worth. Still, we should keep a close eye on him.”

  “We should fae fire the others to let them know.”

  “Yeah,” Bri said. “I have a feeling that gloves are going to be in fashion for the foreseeable future.” She thought of that shriveled leaf on the table. The violet witches were back and with a poison that was lethal and hard to detect.

  “Why couldn’t this have just been a normal assassination?” Carys said with a groan.

  Bri snickered. “Where would the fun in that be?”


  Chapter Four

  They spoke to palace staff and guards well into the evening but procured no new information. Everyone had a vague notion that it was the witch hunters who’d attacked, but no one could point the pair toward new leads. Eventually Carys relented, heading back to their room, while Bri made her way to the wine cellar. With two bottles in her hands, she climbed the twisting steps that led up to the roof, ready to finally take in the view.

  She took a deep breath as her feet reached the landing, a blanket of stars stretching out above her. The panic ebbed at the endless stretch of sky. Her feet abruptly halted as she spotted a figure sitting on the lip of the red tiled roof.

  Delta.

  The injured warrior sat staring out at the twinkling night, the moon beaming a white glow across the land. In the far distance, ocean waves rolled into the horizon. It was as beautiful as Bri had hoped, vast and tranquil.

  Glancing over her shoulder, Delta huffed. Her wounded arm hung in a sling around her neck, her other hand clutched a bottle. “Why am I not surprised?” she muttered even while shifting over to make space for Bri on the ledge.

  Bri tiptoed over, careful not to trip on the uneven tiles. The weariness of the day stifled her anger toward her former lover. She was no closer to finding the Queen’s killer.

  Delta’s eyes flitted to the two bottles of wine in Bri’s hands. “Rough night or expecting company?”

  “Neither,” Bri said, releasing a tired groan as she sat. “I couldn’t take another moment in those shrouded halls.” She tipped her head to the bottle of red liquid in Delta’s hand. “What’s that?”

  “Avassa,” she said, passing it to Bri. “Swifthill’s finest.”

  It was Delta who had introduced her to the Western Court drink. The hairs on her arms stood on end as she took a swig. It was sweeter than ale and more citrusy than wine, but packed a wallop as it burned down her throat.

  “The shrouds come down soon, once my aunt’s spirit is sent to the afterlife,” Delta said, taking the bottle back from Bri. “I’m sure my aunt’s attendants will be happy to finally leave her chamber.”

  “Gods,” Bri cursed. “I forgot you did that.”

  The Queen’s attendants would stay with her body until it reached the pyre’s flames, keeping her spirit company, singing songs and prayers for her journey into the afterlife.

  “It is you Easterners who are strange.” Delta chuckled. “You would just leave your family’s spirits unattended? What a lonely way to begin the afterlife.”

  “Their spirits are gone the moment the light leaves their eyes.” Bri shifted in her seat, uncorking her first bottle with haste.

  “I know you’re not a stranger to death, Bri,” Delta said. “I’m sorry this place reminds you of her.”

  “I didn’t say anything about her,” Bri gritted out. She took a long swig of her wine, pointedly twisting her hips to move her amber dagger out of Delta’s line of sight.

  “Mm-hmm,” Delta hummed, having the perfect way to get under Bri’s skin. “I suppose you can make any traditions you want when you are Queen of the Eastern Court.”

  “That has a nice ring to it.”

  “How many people are you competing against?”

  “I don’t know yet, at least a dozen, probably more. My biggest competition is from Talhan and Carys, but I have Fate on my side.”

  “After all these years running from Fate.” Delta shook her short hair out of her eyes. “You are so certain of that prophecy now, hmm?”

  “It all makes sense.” Bri bobbed her head. “This is my destiny.”

  “Careful, destinies have a way of biting people in the ass.” Insects buzzed louder in the night as the stilted conversation lingered between them. Delta reached into her pocket and passed Bri a crumpled piece of paper. “Here.”

  “What’s this?” Bri asked, unfolding the paper and glancing at the list of names on it.

  “A list of whom I’ve already spoken to—who is in the clear, and who is still suspicious,” Delta said.

  Bri’s eyes dropped down the long list of names and jobs, landing on the food tasters she had yet to find. “These two, I want to speak with.”

  “You’ll probably find them at a tavern in town,” Delta said with a sigh.

  “None of your guards are listed in the suspicious column,” Bri mused, lifting her brow.

  “They’re beyond suspicion,” Delta countered. “I selected each one of them myself. They were all there, battling in the fray when the witch hunters attacked. If one of them was missing, I would have noted it.” Bri shook her head and Delta guffawed, taking another swig of her drink. “If you don’t believe me, please, by all means, interview each of them again.”

  “I might,” Bri hedged.

  Delta grinned. “I’ll miss this.”

  Bri considered her, eyes roving her tight features and dark bronze eyes. “You speak as though you have stepped one foot out of this world already.”

  “Have I not?”

  “The surgery will be fine, Del.”

  “I need you to look out for Lina,” she rasped as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “She’s the most important person, and despite everything, I trust you.”

  “Your purpose isn’t only in brandishing your sword . . .” Bri turned the bottle in her hands, her thumb sweeping across the smooth glass. “You’ve clearly got people who care about you.”

  “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Saika,” Delta said. Bri didn’t answer. “Saika and I were best friends my whole life. I asked her to marry me when I was sixteen. My aunt refused to allow it until we were of age.” She snorted, thinking of some memory. “But I was stubborn enough to wed her in secret, anyway.”

  Bri smirked. “Why does that not surprise me?”

  “I wanted to move out of my house and go train as a warrior.” Delta looked up to the bright night sky. “Plus, my parents hated her too, so of course she was the best choice for me.”

  Bri snickered.

  “I love her, Bri. Maybe not in the right way all the time, but I love her. I know she’ll take care of me and . . . I’m scared.” Delta’s voice broke as she lifted her bottle to her lips.

  “That’s not a good enough reason to hang on to someone,” Bri murmured.

  “I know,” Delta whispered back. “And I’m sorry for it. I will miss you, though.”

  “Don’t pine for me, it’s so unbecoming,” Bri taunted.

  “It never would have worked between us.” Delta shook her head. “I think we were both just filling the nights.”

  “Yes,” Bri said, her eyes sweeping the form of the warrior beside her. “I’ll miss you too. What we had . . . it wasn’t love, but it was something.”

  “Yes.” Delta’s eyes dropped to Bri’s lips.

  She leaned forward, her mouth meeting Bri’s in a soft, desperate kiss. Her lips felt so familiar, her scent, her taste. So many nights they’d spent together, taking their minds off their own sorrows. The feel of Delta’s warm skin pressed against Bri’s body
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