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Dedication

For anyone who’s ever felt lost and alone and found sanctuary in the pages of a book …

This story is for you.
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Chapter One

THE PRINCESS
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The bells stopped tolling hours ago, so it must be near midnight. It’s certainly dark enough. Cold, too, especially in my chambers. My breath makes a thin cloud every time I exhale, and I inwardly curse my father’s decree that any flame in the kingdom needed to be doused at sunset. It’s impossible to escape the bone-deep chill that’s settled over the palace.

This is surely the worst time for a dress fitting—especially for a wedding gown I have no intention of wearing.

A pin jabs into my shoulder, and I make a tiny sound, but I try to keep still.

The seamstress notices anyway. “Forgive me, Your Highness,” she says, blowing on her hands in an attempt to warm them. She’s middle-aged, with a round figure and graying dark hair that’s wrapped in a braid. “I can barely feel my fingers.”

She’s one of my dressmaker’s assistants, but I don’t know her name. Normally her mistress would be here to supervise, but this is my fifth fitting of this wedding gown, and I’m certain the prim and delicate Mistress Revelle considered the cold and the dark and wanted nothing to do with it.

It makes no difference to me. They could ask one of the stable hands to pin the dress together for all I care.

I glance at the window, where each pane is clouded with frost, gleaming in the moonlight. My heart thumps, and I hope for a flicker of motion outside, some sign that Asher has returned, that he’s hiding in the shadows, waiting for me to be alone.

If he were here, this wouldn’t all be so terrifying.

If he were here, I could beg him to help me escape.

Another pin pricks my shoulder, and I stifle a yelp. “Surely we can light the hearth for a short while,” I say. “The contingent from Incendar isn’t due to arrive until dawn.”

The seamstress looks hopefully over my shoulder toward Charlotte, my first lady-in-waiting. “My lady, if the princess insists—”

“No,” Charlotte says to her firmly. “All flames were to be doused before dark. The precinct officers have been out for hours, enforcing it all over Astranza. The king of Incendar must be within our borders by now, and there shall be no fire to draw his power, most definitely not in this room. Your father issued the order, and Prince Dane was very clear in delivering it.”

Well, my father isn’t half-naked and being treated like a pincushion, or I rather think his orders would be different.

Then again, it’s Father’s magic that’s making it so cold.

Another pin pokes me, and I bite my tongue and try not to jump.

Charlotte draws close, coming into view. She’s a bit older than I am, with mouse-brown hair that she always twists back into a knot, and very sharp features that make her seem closer to forty than thirty. She’s been with me for years, but she’s never quite been a friend. Dane has too many lackeys and spies in the palace for me to fully trust anyone on the staff, so my only true friend has been Asher.

That said, Charlotte is one of the few people who seems more loyal to me than to my brother. If she refuses to allow a fire, then he must have been very clear indeed.

She confirms it when she adds, “Your brother is not willing to take any chances with Maddox Kyronan and his temper. Not until the king has made his marriage proposal and you have given your …” She hesitates. “Your response.”

She means when I say no.

If profanity from the princess wouldn’t cause a scandal, it would be fuck no.

I glance at the moonlit window again. Asher, please.

But I haven’t seen him in months.

Worry flares in my gut, and I try to tamp it down. Of anyone I know, Asher can certainly take care of himself, and I have bigger problems.

Like this marriage proposal that’s supposed to seal our alliance with Incendar. Dane may have spent months negotiating for this union, but as far as I’m concerned, he can spend a few more. I refuse to be sent away to a barren, sun-scorched kingdom as some kind of payment for their king’s brutal magic on the battlefield.

The instant I have the thought, a new twinge of worry pierces my belly.

Because I know why Dane is so desperate for this alliance. The war heralds bring news to court every evening, so I heard the gasps when they announced that Maddox Kyronan won a narrow victory against Draegonis by setting an entire regiment of soldiers ablaze. Thousands of Draegs burned to death on the field. Any survivors were finished off with arrows and steel.

Dane would give anything for Astranza to be so victorious. We can barely keep Draegonis from breaching our borders. And as Father grows older, there have been rumblings from the people asking how we will manage to keep Astranza secure.

But we’ve all heard darker stories about Maddox Kyronan. A day maid whispered that he once sketched sigils in the air and turned a man to ash right in the middle of his throne room, leaving his advisers aghast. Another one said that the touch of his skin can cause blistering burns, searing right through muscle and bone if he refuses to let go. I shuddered when I heard that, but it’s not even the worst of it. There are rumors that Maddox Kyronan keeps his people obedient by scorching their limited fields and leaving them hungry, too. When they complain, charred, blistered bodies are strung from pikes along the road, ghastly reminders of his power.

And Dane just plans to hand me over.

Something inside me curls up, tight and afraid. I need to stop thinking about this. No one can be that powerful. My own father’s magic always seems vast, allowing him to harness the weather and keep Astranza’s fields bountiful and prosperous—a king providing for his people. Rumors about his magnanimous abilities swirl through Astranza, too.

But they’re not all true. Even Father has limits.

The seamstress pokes me again, and I have to suck back a yip. It’s so cold that I’d honestly let them light this dress on fire while I’m wearing it. I hope the pins are drawing blood, because there will be sparks of crimson on the bodice in the morning, and that might be reason to delay the wedding.

Maybe that’s worse. Maybe this vicious king would like specks of blood on my dress.

I glance at the window again, but there’s nothing. Just the silent moon, taunting me.

My chest tightens. Asher’s duties have taken him far from the capital city in the past, but it’s rare, and he’s never been gone for so long. But if something happened to him, no one would even think to tell me. An assassin from the Hunter’s Guild would never be associated with the prim and proper Princess Marjoriana.

But Asher is my dearest friend. My only friend.

I glance at the frosted windowpane again. He could be hurt. He could be dead.

The very thought makes my throat go tight, and I have to swallow.

Charlotte reaches out and squeezes my hand, and I blink away tears.

“Maybe he won’t be so horrible,” she murmurs.

She’s still talking about Maddox Kyronan, and she probably thinks I’m overwhelmed with emotion about the proposal. I huff a laugh, because it’s better than letting a tear roll down my cheek. “Every hearth is dark,” I say. “Clearly everyone else expects him to be horrible.”

She frowns and says nothing—which is answer enough.

Charlotte said the king and his retinue are inside our borders, so they must be riding toward the palace right now. I’ve never been to the southern border, so I don’t know how long the journey would be in this weather. Will they be riding through the night? I wonder if Father is allowing the snow to fall to hide the vastness of our fields, or if this is just an example of his power, meant to impress visiting royalty. Maybe both. Incendar might have mountain ranges full of valuable iron ore, but it’s no secret that they’ve been struggling with barren fields for years now—regardless of whether their king is causing it. All the iron in the world won’t feed starving people.

No one here in Astranza ever goes hungry, not with our miles of farmland. Father’s magic brings the perfect balance of sunshine and rain to let our crops and livestock flourish. I’ve heard army generals warn my brother that Maddox Kyronan could one day turn his sights on Astranza—and I wonder if this is part of the reason Dane and my father have sought an alliance now.

A rap sounds at the door, and before Charlotte can cross the room, it swings wide. My brother strides in without hesitation—without even asking if I’m willing to receive him.

“Marjoriana,” he says crisply. He’s ten years older than I am, with gray threading the hair at his temples, though at thirty-five, his beard is still full and black.

“Dane,” I say, my tone just as cold. “By all means, come in with no regard for whether I’m dressed.”

“I will,” he says, because he refuses to acknowledge sarcasm. He walks past the women, who both hastily curtsy, though he ignores them. He studies the heavy train of delicately beaded fabric that’s carefully draped over a chair behind me, and then his eyes shift to the two dozen pins surrounding my décolletage.

“I expected to find you sleeping,” he says, “but your guards indicated that the dressmaker was still at work.”

He sounds upset, and the seamstress flinches. Though honestly, Dane always sounds upset about everything. He’s been that way for as long as I can remember. When I was young, I used to hear whispers that my birth was a blessing, because my mother had had numerous miscarriages, but Dane never saw it that way. He’s always been the crown prince, off learning to hold a sword and ride a horse and rule a country, while I’ve always been the baby princess, sheltered and coddled and kept away from any danger.

He never hated me as a child; he simply didn’t care—especially since there were more important things to worry about. Rumors of attacks from Draegonis had just begun to spread, and Father’s weather magic suddenly had to protect our borders instead of simply providing our people with food. Back then, no one was panicked, especially since Dane was still young. There was still the potential for the crown prince to develop skills with magic, just like Father.

But then he didn’t.

In peacetime, it might not have mattered. But Draegonis sought our fertile farmland—and Incendar’s steel. Attempts to negotiate for peace went unanswered. When the Draegs attacked, they came on strong. They’re the largest country on the continent, and they’d clearly been planning to overwhelm our borders for some time. We were lucky to have Father’s weather magic, because he could call pummeling storms to the border anytime we received word of an invasion.

The Draegs attacked Incendar, too, but they weren’t able to make much progress. Maddox Kyronan’s kingdom might be the smallest, but the mountains of Incendar provide a natural barrier, and weapons forged from Incendrian steel are nearly unbreakable. The king’s army is fierce and violent—to say nothing of his fire magic.

Astranza, by comparison, struggled. We’d never been a warring country, and our people began to worry about what would happen if Draegonis managed to breach our borders—if our king were to fall. My father was kept off the battlefield, his magic protected. When it became clear that Dane didn’t inherit his talents, everyone’s desperate sights turned to me.

I was given tutors and guides, and I spent years trying every sigil, every potion, every rune, waiting for any sign of a gift. It’s known that magic—while rare—runs in families, and when the magic skipped Dane, everyone was certain it would manifest in me.

I used to sit beside Father, practicing the sigils, always so hopeful when I could generate a flicker of power in the air—then crestfallen when nothing further would manifest. If he wasn’t present, I couldn’t summon so much as a spark.

Mother always sat beside me, her smile gentle and encouraging. “Don’t fret,” she’d say when I got frustrated. “The magic will find you when it’s ready, Jory.”

It’s never been ready.

I shouldn’t feel regret and remorse for that, but I do. Mother died a year later, when I was fifteen, killed when thieves ambushed a carriage she was riding in. Maybe if I’d had magic, I would’ve been able to stop it.

As it was, Asher and I could do nothing but watch. We were riding in the carriage behind, and Asher dove to cover me when the bandits started shooting. My mother took two arrows through the chest before we even knew what was happening. Asher’s mother, Lady Clara, was the queen’s first lady-in-waiting—and Mother’s closest friend. I still remember the sound of her screaming. Not like this, she kept shouting. Not like this.

Asher’s mother died, too. But not during that attack. Because of it. Those desperate words were repeated at her trial. My brother said they confirmed her guilt, that she was somehow involved in the crime. I always felt they were a declaration of her sorrow.

I shouldn’t be thinking about this. Memories of Mother are too painful, and my heart already aches from everything happening now. When Lady Clara was bound for execution and Asher was exiled, I begged Dane to intercede. He refused. Our mother was dead, and he stood there coldly while my closest friend was dragged out of the palace in chains. I sobbed at my brother’s feet, pleading for him to make it stop.

That was ten years ago, and I’ve never forgiven him.

He’s still glaring at the seamstress, who’s stopped sliding pins through the fabric and now looks ready to cower.

“It’s dark,” I snap at Dane. “And freezing. Maybe your staff can handle their work in these conditions, but intricate stitching requires fingers that aren’t frozen. But by all means, we can stop immediately.”

“You are to meet your future husband in the morning. It’s nearly midnight.”

“Oh?” I say breezily. “I thought I was to meet the king of Incendar. Is he bringing my future husband with him?”

He clenches his jaw. “Marjoriana—”

“And I simply do not know why you care about the state of my sleep or my gown or anything to do with me at all,” I add. “You’re clearly determined to send me away.”

“You are not being sent away,” he seethes.

“You’re right. I’m not. I’ve told you a thousand times that I will not be accepting this proposal. Just as I won’t be pawed at by some land baron who wants to advance his political ambitions, I refuse to wed some king who wants a trophy for slaughtering men on the battlefield. You could have saved everyone a lot of trouble if you’d listened to me a month ago.” I look down at the seamstress. “Please continue,” I say gently. “You must be tired.”

Dane glares at me, his jaw set. The woman gives him a narrow glance and moves to adjust another pin. This time when she pokes me, I don’t move a muscle.

Charlotte looks from me to my brother and clears her throat. “Perhaps I could call for some tea—”

“Yes,” says Dane. “Leave us. Both of you.”

The seamstress bobs another quick curtsy, and then she practically runs from the room.

Charlotte doesn’t. Her eyes are on me, and she’s waiting for my answer.

“Tea would be lovely,” I say, meaning it. I’m absolutely freezing. “Thank you.”

Though as soon as she’s through the door, I realize the tea will be just as cold as everything else right now. I frown.

“Marjoriana,” my brother says, stepping close to me. “I have endured your silly rebellion long enough. I will not have you making declarations of your refusal—”

“My rebellion isn’t silly. The fact that you chose to engineer an alliance without my participation was silly.”

“I am the crown prince! Acting regent in Father’s stead! I do not need to defer to you.”

As if he ever would. “I am your sister,” I say. “You could spare a thought to my well-being.”

“Your well-being!” He looks like he wants to knock me off the stool.

“Yes. You’re marrying me off to a man who burns people to ash when they displease him, so it’s only a matter of time.”

“You’re being ridiculous. Your well-being has been thoroughly negotiated. The terms of our alliance are very clear.”

“Oh, really!” I exclaim. “I would love to read the details, then. Am I to bed him on certain nights? Is there a monthly quota I must fulfill?”

He clenches his jaw again, and thunderclouds roll through his eyes.

But he says nothing.

My eyes flare wide. “Dane!” I say. “Surely that is not in your contract.”

“As I said: thoroughly negotiated.”

I step down off the dressmaker’s platform and stride forward, my hand swinging before I’m even fully aware of what I’m doing.

I should know better. Dane trains with the best soldiers in the army, and I … don’t. My brother catches my hand in midair, gripping my wrist tight as I struggle. His fingers dig in tight before he lets me twist free. The action leaves me panting and glaring up at him, a few of those pins poking into my breast now. I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me rub my wrist.

His hands are in fists, however, and his eyes are dark with anger. For an eternal second, my breath catches. He’s never hit me, but the air carries the promise of what he wants to do.

When he speaks, his voice is deathly quiet. “I cannot believe this,” he says. “I’ve spent months trying to protect Astranza, and you’re going to spend five minutes undoing it. You act like I’m tying you to his bed for the rest of your life. You know a magical heir would only benefit Astranza.”

I do know that—but I hate that I’m being forced to produce this magical heir with a man who could set me ablaze in the process. “Have you promised that he can do it as soon as he gets here? Should I be ready on the bed?”

“You’re being a child.”

“I’m being a princess. I should be involved in these negotiations. I care for Astranza just as much as you do.”

“If you care for Astranza, you should be thinking of your people. He’s coming here in good faith, to pledge his armies to defend us.”

“Good faith!” I point at the cold hearth. “If he’s coming in good faith, then why is every hearth dark?” I point at the frost-edged window, where snow swirls in the moonlight. “Why is the entire kingdom dark?”

“He can’t call fire from nothing. You know that.”

“You think his soldiers won’t carry flint?” I say. “What’s to stop him from lighting his own fire?”

That muscle in his jaw twitches again, which genuinely makes me think Dane hasn’t considered this.

Idiot. This is why I should be a part of the negotiations. I wonder what else he hasn’t considered.

“If you’re so worried about his magic,” I say, “why don’t you just have the archers shoot him when he gets here? It’s not as if he’s bringing an army.”

“Would you stop being so ridiculous?” he demands. “We’re forming an alliance to have a chance at ending this war! I’m not starting another one!”

“But you’re worried,” I press. “You’re worried he’s not coming in good faith and he’s going to turn us all to cinders in our beds. And you’re still willing to send me away with some wicked, spiteful, terrible man I’ve never seen—”

“I’m not worried about him,” he snaps. “I’m worried about you.”

“Well, you certainly don’t seem very worried.”

He takes a rage-filled step toward me. “I’m worried about you and your headstrong ways ruining everything Father and I have worked so hard to arrange. That’s why every hearth is dark. That’s why we’re preparing every luxury to welcome the king.” His expression darkens, shadows falling across his features as his voice rises. “That is why I am here, to make sure you stop with your dramatics.”

I raise my chin defiantly. “Incendar has a princess,” I say. “The king’s younger sister. Why don’t you marry her?”

Something about that gives him a jolt. Dane draws back. “I offered that first. He refused.”

Oh. That makes my heart pound a little harder. I’m only second in line for the throne here in Astranza. Maddox Kyronan is already king. As much as I hate it, my marriage to him would be weighted in our favor.

For him to refuse feels significant. I wonder what it means.

Dane’s voice drops. “If we had another way to signify unity between our nations, we would do it. But every hearth is dark because I’m worried you’re going to tell this man exactly what you think of him. I’m worried that by nightfall tomorrow, we won’t have one enemy, but two. You want to declare that you’re a princess? Why don’t you consider your kingdom.”

“I am considering our kingdom! His armies are known to kill wantonly. He has turned his magic on his people. Why would we ally with someone like that? Why, Dane? Father is powerful, but he has never been outright cruel to—”

“Father is dying.”

He says this so simply, so quietly. The words drop into the shadows between us, and suddenly I’m frozen in place.

“Very few people know,” he adds, and his voice grows no louder. “And it is essential that it stay that way. I am only telling you now so that you understand the absolute need for this alliance. Once Father is gone, the entire kingdom is at risk.”

Because neither of us shares his magic.

I stare at Dane in shock. “Does Incendar know?”

“Absolutely not.”

“How long have you known?”

“Nearly a year. It wasn’t as bad in the beginning, but the palace physician sees to him daily now. His heart won’t last must longer.”

“And the healers—”

“They have all tried.”

The breath eases out of my chest. I cannot believe they’ve kept this a secret as long as they have—and I’m hurt that they’ve kept it from me. For the last few months, Father has been slowly allowing Dane to act as regent. It’s commonplace—expected, even, for an aging king—though it’s widely assumed that Father has been overseeing Dane’s decisions. But Father is barely seventy. He isn’t so very old, and he hasn’t said one word about illness or conceding the crown. No one has suspected anything like … this.

They’ve worked very hard to keep this private, because I haven’t heard one single whisper.

No wonder they didn’t consult me. No wonder they’re willing to let this brutish, violent king drag me across a border to do whatever he wants with me.

Without Father’s magic, Astranza will have limited defenses against Draegonis. We’d have limited defenses against Incendar, for that matter. If the alliance isn’t in place before Father dies, Maddox Kyronan could simply take what Dane is currently offering. Astranza needs that power as an ally, not an opponent.

No wonder marriage is such an essential part of the deal.

I swallow tightly. As the king, my father is always busy, always distant, always tethered to Dane. I often go days without seeing him. Sometimes weeks. We haven’t been close in years. Not since Mother died. When he sentenced Lady Clara to death and exiled Asher from the palace, it broke something between us that he’s never tried to mend.

But he’s still my father.

“Can I see him?” I say softly.

“No. If you go rushing to Father’s bedside, it will be apparent that something is wrong.” Dane pauses. “But do you understand now?”

Yes. I do. I hate it, but I do.

He must read it on my face, because he gives me a sharp nod. “The king of Incendar will arrive at dawn, and Father and I will greet him to review any final details of our alliance. You will meet him at midmorning, and he will issue his proposal. And then the choice is yours.”

But there’s no choice at all. If I refuse, I’m condemning my kingdom.

Charlotte raps at the door, then calls, “The tea has arrived, Your Highness.”

Dane takes a step back. “I will leave you to your attendants.” He strides for the door and exits so brusquely that he nearly collides with Charlotte and her tray. The seamstress cowers behind her when he passes.

I smooth the panels of the dress and give them both a nod, trying not to let any of what I learned show on my face. “Continue,” I say to them both. “It’s growing late, and tomorrow will be a busy day.”

But my head is spinning. My earlier fear has wrapped up with dismay and anguish, and I don’t see any way out.

Charlotte sets the tray on my side table and pours me a cup. “Yes, Your Highness.”

I can’t help taking another glance at the moonlit window.

Asher. I need you.

No shadows move at all.

Maybe it doesn’t matter. Maybe it’s better that he’s gone.

Because there’s no escape for me. Not anymore.


   

Chapter Two

THE PRINCESS
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My ladies added two extra quilts and a fur to my bed when I finally retired, but I still can’t stop shivering. I toss and turn, tucking the bedding around me more securely, then shift to face the door. I’m sure Dane expects me to be prim and demure tomorrow, but at this rate, I’ll be awake all night. When the king arrives, I’ll end up yawning through a curtsy, and Maddox Kyronan will set the tapestries ablaze because he’s so offended by my rudeness.

I’d laugh if it weren’t all so tragically possible.

Instead, I want to scream into my pillow.

If Asher were here, he’d lift my spirits. He’d call Dane an uptight ass and threaten to poison his tea. Maybe he’d hang one of my stockings from a nail high in the rafters, so I’d have to stifle a giggle in the morning while my ladies tried to figure out how it got up there. We’d sit in the shadows and I’d beg him for gossip from the distant corners of Astranza that I never get to see. He never stays too long, but sometimes the night will grow dark and quiet and he’ll linger. We’ll share memories from our childhood, from before our mothers died and the world became too dark and lonely to think about.

Once I’m in Incendar, I’ll be completely alone.

My throat tightens, and I sniff back tears before they dare to form.

I wonder if I could figure out a way to send word to the Hunter’s Guild in the morning, to inquire about Asher and his whereabouts. Dane could surely do it, but he’s the last person I would ask. Officially, the Hunters never work for the Crown, because no one in the palace would ever admit to hiring them, but I know it’s been done. When some nobleman or high-ranking soldier needs to be dealt with discreetly instead of publicly.

I asked Asher about it late last summer.

“Does Dane use your services?” I said primly.

“My services?” he echoed. We were in the midst of a game of cards in the moonlight, and I saw his lip quirk up under the hood of his jacket. Ever in the shadows, even in the dead heat of summer. “Jory, I’m not polishing the silver. I’m hired to kill people.”

My heart always stutters a little at the casual way Asher talks about his occupation, but I pressed on. “Then does he hire you?”

The smile fell off his face. “Not me. I won’t take your family’s money.”

It was one of the last times I saw him. He often disappears for weeks, though I rarely know where he’s been. An assassin wouldn’t be very successful if he broadcast his whereabouts. But this is the longest he’s ever been gone, and it’s not as if Astranza is so very large. When he was first exiled from the palace at sixteen, he was sold into indentured labor to pay his “debts to the Crown,” but even then he’d manage to slip away, finding his way back to me time and time again.

I toss myself sideways and face the window, willing Asher to appear.

He doesn’t. Not that he’d simply appear, anyway. He’d never be that obvious. I might see a flicker of shadow, or the draperies might flutter.

Tonight there’s nothing.

I heave an exasperated sigh and punch the pillow, then bury my face in it.

“Stars in darkness, Jory. What did that pillow ever do to you?”

I gasp and sit bolt upright. “Asher.”

“Careful.” He draws out the word slowly, and his low, quiet voice is like a caress. “I don’t think your ladies are asleep.”

He sounds close enough to touch, but I don’t see him anywhere. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. He’s quicker than lightning, and he can move through darkness like a ghost.

My heart is leaping in my chest, but I drop my voice to a whisper. “Where are you?”

“Up here.”

I look up, and there he is, perched on one of the dozen rafters that artfully stretch across the room. The decorative beam seems too narrow to be comfortable for lounging, but somehow Asher manages. He’s dressed all in black, from the soles of his boots to the strap of his pack. Black leather, black canvas, black wool, black buckles. Even his weapons are specially forged so they don’t reflect the light: there’s not a speck of gleaming steel anywhere. The only brightness is Asher himself. He’s pushed back his hood far enough for me to see the shock of white-blond hair that hangs into his eyes, and the fair skin that rarely sees the sun. His eyes are in shadow, but I know they’re a bright, vivid blue. When we were children, the ladies at court would always comment that he’d grow out of that hair color, that his eyes would darken once he got out of childhood. They were wrong on both counts.

I wonder if any of the older ladies ever think of Asher, or if they cast him out of their minds as soon as he was exiled. They never offered him an ounce of pity or mercy when he desperately needed it, so I doubt it.

My jaw is set now, my joy at his presence replaced with protective anger over the boy he once was.

Asher pulls a cookie from somewhere and bites off a piece. “What’s with the look?”

I force my features to soften. “I’ve been so worried,” I say. “How did you get up there?”

“Jumped.”

“That can’t be comfortable.”

“It’s not.” He takes another bite of the cookie and shifts his weight, and then he simply falls off the beam.

My breath catches—but I should know better. Of course he doesn’t fall. His knees hook the wood, letting him hang upside down right over my bed. It would be comical if half his weapons spilled free, but he’d never be so careless. The hood of his jacket hangs loose behind his head, but all of his gear stays tight and intact to his body. Those blue eyes are always a bit gray in the dimness of my room, moonlight etching the curves of his face.

He’s so close that my eyes fall on the dark lines ink-branded on his left cheek. I have no idea what they mean, but I don’t think it’s anything good. When he showed up with the first one, the edges were still raw and red, but he refused to tell me what happened. I’d never seen anything like it, so I asked one of my ladies if they knew what an inked line on a man’s cheek could mean. Her eyes flicked around warily, and she whispered, “Judgment marks, Your Highness. From the slavers.”

“The slavers!” I exclaimed. We have no slaves in Astranza.

She winced. “That’s what the indentures call them.”

When Asher showed up with two, I asked what he’d done to deserve judgment.

He snorted. “I got caught.”

“By the slavers?” I said, and his eyes went dark, closed off.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. Then he disappeared for weeks.

By the time he had four, I learned to stop asking.

Now he has seven.

I quickly jerk my eyes back to his own, because he hates when I stare at them. “It’s been months,” I say. “Where were you?”

“North.” I don’t expect more of an answer than that, but he adds, “I had duties in Morinstead.” He takes another bite of the cookie. “There were complications.”

His voice is so bland that he could be talking about delivering a sack of grain, but I know better. I keep my voice equally bland, because nothing chases him away faster than digging for details. “Killing duties?”

“Yes.”

When he first told me he’d been accepted into the Hunter’s Guild, I knew what it meant. I’m not that sheltered. But Asher read the horrified judgment on my face before I could say a word. It was two years ago, just after he earned his freedom from indenture, and I will never forget the flare of betrayal in his eyes.

“So your brother and his soldiers can be killers on the battlefield,” he said, “but you save your contempt for me, just because I’m not in uniform?”

“That’s different.”

“It’s not. I’m still taking orders, still being trained for violence. Would you rather I go back to the slavers?”

“Of course not. But surely it wasn’t as bad as killing people—”

“It was worse.”

I’d never heard his voice like that—so tight, so angry. It drew me up short.

“How?” I whispered.

He stared back at me, and for an instant, anguish flickered in his gaze. But then he blinked, and the emotion was gone. “It doesn’t matter.” He gestured at the lines on his face. “No one will hire a marked man for honest work. So, what now? I should starve so I don’t insult your delicate sensibilities, Princess Marjoriana?”

“No one in Astranza starves, Asher—”

“Oh, you don’t think so? You have no idea what it’s like outside the palace. None.” He drew back, putting distance between us. Then he knocked a vase off my dressing table, making the porcelain shatter on the stone floor. He leapt for the rafters, disappearing into the night air, knowing I couldn’t call after him when the guards and my ladies came rushing in to see what caused such a racket.

Now I flick my gaze along his upside-down form while he takes another bite of cookie. He looks as lean and muscled as ever, and he’s hanging from his hooked ankles like he could do this all night.

“What kind of complications?” I say. “Were you injured?”

“Not really.”

That probably means yes, but I bat my lashes at him, teasing. “Did another woman catch your eye?”

He takes another bite, lifting one shoulder in an upside-down shrug. “Eh.”

I lose the smile. “Eh! What does that mean?”

His eyebrows go up, and he grins. “Jealous?”

Yes. It’s like a hot flare through my chest, and I have no right to feel it.

I glare at him anyway. “You’re going to choke.”

“I think that’s quite literally impossible.”

“You’re dodging my question.”

“You’re being ridiculous. No one caught my eye.” His voice is so deep and gentle, his eyes simultaneously tempting and taunting, a complete contrast to the deadly weapons that are nearly invisible against his body. He breaks the remaining cookie in half and holds out a piece between two gloved fingers. “Want some?”

My heart skips. He’s been gone for so long, but every time he reappears, it feels like it’s barely been five minutes.

I crawl forward on my knees. I’m tempted to bite the cookie right from his fingers, because there’s something in Asher that always makes me want to drag him into my bed and forget everything else exists.

But he wouldn’t like it. Sometimes I’ll forget myself and hug him, and he’ll stiffen like a statue. “You’re a princess,” he’ll say. “I’m nothing. I’m no one.”

He wasn’t always like that. When we were younger, we’d sneak out of the palace all the time. I still have vivid memories of the night I slipped away from my fifteenth birthday celebration and met Asher in the stables. The party had gone on for hours, and no one cared very much about my involvement anymore. We climbed the ladder to the shadowed hayloft, sharing gossip about the lords and ladies we’d seen at the party, both of us a little tipsy from the blackberry wine. The night started out very innocent, very chaste. But as darkness closed in, our words turned soft and serious. We spread a blanket over the hay so we wouldn’t dirty our clothes, then lay beside each other, our fingers carefully wound together—until they weren’t. His fingertips boldly traced my cheek, my jaw, my neck. It wasn’t the first time we’d touched each other, but it was the first time in the dark, in private, with so much heady emotion between us. I shivered and found the courage to explore the soft hollow of his throat, twisting the hair that drifted across his forehead, and finally dragging my thumb across his lower lip.

I’ll never forget the way his breath caught, how his hands closed on my waist to pull me closer. I’d heard Mother’s ladies giggling over the men at court, the way they gossiped about someone’s trousers growing tight, or a man’s hardness pressing against their thigh. I’d never understood what they meant until that night, because when Asher pressed against me, I felt the hard ridge of him through our clothing, and something inside me seemed to bloom. He tugged at the hem of my skirts, his fingers slipping over my ankle, then my calf. With each brush of his hands, he caused a tightening in my belly, a clenching between my legs. His eyes were fixed on my lips, his breathing a little quick. His mother was the queen’s lady, and I was the princess, and if we were caught, it would’ve been a scandal beyond measure. I remember being terrified that he’d close the distance between us.

I desperately wanted him to do it anyway.

“Jory,” he whispered, my name like a promise. When his mouth found mine, I drowned in the taste of him. His tongue brushed my lips, that daring hand finding its way along my knee, his fingers grazing my thigh.

Then a night watchman strolled into the barn down below, whistling while he went about his duties. Asher and I snapped apart, our hearts pounding. The moment was broken, our roles remembered. We snuck back to the party, perfectly behaved. It was my first kiss. My only kiss.

A week later, my mother was killed, his mother was executed for treason, and Asher was dragged out of the palace in chains.

And now I’ve been promised to another man.

I take the piece of cookie with my fingers. “Thank you.”

His eyes trace my face. “You’re welcome.” He pauses, and his voice turns solemn. “I’m sorry it’s been so long.”

I inhale to answer—but my breath catches. It’s been months … and I suddenly realize it could be forever. I don’t even know if Asher could cross the border into Incendar. Or if I’d be able to visit home.

I take a bite of cookie to try to cover it up.

Asher isn’t fooled. A tiny line appears between his eyebrows. “Ah, Jory.” He swings his body upward, twisting in the air as he releases the beam. He lands neatly on the bed in front of me, every movement as agile as a cat. He drops to sit cross-legged, knee to knee with me like we’re young again, staying awake to whisper long after the maids have doused the lanterns.

“Do you know what’s happening?” I say, and my breath clouds faintly with the words.

“Which part?” he says quietly. “That you’ve been sold away to Incendar? Or that your father is dying, and without this alliance, Astranza could be razed by Draegonis?”

I gasp and look up at the crisscrossed rafters climbing high above me. They go all the way to the ceiling, where he would have been invisible in the shadows, especially with every fire doused. “How long have you been here?”

He shrugs a little. “Long enough.”

 “Long enough?” I whisper furiously. “I’ve been thinking I would never see you again!” I punch him in the shoulder.

Or I try. He catches my hand effortlessly within his gloved one. Contrary to the way my brother grabbed me, his hand is gentle, and I don’t fight him at all.

“I know,” he says, his voice full of contrition. “I was thinking that might be better.”

“It wouldn’t be better, Asher.”

“We’ve always known our lives would one day be divided. Even before … before.”

Before our mothers died. Before our lives were inextricably altered. But he hasn’t let go of my hand, and I don’t pull back either. Though he’s speaking of distance, all I can focus on is the urge to lace his fingers through mine and pull him closer. He so rarely lets me touch him anymore. I hold very still, trying to gauge what he is thinking, afraid to break the spell.

His thumb brushes over my knuckles.

My breath catches, but when I examine his face, it’s only regret I see etching his features, not desire.

“What if I never come back?” I say softly.

For a moment, he says nothing, and his thumb goes still. But then he shrugs. “I’m sure you will, with half a dozen Incendrian babies in tow.”

“Half a dozen!”

He continues as if I haven’t said a word. “They’ll all be quiet and docile and perfectly behaved, until the moment they come to visit their uncle Dane. They’ll put spiders in his bed and honey in his shoes, only he won’t be able to do anything about it, because their father would set him on fire.”

It should make me laugh, but it doesn’t—because the father of these imaginary children is a man who can cause blisters with a brush of his fingers. “I know what everyone expects, but there will be no babies.” A shudder rolls through me. “I’ll marry Maddox Kyronan to protect the kingdom, but I’m not letting him touch me.”

Asher takes another bite of his cookie. “Do you think everyone has to call him that?”

“Asher.”

“I just feel like it would be remarkably tedious.”

He’s trying to lighten the mood, but my mouth stays locked in a line.

So the smile fades from his. “I’m sorry about your father.”

I doubt that’s true.

My expression must shift, giving it away, because Asher offers half a shrug. “I’m sorry for you.”

I sigh, twisting my fingers together. “You don’t need to be. He’s … he’s a stranger, Asher. I barely see him anymore.” I pause. “And now he’s forcing me to leave.”

Now his mouth forms a line.

“What if Father dies, and the king feels he’s been tricked?” I say. “Then I’m trapped in Incendar.” I take a breath. “As his prisoner.”

Asher goes still as if considering that, his expression darkening dangerously. But maybe the mood has grown too heavy, because he blinks, then lets go of my hand and sits taller. He taps his jaw, just below the seven lines of ink across his cheek. “Here, punch me again. Show me how you’d really hit him.”

“Asher.”

He grins, and it lights up his face.

But then the door latch clicks, and he all but vanishes. He’s so quick that I’m not even sure which direction he went.

A wisp of a voice comes from the shadows, just before the door opens. “Cookie, Jory.”

I look down at my hand to see the rest of the cookie I haven’t eaten. I shove it under my covers just as Charlotte comes back into my chambers with another quilt.

“You are awake,” she says softly. “None of us can sleep. I thought you might need another blanket.”

“Oh,” I say, surprised by this unexpected kindness. I remember the way Charlotte waited for my order and ignored my brother. Maybe I should give her more credit. “I—yes. Thank you.”

She gives me a small smile, then fluffs the quilt over me. I wonder if they’re all awake because they’re cold, or if it’s really that they’re afraid of the king of Incendar. I doubt Charlotte is afraid, though. She might be very simple, but she never seems to flinch from anything. Not even my brother.

A new thought suddenly occurs to me: maybe they’re all awake from fear of what I’ll do.

“I’m going to say yes,” I say, even as the words twist in my gut. “Please tell my ladies that no one needs to be afraid of … of repercussions.”

Her eyes meet mine, and her hands go still. After a brief hesitation, she smooths the last bit of the quilt and nods. “I’ll tell the others,” she whispers.

With a quick curtsy, she’s gone. My heart is pounding again.

I hold my breath, my eyes searching the darkness for Asher. When he drops off a beam and lands right in front of me, I nearly have a heart attack. His hood is fully up now, cloaking his face in darkness.

I want to punch him again. “Stop doing that!” I hiss.

“She hardly gave me any warning.” He pulls at my quilts until he finds the cookie. He blows some lint off the edge, then holds it up in front of my face. “Are you going to eat this?”

“I cannot believe you’re worried about food at a time like this.”

“So … that’s a no?” His eyes are gleaming at me from under the hood. I would give anything to see him in the sunshine again.

This time I lean forward and take a bite, right from his hand.

Something in his gaze tightens, a spark of heat flickering in his eyes. The sugar dissolves on my tongue, and my gaze flicks to his mouth. I have to lick the crumbs off my lips.

He inhales, and a note of desire in his breath makes my belly clench. I think of the way he was just pawing at the blankets, how I’m wearing nothing more than a thin sleeping shift under these quilts. I’m suddenly warm, the cold hearth forgotten.

But he doesn’t move. His throat jerks as he swallows.

We’ve found this point before. If I push, he’ll pull away. I know from experience.

“I wish you were stealing me away,” I whisper.

He scoffs. “Please. If I kidnapped the princess, I’d never keep my head.”

“I was going to beg you to help me escape.”

“Escape.” He frowns. “Where would you go, Jory? You don’t even know what life is like outside the palace.”

“That doesn’t matter. I’d be with you.”

He goes very still.

“It could be like when we were younger,” I say. “I’d find a maid’s uniform and slip out of the palace to meet you by the stables.”

His eyes are intent on mine. “Would you?”

He says this so earnestly it’s like the prelude to an offer. As if I could say yes and he’d tell me to lace up my boots right now.

The very thought makes my heart race again, because I desperately want to. I could be dressed and ready in minutes. He’s right—I have no idea what my life would be like outside the palace. But I’d be away from the political machinations of my brother. I wouldn’t be forced into marriage.

And I’d be with Asher. Just like when I was young; that alone is tempting.

But I’m not fifteen anymore. If what Dane said is true, the entire country is at risk. If I disappear, Father’s magic will eventually be gone, and everyone within our borders could be slaughtered by soldiers from Draegonis.

And it would all be my fault.

I stare into Asher’s eyes, and it takes everything I have to shake my head. “I can’t.”

“I know.” He draws a rough breath and looks down. “I shouldn’t have come. It would have been easier. For both of us.”

He looks toward the window, and my heart breaks. Desperate, I roll up on my knees and grab his hands.

He goes tense immediately, his mouth a line. “Truly, Jory. I should leave.”

“Asher. Please.”

He looks down at my fingers wrapped around his gloved ones. Since the day he was taken away, this might be the longest he’s ever let me touch him.

My heart beats so hard. I can’t bear the thought of this being our final moment together. “If I’m never going to see you again, I wish … I wish you’d stay. Please. Please.”

His shoulders are fixed and rigid, his eyes locked on our hands. He’s going to refuse. I can feel it. Asher never stays long, and he hasn’t stopped talking about how it would’ve been better if he hadn’t come at all.

But then he sighs, and the sound of his breath is like a balm. “I’ll stay. Lie down.”

I’m so startled that I bounce on the bed like a little girl who’s just been promised a bowl of sugared berries. “What? Really?”

He tsks under his breath. “Be a good princess, or you won’t get what you want.”

I pout at him, then slither down beneath the covers, tucking the quilts up to my chin.

“Roll over,” he says. “Face the window.”

The gentle command in his tone makes me shiver in an entirely new way. I don’t realize I’m still staring at him until he raises an eyebrow and adds, “Now, Jor.”

A curl of heat forms in my belly as I obey, turning to face the window. My skin feels charged, making me very aware of every thread in my sleeping shift. When Asher lies down behind me, it’s so unexpected that my amusement simply vanishes. His arm comes around my waist, over the blankets—because of course he wouldn’t risk trapping himself under the covers. But he tucks me against him, and his breath is sudden and warm against the back of my neck. My body goes very still, frozen in place, as if my heart refuses to believe this moment is real.

But Asher must notice my tension, because he draws back a bit. “Is this all right?”

I nod fiercely, and he laughs, low and soft against my skin. I relax into him, feeling the hard muscle of his body, the edges of his weapons, even through my layers of blankets.

We might have kissed when we were teenagers, but he’s never held me before. Not like this. Not as a man holds a woman.

I reach for the hand that’s fallen against my waist, and I tug gently at his glove. This time he does pull away, his fingers curling, resisting.

I let go at once. “I’m sorry,” I murmur.

He says nothing, but his breathing slows against my hair. After a moment, he begins to draw back fully, shifting away from my body.

I feel the absence of him instantly. “No! Asher, please—forgive me—”

“Shh.” That gloved hand goes over my mouth, but gently.

I turn in the bed so I can look up at him. He’s propped on one arm, his hand still over my mouth. Those blue eyes stare down into mine.

“Why won’t you ever let me touch you?” I whisper against his fingers.

For an instant, his eyes shutter, going dark, revealing nothing. But then his still-gloved thumb brushes over my lips. He’s staring at my mouth like a starving man desperate for a meal. Half his body is against mine, and I suddenly realize it’s not just weapons I’m feeling. Heat blooms in my abdomen, and I shift my weight, sliding my legs against each other. He inhales deeply.

“Asher,” I whisper, drawing out his name like a plea. He’s gone still, so I take hold of his wrist, tugging at the glove again. This time, he lets me. Suddenly, his hand is bare: long, tapered fingers, short nails, velvet soft skin. I press his palm to my cheek, and when his thumb brushes over my lip, I shudder. My breathing has quickened, and I want to drag his hand lower. I want his touch everywhere. I’m desperate for the taste of him.

I have the satisfaction of hearing his breath tremble, just a bit. His lips part, and so do mine, ready and willing.

But then he says, “No.”

I hold my breath, because I couldn’t possibly have heard him correctly. My body is frozen, staring up at him. “You don’t want me?”

He closes his eyes and inhales. He’s so close that I can hear the desire in his breath. “It’s not a matter of want.”

“Then why?”

“Because I’m not the boy you remember.” His eyes open, dark and intent and fixed on mine. “And you’re about to marry another man.”

Tears spring to my eyes, hot and sudden.

Asher strokes a thumb across my cheek. “Hush, lovely. No tears. We knew this day would come.” He nods at the pillow. “Roll over again. Let me hold you.”

Lovely. He’s never called me that before. Warmth swells in my chest again, but it’s a request I can’t refuse, because I’m worried he really will leave. When I roll over, those tears slip down my cheek to land on my pillow. But I’m rewarded by his arm coming around my waist again. This time I clutch my hand over his, and it’s my bare skin against his own.

His arm is tense, but he settles behind me, his warm breath easing along my neck again. It’s so sweet and so comforting—and a reminder of everything I’ll never have. My heart wants to mourn and rejoice at the same time. I’ve always wanted to be with him—but Asher is right. Our paths have always been destined to divide. Maybe I’ve simply been fooling myself all this time.

“Dane says he negotiated for how many times the king is allowed to bed me,” I say.

Asher snorts. “I overheard that part, too.”

I consider how his life outside the palace always makes him seem so much more worldly, and I wonder again whether other women have caught his eye. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Do you know if it’ll hurt?” I say, and my voice is very low, very quiet.

He goes absolutely silent, as if he’s startled by the question.

I twist to look at him. “I’m sorry to be so bold.”

For a moment, I think he’ll tease again, but his eyes stay serious. “You’re not being too bold,” he says softly.

I swallow. “Do you know?”

“It shouldn’t hurt.” He pauses. “Not if it’s done right.”

That makes me go warm again. But I’m imagining him now, not the man who’s going to drag me away to Incendar.

Asher is so still behind me. “Never, Jor?”

I turn away and shake my head against the bedclothes. My cheeks are growing hot. Of course never. I’m never alone, never unguarded, never unchaperoned.

Except for now.

I twist to peer back at him. “Have you been with many women?” He hesitates, so I flush immediately, turning away. “Don’t answer that.”

He’s quiet for a long moment, and then his voice is low against my hair. “I don’t want to be indelicate.”

I flush deeper. I’m such a fool. That probably means he’s been with dozens of women.

Well, of course he has. I have eyes.

But he won’t let me touch him.

Is that just because I’ve always been destined to wed someone else? I don’t know. I don’t know if I want the answer.

Especially since he’s touching me now. He breathes against me, and I relax into his warmth.

After an eternity, a new thought occurs to me.

“What if he hurts me?” I whisper. This time there’s no keeping the fear out of my voice.

At my back, Asher goes still, and I feel the tension in every muscle of his body as he reacts to the question. “You’ll meet him tomorrow. Be brave, be strong, and be smart.” He pauses, and a dark note enters his voice. “And if you need me, send word.”

“How?” I whisper, and my voice shakes. “I’ll be alone.”

“You’ll find a way.” He strokes that bare finger over my lips, and that simple touch causes my flush to spread everywhere. “Even in Incendar,” he says. “I’d find my way to you. King or not, magic or not, I’ll do whatever needs doing.”

My eyes meet his and hold them. He’s so protective. The swirling fears in my gut stop churning quite as forcefully. The tension in my body eases away again. Asher is here.

For now.

My lips part as I gaze up at him, and his gaze flicks to my mouth again. I want him to kiss me so badly—so when he closes the distance between us, it feels like a dream. But his mouth is warm and real against my own, and my heart hums. I taste his breath, sweet like the cookie, then feel the slight brush of his tongue against my lip. As soon as I feel it, I want more: my body seems to crave him. His hand twists in my hair, and I reach for his face, pulling him closer, desperate, wanting. Molten honey seems to flow through my veins, and I press myself fully against him, my legs shifting against his. His strength is apparent in every touch, and I long for him to press me into the bed, to feel the weight of his body on mine.

But he draws back, his mouth releasing mine.

The kiss is over. Gentle. Chaste.

And nowhere near enough.

My breathing has quickened, and I stare up at him. He says nothing, but then I realize that his kiss wasn’t a beginning—it was an ending. A goodbye.

Tears suddenly prick at my eyes, and we settle into a silence that seems to stretch into an eternity. His body is so warm against my own, and I can almost believe that time has stopped, that morning will never come, that we can stay like this forever.

“Sleep,” he says softly, his voice so lovely and deep. “Just sleep, Jory.”

I nod, then turn to stare out at the moon, but this time it’s not mocking me. Not with Asher here, safe and warm, where I can lose myself to the weight of his arms. The chill has slipped away for the first time all night.

I don’t want to sleep, because if this is all we’ll have together, I want to savor every last moment of it. I’ll remember that kiss until the moment I take my last breath. Even now, I’m replaying it, wishing he would do it again, wishing that could be our eternity. But like everything else in my life, my body doesn’t care what I want. I seem to blink, and when my eyes open, my room is lit with the first threads of sunlight, my breath fogging in the frigid air.

Asher is gone.

My throat threatens to close up with emotion. But when I shift my blankets back, there’s a folded up maid’s uniform, a tiny slip of paper tucked under the apron.


Just in case. —A



A sob breaks free of my throat. As much as I desperately want to escape all of this, I can’t. I can’t. I won’t condemn my country for my own selfish desires.

But I stroke a hand across the fabric, and I remember all the mischief we used to get up to when we were younger. We’d sneak through the palace in disguises just like this one, practically invisible because no one ever looks at a servant. It’s no different from the way Dane wouldn’t look at Charlotte and the seamstress. He never looks at anyone he perceives as beneath his station.

As soon as I have the thought, I go still.

Dane, who’s going to be meeting with a warrior king this very morning—a meeting I wasn’t invited to.

You’ll meet him tomorrow. Be brave, be strong, and be smart.

My chest is still tight, but I take a deep breath. There will be plenty of time for tears later. I swing my legs out of bed and shake out the uniform Asher left.

The kingdom is at stake. No matter how badly I want to, I can’t run away.

But I can choose how to face my destiny.


   

Chapter Three

THE WARRIOR
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It’s nearly dawn, and we’re already late—clearly the perfect time for one of the carriages to get stuck in the snow.

I raise a hand, calling a halt to my short cadre of soldiers. The driver snaps his whip and chirps to the horses, but the carriage doesn’t move. Wood cracks.

Fuck.

We’ve been riding for hours in the frigid moonlight, without a single lantern, torch, or bonfire to be seen for miles. The darkness has been absolute, creating wide swaths of gloom in every direction, making travel reckless and challenging. On any other night, I’d draw a ball of flame to sit on my palm, something strong enough to warm my men and light our way. But I gave my word that I wouldn’t use magic on Astranza’s soil, and I’ll keep it.

Then again, I made that promise when I thought this kingdom would have at least one torch lit somewhere. The mountains of Incendar have never felt as bleak as these windy, snow-covered fields. I wonder if this is normal for this time of year or if it’s a vicious display of King Theodore’s power—possibly an attempt to bait me into using mine. Whichever it is, I can’t imagine his citizens are grateful. We’re supposed to be allied nations in a matter of days, but this feels like the prelude to an attack. The entire country seems to be trapped in a snare
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