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Beware the curse at last set free,

Death lurks beneath a burning tree. . . .
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Wren

Wren Greenrock stood at her bedroom window in the west tower of Anadawn Palace, watching the moon rise above the distant trees. The sky was inky blue and pinpricked with a scattering of stars. It was a peaceful night and yet Wren felt strangely disquieted, as though the kingdom of Eana was not at rest but rather only holding its breath.

“When you’re done gazing wistfully at the moon, I could use a little help over here!” Rose’s voice cut through the stillness from across the room, where she was riffling in her wardrobe. “Truly, I’ve never seen such disarray.”

Their royal tour had come to an end only hours ago, and Wren had arrived back at the palace to find that her bedroom renovations had at last been completed. Now she finally had a place that was all her own.

Of course, Rose had insisted on inspecting it at once.

The stone walls were hung with colorful tapestries, depicting the witch queens and kings of old, and the floor had been covered with a sprawling rug. A grand oak-wood bed with a gauzy canopy occupied the center of the room, while a looming wardrobe spanned the entire wall nearest the door. There was an ornate dresser by the adjacent bathing chamber, the drawers of which were already filled with various pots of creams and colorful shadows, all manner of blushes and brushes, and enough jewelry to sink a small ship.

Wren had been looking forward to an early night in her new bedroom, but energized from the success of their first royal tour, Rose was too restless to retire. So she had taken on another project at once—the complete reorganization of Wren’s palace wardrobe. Every so often, a rogue pair of trousers or a scuffed boot would soar through the air.

“Why don’t we do this tomorrow?” Wren suggested for the third time. “Or maybe never?”

“No, no, no,” muttered Rose, wrinkling her nose at a muddy gown. “Trust me, you’ll be glad when it’s done. Wren, truly, how have you managed to get mud on everything already? You haven’t even worn this dress yet!”

Wren recalled with fleeting fondness the evening on tour when, in a fit of boredom, she had hidden inside her traveling trunk to jump out and scare Rose, her sister shrieking so loudly the guards had come running. Perhaps she should have taken off her traveling boots first and saved all those beautiful, unworn dresses. But she didn’t mind mud or sand, or mess. Sometimes, amid the royal grandeur of the palace, she found herself missing the untamed beaches of Ortha, the tang of brine floating on the breeze, the satisfying squelch of mulch in the surrounding forest, and the scratch of tree bark against her fingers as she climbed the trees up and up and up until the canopies broke and she could see all the way to the horizon.

Rose sighed as she surveyed another stained dress, then shot her sister a pointed look.

For a passing moment, Wren considered crawling out the window, clambering down the tower and escaping to the desert, but her feet were aching, and it wouldn’t be worth the ire she would face upon her return. So instead she pouted at the moon like a sulking child.

A rogue wind whipped up, casting a chill in the air. As she reached out to close the window she caught sight of her reflection in the glass. She winced, hating the paleness of her face, the hollows in her cheeks, the new silver streak in her hair. It was a sign of her grief at losing Banba and a stark reminder that the world she had grown up in, sheltered and guided by her steadfast grandmother, was no longer the one in which she lived. It was a reminder of the crack in her heart.

And yet the world around Wren had already moved on. Over two moons had passed since the Battle of Anadawn, where the twins had fought the rebels who’d sought to overthrow them. Wren had broken the ancient curse that had once split their five strands of magic: tempest, enchantment, warrior, healing, and seeing. This had allowed all the witches of Eana to have control over each strand, as they once did before those powers were taken from them, splintered by their evil ancestor Oonagh Starcrest during a fight against her benevolent twin sister, Ortha, over a thousand years ago. Together, Wren and Rose had defended their throne. After, they had chosen to show mercy toward those who had risen up in fear of them and their fellow witches so they could remake the kingdom as a peaceful nation.

It was going well, so far. But deep down, Wren did not feel peaceful.

“This is entirely useless,” Rose announced. She was on her feet now, glaring at Wren’s wardrobe as though it had personally offended her. “First order of new business: now that we’re back, you need your own seamstress.”

“Fine by me,” said Wren, slamming the window shut.

“Fortunately, I know just the one,” Rose went on. “Do you know, she made the very gown I’m wearing?” She twirled to show it off. Even now, after an exhausting tour, Rose looked just like a princess should, in a pink corseted gown inlaid with golden brocade. Her hair hung in perfect chestnut curls that were pulled away from her face by a rose pin still in bloom. Her green eyes were as bright as emeralds, her cheeks rosy from her efforts at organizing Wren’s clothes.

Wren tucked her silver streak behind her ear and looked down at her own crumpled blue dress, wishing she looked as put together as her twin. Wishing she felt the same sense of peace and confidence about the future. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Luckily, we won’t ever find out.” Rose kicked a rogue boot aside as she came toward Wren. “And anyway, this is what sisters are for. We take care of each other.” She threw her arms around Wren, the warmth of her embrace chasing Wren’s coldness away. When she pulled back, Rose studied Wren’s face and pursed her lips. “Oh, Wren, you look absolutely exhausted. You really should get some rest. You need it. Now that we’re back, there is a lot to do.”

“Can’t wait,” said Wren, trying to summon a smidgeon of enthusiasm.

Rose laughed at her attempt. “Sleep well, Wren. Tomorrow, the real work of ruling Eana begins!” Then she skipped out of the room, humming as she went. When the door closed behind Rose and the room fell silent once more, Wren collapsed onto her bed, where a familiar fur-lined dress lay crumpled in a heap. Rose must have chucked it across the room during her excavation.

Wren pressed her face into the gown, inhaling the scent of wild pine and fresh snow. Her thoughts flitted, as they often did, to Gevra. To King Alarik. To Tor and Elske. And then, like milk curdling, her mind turned to Oonagh, who, after a thousand years, had broken free of her icy tomb on the northern continent and was now hiding somewhere in its wilderness.

Wren’s time in Gevra had changed her, though she was careful not to show it around Rose. But now that she was finally alone, she could no longer ignore the faint stinging in her wrist. She rolled her sleeve back, revealing the jagged silver scar that had appeared not long after the Battle of Anadawn. She traced it with her thumb, setting loose a plume of nausea inside her.

She lay back and closed her eyes, willing sleep to find her so she could forget the terrible blood spell she and Alarik had performed in Gevra. So she could forget the ancient witch queen she had accidentally awoken and the strange scar that was part of her now.

After a while, the nausea subsided but a deep feeling of unease remained.
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Rose

Rose Valhart smiled as she strolled through the Anadawn orchards. This morning, she wore a pale pink day dress the color of spring blossoms that swished around her ankles, and her hair was pulled back in a simple braid. The sound of children’s laughter echoed through the trees, and Rose spotted a glimpse of Tilda, a spirited young witch from Ortha, leading a group of other young witches deeper into the orchard. They were giggling and shouting as they pulled plums off the trees, and the sound of their merriment was so joyful, Rose couldn’t bring herself to tell them that they were wasting perfectly good fruit.

It was good to be home. Even better than that, it was good to be home as queen. To know that she and Wren were making steps toward building the kind of country their people deserved. One that was prosperous and bountiful, and welcoming to all. One that was safe.

Rose stumbled on a tree root, her smile slipping. The morning breeze was cooler than she was expecting, and as she rubbed the chill from her arms, she regretted not bringing her shawl with her. The coldness in the air turned her thoughts. She had not forgotten the shared vision she and Wren had seen several weeks ago: that terrifying glimpse of their wicked ancestor Oonagh stalking through the wilds of Gevra.

The twins had not discussed it since, and Rose thanked the stars that she had not been plagued by any further visions. But on tour there had been times when she’d heard Wren cry out in her sleep or seen her wake suddenly, trembling. Rose knew in her heart that the safety she felt—for herself, for her sister, for their people—was only temporary. But, she reasoned with herself, there would always be something threatening them. There was no use in fretting about the unknown.

All she could do was prepare as best as she could. Fortify their army. Strengthen their relationships with their allies. Mend her own broken country. Show the people that she and Wren were rulers to be trusted, rulers who would do anything for Eana.

Because Eana was Rose’s own beating heart. She knew that her country was her purpose. And while she loved the trappings of being queen—her crown was divine, her wardrobe spectacular, and her castle magnificent—most of all she loved that sense of purpose, of knowing that she and Wren would do anything to protect and defend their beloved kingdom.

The distant screech of a raven startled Rose from her thoughts. She had been so caught up in thinking about the future and what dangers it might hold that she had lost sight of the children playing through the trees. She shook her head, scolding herself. She would not let the specter of Oonagh Starcrest ruin everything she had worked for.

As the young witches’ giddy laughter drifted across the orchard, Rose heard the unmistakable wail of an upset child. She picked up her skirts and hurried toward the sound. At the south end of the orchard, Tilda was standing with her back to the fence, looking sheepish. Next to her, Marie, a shy young witch, was snuffling as she held her reddened cheek. The others crowded around them, and Rose noted they all had plums in their hands.

“What happened?” said Rose, trying to untangle the upset.

“She threw a plum at me!” Marie pointed an accusing finger toward Tilda.

“It was an accident,” said Tilda, rolling her eyes. “I said, ‘Catch.’ And she didn’t catch. What kind of witch can’t catch a plum?”

“You used tempest magic!” said Marie.

“Of course I did! And you should have used your own magic to send it back to me. We told you that you were too little to play and now you’ve proved it,” retorted Tilda, which only made Marie cry harder.

“There, there,” said Rose, kneeling next to Marie and rubbing her back. She offered a quick burst of healing magic to help mend the bruise blooming on her cheek. “We shouldn’t use our magic against each other.” She gave Tilda a stern look. “Magic is for making things better, remember?”

“What about warrior magic?” said a young boy of around twelve. “That’s fighting magic.”

“It’s protective magic,” Rose corrected him. “You can use your warrior strand for all sorts of things other than fighting. It gives you better balance and agility, certainly better rhythm. Did you know that warrior witches make wonderful dancers?”

The boy harrumphed.

Rose sighed. “And you shouldn’t be throwing perfectly good plums, anyway,” she said, returning her admonishing gaze to Tilda. “You know better than that.”

“When is Shen coming back?” said Tilda petulantly.

“I don’t know,” Rose admitted. “He’s busy ruling the Sunkissed Kingdom, you know that.”

Tilda pouted, and Rose felt her heart go out to the child. She knew that Shen was Tilda’s favorite of all the witches, as he had been the one to teach her how to master her warrior strand. Rose didn’t blame her for missing Shen. Rose missed him, too.

“He’s way more fun than you. So is Wren,” Tilda said, folding her arms. One of the other children gasped at her rudeness. “Wren would never tell us to stop throwing plums. She’d throw them, too.”

Rose bit the inside of her cheek, trying to let the insult wash over her. Tilda was still a child, after all, and a particularly headstrong one. And as much as Rose hated to admit it, Tilda wasn’t wrong either. Wren would have been throwing plums harder and faster than anyone.

“That may be,” she said calmly. “But I can tell you all that Cam has made the most delicious chocolate cake. And if you tell him that I sent you and bring him some of these lovely plums for him to make jam, I’m sure he’ll let you have a slice. Even before supper.” She smiled as the children perked up in excitement. Even Marie seemed to have forgotten her upset. “You may say it is a royal decree from Queen Rose.”

“Thank you, Queen Rose,” said Tilda, who seemed to be regretting her earlier petulance.

“And you must apologize to Marie,” Rose added.

“Sorry, Marie,” said Tilda, crouching next to her. “Next time I’ll show you how to send the plum back to me, okay? I bet you’ll be able to hit me with them in no time!”

Rose groaned. “Tilda, that’s not at all what I meant.” But Tilda wasn’t listening. She was taking Marie by the hand and running with her back to the palace.

“Come on!” Tilda cried over her shoulder. “Let’s go and get some cake!”

“You forgot the plums!” Rose called after them, but they were already off and running, their laughter ringing through the air, plums and tears already forgotten.

Rose shook her head and smiled as she picked up a discarded plum. It was ripe and soft in her hands, and she had a sudden, irresistible urge to take a bite. She closed her lips around it, anticipating a burst of juicy sweetness, but as her teeth sank into the purple flesh, a sour taste filled her mouth.

“Oh!” she spat, and looked down at what she had thought was a perfect plum.

It was rotten and mealy in her hand. A maggot wriggled at her. Rose spat again and threw the plum as far as she could. A shudder rushed through her, but she shook it off. The plum had been on the ground. That was why it was rotten.

With a trembling hand, she plucked another from the nearest tree. Though it looked beautiful and ripe, she knew as soon as the plum touched her lips that it was rotten, too. She dropped it, a feeling of great dismay coming over her. As Rose stood in the orchard, trying to make sense of this sudden and strange decay, it began to rain. Slowly at first, the droplets heavy and hard as they hit her skin. Rose hurried back to the palace, the shower becoming a downpour, until she was utterly soaked to the bone.

She tried to tell herself it was nothing, that it was only two rotten plums and an unexpected spring shower. It wasn’t a sign, it was spoiled fruit and rain and nothing more.

Be reasonable, she told herself, as she ducked into the shelter of the palace. Do not fear something as silly as this.

But even after she returned to her bedchamber and took a scalding hot bath, she could not stop shivering, and the sour taste in her mouth still lingered.
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Wren

Wren stood on the banks of Lake Carranam, trying to rub the goose bumps from her arms. The water rippled amber and gold, illuminated by the sun’s dying rays. Even though it was the first day of spring, there was a chill in the wind. There was a chill in Wren’s bones, too. But that had been there long before today.

“Tonight will be perfect,” said Rose, squeezing Wren’s arm. Rose stood beside her, looking beautiful in her new gown. It was pale green and embroidered with fine lace flowers to reflect the coming of spring. Agnes had threaded daisies through Rose’s hair, which hung in loose curls down her back. “Our ancestors are smiling down on us. I just know it.”

Wren’s gown was a simple sheath of midnight blue, cinched at the waist. Around her neck, she wore a sapphire gemstone that had once belonged to her mother, and in her braid, a vine of delicate winter flowers still pricked with thorns. She had told her sister she wanted to represent the passing of winter, but as she had threaded those fine white flowers through her hair that morning, she couldn’t help picturing the kingdom of Gevra in her mind and the proud spires of Grinstad Palace jutting up from the snowy mountains.

Rose had approved of the symbolism in her sister’s choice. Winter was behind them now, and with it, the terrible rebellion that had once threatened Eana’s future.

Since their return home, Wren and Rose had held several royal audiences, throwing open the golden gates of Anadawn Palace to their subjects. The town of Eshlinn had been rebuilt, the surrounding forest planted with thousands of saplings. The Anadawn Royal Fleet had been purged of traitors and reformed with willing young soldiers, grain stores across the country were now refilled, farmland had been redistributed, and thirty-seven new infirmaries were now open. With more healers than ever, the witches of Ortha found themselves in high demand. In the last few months, many had spread out, some traveling as far as Norbrook to settle, while others journeyed south, to where the Amarach Towers were thrumming with new apprentices itching to read the secrets of the sky.

Slowly but surely, the twins were establishing themselves as true leaders. Witches who were respected in their own country, not feared. Queens who intended to usher the kingdom into an era of peace and prosperity. A new dawn had come. Tonight, they were marking it by celebrating the Festival of Imbolg a few miles east of Anadawn Palace on the banks of the oldest lake in Eana.

At the palace’s invitation, thousands of people had gathered at Lake Carranam to celebrate the festival. Under the watchful guard of Anadawn’s soldiers, they reveled in the swell of music. Some danced under the setting sun while others congregated by the serving tables, drinking wine and feasting on the treats that Cam and his team of cooks had prepared for the occasion. Celeste, Rose’s best friend, had already gone back for seconds. There were crispy potato croquettes, roasted lamb bites, figs with goat cheese and honey, pear and almond tartlets, spiced carrot cake, and chocolate stars.

The twins stood apart from the revelry, watching their kingdom celebrate. Rose giggled at the sight of Shen Lo dancing with Grandmother Lu, the old witch cackling as he spun her far too fast. Although it was a long way to travel, the newly crowned king of the Sunkissed Kingdom wouldn’t dream of passing up an invitation from the queens of Eana.

He was, after all, hopelessly in love with one of them.

Wren glanced sidelong at Rose. “Aren’t you going to dance with Shen?” she asked, amused and secretly pleased by the ongoing mutual fawning between her sister and her oldest friend.

Rose smiled coyly. “Once he asks me.”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

Rose wrinkled her nose. “Because I am the prize, Wren.”

“He hasn’t been able to take his eyes off you all night,” Wren pointed out. “Maybe he’s nervous.”

“I’ve never known Shen Lo to be nervous about anything,” said Rose, a note of warmth creeping into her voice. “Although I will admit my dress is particularly fine this evening.”

A cold breeze swept through the clearing. The lake rippled and Wren looked down, scowling at her own reflection.

“Stop admiring yourself,” said Rose. “Vanity is unbecoming of a queen.”

Wren snorted. “You spend hours looking in the mirror.”

“Yes, but never in public. Or at least not so obviously.”

Wren didn’t know how to tell Rose that she wasn’t looking at herself. When she peered into the waters of Lake Carranam, she swore she saw Oonagh Starcrest looking back at her. The twins never spoke of their ancestor—who was still hiding in the wilds of Gevra, likely gathering her strength—but with each passing day, Wren saw more of Oonagh in her own haunted eyes. A strange emptiness yawned inside her, reminding her of everything she had given up in pursuit of blood magic: the healing strand of her magic and therefore her peace of mind.

Rose still didn’t know about any of that.

Wren didn’t know how to tell her.

“Are you ready?” said Rose, reaching for her sister’s hand. “It’s almost time for our performance.”

Wren pulled her gaze from the lake. “I’m ready.”

Rose made a gesture at the minstrels. The music quieted. Shen Lo fell out of his dance, smiling as he turned toward the twins. The rest of the revelers followed suit, looking eagerly to their queens. Even the wind stopped, as though to listen.

Lanterns flickered all around the lake, casting Wren and Rose in their glow.

“Welcome to the Festival of Imbolg,” Rose called out. “It is our honor to mark with you the end of this long winter and to welcome the beginning of spring. This season is a time for new blessings. And so we celebrate together, with rousing music and delicious food, and of course, magic.”

The crowd cheered.

Rose nodded at Wren, giving the signal.

Wren raised her free hand, summoning the tempest magic inside her. Aside from her native enchantment, her tempest strand came the easiest to her now. It was Banba’s legacy, after all. Although Banba had passed on, Wren’s grandmother was still close to her heart. Wren thought of her every time she glimpsed the new silver streak in her hair, felt her strength whenever she reached for her tempest magic, and heard her voice in the rumble of every storm.

Whipping up a new wind, Wren raised a river of water from the lake. As it swelled, it became a storm cloud. She exhaled through her nose, concentrating as she moved the cloud directly over the lake. Power buzzed in her bloodstream and rattled in her teeth.

“Tonight, we say goodbye to the fear and dissent of the past,” Rose proclaimed. “We banish all memory of war and bloodshed.”

Wren released her grip on the storm just as Rose raised her free hand, shearing the storm cloud in two. There was an almighty thunderclap. The crowd cheered as lightning flashed all around them. Rain fell in a great gushing waterfall, pummeling the lake. And then, all at once, the deluge stopped. The sky was clear once more.

A sudden shock of pain tore through Wren. She ground her teeth, forcing a smile, but her hands were trembling and her knees were growing weak.

“Today, we welcome a brighter future for Eana,” said Rose, her voice loud and clear, smile broad and sure. “We welcome new life. New growth. New hope.”

She squeezed Wren’s hand. It was time for their enchantment. The twins knelt and each picked up a fistful of silt from the lakeshore. The fresh earth in Wren’s hand strengthened her as she stood. If Rose noticed her sister’s sudden exhaustion, she didn’t show it.

The twins’ voices arced as they recited their enchantment, the spell ringing out like a song.

“From earth to dust, with flames so bright, we welcome spring and its new light.”

Just like they had been practicing all week, Wren and Rose cast their earth and conjured a magnificent oak tree made of flame. It hovered on the surface of the lake like a great burning statue. The crowd erupted in applause.

“People of Eana, we invite all of you to join us,” cried Rose. “Those without magic, take a candle from one of our stewards and raise it to the sky, joining your light with ours. Witches, lend your magic to our spell. With this symbolic Tree of Light, help us to cast new blessings on this ancient land.”

All across the clearing, candles were lit and raised. Witches knelt to gather dirt before casting their own enchantments, adding whips of flame to the great burning tree until it sprawled across the entire lake, its branches twisting up toward the sky. The clearing flared amber and gold, no longer lit by the dying sun but by the Tree of Light. The symbol of Imbolg.

Everyone looked up, marveling at such a feat of power.

Rose’s laughter rang out, merry as a song. “Oh, Wren, isn’t it wonderful?”

The great tree burned tears in Wren’s eyes, and for a brief, perfect moment, she felt invigorated, filled with a hope she had thought was lost to her.

Then the smoke came. It stole up from the base of the tree, hissing as it swallowed the flames.

“Oh no!” Rose kept her voice low, but Wren heard the panic in it. “What’s happening?”

Wren winced as fresh pain lanced up her arm. She dropped her hand, letting her magic go out, but it was too late. The spell had twisted. The smoke was getting thicker, blacker. It traveled along the branches of the tree, stealing every flicker of light. Then it billowed across the lake, smothering the candles in a choking cloud of ash.

The crowd screamed as darkness fell.

“Wren! Something’s wrong!” hissed Rose, grabbing her hand.

Before Wren could say another word, an eerie laugh rang out. It seemed to echo all around her, finding its breath in the smoke. Wren froze. Suddenly, she knew—not what was wrong but who. Somehow, Oonagh Starcrest was here. Wren dropped Rose’s hand and fled.
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Rose

Rose hated feeling afraid. She had spent her entire childhood learning how to live with fear. How to bear it; how to try to outrun it. She had promised herself that as soon as she was queen, she would never be afraid again.

But standing on the banks of Lake Carranam with thick, billowing smoke stinging her eyes and choking her, with the screams of her people ringing in her ears and with her sister suddenly ripped from her side, true fear coursed through Rose.

It was so potent that for a moment she thought she was frozen. But Rose had learned not to let fear rule her. And she certainly wasn’t going to let it consume her now. She was no longer a frightened child or a naive princess, a puppet to be used for someone else’s gain. She was a queen. A witch. A leader.

And something, or someone, was threatening her people. Her sister. Her celebration!

She would not stand for it. Rose’s terror was swiftly replaced with a hot and righteous anger. She strode into the darkness, ready to take control. But first, she had to clear this wretched smoke. She couldn’t see a thing, including her own sister, who had been standing here just a moment ago.

“Wren, where are you?” she hissed.

There was no response. Rose pushed down her rising worry and focused on the task at hand. One step at a time, she told herself. That was how anything got done. First clear the smoke, then calm the crowd, and then . . . then she would find Wren. And try not to throttle her.

Of the five strands of magic, the tempest strand was the one Rose struggled with the most. The wildness of it felt fierce and unfamiliar, but she focused her energy now and cast her magic out, searching for a wisp of wind that she could bend to her will. There. She found one and managed to turn it into a weak gust, blowing away a plume of smoke and dispersing it out over the lake.

As some of the darkness began to dissipate, Rose saw a handful of terrified faces staring back at her. Those without magic held their candles uncertainly, only a few still flickering, while the witches were standing to attention, waiting for instruction.

Wren was nowhere to be seen.

She’s fine, Rose told herself as she plastered on her brightest smile. Everything is fine.

But she needed help.

She caught Rowena’s eye, and desperately hoped the witch would hear her silent plea. Rowena was the strongest tempest she knew. And even if she didn’t like Rose very much, surely she would help her clear the darkening fog.

Rowena caught Rose’s gaze and dipped her chin, squaring herself to the task. Moments later, a brisk wind picked up and blew the remaining smoke across the lake. Rose lifted her hands, pretending she was clearing the air. “And no matter what darkness may fall on us, together we may banish it,” she cried in a rallying voice. “And we will burn even brighter than before.”

Rose could have sworn she heard Tilda snickering nearby, but Rose kept her smile in place as she solemnly bowed her head, and then, feeling quite out of ideas about how to get the festival back on course, she briskly clapped her hands three times.

“And now it is time for the . . . ceremonial flower gathering! Everyone must pick a wildflower and . . .” She trailed off and did an elaborate twirl, desperately trying to think of a clever distraction. “And weave it in their hair! Yes, that’s right. A flower from the banks of Lake Carranam is known to bring good fortune indeed.” Rose feigned a chuckle. “And we are all deserving of that.”

There was an agonizing moment of silence. And then Tilda, who always loved to cause a commotion, let out a whoop of excitement. “I bet I can find a water lily to wear like a hat!” she crowed. “That will be the luckiest flower of them all!” With that, a chorus of laughter broke out, and to Rose’s overwhelming relief, everyone knelt down and began to pick their flowers.

Rose beamed. “And of course, after the ceremonial flower gathering there will be more treats for all! And more wine!” Goodness, she hoped Cam had brought extra cake. “And dancing! To show off our flowers!”

Once everyone was duly distracted, Rose turned on her heel and crashed straight into the person behind her, nearly falling over.

Strong hands steadied her. They were warm and familiar.

For the briefest of moments, Rose let herself be held. She inhaled Shen’s intoxicating scent, enjoying the feel of his body pressed against hers. Then she pulled away. It would not do for her to look weak, as if she could not stand on her own. Even if she wished she could steal away to a hidden clearing and sink into his arms again.

“Ceremonial wildflower gathering?” he said, raising a dark brow. “How come I’ve never heard of that?”

“It’s a time of new traditions,” said Rose, her lips twitching. Despite the disastrous turn the festival had taken, seeing Shen Lo still made her smile. At least for a moment.

His face grew serious then, mirroring her own. “What just happened?”

Before she could reply, Rowena barreled toward them, practically shoving people out of her way. “Hissing hell, Valhart, what was that? You’re lucky I was here to help.”

Rose hushed her. “Please lower your voice!”

Rowena carried on as if she hadn’t heard her. “And where is Wren? She could have blown all that smoke away with ease.”

Rose smiled through clenched teeth, all too aware of a nearby cluster of townsfolk leaning in to eavesdrop. “Rowena, I think I saw a lovely patch of bluebells over by the trees. They would look especially splendid in your hair. Shall we go and look together?” She linked arms with the scowling tempest witch, who rolled her eyes but gamely walked with Rose away from the crowd.

Shen followed a few steps behind.

“Well?” Rowena prodded. “Where’s Wren?”

“I don’t know. She disappeared when the fire tree went up in smoke.”

Rowena gaped at Rose. “And you’re just pretending like everything is fine? Like all that choking smoke was part of your little act?”

“What would you have me do?” Rose challenged her. “Cause a panic? Terrify everyone? No. I did what I needed to do.”

Rowena narrowed her eyes, and Rose knew she wasn’t imagining the wind picking up again. “And now you’re sending everyone on a fool’s errand looking for wildflowers? How is that helpful?”

“It’s far better than announcing I have no idea what just happened or where Wren has gone!” Rose’s voice came out shriller than she’d intended. She winced at the sound of her own panic. She forced herself to breathe slowly and deeply. “The enchantment was likely too big. It must have crumbled . . . or . . . something.”

Rowena scoffed. “That’s not how magic works. You would know that if you were a real witch.”

“I am a real witch!” Rose felt her temper rising. “Just because I didn’t grow up in Ortha doesn’t mean I’m not a witch.”

Behind them, Shen Lo chuckled. “I never thought I’d hear you claim your heritage so adamantly.”

“This is not helping.” Rose rubbed her temples. “Can we please focus on finding Wren?” Just as she said it, she stepped on something hard. She looked down to find a piece of metal glowing dimly in the dark. “It’s Wren’s crown.” Rose bent down to pick it up. “She must be around here somewhere.”

Shen suddenly went very still. His gaze sharpened as he scanned the shadows in the trees. “I think she’s in the woods.”

Relief flooded Rose. She had thought for a moment the worst: that something, or someone, had stolen Wren in the smoke. She picked up her skirts and stepped over the tree line, only pausing when she noticed Rowena was following them. “I think the bluebells are actually in that direction,” she said pointedly. “Back toward the lake.”

Rowena caught her meaning and glared at Rose. “Eat your bluebells, Valhart. I’ll go and find Tilda and make sure she doesn’t drown while searching for some pointless water lily.” She turned on her heel, raising a finger in warning. “Just make sure Wren is all right. It’s not like her to go missing like that.”

“Of course,” said Rose brusquely, even though she knew it was exactly like Wren to disappear.
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Wren

Wren stumbled through the smoke, trying to outrun the shrillness of Oonagh Starcrest’s laugh, but the piercing sound echoed in her ears. She wasn’t sure which was more terrifying: the idea that her ancestor might be at Lake Carranam or that she alone was hearing Oonagh’s voice in her head.

People jostled Wren as she ran, their screams joining the chorus of panic around them. Wren didn’t dare stop. Soon, the smoke would clear and they would all see their queen for what she really was: weak. Frightened. Tainted by forbidden blood magic.

She couldn’t let her people see her this way. She couldn’t let Rose see her this way.

Up ahead, the ancient trees that surrounded Lake Carranam swayed in the smoke. Wren made for the forest as nausea roiled in her gut. She tore her crown off and tossed it in the long grass, searching for some relief. None came. Her magic was twisting and writhing inside her, like an injured animal.

When she reached the first of the trees, she braced her hand against it. The bark was rough against her skin, grounding her.

Breathe, she told herself.

This feeling will pass.

After all, this wasn’t the first time her magic had acted up in the last three months. And it wasn’t the first time she had heard that awful, screeching laugh. She often dreamed of Oonagh wandering through the snowcapped mountains of Gevra, smiling at her with blood in her teeth. Sometimes when she woke, Wren could still hear her ancestor’s voice in her head, taunting her.

You are tainted like me, broken bird.

There is no going back now.

Wren lumbered to the second tree and then the third. She wound her way deeper into the forest as the smoke cleared behind her. The screaming stopped. Somewhere in the distance, Rose’s voice filled the strained silence. Wren blew out a breath of relief. Her sister was taking charge, soothing their subjects with steady words, a careful laugh. Not for the first time, Wren thanked the stars for Rose. She was the queen that Eana truly deserved. Ever since Wren had returned from Gevra, she felt more and more like she was hanging on by her fingernails. Not just to the throne but to herself.

After a moment, the laughter in Wren’s head began to fade. She became aware of her surroundings, the trees looming in the darkness, the solemn song of a nightingale perched somewhere overhead.

Wren was suddenly conscious of the pain flaring in her wrist. It felt as if her scar was on fire, as though a cattle brand had been seared into her skin and it was burning through flesh and bone.

She pitched forward, vomiting on the forest floor. The terrible heat remained.

“Hissing seaweed.”

She rolled her sleeve to her elbow, inspecting the jagged silver crescent. It glowed softly in the fractured moonlight, the pale skin around it reddening as it burned.

Wren cursed again. This was not the first time the scar had caused her pain, but it had never been this bad before. She grabbed a fistful of dirt and smeared it on her wrist to cool her skin. Her stomach lurched and she vomited again.

She crawled to a nearby tree, pressing her forehead to the trunk to ground herself.

Help me, Eana, first witch of this land.

Let this horror pass.

Wren didn’t know how much time went by as she knelt by the tree or how many breaths it took to calm the poker-hot pain in her arm, but after a while, the leaves around her rustled and a familiar voice rang out.

“Wren? What’s going on?” Shen Lo came through the trees like a brisk wind, making no sound at all. A determined crunch announced the presence of Rose, who was following close behind.

“Wren! Oh, thank the stars, you’re safe. I was afraid . . .” Rose’s voice wobbled as she held up Wren’s crown, which she must have plucked from the grass. Now that she could see her sister was all right, Rose’s concern quickly turned to anger. “What are you doing hiding in here? You completely abandoned me out there!”

“Sorry,” said Wren, pulling herself to her feet. “I . . . needed a minute.”

Rose folded her arms, glaring at her sister. “Well, I needed you. And you disappeared. Again.”

Wren knew Rose still hadn’t forgiven her for sneaking off to Gevra in the dead of night all those months ago. And she didn’t know the half of what had happened there.

“She’s been sick,” said Shen, coming to Wren. His eyes were filled with concern. “You don’t look well.”

“I’m all right.” Wren wished her hair was loose so she could pull it around her face. Shen was doing that annoying thing again where he saw right through her. “It was Cam’s chocolate stars. They were so rich.”

Rose wrinkled her nose. “I did say you’d regret eating seven in a row.”

Wren forced a chuckle. “Banba always said my eyes were bigger than my stomach.”

Shen was still frowning. Wren wanted to shoo him away and tell him to mind his own damned business. He was too nosy for his own good, and it didn’t help that as her best friend, he knew Wren better than anyone. He knew the cadence of her lies, the sound of the truth in her mouth.

He knew she was lying now.

“What about the crowd?” said Wren, quickly changing the subject. “Did you manage to calm them?”

“Once the smoke cleared,” said Rose with a sigh. “I had to ask Rowena to help. You know how I struggle to harness the wind.” Wren heard the unsaid accusation in her sister’s voice: that if she had been there, she could have helped Rose banish the smoke. “But we got through it.”

“Good,” said Wren, looking everywhere but at Shen.

Rose frowned as she went on. “The spell must have grown too big. It became unwieldy.”

“That must be it,” said Wren, trying to keep the guilt from her voice.

“But it was brilliant, wasn’t it?” said Rose, with an uncertain smile. “At least for a while.”

“It really was,” said Wren, relieved to have found a kernel of truth in this moment.

Rose was finally softening, but much to Wren’s annoyance, Shen was growing more suspicious. “Uh-huh,” he muttered, his gaze falling to the scar on her wrist. Wren tugged her sleeve down but it was too late. He opened his mouth to speak.

“Don’t,” she hissed. “Not here.”

“Wren,” said Shen sternly.

“What is it?” asked Rose, coming over.

Wren grabbed Shen’s shoulders and turned him around. “Hey, do you hear that?” She gestured back toward the lake. “The minstrels have started playing again. You love this tune, Rose. If only you had someone to dance with.”

Shen scowled at Wren. “I know what you’re doing.”

Rose misread his annoyance, and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I think you will both find that I have many people to dance with.” She picked up her skirts and spun on her heel. “Now if you’ll excuse me, at least one of us should be getting back to the festival.”

She strode off, her skirts swishing back and forth behind her.

“Rose! Wait!” Shen hurried after her, but not before tossing a knowing glance over his shoulder.

Wren knew that look well.

This isn’t over, Greenrock.

No, she thought as she refixed the button on her sleeve. It isn’t over. Whatever this trouble is it has only just begun.

But Wren would worry about that tomorrow.

For now, she needed to dance with her sister and welcome the spring.
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Rose

The festival lasted long into the night.

Rose kept a close watch on Wren, half expecting her sister to disappear again, but she seemed to have recovered from her mystery ailment and appeared determined to make the most of the evening. And that was exactly what Rose needed from her sister tonight: a brave face and a rallying spirit.

Even though Rose couldn’t shake the fear she’d felt when their tree had gone up in flames, and worse, when Wren had vanished, she knew how important tonight was. They could not afford to show fear in front of their people. And so, as Wren rose to the importance of the occasion, so did she.

The sisters danced together until Rose was dizzy and stumbling with laughter, but Wren kept going. She drank goblet after goblet of fruit wine, despite Rose’s warnings that it would make her feel ill again. Wren even went back for more of Cam’s chocolate stars, joining Celeste and Shen at the dessert table. Then she danced with the Ortha witches, spinning from one to another, her eyes shining until she looked as if she was lit from within.

Rose watched the Ortha witches beaming at Wren and wondered if they would ever look at her so fondly or if they still secretly thought of Wren as their one true queen. The ruler they had long planned would sit on the throne.

No. Rose banished the thought. She and Wren were meant to rule together. She knew that in her heart, in her bones. And after the Battle of Anadawn, she hoped the other witches did, too. After all, they had stood together to embrace the fullness of their power and defend Anadawn. She hoped that wouldn’t soon be forgotten.

And yet something close to envy bloomed inside Rose as she watched her sister charm the other revelers, flitting from a group of chatty Eshlinn seamstresses to their new Captain of the Guard, who she easily cajoled into dancing with her.

Even Chapman, the uptight Anadawn steward, joined Wren in a jig around the bonfire, which thankfully didn’t turn into another accidental inferno. Rose didn’t think she could handle any more mishaps, magical or otherwise, tonight.

Rose took a deep, calming breath and studied her sister. Tonight, Wren didn’t need any enchantments to cast her spell on people. When she smiled, truly smiled, it felt as if she was about to confide a delicious secret or entice you on a thrilling adventure.

Rose knew she herself was charming in her own poised and practiced kind of way. She had spent her whole life perfecting it, after all. Her warmth and affection for her people was genuine, of course. But Wren, for all her fierceness, burned with the kind of brightness that drew people to her, no matter how contrary she might be.

She had even thawed the icy heart of at least one Gevran.

Not that Rose had any details about exactly what had happened between Wren and Captain Tor Iversen in Grinstad. While Wren teased Rose mercilessly about Shen, nothing made Wren clam up as fast as Rose mentioning the handsome soldier.

Or anything to do with Gevra, really.

Deep down, Rose knew her sister was still healing from everything she had endured there. She was reminded of it every time she saw the silver streak in her sister’s hair, the strand of Wren’s grief for Banba plain for all to see. And so in the end, beneath her jealousy and uncertainty, Rose was glad to see Wren enjoying herself, even if it was just for an evening.

By the time the queens finally left for the palace, it was well after midnight. Once they were seated in their carriage, Wren kicked off her muddy shoes and yawned. “I’d say that was a success, wouldn’t you?”

“It was in the end,” Rose admitted, frowning at her sister’s muddy shoes. “You certainly perked up.”

“That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? For us to act as if everything is merry. To set aside our worries and put everyone else at ease.” Wren’s voice slurred as she yawned again, before resting her head on her sister’s shoulder. “Wake me when we’re home.”

Back at Anadawn, once her sister was fast asleep in her own bed, Rose found herself feeling restless. She paced her room, still in her festival gown. It reeked of smoke and the hem was torn, but she couldn’t bring herself to take it off just yet. Partly because she was so cold. She’d caught a strange chill down by the lake that she couldn’t seem to shake.

What she really wanted was a bath. Yes, that was it. A hot bath always helped.

But as she waited for the nightmaids to arrive, Rose found herself thinking of those rotting plums in the orchard. Odd, that they would come to her mind now. She hadn’t even mentioned them to Wren. Because it was a silly preoccupation, she reminded herself. The future of an entire kingdom could not be divined from a few rotting plums. Everything was fine. Tonight had been strange, but it had ended well. Rose told herself this over and over, refusing to be afraid.

Refusing to peer a little closer at what there was to fear.

When the maids arrived with pitchers of warm water, Rose decided that something else was missing. “Florence, could you please bring me some hot chocolate from the kitchens? It might help to banish this awful chill.”

The maid dipped her chin. “Of course, Your Majesty. Is there anything else?”

“That’s all, thank you.”

Florence nodded and scurried down the stairs after the others. Back in her bathing chamber, Rose enchanted a ring of flickering everlights around her claw-foot tub before fetching her favorite jasmine soap and pouring until the bubbles reached the rim.

When the tub was full, she peeled off her gown and stepped in, luxuriating in the warm water gently lapping against her skin. And oh—the scent was truly divine. Far better than the awful smoke that had followed her home.

She smiled as she laid her head back, listening to the bubbles crackle in her ears. These days, baths reminded her of her time in the desert with Shen Lo and the secret hot spring they had found together. And that was a welcome thought indeed.

Rose sighed with pleasure as she sank into the bubbles. Yes, a hot bath was just what she needed. Tomorrow, she would wake up refreshed and ready to face the day. In fact, she was so relaxed already, she thought she might just drift off. . . .

She closed her eyes and—

There came a knock at her door.

“Come in!” Rose called. The bedroom door creaked open. “I’m already in the bath, but you can leave the hot chocolate on the table by the bedside!”

A moment later, she heard the bedroom door shut.

“I’m afraid I didn’t bring you any hot chocolate.”

Rose’s eyes flew open at the familiar voice.

Leaning against the doorframe to her bathing chambers, still dressed in his festival clothes and wearing a rakish grin, was Shen Lo.

“Shen! I’m in the bath!” Rose ducked in the water, peering out from behind a mountain of bubbles.

“I heard,” he said in a low voice. “Why else do you think I came in?”

In the flickering candlelight, with his strong jaw and chiseled cheekbones, he looked as if he’d been carved from stone. Rose couldn’t help the sigh that escaped her lips as she gazed at him. He gazed back, his eyes darkening as he drank in the sight of her in the tub.

Rose felt the sudden urge to fan herself.

Goodness, Rose. Get a hold of yourself!

And anyway, she was still irritated at Shen, handsome as he might be.

She cleared her throat. “What are you doing in my bedchamber this late? Or at all, come to think of it? Rather presumptuous of you, especially considering you didn’t want to dance with me at the festival.”

“Of course I wanted to dance with you,” he said with some surprise. “You were the one avoiding me.”

“I certainly was not!” She scowled at him. “I had important business to discuss.”

He raised a dark brow. “Were you truly that desperate to find out what kind of bait the fisherfolk at Wishbone Bay use?”

Rose’s traitorous lips twitched. “Rude of you to eavesdrop.”

“It’s my specialty,” he said unapologetically.

“And yes,” she went on, “a queen must take an interest in these types of things.” At his look of utter bemusement, she sighed. “Fine. I was avoiding you. But only because you embarrassed me by not asking me to dance!”

“I was waiting for the right signal. A lingering look. A seductive wink.” He winked at her. “It’s not that difficult surely.”

Rose considered throwing a fistful of bubbles at him.

“But you were busy doing . . .” He waved his hand around. “Queenly things. Far be it from me to take you away from a scintillating conversation about fish bait. I didn’t want to distract you.”

“Shen Lo, you are entirely too vain,” Rose huffed. “I would never let you distract me from my duty.”

“Is that so?” he said, finally taking a step forward.

Rose felt her heart skip. “Never,” she breathed.

Another step. “That sounds like my kind of challenge.” He was close now. So close that if she dared, Rose could reach out and touch him.

He leaned down and her breath caught in her throat. His fingers brushed against her temple. “You still have a flower in your hair.” He gently pulled the daisy from where it had become tangled behind her ear.

“And where is your Lake Carranam flower, Shen Lo?” she said in a whisper. “Do you not wish for luck this coming spring?”

He chuckled, the sound low and full of promise. “Do you have to ask? You are my flower, Rose.” He leaned closer, tracing her jaw with the pad of his thumb, then brushing it along her bottom lip. “And all the luck I need.”

Rose arched upward, closing the distance between them. His cheeks flushed as the bubbles gave way around her. Suddenly, he was speechless. Rose smiled as she wrapped her arms around his neck, no longer caring about propriety.

“I am still very, very angry at you,” she whispered against his lips. “You are going to have to try very hard to make it up to me.”

Shen groaned, opening his mouth to her own. The kiss deepened as he slid his hand up the back of her neck and tangled it in her hair.

Rose tugged him closer. Water sloshed over the side of the tub, soaking his chest, his arms.

“Oh!” she said, pulling back. “Your clothes!”

“They’ll dry,” he said, leaning in to kiss her again.

“Or . . .” Rose’s heart pounded as she willed herself to say what she was thinking, what she desperately wanted. “You could always . . . hang them up. For now.”

Shen blinked in surprise. “Queen Rose, are you suggesting I take off my clothes?”

Rose flushed. “Your shirt is made from such fine linen. . . . I would hate for it to get damaged. . . .”

Shen was already on his feet. As he pulled his shirt over his head, there came a light knock at the door to Rose’s bedchamber. Then, to Rose’s horror, it creaked open.

“Your Majesty?” called Florence. “I’ve brought your hot chocolate.”

Shen froze, laughter dancing in his eyes.

“Thank you!” Rose cried out in a strained voice. “Please leave it by the bed! On the table!”

“Certainly,” said Florence, and there came the sound of a cup being set down. “Will there be anything else, Your Majesty?”

“No! No! That’s all! Thank you!”

The door closed and Rose exhaled in relief. She sank back into the tub, which was now decidedly tepid.

“Well,” she said, blowing a bubble from the tip of her nose. “That was rather poorly timed. Would you . . . like some hot chocolate?”

Much to Rose’s disappointment, Shen was already shrugging his shirt back on. “As nice as that sounds, I should be going. I came by because I wanted to say goodbye before I left.”

“Goodbye?” Rose frowned. “It’s the middle of the night!”

“You know that’s the best time to travel through the desert.”

“But you’ve only just arrived,” she said crestfallen. “I hardly get to see you anymore.”

“I wish I could stay longer. But I have to get back to the Sunkissed Kingdom. There’s still much to be done.” Shen ran his hand through his hair, the stress of these past few months written in the lines on his brow. “You’ve spent your whole life preparing to rule, Rose. I’m still learning how to be king to a kingdom of people who barely know me. My place is with them, now more than ever. You must understand that.”

Rose looked away so he wouldn’t see her bottom lip tremble. She hated that she cared so much.

“Rose?”

“Of course I understand. I wouldn’t want to distract you from your duty.”

His voice softened. “The truth is, even when I’m not with you, you are a distraction. You’re never far from my mind, Rose.”

She turned back to him. “And you really must leave right this very moment?”

“Lei Fan and the others will be waiting for me. I was meant to be at the gates an hour ago.” He chuckled. “I wasn’t expecting to find you in the bath and to get so . . .”

“Distracted?”

“Exactly.”

For a beat, they smiled at each other.

Then Rose pouted. “Why don’t you send them on without you? You can catch up. Storm is the fastest horse in all of Eana. . . .” She trailed off.

“Don’t tempt me,” said Shen, his night-dark eyes burning with desire. “You know I would if I could.”

Rose did know that. But it didn’t make it any easier.

Sometimes, she secretly longed for the time before Shen knew he was the lost heir of the Sunkissed Kingdom. When he was still a bandit and his time was his own.

Now he had other responsibilities.

Other duties.

“Fine,” she said, rising from the bath. “Then at least pass me my robe.”

His gaze roamed, and for a moment, he looked as if his resolve would crumble. Then he sighed, turning from her to fetch the robe. “Of course.”

Shen left shortly after that, pressing a kiss to Rose’s lips and whispering a promise that he’d be back soon to join her in that bath.

Rose watched from the window as he rappelled down her tower.

“You do know that you can take the stairs now?” she called after him. “The guards all know you.”

His laugh echoed in the dark. “Where’s the fun in that?”

She shook her head and laughed just the same. “Good night, Shen. Give my love to Storm.”

“Lucky horse.”
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Wren

Wren pulled her cloak tighter as she trudged through the deep snow. Her fur collar feathered her cheeks as she blew a breath through her hands, desperately trying to warm her numb fingers. It was no use. The wind howled, sending a shiver rippling up her spine and chattering through her teeth.

Hissing hell.

All around her, the air was hazy and white. She squinted through the fog, pushing farther into the unknown. She was lost in the damned mountains again, trying to outrun that terrible screeching laugh. It always came with the wind.

Oonagh Starcrest was taunting her.

Run, run, broken bird.

You cannot hide from me.

“Hush!” yelled Wren. “Leave me alone!”

She stumbled on, through snow so deep it reached her knees. The wind whipped her cheeks and stung her eyes, mocking her. Every breath was a struggle.

Dimly, Wren was aware that she must be dreaming, but the cold was so real. The panic was, too.

The scar on her arm began to burn. She fumbled with the buttons on her sleeve, rolling it up to her elbow. Her wrist was a deep, bubbling red, the silver crescent brighter than she’d ever seen it.

She let out a hiss of pain.

Oonagh’s laugh grew shriller. It soared on the rising wind, echoing through the mountain pass.

Wren grabbed a fistful of snow and smeared it across her wrist. It helped, but now she was even more aware of the blistering cold. She couldn’t feel her toes anymore. She stumbled on, desperately looking for a way out.

The blizzard roared as it grew.

A shadow appeared up ahead. Wren frowned. In all the times she had found herself trapped in this nightmare over the last three months, she had always been alone.

“Who’s there?” she called out.

The shadow lurched, falling forward.

Wren charged, spurred on by the appearance of the figure. “Oonagh? Show yourself!”

Instinctively, her hand went to her hip, reaching for her dagger. But she was always weaponless in this place. The snow parted as Wren pushed through it.

Up ahead, the figure was on its knees.

“Speak!” she called out. “Who are you?”

The figure groaned.

Wren saw it then, a glimpse of blond hair streaked with an ink-black line.

She froze. “Alarik?”

The king of Gevra groaned again. “Help me.”

Wren came to her knees before him. “What the hell are you doing here?”

In my nightmare.

In my mind.

With great effort, Alarik Felsing raised his head. His icy blue eyes were bloodshot, his skin so pale he looked ill. “I was about to ask you the same thing,” he said through his teeth. “This is my hell.”

“This isn’t real,” whispered Wren. “You’re not here.”

Alarik pitched forward. He fisted the snow, searching for breath. “It’s killing me,” he heaved. “She’s killing me.”

The wind began to laugh again. The blizzard kicked up, spitting snow in Wren’s face. She reached for the king, but the world was spinning, turning everything to bright, blinding white. “Alarik?”

Far away, along the jagged mountaintops, there came a distant thud.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Thunk.

An avalanche was brewing. Wren screamed, but the sound died in her throat. The world blinked, from white to black, until only that sound remained.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Wren shot upright in bed, blinking the sleep from her eyes. Slowly, mercifully, reality filtered in: the first wisps of dawn creeping through the window, the feather-softness of her pillow, and the canopy around her four-poster bed gently rippling.

The nightmare was over. She was back in her bedroom in the west tower of Anadawn. Safe. Last night she had played the part of the joyful queen, welcoming spring with all the cheer she could muster. The act, and the entire evening, had so exhausted Wren that she’d fallen asleep in the carriage and couldn’t even remember climbing into her own bed.

She should have felt relieved that it was only a nightmare.

And yet, her stomach was in knots. Her forehead was clammy, and the scar on her wrist was stinging. And that laugh was still echoing in her head. The same one that had rung out during the ceremony.

She reached for the pitcher on her nightstand and swallowed a mouthful of water in a bid to chase away the heat inside her.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Thunk.

That sound again!

Wren whipped her head around. “What in hissing hell—”

There was a nighthawk tapping on her window. A Gevran messenger. Wren leaped out of bed and swung the pane open, reaching for the scroll tied to the bird’s foot. She unrolled it, her heart hitching as she glimpsed the signature at the bottom.

It was from Tor.

Dear Wren,

These past few months have felt longer and colder than most. I’ve thought of you often: on clear nights when the sky is bright with stars, at dawn when Elske and I walk along the frozen lake, and when the wind sings through the Fovarr Mountains.

I’ve tried to write to you a hundred times, but I’ve been afraid to say the wrong thing. To expect anything after our goodbye. To imagine a future where we will see each other again. I don’t know how to tell you that I’ve missed you without making it worse. It feels selfish to share this pain with you and to hope, deep down, that you might feel the same way.

And yet, I find myself compelled to write. Not for myself but for my kingdom, and for yours. There have been strange stirrings across Gevra. A shadow creeps across our land. The animals have grown dangerous and the king’s beasts have turned feral. They howl at the mountains as if they can sense a badness there.

Over recent weeks the fields south of Grinstad have been disturbed. The graves of our beasts lie empty, the barren earth cracked
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