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THE KING

KING Costis has miscalculated.

Voices rumble from below as Costis strides through the modest stone halls of Castle Avendell. It’s an old building, older than the Vernevau lineage itself. As a boy, he dreamed of replacing the floors with shining marble, like that mad fool to the south did before he declared war and brought all of Costis’ plans to ruin. Had he more time, Costis would have redone the grounds next: ripped up his mother’s gardens, replaced them with saplings of oak, cedar, and elm. Something to withstand the approaching chaos. Something to last.

But that was before, when Costis had assumed his reign would span decades. Now he’ll be lucky to see dawn.

In his mind’s eye, he sees the cause of his dread, curled on his pillow, petals damp: a single winter lily.

Costis shudders and hurries around a corner. Gaudy silk banners wave overhead. Green and red, representing Avendell and Istellia’s patron gods, twine together in a unity braid, celebrating an end to their devastating ten-year war. The treaty signing is scheduled for dawn, and it’s the whole point of this ball Costis can’t afford. Invite merchants, noblemen, and diplomats to witness before every dead and sleeping god that Avendell and Istellia have finally, impossibly, agreed to peace.

It will all be for nothing now.

At the castle gate, guests arrive: nobles, performers, and scholars in their finest livery, pouring in like hungry ants. Costis ought to greet the new arrivals, but any one of them could be the enemy. He cannot risk it. When the pastry chef approaches, Costis flinches and stumbles back, but she only wants to know if he’d like raspberries or blueberries placed on the lemon tarts. Behind her, two servants rush to the windows, breath fogging the glass.

“Look,” one says. “Snow! This late in spring?”

Costis walks faster.

Two guards are posted outside his private chambers. They snap to attention, and Costis hesitates, comparing their faces to the scrawny orphans he plucked from poverty ten years back. He can’t help but notice the swords at their hips and the muscle cording their forearms. They look as Costis remembers. He thinks.

Costis clears his throat. “You’re dismissed.”

The guards frown. They glance at each other, at their king, then back to the door.

Costis forces himself to smile. “They’ve just finished the lemon tarts. Get some before the prince pinches them all for himself.”

After another moment’s hesitation, they bow and murmur gratitude. Costis steps aside, turning so they cannot access his unprotected back. He waits as the thuds of their boots fade. No danger from the guards, then.

Costis places his palm on the gold-wrought handle. He knew this day would come. His job now is to buy what time he can—for his country, and for his son.

He opens the door.

Five young faces turn toward him.

Costis examines them. There’s the Evercraft healer, with his tired face, haunting eyes, and single black bead gleaming on the golden chain hanging from his neck. Next to him is the Istellian princess, her dark hair braided into a crown and studded with rubies, hiding her displeasure with a polite bow of her head. It’s not the princess he wanted, but she’ll have to do.

The third guest, though—that’s not the beast tamer he sent for. Her scar is familiar: a sinuous, twisting white cord that winds down her neck. Irritation pricks him. Why didn’t Gaspar warn him the Beauforte girl came in her father’s stead?

The creak of a leather sword belt comes to his left. Oak, Costis’ personal guard, stands straighter than his namesake, eyeing the strangers with mistrust. A tiny gold stag glints on his lapel. Costis relaxes.

That leaves only—

“Father,” a petulant voice demands. “What is the meaning of this? And why did you insist I wear these hideous clothes?”

Kellam.

Costis bites back a sigh. His only child and sole heir to the throne lounges comfortably in the corner, antlered circlet tipped sideways, legs sprawled in a manner Costis can only describe as indecent. He has a point—Costis believes his instructions to Gaspar for Kellam’s livery were to make him look ridiculous, and the grand chamberlain certainly delivered. Costis needed to be sure it was him. Even the gods could not replicate that awful overcoat on a whim.

At the sight of his son, Costis nearly loses his resolve. He wants to apologize. He has not prepared Kellam for what’s coming. But something stronger than love holds his words hostage.

Costis locks the door behind him. The princess and the beast tamer’s daughter stiffen.

“Thank you all for joining me,” Costis says, swallowing the lump in his throat. “I apologize for the lack of transparency, but I’ve summoned you all for a … delicate task.”

He eyes them again: heir, guard, tamer, healer, foreign princess. What do they make of each other? What will they make of him once this is all over?

Perhaps he’s made a mistake. But it’s too late to turn back.

Snow patters against the window. The lights dim. In the stunned silence, just beyond the door, comes a single featherlight footstep.

Panic shoots ice up Costis’ spine.

“I’ve received word from the Istellians.” The wind begins to howl. “Kellam and Melarie are to marry and sign the treaty. Now.”

“What?” cries the princess, Melarie, spots of color rising on her pretty cheeks. “King Costis, I don’t understand. I was sent here to represent my sister’s engagement. Elodie—”

“Has decided you will be a better fit for Kellam.” The storm swells, casting long, ghastly shadows across the five panicked faces staring back at him. Did the door handle just creak? “Think of how thrilled our guests will be. A ball to celebrate a marriage, instead of a mere engagement. If the treaty was strong before, now it will be ironclad.” He hopes.

“Father.” Kellam leaps up. “Can we discuss this first?” His eyes fly not to the strangers but to Oak. “Alone?”

“No.” From his robes, Costis pulls a thick bundle of cream papers. The treaty was meant to be signed at dawn, with the entire court and all their guests as witnesses. A drunken healer and a beast tamer’s daughter will have to do.

“Now, the two of you”—Costis nods at Kellam and Melarie—“come stand together, please.”

Kellam and Melarie throw each other panicked looks. They move slowly, painfully, as though they’re approaching a morgue rather than marriage. Kellam reaches out to take Melarie’s shaking fingers in his; she whirls to Costis.

“King Costis,” Melarie begs, her lilting accent made sharp by desperation. Her eyes dart frantically about like a trapped bird, seeking some kind of escape. In the light of Costis’ chambers, the rubies glued around her eyes look like flecks of blood. “This is ridiculous. I’ve only just arrived, there is no one here from my court to witness, I do not even have a bouquet—”

From his pocket, Costis withdraws the winter lily. It’s only been an hour since he found it, but bruises already mottle the edges. With trembling fingers, he places it in her hair.

“Forgive me,” he says quietly. “But I must do this before the bargain comes due. Take each other’s hands, please. And repeat after me. By the grace of the Twelve, under witness of the king, I bind my soul to yours—”

Thunder cracks. There is something sweet in the air; something familiar.

“Father,” Kellam protests.

“Your Grace,” Oak whispers.

“Why,” the healer slurs, “are we here?”

“Shhh,” scolds the beast tamer’s daughter.

The lights go out, and Costis’ heart stops when he smells it: the cloying, mountain-sweet scent of winter lilies, with that familiar wet-earth edge.

In the cool darkness of his chambers, wrapped in shadow and the hum of a storm building, Costis is a young king again, kneeling in frigid waters and bargaining not for glory, country, or legacy, but for his son. Always his son.

The wind screams. Lightning flashes, painting the five of them in deathly white. They plunge back into darkness.

And a knife meets Costis’ ribs.

It’s expert placement, slicing under his lower rib and angling up, piercing his heart, cutting straight through the still-mending flesh of the archery wound he suffered two moons prior. They’ve even done him the kindness of lacing the blade. Costis is pleasantly numb by the time his head strikes the carpet.

He only regrets he was not fast enough. He should have called them the moment he found the flower.

It’s too late now. What comes next is in the Weaver’s hands.

“What was that?” someone whimpers.

“Who touched me?” a second demands.

“Gods,” a third whispers. “What have I done?”

Below, the castle doors fling open. Partygoers rush in with a gust of snow, relieved to be out of the cold, chattering about the oddness of the storm and pointing to the blackening sky.

With a pathetic flicker, the mage-lights wink back on. The first thing Costis’ private guests see is blood, spreading in a deep crimson pool, staining the carpet beyond repair. Someone screams.

And six pairs of eyes stare in horror at the king lying dead at their feet.




ONE HOUR EARLIER
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KELLAM

KELLAM cannot get the acorn to grow.

The crown prince of Avendell kneels before the library window, a tiny pot cradled in his palms. Heat leaches from his skin into the worn clay. In the center, pressed into the soil up to the cap, is a single, sad acorn.

“Grow,” Kellam whispers. “Please?”

He’d thought himself clever when he’d found the acorn gleaming like some distant summer jewel on a rare patch of snow. It’s meant to be a funny gesture. Oak’s been giving Kellam that look again—the disappointed one, the tired one, the one he always gives any time he catches Kellam kissing someone in a dark corner.

With Kellam’s future closing around them like a noose, the tree will be a peace offering. And a promise, ahead of tonight’s terrible change. An oak, for his Oak.

Except the acorn will not grow.

Kellam clutches the pot. This is his birthright. His father, and his father’s father, and every king before them were blessed by the Gardener herself to call life from the earth and make roses dance.

Surely Kellam can grow a single tree.

He remembers his father’s lessons and pictures the acorn swelling, cracking, visualizes the pale tendril that will worm free and reach for the sky. He can see it in his mind’s eye: a great green tide, swirling from Kellam into the pot. It coils around the acorn, testing the limits of the outer shell, and sinks in.

And does nothing.

“Useless!” Kellam flings the pot over his shoulder, wincing when it shatters. He’s nearly eighteen now, and still the magic resists him. Years of lessons, all those healers and their strange experiments, and for what? He cannot even grow a measly dandelion, let alone the rows of steady conifers King Costis can raise with a single twist of his hand.

Kellam listens as footsteps thud down the hall beyond. There’s a nervous hum to the castle today; after a decade of war, Avendell and Istellia have agreed to peace, and not a moment too soon. Avendell barely made it through the winter, and Istellia is just as bad off. Their countries are too small and intertwined to endure further conflict.

Kellam ought to be elated that tonight will bring an end to it all. With the stroke of a pen and a promise of nuptials, King Costis will marry their countries together, just as their patron gods, the Builder and the Lover, once did. There will be peace at last.

So why does Kellam feel only dread?

Memory stirs—of that fateful day all those years ago, back when Costis had been quick to laugh, a man full of life, a stark contrast from the haunted, paranoid shell he is now. They’d been in the kitchens the morning the war began. For reasons no one understood, Istellia had crossed the border in the night and burned an Avendellian village, Magnivelle, to the ground. There were no survivors.

That evening, when Costis called Kellam to the garden, he seemed to have aged several years. The antlered crown of Avendell had looked heavier on him than usual, as though its weight threatened to crush Costis where he stood. The king knelt before a rosebush and beckoned his son closer.

“Kellam,” he’d called. “What do you see?”

The rosebush had been swarming with insects—mostly ants and aphids, with a few stray lacewings flitting nearby, their delicate wings turned translucent by the midsummer sun.

“Bugs,” Kellam had said, annoyed. Their closest ally had sent a declaration of war, written in Avendellian blood, and his father wanted to talk about insects? “Father, shouldn’t we—”

“Look,” interrupted Costis.

One of the lacewings landed, and the ants reacted as one—swarming the larger creature, biting into its carapace and delicate wings. The aphids carried on, oblivious to how close they’d come to death, harvesting sap to create sweet honeydew for the ants to carry away. Costis reached forward, swiped away the line of ants, and watched as the lacewings began to feast.

Costis glanced up at his son. “Avendell and Istellia are part of the same ecosystem. When one side is wiped away, we’re all vulnerable.”

Dread had turned every part of Kellam cold. Mountain-locked Avendell and farm-rich Istellia. Two halves of the same whole. The little nations shared everything, from customs and crops to their very gods. Many in Avendell had family scattered across the border, and many Istellians had made a life here. The countries had stitched themselves together to survive. War had torn them apart.

“Are we the ants or the aphids?” Kellam had asked, his skin prickling.

“I don’t know,” admitted Costis, and that scared Kellam more than anything. “Let us pray to the Twelve we never find out.”

A knock sounds on the library door, jolting Kellam from memory.

“Prince Kellam,” whispers one of his guards, clutching a paper-wrapped bundle against his chest. “King Costis has summoned you.”

Kellam deflates. The first carriages are arriving after days of struggling up Avendell’s muddy mountain roads. Kellam’s father has spared no expense—diplomats from any nation with even a half interest in the Avendell-Istellian conflict were invited, alongside nobles, musicians, trade workers, and apparently, even a beast tamer. Whatever that means.

“Prince Kellam?”

Kellam closes his eyes. “Can it wait?”

“He said now, sir. And he, um, he has sent … clothes for you.”

Kellam unwraps the package Reed brought and gapes. It’s one of the ugliest overcoats he’s ever seen: pale, pea-soup green, roughstitched with Istellian red in the most haphazard pattern imaginable, as though the seamstress got drunk and changed her mind several times halfway through.

Kellam blinks. For all his faults, Costis has always been a man who believes in the power of smart dress. The color of the coat combined with the golden, antlered circlet Kellam wears is going to make him look less like a prince and more like a frantic baby deer that fell into a swamp and emerged covered in algae.

“Is this … some kind of joke?”

The color drains from Reed’s face. “The king wishes for you to put this on and come immediately. That’s—that’s what Grand Chamberlain Weatherington said before he, uh, sent me away.”

Ah. So the grand chamberlain is behind this.

Kellam isn’t certain if Gaspar Weatherington is a real person or a joyless bundle of wasps that have aligned to make his life miserable—but if Gaspar (or the wasps) are good for anything, it’s holding a grudge. Avendell’s second most powerful man decided long ago to make Kellam his enemy. He’d jump at any chance he could to humiliate the prince—including, clearly, putting the fear of the Twelve into Reed to ensure the crown prince attends the ball dressed like a bowl of soup.

It’s not Reed’s fault the coat is hideous. As much as Kellam hates to lose to Gaspar, if he refuses to wear the coat, it will be Reed who suffers.

“Very well,” Kellam sighs. “Tell the grand chamberlain to sleep with one eye open. I’m ordering Oak to put a snake in his bed.”

Reed flees in obvious relief. The noises of the impending ball slip through with the first unsteady threads of music as the entertainers for the evening warm up. The scent of lemon tarts wafts up from the kitchen. Kellam takes one last look at the pot, changes into the most hideous coat he’s ever seen, and leaves the library behind.

The halls are a flurry of activity. Kellam walks quickly and avoids eye contact with everyone who passes. At dawn, Costis will sign the treaty, Kellam will be engaged, and the last scraps of hope he’s been clinging to will vanish. But this is his duty, is it not? Surely this is a small price to pay, to marry a girl he’s never met, if it means his people will be safe? If it means Oak will be safe?

This is for the best. This peace, this treaty, is a gift from Costis to Kellam, an end to a decade of war.

So why is Kellam so miserable?

He heads toward his father’s chambers, then turns down a different hallway, trying not to catch his own pea-green reflection in the windowpanes as he strides past. If Costis wants him, he likely wants Oak, too. Kellam will steal what little time he can.

Costis didn’t even bother to make eye contact with Kellam when he told him that he’d be married off to Istellia’s crown princess, Elodie. He kept his eyes on the papers on his desk and muttered something about country over heart and duty before desire, as though Kellam had used up the last reserves of Costis’ patience.

As he approaches a familiar door, all Kellam can dream of is some way of ensuring tonight never happens.

Get me out of this, he thinks, tossing a prayer to whatever gods may be listening. Make something happen. Anything. Just make tonight stop.

He doesn’t care how. Perhaps the princesses’ ship will be lost at sea, or the kitchens will catch fire. Perhaps the guests won’t show, the food will spoil, or the treaty will be stolen and tossed to flame.

Or maybe Kellam will get lucky, and his father will simply drop dead.
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OAK

OAK will need a smaller bag.

The first time he stuffed the satchel with his few personal belongings—his undergarments, an extra tunic, a bar of sagescented soap—he’d almost laughed. The satchel had looked and felt empty, the tan leather hanging against his hip like loose skin. Oak hadn’t minded. All he needed was a bag and an opportunity. He was not picky about either.

But the king had called Oak into his chambers for the third time that day, whispering about enemies plotting against him, and Oak had sighed before returning to his own stuffy chambers to unpack his bag. Costis had given him a home when he had none, had sponsored his entry into the kingsguard and entrusted Oak with his life as soon as he had turned eighteen, despite Captain Laurent’s protests that Oak was not ready. He owed too much to the king. He couldn’t leave Costis lost in the maze of his mind.

The second time Oak had pulled the satchel out from under his cot had been only a fortnight ago. Again he dropped his belongings into the bag. Slid the buckle closed with a definitive click.

He’d gotten halfway down the hall before he was stopped by Kellam.

“And where are you off to?” The prince’s voice had echoed off the stone walls. The doorway to the stables was right there. The scent of early spring grass and manure hovered just beyond the threshold, coaxing him to a new world.

Oak turned. Kellam stalked toward him with the air of someone on a mission to ruin a good mood, so intent on Oak that he accidentally crashed into a hanging vase containing a freshly potted maidenhair fern. It shattered on the floor.

Oak sucked in his stomach as if he’d been punched. The fern was sacred to the Gardener, the goddess of growth who blessed Avendell’s heirs. Though Oak was not a believer himself, the Vernevau family was. Well, Costis was. The king had chosen the Gardener as his patron goddess, and that was enough for Oak to choose her, too.

Kellam blinked at the soil-stained fern and then whirled, spying a staff member who’d just stepped from the servants’ quarters in a sleep tunic and slippers.

“Mason!” Kellam cried, as if they were the dearest of friends. “Blessed be the Gardener, just the young man I was looking for. Be a saint and clean this up, would you?”

Mason paused, the protest clear on his face, and then softened. Oak didn’t have to look at Kellam to know the smile he was flashing at the boy. With only a show of teeth, Kellam could beguile a merchant into giving him their coin—or in this case, a servant into cleaning on their day off. He always complained that his charm never worked on Oak, and Oak allowed him to believe that lie.

“Of course, Your Grace,” Mason said with a quick bow. Twelve help them, he seemed genuinely pleased to clean up Kellam’s mess. “I will find a broom.”

“A true saint, you are,” Kellam said with a wink. “What would I do without you?”

Mason turned pink and began to back away.

“No,” Oak said.

Mason froze. He looked between Oak and Kellam, torn between obeying Oak’s command and pleasing his prince, whose expression had gone stony.

Oak cleared his throat. “Mason is not on duty today. But if you’d like help cleaning up your mess, I’d be happy to assist.”

The air stilled between them, and Kellam actually had the audacity to wilt. He rolled his eyes and gave Mason a conspiratorial look. “All he does is torture me. Very well, then. Point me in the direction of a broom. I couldn’t live if I disappointed the noble Kingsguard Ducasse.”

Oak turned, refusing to reward the prince with his smile.

They worked in silence, the sounds of glass scraping over stone echoing around them. Kellam pushed the last of the fronds into a pile before cupping his slender hands around Oak’s knotty ones to lift the debris into the canister. A spark caught beneath Oak’s ribs. Kellam flicked the last lingering sliver of green off his palm, his eyes twinkling, and said something about Oak being a relentless taskmaster before flouncing away.

Oak sighed heavily. He bent down to pick up the frond, carrying it like a precious jewel back to his chamber before unpacking the bag once more.

But that was then. A lot had happened since that moment between them.

This time, Oak will not return to this room.

He shifts the satchel over his shoulder, the almost-empty bag hanging limp at his side. Oak glimpses his reflection in the small mirror above his wardrobe and winces. He is the king of Avendell’s personal guard, Costis’ most loyal staff member, and tonight he looks every bit the part. His forest-green uniform is pressed to perfection. The sash fits snugly over his broad chest, and the gold antlers pinned over his heart gleam. Even his dark blond hair has been shorn so short that the damp coolness of the castle has settled against his scalp.

The small pot of lemon balm beside his cot catches his eye in the mirror. A gift from Costis, something green to brighten the drab, windowless room. It was a miracle the thing had lived, but the king always said Oak had a way with plants. Costis had said it so often that when Oak was little, he’d pretend that the peonies bloomed and ivy unspooled as he trailed behind the king. Oak has always been one to fall prey to dreams.

In fact, he should already be on his way to the king’s chambers to guard the door, staring at nothing while dreaming of everything.

Which is exactly the problem. As his king’s condition has grown worse, so has Oak’s. He should be at his most diligent now, yet each time he settles into his post, his mind wanders. It is only a matter of time before Oak makes a mistake that will ruin them all.

He won’t wait. Instead, he’ll pluck the dreams from his head and take them out into the bitter cold to see what they’re made of. To see what he’s made of.

Oak runs his hand over his scalp, examining his reflection. There are bags under his eyes the color of ripe plums—a parting gift he’ll take with him tonight. The king’s behavior has gotten even worse in the days leading up to the ball. Most nights, instead of sleeping, Costis paces the hall, rambling about vengeful gods or whispering to his long-dead wife. It is all Oak can do to trail behind him like a watchful ghost.

Oak blows out a long, low breath and fiddles with the satchel again. He leans into the mirror. “You can do this.”

Yes, Costis gave him a home, a job, a purpose. And, yes, Oak loves his king, though Costis’ mind is clearly rotting. But Oak is eighteen now.

How can he possibly know what he wants if he’s never left?

Oak’s stomach hitches. No, that isn’t quite right.

He knows what he wants. He also knows he can never have it.

A sharp knock at the door jolts him from his thoughts. He quickly rubs his face, adjusts the sash so it lies neatly atop his left shoulder.

A second knock.

Oak grows still. It can’t be—

A third knock, just as sharp as the first two.

One, two, three. No more, no less. Impatient and dramatic. Just like Kellam.

His pulse quickens. Oak looks down at the bag. The crown prince of Avendell waits for no one. Oak has only seconds. He drops to his knees and slides the bag back under the bed, careful not to crush the fourth item he packed this time.

The door swings open. Oak sits on his heels, his palms slick with sweat as they rest atop his thighs. He glances up at the figure in the archway.

Kellam stands before him, arms crossed over his chest, his expression almost as foul as the overcoat he’s wearing. The corners of Oak’s mouth hitch.

“Don’t,” Kellam warns.

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” Oak answers, lifting his hands in surrender.

“Gaspar had it made.”

“Ah.” That explains it. While the grand chamberlain and Costis’ second-in-command seems to hate everyone, he’s always been particularly dedicated to making Kellam’s life miserable—not that Kellam doesn’t entirely deserve it. And, quite honestly, Gaspar is so busy torturing Kellam that most days he barely tosses a glance in Oak’s direction. Oak prefers to keep it that way.

“Come,” says Kellam. He reaches up and adjusts his circlet—a nervous tic Oak has come to know well. “We’ve been summoned by my father. If the Istellian princess sees me in this, I’ll need you to mercy-kill me.”

Oak lets out a breathy laugh. “It’s not that bad, Your Grace.”

“You will put a poisonous snake in Gaspar’s bed for this,” says Kellam. “A big one.”

“I will not, Your Grace.”

Kellam mutters something under his breath and stalks out the door. Oak watches the sleek lines of the prince’s overcoat as he leaves. For a moment, he considers crawling beneath the cot and retrieving the satchel. He won’t leave the most important possession inside to be forgotten.

A single dried fern leaf, soft and fragile.
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VESRYN

VESRYN arrives at the castle to kill a king she’s never met.

The invitation to the ball had shown up without fanfare: a cream-colored envelope, remarkable only for its golden stag seal. The king’s royal emblem.

Ms. Gisele LaRue, it had read. You are cordially invited …

Vesryn had accepted the invitation, with a caveat. She’d scrawled her response along the bottom: Gisele does the job. It’s Everly Bardot who will attend.

And then she’d gone shopping for a dress.

She’d chosen a satin gown the color of a storm—dark enough to move through rooms undetected, no heavy velvet to weigh her down or puffy tulle to catch on a closing door. It was the right choice. The necessary choice.

But as she approaches the guard at the entryway, she can’t help but think she’s made a terrible mistake.

“Name.” It’s not a question. The towering man before her is dressed in a forest-green uniform, the sash across his chest featuring a constellation of gold pins.

Amazing, she thinks. Even the guards are better dressed than I am.

“Everly Bardot,” she answers smoothly. Of all her aliases, this is Vesryn’s favorite. It glides off the tongue, and its mellifluous cadence feels like traveling over rolling hills. Her mercenary alias, Gisele LaRue, may carry an air of mystery, but Everly Bardot is the name of someone who gets invited to lavish balls—a girl who knows her worth. It’s the kind of name that feels like a promise.

Time slows. The guard’s eyes flit down, down, down the list.

Vesryn swallows. She drops her gaze. He had promised to include this alias on the list. Certainly he wouldn’t have summoned her here and not followed through … right?

The guard’s brows knit together. “What did you say your name was again?”

“Everly,” she says with a confidence she doesn’t possess. “Everly—”

“Bardot,” a new voice finishes. “I’m so pleased you could make it.”

Vesryn’s head snaps up. A tall, lanky man hovers behind the door guard, his face puckered as if he’d bitten into a lemon. His hair is gray and clipped short in the military style, but he wears the resplendent green robes of a higher-ranking member of the Avendellian court. He shifts before she can glimpse the gold pin on his chest. “Miss Bardot was a late addition. See to it that the records are updated. I won’t have any of our guests made to feel unwelcome.”

“Yes, m’lord. Apologies, m’lord.” The guard makes a hurried note on his list and mumbles, “Enjoy the ball, miss.”

Vesryn doesn’t need to be told twice. She lifts her chin and struts past as if she’s a duchess of some far-off province.

“Miss Bardot?”

Vesryn turns, the hem of her dress swishing over her ankles. Act like you belong here, she tells herself. The stranger in green is watching her with the cool calculation of a hawk eyeing a rabbit. A chill skips down Vesryn’s spine.

“It is a masquerade ball.” The corner of his mouth lifts. “Masks are required.”

“Ah.” Before he can catch the slight quiver of her fingers, Vesryn shoves her hand into the hidden pocket of her dress. There are two items tucked within the folds. She’s extra careful to reach for the feathers instead of the metal.

The mask slides from her pocket, ocean-blue feathers shimmering beneath the mage-lights. She hurries through Castle Avendell’s ornate doors, fastening the mask before the nobleman—or anyone else—can notice the gaps in the fabric where some of the fake gems have already come unglued. Buying a new dress was a big enough stretch; Vesryn was forced to make the accessories herself.

A wall of heat slams into her, a welcome break from the cold. Despite the spring season supposedly being well underway, Vesryn awoke this morning at the inn down the road to snow freckling her window. The flurries have not stopped since, and as the hours crept on, Vesryn thought it best to walk the short distance to the castle before the snow was up to her knees.

“What is the holdup?” she murmurs, standing on her tiptoes in a meager attempt to see over a drunk woman’s bouffant. The woman stumbles, and Vesryn finally glimpses what the guests are crowded around.

It’s the most dazzling mural she has ever seen.

Vesryn has seen an authentic trompe l’oeil only once before, and it wasn’t nearly as massive or impressive. The rich, glittery murals are so lifelike that they’ve been known to induce vertigo in the admirer. There are only a handful of artists throughout Avendell and Istellia capable of such sacred work, as their talent has been blessed by the Dreamer herself.

The entire pantheon of the Divine Twelve sprawls before Vesryn. In the center of it all are Avendell and Istellia’s patron gods, the Builder and the Lover. Vesryn can’t help but smile at the depiction of the Builder—a man just as somber and burly as the bear who represents him—while the Lover’s lithe frame is reminiscent of her spotted genet cat. Their two eldest children take their places in their domains: the Sage atop her mountain and the Mystic beneath the sea. The rest of the pantheon orbit around them: Courier, Huntress and Dreamer, Gardener and Historian, Arbiter and Shifter.

Vesryn’s gaze drifts to the solitary island off the Istellian coast. A goddess composed of sharp angles stands alone, draped in a tunic the color of nightshades. The Weaver, she thinks. Though the goddess is the youngest child born to the Builder and the Lover, and a part of the original pantheon, it’s rare for her to be depicted in pottery or paintings. While most gods and goddesses tend to stick to one human form, the Weaver has been known to take on multiple identities—even emulating the bodies of humans who already exist.

The goddess’ right hand clutches the spindle of destiny. Her left hand is open by her side, the center of her palm stained with the blood of her lost child. Her eyes bore into Vesryn with such sorrow that her own throat knots with the threat of tears.

The Weaver’s surviving child, the Courier, hovers at the coastline, his back turned from his mother and the island that serves as the site of her banishment. The goddess of fate, in all her power, reduced to a warning: There are consequences for every action. Even mistakes.

“Pardon!” A woman jams her elbow into Vesryn’s shoulder blade. Guests slide into the sliver of space between Vesryn and the mural, dragging her back to reality. “I suppose it is quite stunning,” the woman drones without missing a beat. “As a piece of art, of course. Though I am hardly one of those quaint little peasants from the villages who believe the gods are simply asleep.”

“Don’t be too harsh on them,” says a portly man beside her. “Without proper education, they couldn’t possibly understand it was our own human-born brilliance that figured out how to use magic efficiently without the gods. Death knocks on the door of a deity with no worshippers.”

A woman raises a half-empty bottle of mead. “The gods are dead. Long live the king!”

Something Vesryn hasn’t felt in a long time stirs within her. It isn’t quite anger, and it isn’t embarrassment—no, she will never be ashamed of her faith. It’s a more skittish thing, something that nips at her, urging her to do something, to show these pompous heathens how wrong they are.

Oh, how convenient it is for the highborn to dismiss the gods in favor of a king who has kept them wealthy, despite the war. It must be nice to have always lived in a place that radiates with magic from the Builder or the Gardener or the Historian—so much so that their lineage has never known what it’s like to live without it.

She gazes up at her chosen goddess, the Arbiter, and without warning, tears prick the corners of her eyes. “I’m sorry about them,” she whispers. “But I believe in you.”

She quickly blinks and turns to enter the ornate ballroom. Vesryn has barely begun to take in the opulence when a man twice her size slams into her and she stumbles. Her arm juts out before her face meets the wall, palm just dodging the hanging planter and slapping against stone. “Excuse me, mademoiselle!” the man drawls, giving Vesryn a limp pat on her shoulder while his eyes search the crowd. “Oh, there he is. Magistrate Crowley! So good to see you again …” The rest of his words drop away as he marches toward an older man in Avendellian green, his sash speckled with glittering pins.

Vesryn gingerly pushes off the wall and flexes her wrist. This is getting deeply annoying.

She takes a moment to smooth out the lines of her dress, straighten the mask, reset. Hanging low on the wall, a riot of verdant green spills from the planter box. She leans forward and breathes in its loamy aroma. Even in this dreary northern castle, King Costis’ greenmage power remains unparalleled. The man can grow anything, though his signature tends to include all the dark and feathery plants found deep in the woods—of which there are plenty here tonight. She can’t help but wonder if the king has left any room for his son’s signature green magic to blossom among this lavish abundance.

The entire ballroom is packed with fresh greenery, pots and planters overflowing with ivies and maidenhair ferns, wintergreen and wood sorrel. Even flowers. The king has somehow managed to ensure they are synced in full bloom, the blue asters and mountain laurel and—

Vesryn snaps her head back. There’s no way.

She blinks. They’re real. Hidden among the laurel are a scattering of cream-colored blooms, as delicate as a kiss and as toxic as a lie.

People should not be able to get this close to them, especially not these people—the drunk and important ones. If there was one thing Vesryn had learned during her short stint at the Academy of Healing Arts, it was that most wounds were the result of dumb mistakes. Sometimes they’re even the kind that can’t be healed.

She spins back toward the crowd, her gaze flitting from planter to planter. From here, it’s impossible to tell the difference between the blossoms. There could be poison everywhere.

But what does she care? It’s not like these people have ever expressed empathy for her kind—the kind without a title or proper upbringing or pile of coin. And yet the urge to help has never left her. To leech disease from a child’s blood with ancient ritual magic or swipe a salve over a dying woman’s lips, if only to relieve the pain long enough to kiss her lover one last time. The urge to right a wrong nestles in the very marrow of Vesryn’s bones.

In that way, being a mercenary isn’t all that different from being a healer.

All Vesryn’s previous marks were terrible people, people who pilfered and pillaged, who took more than they ever gave. Their deaths were a blessing, their strangled last words a benediction to set their families free. If that isn’t restoring some kind of right-wrong order to the universe, Vesryn isn’t sure what is.

Yet she has always, always been merciful. She is extremely precise with the knife—a narrow slit between the third and fourth rib, a clean puncture through the left ventricle of the heart. And before the blow, Vesryn is sure to lace her blade with a potent nerve-blocking elixir. She feels good knowing the victim experiences no pain as the light leaves their eyes.

Well, maybe not good. But at least the small touch of compassion allows her to sleep a bit more easily at night.

As she weaves through the ballroom, her hand creeps to the knife hidden in her pocket. She’d already done the work of sterilizing the blade, then smoothing the nerve-blocking elixir over every inch of it before leaving the inn. There’s nothing left to do now but make the kill.

No more stalling.

This is the last one, she tells herself. This is it.

Vesryn slips into the shadowy hallway on the other side of the ballroom. She pauses, pretending to examine a holly bush that’s exploding with ripe berries as dense and deadly as blood clots. Her mind is elsewhere.

She studied the map of Castle Avendell until her eyes burned with exhaustion. She just has to orient herself. Then she’ll know exactly where the hidden staircase is, where the king’s private chambers are.

It takes only a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimly lit hallway. The alcove to the kitchen, the private wine cellar, and—

Yes.

At the end of the hallway sits an unkempt statue of the Gardener, her face slick with mold caused by time and neglect. And beyond it, Vesryn knows she will find the staircase.

She smooths down the fine hairs of her bob and turns to leave.

A horn blares through the ballroom, its tinny sound amplified by the cavernous space. Vesryn jerks to a stop.

A wildfire of nobles surges into the party. Most are wearing Istellia’s scorching red, though their waistcoats are speckled with metallic pins denoting rank, status, and honor. These are not humble servants—these are war veterans. Along the edges, Avendellian guards, their sashes adorned with gilded antlers as a symbol of their pledge to the Crown, scan the guests with careful, unmasked eyes.

And standing in the center of them is the Istellian princess.

Despite herself, Vesryn feels her lip curl. She’s never much cared what anyone else does—especially what they wear—but the princess’ attire is a bit much. Her dress is a strapless ball gown beaded with such an egregious blend of red and orange jewels that they have the effect of making the princess look wreathed in flame. Red satin gloves cover her arms; a red mask, depicting a bird in flight, dangles uselessly from her fingertips. But it’s her hair that gives Vesryn pause. Half the princess’ hair flows down her back in a black sheet, but the top half has been woven away from her face to form a braided circlet studded with rubies. The effect is impossible to miss. The princess has arrived in enemy territory wearing a crown.

Vesryn’s gaze falls on the only other guest who seems as uninterested as she is in this whole spectacle: a girl about her age in a white feathered mask, wearing a ballet-pink dress with so much tulle, it looks as if she’s wearing a soufflé. Her honey-blond hair hangs in loose, messy curls—clearly she styled it herself. She pretends to pick at her nails, fiddles with her puffy dress, wraps a curl around her finger. Like Vesryn, she looks as though she doesn’t belong here.

Vesryn shakes away the thought. What does it matter?

Get on with it already.

She takes the gift of diverted attention and slips into the hallway, past the darkened rooms, the decrepit statue, and up the staircase just beyond it. When she reaches the second floor, Vesryn pokes her head out and listens.

Nothing. Not even the creak of a floorboard.

Again, she orients herself. Library to the right, private chambers to the left. She counts the doors—one, two, three, four—and stops before the last one.

There’s no guard.

How could there possibly be no guard?

It’s almost too easy.

Vesryn creaks open the door, just enough so she can peek inside. It’s instantly clear that this is, in fact, the king’s private chambers, just as the map had indicated. She decides to consider the lack of on-duty guard a gift instead of a trap, and pulls the door open wide enough to slip inside.

The entry chamber is even more opulent than anything Vesryn could have dreamed up. The entire ceiling is painted gold, so even though thick storm clouds press in against the windows, the room still feels like stepping inside a sunset. And everything is so pristine. Each piece of fine mahogany furniture is covered in so much lacquer, casting light in every direction, that it’s almost hard to look at it all without squinting.

From somewhere in the chamber, a door bangs.

Her pulse stutters. She scans the room, the pieces of her plan clicking into place. It’s Costis—it has to be. When the next slam, and the next, seem to be getting closer, Vesryn hurls herself toward the tallest piece of furniture in the place: a wardrobe.

The chamber door swings open. Two sets of footfalls sweep into the room, one light and nimble, the other heavy and methodic. There’s a pause, and then a loud sigh.

“He’s not even here,” a voice complains. Then, brightening: “Do you think he’s still got some of that Istellian wine hidden somewhere?”

“Kellam,” a second, deeper voice sighs.

“It’s under the bed, isn’t it? Thank the gods. Remember when he used to hide the flasks in his shoes? What a waste. Never could get past the smell.”

There’s a rustle, a thump, and the popping of a cork. Vesryn holds carefully, painfully still, keeping her weight away from the wardrobe door lest it swing open.

A soft knock interrupts them. There’s a flurry of footsteps, and a third voice wafts through the room like a fine perfume. “Your Majesty, I am Princess Melarie Atilelet of Istellia, fourth daughter of the king.” She clears her throat. “Of the … deceased king. Thank you kindly for this private invitation. I’m honored to represent my country in the treaty this evening, and I …” Her voice trails away, and when she speaks again, it carries a sharper edge. “Where is King Costis?”

“Don’t know. Where’s your sister?” Prince Kellam retorts. There’s the audible glug of the wine bottle, and the thump of someone flopping into one of the ornate chairs. “Istellia can’t even be bothered to send the heir to sign a war-ending treaty? This bodes well.”

Vesryn swears she can almost hear Melarie’s jaw clench from here. “Sir, I assure you, I—”

What is going on?

Another light knock. A second later, the door slams open. A new guest saunters into the room, a shh, shh, shh sound following each step. “King Costis,” a voice says. Vesryn leans in so close that the edge of the door digs into her cheekbone. A mountain of pink tulle floods her vision as the honey-blond girl bows. “Thank you for your invitation this evening, though I am quite confused, I must admit. I …”

“Father’s not here yet,” chirps the prince. “Wine?”

What in the name of every sleeping god is going on?

“Oof!” A loud thump reverberates through the room as yet another guest stumbles in. “How’d that table get there?” a voice slurs.

Vesryn freezes. No. It can’t be.

“I heard someone requested my”—the boy hiccups—“presence?”

Ice floods Vesryn’s veins at the sound of that voice. Her heartbeat crashes in her ears, muffling the growing unrest in the chambers. There’s a strange quiet, and a new voice speaks.

“Thank you all for joining me.”

King Costis. Vesryn holds her breath. She listens as Costis begins to ramble about marriage, but that slurred voice has sent her pulse racing, and now Vesryn cannot think straight. The voices grow louder, tenser, but she can’t make out what they’re saying. She tries to calm herself. What in the Arbiter’s name is he doing here?

Thunder growls. The mage-lights flicker.

And then everything goes black.

Someone screams. There’s a frenetic shuffling of bodies. Someone slams into the wardrobe with a groan. The door swings open, and Vesryn tumbles to the floor.

The darkness is so cloying that she can’t even see her hands in front of her. Someone’s heeled shoe jams into the fleshy part of her thumb and Vesryn yelps. More movement, more panic, all of them scrambling like rats in a trap.

Vesryn slides her hands over the floor. Her fingers graze something solid, and the lights snap back on.

King Costis is dead.

And five people who should not know she’s here are staring back at her.

The princess lets out a bloodcurdling scream. The pink-dress girl claps her hands over her mouth and the guard stares silently at the floor, his face a sickly shade of gray. The prince extends a shaking hand to the king but does not touch him, the corpse’s eyes wide and unblinking.

“Vesryn?” the healer whispers.

Her eyes lift to meet his. Ellion.

They stare at each other from across the dead king, an entire lifetime of lost memories and unspoken words sprawling between them. When Vesryn looks at the long gold chain hanging from Ellion’s neck, her blood runs cold. A single black bead gleams on the loop.

Help me, Ellion’s eyes plead.

Vesryn will not be helping him out of this one.
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ELLION

ELLION is fucked.

From where he stands, Ellion Evercraft has exactly four problems.

One: His past has come back to haunt him. That can be the only explanation for the girl who burst from the king’s wardrobe with blood flecking her gown. She looks entirely different and painfully the same, an older, sharper rendition of the violet-eyed girl of his youth, her horror a mirror image of the day Ellion lost everything.

Two: His harmless exaggeration of his nonexistent healing abilities has—to put it lightly—taken a turn for the worse. The stuffy palace man who offered Ellion tonight’s job had failed to mention he’d be acting as personal healer to the famously paranoid king of Avendell.

Three: That same king has just been murdered. And though Ellion was expelled from the Academy of Healing Arts before completing his course on the ramifications of medical negligence, he wagers that letting the gods-damned king die does not bode well for his passionate interest in remaining alive.

Which brings him to problem four: Ellion is hopelessly, terribly drunk.

Blood seeps across the floor. The snowstorm howls, the magelights flicker, and all Ellion can do is sway. King Costis is dead, Vesryn is here, and that Avendell elm brandy hit far too hard.

What is she doing here?

It’s been four, five years since he’s seen her last. Surely he’s dreaming. Surely this is a nightmare come to haunt him.

Or maybe Ellion’s had a rare stroke of luck and he’s already dead.

“Help him,” the prince begs, snapping Ellion from his daze. There are tears in his eyes. “Please.”

There’s no helping Costis, but Ellion ought to at least put on a good show. He fumbles for his pockets, hands trembling as he tries to keep his eyes from Vesryn’s face. Weight hits his palm, followed by a slosh of liquid, and his shoulders drop.

“Is that a healing elixir?” the princess asks, her pretty face the very picture of hope.

“Yes,” Ellion says slowly. “This is … a most precious draught, blessed by healing acolytes of the Courier for channeling only the most potent of magical cures.”

It’s vodka.

Ellion drains the flask and drops to his knees beside Costis. The moment he reaches for the king, cold shoots up his arm, bringing with it the scent of old earth and the pull of a power Ellion has spent the last decade running from. He flinches and snatches his fingers away. It’s been so long, he’d forgotten the cold, the draw, the temptation.

The guard checks his king’s pulse. The prince sinks to his knees.

Ellion has a terrible idea.

It’s dangerous. It’s forbidden.

It might just work.

He looks at the dead king again. Costis entered the room in such a state that even Ellion’s drunken haze was pierced by icy spears of panic. Long before Ellion was expelled from the Academy, in the hope-bright days when he’d believed he, too, would honor the Evercraft name and become an accomplished healer, Ellion’s father had made it clear that serving the royal family should be his greatest—and only—dream.

The burning of Magnivelle was the beginning of the end of it. Ellion still remembers where he was the day the news reached the Evercraft estate. He’s never shaken the dread that it’s at least a little bit his fault.

Ellion may not understand much about the day his necromancy rose, but he understands this: the day his magic changed, the world warped with it.

Maybe that’s why he’s here tonight, a king bleeding at his feet and Vesryn standing before him. It seems the Twelve have finally come to collect.

Ellion ought to flee. But that whisper of power beckons him closer.

It’s been years.

What if it’s better now? What if he’s better?

He’s never been anything but a failure. Disowned by his patron god, numbing himself to keep his power at bay, running from the ghosts of the ones he’s let down. Everything he touches turns to ruin. His golden healer’s chain and its single black bead, the weight of its failure heavy around his neck, reminds him of that every day.

But what if he can help?

A strange thrill rises in him. In a split second, Ellion makes a choice.

He’s already lost everything that matters beside his life. Maybe this last-ditch effort will be enough to save it.

Beside him, the prince is a frozen statue of horror. The guard has a white-knuckled hand clamped onto his shoulder, the enormity of his grief etched in every line of his stoic face. The blond in pink shrinks into herself, and the princess paces, picking uneasily at the jewels glued to her face. Only Vesryn is stiller than death, staring at the king with something verging on guilt.

Ellion moves so he’s kneeling directly over the body and raises his hands. When he speaks, his voice comes out harder than before, sharper. An echo of the boy he’d once been, the man he might have grown into, before everything went so horribly wrong. “Everyone get back.”

“He’s dead,” the guard croaks. Is that a hint of blame in his voice? “You’re too late, healer.”

“I am no healer,” Ellion whispers. “Move aside. I wasn’t banned from the Academy for disgracing the sanctity of human life for nothing.”

“Ellion,” Vesryn warns, her eyes widening as she realizes what he’s about to do. “Don’t.”

Ellion rips open the front of Costis’ shirt—and slams his hands to the king’s chest.

And this time, when death reaches for him, Ellion reaches back.

Everything snaps to black.

It always begins the same.

A plunge into darkness, a crush of cold. The first time it happened was an accident. Ellion had just found a
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