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CHAPTER 1

BRIONY THOUGHT IT WAS STRANGE that she didn’t feel it when her brother died. The crack of the boundary evaporating rattled her ribs, and the rock scraped under her fingertips as she gripped the ledge looking out over what was left of the country of Evermore—but she felt nothing in her soul when Rory died.

As his twin, she’d tugged on the thread that ran between them many times—when he was injured, when he needed help. Briony reached for that thread now, seeking out the vein of magic in her chest that was reserved for Rory only. Dark silence was the only response. She supposed she’d had no premonition, either, when her father had fallen four years ago, and her mother had been dead already when they’d cut Briony out of her.

But when the dust billowed up like a cloud on a summer’s afternoon just under half a mile away, and the calm that had curled around her and Cordelia collapsed into rumbling chaos, Briony knew that Rory was dead.

His protection boundary around the castle had fallen. He was dead.

And yet her soul didn’t wrench in half.

Briony watched the moon move away from the sun, the eclipse ending as soon as it had begun.

How strange, she thought numbly.

“No …” Cordelia whispered.

Briony looked to her right and found her friend’s pale fingertips almost translucent against her lips. The wind whipped Cordelia’s auburn hair around her eyes, as if trying to spare her from the sight. On the other side of Cordelia, Anna stepped forward to the balcony ledge as if in a trance, her mouth open. The sunlight reflected off the purple rose crest on her armor.

Briony looked back to the cloud of dust and ash that blossomed higher and higher to cover the moon and the sun in their dance. She saw the reflection of it to her left in the water of the lake.

The last dragon flapped her spindly wings and soared away from the mess of humans on the battlefield, returning north.

“Stay here,” Anna said, running quickly toward the balcony stairs. She pivoted, changing her mind. “No … You should go inside. Get somewhere safe and wait.”

Briony stared at her. Cordelia choked on a sob.

Anna gazed back, and Briony watched her guard’s mind twirl through her plans and strategies. Anna was supposed to stay by her side; she had held her as a baby and promised her father to give her life for Briony’s.

Before she could overthink, Anna darted down the stairs.

Briony turned back to the dust cloud, wondering if parts of her brother were inside of it. Her brother who was supposed to be the one to end this war. Her brother who had been foretold.

She gasped then, as if the idea of the failed prophecy was the slap she’d needed.

Rory was gone. Tears filled her eyes on a shuddering inhale, and she imagined what the front would be like. A thousand soldiers realizing that their long-held hope, their Heir Twice Over, was just a man after all.

She shrugged off her cape. It wouldn’t help her run. Neither would her slippers or draped silk gown, but she didn’t have time to change.

She had one foot on the stairs when Cordelia grabbed her wrist, tugging her back. “Where are you going?” The panic pinched her voice. “We have to hide!”

Briony laid her hand on her friend’s wrist. “If we hide, we’ll be the last ones left,” she said, her voice flat.

Cordelia’s blue eyes widened. The moment Cordelia’s grip relaxed, Briony spun and raced down the stairs, her friend’s light footsteps chasing behind her.
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CHAPTER 2

Six Hours Earlier

BRIONY SAT AT THE DESK IN HER BEDROOM, gaze focused on the steam curling from her teacup like dancing flames. With a distracted twitch of her fingers, she imagined her favorite willow at the edge of the lake and watched as the steam did her bidding, rising up to form a trunk and falling down into hundreds of reedy branches kissing the water.

Sometimes it was easier to manipulate something unimportant when she couldn’t find the spell she needed to make the world right. Steam from her cup could make a pretty picture, even if the picture outside the castle walls wasn’t as pretty.

She grasped the humming thread of magic between her eyes. The translucent mist of the hot tea billowed out to show the lake next to it, and her mind supplied the silhouette of a boy with a lithe body sitting at the base of the tree. She had just conjured the book in his hands when her bedroom door opened. Briony startled, and the willow disappeared, steam curling like normal again.

She swung around, feeling caught in the act of something, and Rory was there in her doorway.

“Is it time already?” she asked, checking the clock.

“No, I’m just … visiting.”

Briony pulled a face. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Don’t say goodbye.”

“All right, I won’t.”

“Good.”

His lips twitched. As twins, they shared the same curved mouth, the same brown eyes, the same chestnut hair color. His nose was broader like Father’s, and her hair was wavy like their mother’s, but the differences in their appearances were subtle.

Rory hooked his thumbs into the tailored trousers he’d had made for battle. “But I should warn you that Didion wants to say goodbye. Wants to probably say more than goodbye—”

Briony groaned and tilted her face back to the high ceiling. “This is your fault,” she said. “If you hadn’t proposed to Cordelia, then Didion never would have gotten these ideas.”

Rory plopped onto her bed. “Actually, I’d say he got the idea when you started taking walks after midnight with him—”

She gasped. “Who told you about that? That was a year ago, and walking was all we did!”

Rory leveled his gaze at her. “Couldn’t find a better time of day to walk?”

Briony bit her lip. “All right, maybe we did a bit more—”

Rory covered his ears. “Stop.”

“But I swear my virtue is intact.”

He rolled on his back and squeezed his eyes closed. “Stop talking, I beg you.”

Laughing, Briony dropped onto the other side of the bed. “Is there anyone else who wishes to say goodbye? Any other suitors I should know about?” She fluffed her flowing summer skirts around her legs.

Rory smiled, but then the curve of his mouth dripped like wax. “I don’t know. Are there?” he asked quietly.

Her breath caught in her chest. “What do you mean?”

His eyes flickered between her own, seeking. “If it’s not Didion, then who does have your attention?”

“No one.” Her voice was high and rushed. “It’s—it’s war, Rory, in case you hadn’t noticed. Why would anyone have time for any of that?”

“Well, some of us find the time quite easily. Anyway, after today, things may be different.” He sat up, and she watched his fingers as they played with the long leather cord he usually tucked under his shirts; the silver pendant at the end of it had belonged to their mother.

Rory was always so humble when the possibility of victory was brought up. As if he wasn’t the one prophesied to be the victor. As if he didn’t quite believe it himself.

“Yes. Today may change everything.” She reached across the bed and grabbed his hand. “Do you want to go over it again?”

He looked up at her and nodded. It would always be like this with them, she realized.

On the first day of school, when Father had asked her to look out for Rory, she hadn’t understood why she needed to take care of her sixteen-year-old twin brother. Shouldn’t he be the one looking out for her?

“He may struggle in lessons you excel at,” Father had said. “It would be nice if the Bomardi children didn’t see the future King of Evermore bested by his sister.”

Briony still didn’t comprehend it until the results of the first exams came in and Father started asking her to switch entire assignments with Rory. Hours upon hours of work she did over the next five years were often given to her brother, and she had to gather what she could from his scraps.

She never forgave her father for that, not even in his death.

Briony took a deep breath and curled her fingers toward her palm, summoning a small vial filled with water into her hand. She held it up to Rory.

“This is water from the lake. It’s the same water in the castle’s well and the Eversun school’s well.” Briony swallowed, thinking of the thousands of Eversun families who were sheltering at the school across the lake until this war was done. “When you cast the protection, pour this onto your hands and place the last drop on your tongue. The lake, Claremore Castle, and the school will all link under one shield connected to you.”

Rory took it from her, nodding. “General Meers doesn’t like this plan, by the way.”

“He doesn’t understand it. He’s not a Rosewood,” Briony said.

Their Rosewood bloodline was strong with protection magic—shields, borders, and wards. It was one of the main reasons they were predestined to rule, according to Briony and Rory’s father. He, their grandfather, and all the men behind them were celebrated peacetime rulers. Rory was the first Rosewood to know war in over five hundred years.

“The general values offensive magic. That’s his job,” Briony continued. “But it’s your job as king and as a Rosewood to protect our people.”

“What’s left of them,” said Rory, the exhaustion in his voice clear.

Over the past four years of war, they’d been beaten farther and farther south, losing their ground and losing people. It wasn’t land that Bomard truly wanted. It wasn’t the captives taken along the way—though that was always a plus for the power-hungry Bomardi. It was Rory. It was the end to the Heir Twice Over.

Briony placed her hand on his. “It will be over soon. Today is the day.”

“What if it isn’t?” Rory asked, the words tumbling out quickly. His eyes pleaded with her.

“It is.” Briony’s voice was stronger than she felt. She smiled reassuringly. “The eclipse. Everyone knows it’s today. When the sun shines at night, he who will bring an end to war—”

Rory yanked his hand from her. “Don’t quote the prophecy to me. Six-hundred-year-old nonsense.”

He stood and went to the window overlooking her writing desk. Briony watched him lean forward on the ledge, like a child wishing he could play outside. She ran her fingers over the duvet, thinking of the old prophecy that had haunted Rory for four years now.

When the sun shines at night, he who will bring an end to war on this land shall be victorious. He shall be an heir, twice over, and a rightful sovereign over the continent.

The prophecy was from more than half a millennium ago. When it hadn’t come true at the end of the Moreland civil war that split the continent into Evermore and Bomard, many had forgotten about it. But four years ago, at the outbreak of the new conflict, everyone began wondering if Rory was the one prophesied.

Briony’s eyes drifted to the papers and correspondence on her desk—the letters she’d received back from the countries across the sea stating that they could not send aid, but that they would accept the Rosewoods and their court warmly in a retreat; the Journal page that updated daily with the news from the realm; the victory speech she’d written for Rory; the maps with all the locations of Eversun safe houses.

She cleared her throat. “You have to kill her,” Briony said softly. “It has to end. Completely.”

Briony hadn’t even said Mallow’s name, and yet a cold wind settled inside her chest.

Rory pressed his lips together. “I know.”

“You’ll have to use Heartstop if nothing else is working—”

“I know, Briony,” he said harshly. He sniffed. “Sorry. I … I will. General Meers and I have been practicing on …”

His voice trailed off. Briony didn’t want to know which small animals or birds around Claremore had been disappearing.

Heartstop was outlawed in Evermore. Of all the heart magic, Heartstop, the crushing of a heart within its owner’s chest, took the heaviest toll on a magician. The first taking of a human life ripped one’s own heart, and every subsequent kill sliced further and further. Rory had had to learn this complex magic from scratch, as only Bomardi used heart magic. Just as only Eversuns used mind magic.

It was this divide between the two countries that Veronika Mallow had seized upon. Bomard had been radicalized under her, believing that the Eversuns’ mind magic was mind control, instead of what it simply was: a different source from which to pull magic. There were differences between the disciplines, too—certain mind magic spells could never be mastered by a heart magician, and vice versa, but the true difference was the source of power. Magic pulled from the mind did not exhaust the body, whereas magic from the heart took a greater physical toll. Heart magicians had always needed to rely on animal familiars to keep their strength for prolonged magic use.

Or worse.

Under Mallow’s influence, some Bomardi had taken it all a step further. Why use an animal when you could use a person. Another magician’s heart could give you much more power than an animal’s, and creating a bond—a heartspring bond—would ensure that your own heart wasn’t being exhausted.

There was a screech outside the window, and in tense silence, they both watched Mallow’s familiar beat its black wings against the sky. The last dragon in the known world, the creature whose name had been lost to time, had begun circling at dawn.

There were times Briony didn’t blame the Bomardi for following Mallow. She, too, might have put her faith in the mage able to bond with the last dragon. Not to mention the untold power Mallow received from that bond—the strength of magic and the access to skills that a heart magician could never acquire from a more common animal, or even a heartspring. Bonded to the dragon, Mallow might live two lifespans, like the last mage who’d bonded with it. The Dragon Lord, as he was called in the history books, had lived more than one hundred and fifty years. And it wasn’t just a long life that Mallow had with the dragon bond. It was widely known that with the dragon’s magic, Mallow could read thoughts, a trait heretofore only known among the most experienced mind magicians.

They watched the dragon sail until she disappeared over the ocean again.

Briony refocused her attention as Rory turned from the window. He looked at her with the same expression from when they were younger, like he needed the answer to a tutor’s question.

“Do you believe the prophecy is about me? Really? In your heart, Briony?”

Briony was still as she answered without a waver in her voice, “Yes.”

Rory watched her for hesitation, but she did not show it.

There was a knock on the door, and Briony jumped.

Rory sighed. “That’ll be Didion, then.”

Her lips pulled down into a frown.

Rory laughed. “Don’t be mean to him!” he said. “He may die today, you know.”

“Don’t say such a thing.”

“It’s true!” Rory ran for the door and pulled it open. “Isn’t it true, Did?”

Didion’s lanky frame stood sheepishly in the doorway.

“Isn’t what true?” he asked, peering at Briony and Rory from below messy dark hair.

“That you may die today,” Rory said simply.

“Oh. Yes. Very sad.”

Briony rolled her eyes and sat up tall on her featherbed. “Glad you two have a solid outlook on things.”

Didion smiled and cleared his throat.

Rory clapped his hands together. “I have to find Cordelia. Is it all right if I leave you two unchaperoned?”

Briony parted her lips to protest, but Rory was already halfway out the door.

“We’ve been alone plenty of times,” Didion said with a laugh.

Rory grabbed the doorframe and swung back inside. “You can die for certain today if you keep saying things like that.”

Briony squawked, and a pink blush overtook Didion’s olive skin.

“As if you aren’t off to be unchaperoned yourself!” she yelled. Briony grabbed one of her pillows and threw it at her brother’s head. With a flick of his wrist, he split the pillow apart in midair. Feathers floated everywhere, and Rory ran out, disappearing in the cloud of fluff.

Groaning, Briony twisted her palms toward her chest, gathering the feathers and floating them into the trash bin.

Once the place was clean again, she was alone with Didion for the first time in a year. He looked over her bedroom, searching her desk and the paintings that hung on her walls.

“Is it comfortable here for you?” he asked, raising his full eyebrows at her.

“I like it. I miss Biltmore Palace, but what can you do?” She shrugged. And immediately felt very awkward. “What can you do”—as if they’d lost the coastal palace in a coin toss instead of a siege.

His gaze focused on her teacup, next to her books. The same teacup whose steam she had been manipulating into the memory of a different boy only ten minutes ago. He hovered his index finger over the liquid and brought its temperature up again. The steam wisped upward as he held the teacup out to her.

“Here,” he said with a shy smile.

Briony tried not to wince as she took the cup and he sat down next to her on her mattress.

“It’s been a while since we’ve been properly alone together,” Didion said.

Briony nodded. That had been her idea. When the stress of the tactical meetings and tension within the castle walls had become too much, she and Didion used to take walks together at night by the docks near Biltmore Palace, escaping prying eyes and inquisitive ears. He listened while she confided her frustrations about General Meers’s strategies, and soon the walks began to end with soft kisses, like they’d shared in school. And then the kisses began to end with hands under fabrics.

Didion was gentle and patient. His hands seemed to spend hours fumbling to find just the right spot between her thighs, and once he found it, he quickly lost it, but Briony just smiled when he would ask if she enjoyed herself. Perhaps there was supposed to be more … enjoyment. Briony hoped at least. Perhaps when a bed was brought into it, things became easier, but she refused to let Didion into her bed. As the sister of the king, she’d already allowed Didion many liberties that only a husband should have.

It had been her idea to pause things between them after the retreat from Biltmore Palace, even though Didion was a comfortable choice. Safe. Kind. Her father would have been happy to see her married to Didion Winchester. Her brother, too. Briony often wondered why she didn’t want comfortable, safe, kind.

“I was hoping to ask you for your favor today,” he said, staring down at his hands.

Sipping to stall for time, Briony watched his thumbs circle each other. “Oh?”

“Perhaps I could wear your pin into the field today?”

Her fingers jumped for the silver brooch. “It’s my mother’s,” she said quickly, ignoring her use of the present tense. “I’ve never taken it off. I can’t part with it, I’m sorry.”

“No, of course, right,” he stuttered. “Not exactly your pin then. A lock of hair?”

“That’s … also my mother’s,” she quipped awkwardly. All portraits of her mother had borne a striking resemblance to Briony as she’d aged to her twenty-five years—coincidentally, the same age at which her mother had died giving birth to Briony and Rory. “I don’t …” Briony cleared her throat. “Is it necessary? Can’t I just wish you well? You and my brother both?”

He nodded, blushing softly. “That’s fine. I had only hoped … Well, if I could know that I had someone to come home to …”

“Come home?” She laughed. “You’ll be hardly a mile away—”

“I’m trying to ask formally, and you’re making it very hard.” He ran a hand through his dark hair.

“There’s nothing to ask,” she said firmly. “Until this is over, we don’t know if I’ll need to be useful in some other way.”

He looked at her sharply. “You mean a peace treaty betrothal? Rory wouldn’t do that to you.”

“He won’t have a choice! He’s thought of nothing but battle tactics for four years now, but after today, he’ll need to start thinking like the King of Evermore.” She set down her teacup, remembering the boy in the steam. “There have been plenty of marriages between Bomard and Evermore to sustain the treaty.”

“Don’t sound so excited,” Didion mumbled.

Her head snapped to him. “What?”

He sighed and stood from her bed. “Briony, please just tell me that you’ll be happy if I live through today. That’s all I ask.”

“Of course I’ll be happy if you live through today—”

“Wonderful. Thank you,” he said. And before she could form another sentence, he was out the door, closing it behind him with a soft click.

She groaned and fell back on her bed. She wasn’t being purposefully evasive. Aside from two cousins, she was the only woman left in the Rosewood line who could be offered as a human sacrifice to a political marriage. Rory probably couldn’t hold that thought in his head, but a political marriage would go a long way in restoring trust once today was over. There were many families in the Bomardi line of succession who weren’t bloodthirsty vengeance seekers. A marriage between herself and a young Bomardi within the line wouldn’t have to be a life of torture.

There were some with whom she’d attended school who looked down on the Eversuns but hadn’t been so outwardly despicable. Finn Raquin with his dark skin and darker eyes was half Eversun himself; his parents had been one such convenient marriage. The Raquin patriarch was fourteenth in line for the highest position of power in Bomard—the Seat. Finn was a cad, but he wasn’t evil.

On the other hand, evil had a face with Canning Trow. With wide-set eyes and pasty skin, Canning was terrible to look at, with a soul that was just as bleak. It had been common knowledge to steer clear of him in the dark corridors at school. The only reason he walked as if he owned the place was that he did. His mother was third in line for the Seat, and his father’s family owned the entire mountain that the Bomardi school grounds were carved into.

There were several young men who were cruel only when it was convenient for them, like Lorne Vult and Liam Quill, though word was that Liam Quill was more interested in Lorne and Finn than extending his family line—sixth though his father was.

And then there was someone far harder to decipher. Icy cold most days, only to thaw at the oddest moments. With strong hands and opaque eyes, a wicked mouth and a silver tongue. Who inspired as much fear and uncertainty in her chest as he did yearning.

Briony shook her thoughts loose. It was useless to dwell on such things.

She glanced at her teacup. It was cold again. The steam gone on a sigh.

*  *  *

A few hours later, Briony stood in the castle courtyard, watching her brother kiss her best friend goodbye. Cordelia wrapped her arms around Rory’s shoulders much more affectionately than was considered proper, but there weren’t many people who cared about propriety in these dark days.

“Disgusting,” said a voice on her left.

Briony grinned at her cousin Finola. She was tugging her gloves on and frowning playfully at Rory and Cordelia’s display of affection.

Briony chuckled. “That will be you one day, you know.”

“Not if I can help it,” Finola said, winking at her. She flipped her honeyblond braid over her shoulder. “I’ll see you when this is over, yeah?”

Briony nodded. Finola ran for the corner of the courtyard, the only location in the castle one could portal out of. Briony longed to ask where Finola was off to, but she wasn’t given access to that kind of information, much to her disappointment.

Off to her right, General Billium Meers spoke softly to Anna Wevin, Briony’s personal guard. Anna was, in fact, the only woman aside from Finola whom Briony had ever seen General Meers give any respect to. Certainly not Briony, when she used to sit in on strategy meetings, which always seemed to devolve into arguments. The general prioritized aggression in their attacks, to the point of callous risk-taking, and Briony was always quick to remind Rory about defense, shields, and protecting their people. At some point in the past two years, General Meers had convinced Rory that, out of caution and efficiency, military strategy meetings should involve essential advisers only, and then Briony was barred. Rory briefed her in private now. He could have named her an adviser, but he hadn’t, and she wouldn’t suggest such a thing.

Anna saluted the general and came to stand three paces behind Briony, as she had her entire life. General Meers gave Briony a cursory nod, which she returned with a glare.

The general’s son, on the other hand, could not have been more opposite from his father.

Sammy Meers with his russet-brown hair, rosy skin, and cheery blue eyes came to a stop in front of Briony. He swept the ground in a deep bow and grabbed her hand before she could pull it back.

“Miss Briony Rosewood,” he said loudly, “though you offer me your favor today, I cannot accept it.”

Briony tugged her hand back. “Stop it!” she hissed, cheeks flushing as she caught Didion rolling his eyes at Sammy’s theatrics.

“I know you want me to propose upon my return,” Sammy continued, yelling for the entire courtyard, “but my heart belongs to another.”

Sammy turned lovesick eyes over Briony’s shoulder to Anna, who was twenty years his senior. He bowed deeply.

“Please back up from the princess,” Anna said dryly.

“How I enjoy these little flirtations,” Sammy said, batting his eyes. He winked at Briony and headed to join the line of troops outside the gates. He took up the Eversun flag, the purple rose, her family’s crest, dominating the white background.

Briony looked over the courtyard at the easy faces and relaxed conversations. There was a buzzing in the air—the sense that this was the prophesied day, and that the long four years of warfare after the death of their father, King Jacquel, would soon be over. Rory’s rule would extend over both kingdoms as he proved himself the heir mentioned in the prophecy.

Briony tried to feel the same ease, tried to relax in the same way. The moon inched closer to the sun, as prophesied. A dragon’s cry pierced the sky. And everyone continued chatting and hugging and drinking one last toast.

When it was time for the troops to leave, Rory approached her for a hug.

“No,” she said. “No need.”

He dropped his arms and frowned at her. “Briony.”

“I’ll see you in a few hours,” she said firmly. “Anything else we say to each other is unnecessary.”

He touched his forehead to hers. “See you soon, Biney.”

“I’ll have a feast ready for us, Worry.”

He winked at the sound of his childhood nickname and pivoted to his horse, ready to take his men out of the courtyard.

Didion glanced back at her once before following.

Anna stepped up to Briony’s side. “You couldn’t give that Didion boy a scrap, could you?”

Cordelia snorted.

Briony huffed. “Like I said, no need,” she said, crossing her arms. “They’ll be home by dark.”

The castle gates closed behind the soldiers, and Briony turned to lead them up to the balcony to watch and wait.

The world went dark for a moment as something blocked the sun. Briony turned to see if the eclipse had begun.

A black dragon beat her wings above the castle, unable to touch them because of Rory’s protection boundary.

The creature screeched, and Briony felt it in her marrow.
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CHAPTER 3

BRIONY’S HEART WAS GOING TO EXPLODE out of her chest. She pounded down the stairs from the outdoor balcony, too fast for her to wonder if silence was key. Cordelia’s thick breath was only three paces behind her as they came to the fourth-floor open arcade.

She flew past an archway and stopped at the next, looking out to the lake. The cloud of dust and bone had started floating away on a tilt, and the moon had left the sun behind with a kiss. The dragon was nowhere in sight on the horizon. She looked down into the courtyard, and her blood froze in her veins.

A river of deep-blue coats ran through the gates, spreading out like tributaries.

Mallow’s men were inside.

Cordelia gasped at the sight. Some of the Bomardi were engaging with the meager number of guards and servants left behind, but some were running straight inside as if their directive were as simple as capture the flag.

From a hundred feet up, Briony saw a man in a blue coat slash at the air with his fingers, and a maid grabbed for her throat, her blood spraying wide as she fell.

Briony wondered if that was Sofia, her own handmaid.

There was a wall inside her mind. As Cordelia choked on panicked sobs next to her, Briony felt a barricade between her brain and her eyes, not allowing her to cry yet. Perhaps it was a dam in her throat, refusing to let her body and her brain interact.

She watched that same man come at one of the footmen, and Briony leaned over the windowsill, reaching her arm toward a statue of Vindecci, the father of mind magic, on the tallest tower. She slashed her arm, letting the magic follow her command, and watched as the sainted philosopher slid off its post at a slant. As it fell, she pounded her palms together. The marble statue exploded. She guided a large chunk toward the man just as he reached up to slice the footman’s neck. The stone slammed into his shoulder. He yelled out and threw his head back in pain.

Briony recognized him. Reighven. One of Mallow’s most vicious soldiers, who had taken a personal interest in Briony since the day the war began at the Bomardi school. His face haunted so many of her anxious nights.

The other stone pieces landed around him, some knocking into other blue coats. Men halted either in their attack on the staff or in their steady stream inside. And then fifty pairs of eyes turned upward.

Briony pulled Cordelia back a moment too late.

They knew where to find them.

She grabbed Cordelia’s hand and ran. They had to get away from this floor, this side of the palace.

She twisted them through a maze of servants’ quarters and passageways that she had hazy memories of. They ran up a half staircase, crossed over what she knew to be the kitchens below, and then ran back down into the lakeside corridor. There was a narrow staircase hidden somewhere here, meant for the servants to come and go quickly between floors. She needed to remember which wall it was behind. They flew past so many places she and Rory had galloped like horses and taught each other magic meant for older kids. That dam in her throat held fast as she thought of her brother.

Where was his body?

Why had the prophecy been wrong?

Why had she allowed him to think he was invincible?

There was a crash ahead of them, behind the door they were running for. The sound of exploding stone and splintering wood. Briony and Cordelia skidded to a halt. Something in her brain skipped a step. That was the direction they were going. That was the one direction she’d known to go.

And then it was Briony being dragged by Cordelia. She followed her friend’s steps backward, ducking into an alcove and jumping into a linen closet.

Their breathing was too loud.

That’s the only thing Briony could think of as the staircase doors banged open and the men who’d gotten into the castle first came barreling down the hallway.

She grasped the thread of magic in her mind and tugged, forcing her heart to slow. Taking Cordelia’s wrist, she rubbed her thumb over the vein, slowing her heart as well.

Their breathing was quiet, and now all she could hear was the slap of boots on the stone.

“Take Gains and check every room. Round them up.”

Briony swallowed at the voice. The rough crackle of it belonged to Caspar Quill. And she realized something terrible.

The Bomardi men who were in her father’s castle—

The men who watched her brother die—

The men who were hunting Eversuns—

They were the men to whom she grew up curtsying, the men she greeted at state affairs, the men who shook her father’s hand just weeks before Mallow took the Seat and struck him down.

She likely knew them all.

Liam Quill and Larissa Gains—two Bomardi she’d been in school with for five years. It was their fathers on the other side of the closet door.

And she wondered if they would have ever imagined their own children hiding from her father like this.

She listened as two pairs of footsteps receded down the hall. To the right, she could just make out the sounds of the room being torn apart. She thought it might have been the servants’ sitting room—

A scream broke across her ears.

“No! Please! Please, I’m just a maid!”

Cordelia gasped, and Briony pressed her fingers against her wrist to maintain their heartbeats and quiet breathing.

The girl yelped, and there was a crash.

“They sl—sleep upstairs! Fifth floor!” she cried.

Briony bit her lip. A lie. All the main chambers were on the third.

“Maybe it’s not their bedrooms we’re looking for,” a deep voice said, dripping with malicious intention. It was Gains. “Think we have a few minutes for a diversion?”

His partner said, “What’s the point of sacking the place if we can’t do any sacking?”

The maid yelled out. There was a sound of a body hitting a wall. Fabric tore.

And Briony was out of the cupboard before Cordelia could turn pleading eyes on her.

The closet door banged against the stone wall as she darted forward. She skidded into the corridor, turning to stare into the room.

The adrenaline shook Briony’s body. Her breath rattled her chest as she saw a young woman thrown onto a small sofa, two men looming over her.

Briony reached with her magic toward the closet door that Cordelia was just stepping out of. She lunged with her whole body and tugged. The door popped off its hinges with a crack and flew toward her. The wood splintered, and she lifted her hands to direct two pieces to rise into the air. She shoved with the magic, and the sharp wood barreled into the sitting room.

There were two matching howls of pain as the wooden stakes pierced both men’s thighs.

Cordelia twisted her wrists to levitate two more sharp pieces. The men’s eyes were wide with recognition as Cordelia pushed, hurtling the wood toward their chests this time.

Gains batted the air, and the shard of wood changed path, but his partner got a stake to his shoulder. Before Gains could retaliate, the maid was off the sofa, swinging at his head with a thick candlestick holder from the side table. Gains stumbled, and Cordelia lifted the final piece of broken door into the air, sending it toward his stomach this time.

The squelch of penetrated organs was sure to haunt Briony’s dreams.

The maid dashed from the room, grabbing Briony’s and Cordelia’s hands and tugging.

“We have a passage! You have to go!” Her accent was thick with vowels from another land.

“That’s what I was trying to find,” Briony said, glancing back to make sure the men were down. Gains was alive, rolling in pain, but at least it would slow him. The other one … she wasn’t sure.

They followed the girl through a stone wall that disappeared when pressed upon, and suddenly Briony was tripping down wet stairs. Cordelia lit their path with a twitch of her fingers—a ball of light casting shadows over the back of the maid’s strawberry-blond head.

Briony remembered her now, a tumble of thoughts that came one per stone step. She had been here for only a few months, just over from Shurtarth. She and her brother both. Her brother volunteered yesterday to join Rory’s army, the only Shurtarthian non-magician willing to do so.

Her mind refocused as the staircase started to turn. The maid stopped at the door at the bottom.

“This is the third floor. There’s another passage down to the second floor—”

“Behind the portrait of my mother. I remember now,” Briony said. “We have to be quick.”

The maid nodded, and Briony vanished the limestone door with a flick of her wrist. She looked both ways, and then stepped out.

They found no one in the large hall, but someone had set fire to the flag of Evermore. The fabric was falling to the floor in crackling pieces, her family’s rose burned to ash. The maid led them on quick feet toward the portrait gallery, and in no time at all, Briony was peeling back the portrait of her mother—all dark eyes and a strong jaw that Briony hadn’t inherited. She held the portrait frame open like a door, and the maid slipped in first, followed by Cordelia.

Briony turned to close the frame behind them, listening to the other women’s footsteps descend the stairs and—

BOOM!

The explosion rattled the very stone under her feet. Briony braced herself between the two walls of the passage as Cordelia turned, a dozen steps below, her eyes white in the dark.

And then the ceiling caved in, erasing Cordelia from Briony’s sight.
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CHAPTER 4

BRIONY PUSHED OUT OF THE PASSAGE before she was crushed.

Her heart pounded as she fell to the floor. A cloud of dust and rubble billowed out behind her, and she thought of Rory. How he had been inside a similar gray cloud.

Was Cordelia inside this one?

She scrambled forward, reaching out with magic to lift and remove the stones.

“Cordelia!” she called, inhaling dust into her lungs.

Behind her, she could hear paintings tumbling off the walls, the explosion still shaking everything. The castle could no longer hold strong without Rory’s cycle of magic protection. It was falling down around them as the magic in the stones leached away.

She didn’t hear a response from the rubble, and just as she was about to cast to narrow her hearing to one area, the sound of heavy boots running reached her ears.

She was on the floor of the portrait gallery, in plain sight, with no exit in front of her.

Briony jumped to her feet and ran. She turned past the dining room, listening to a woman screaming from down the hall. She headed for the grand staircase, not knowing which other way to go.

She turned the corner and stumbled to a stop. Anna’s body lay at a sideways angle across the top of the stairs, her eyes open but empty. Briony swallowed back the pain of it and tried to step around her to continue going down.

Another explosion rocked the walls, and she staggered, barely able to keep her balance as the ground shook. When she stabilized, she glanced back at Anna’s body again.

Why was Anna coming from these stairs? She should have gone down the other side of the castle.

There was nothing this way but the bedrooms.

And like lightning cracking in her mind, Briony remembered the papers on her desk. The secret correspondence from the countries who would give them refuge. The list of safe houses throughout the continent where the general’s spies would gather.

At the bottom of the staircase, there were four blue coats twisting upward. They hadn’t seen her yet. She continued, dashing down the corridor to the right.

She flew along, her only plan to get to the papers. There was no other exit this direction. She’d have to check the exterior wall to see if scaling her way down was even an option.

She stumbled through her antechamber and into her bedroom, her magic slamming both doors closed behind her. She sparked her hands together, and the papers on her desk lit on fire.

A door banged open in the next room. She could hear it through the limestone walls.

Briony froze in place, just long enough to have the decision made for her—she could not leave the way she came.

She dashed to the window and looked down. There were five of Mallow’s men patrolling the ground below. It would be possible to take them out before climbing down. She just needed to be smart about it.

She glanced around her chamber, needing a hiding place for now. The attached bathroom was frustratingly sparse. The chest at the foot of her bed would be the obvious place. She ran for the armoire, knowing it was foolish, but it would at least buy her time to cast.

A spell for blending was treacherously difficult, but she’d mastered it in the past four years while her brother went into battle. It took focused mind magic to deceive someone else’s eye.

She stepped up into the armoire and shoved her clothing aside. She tugged the doors shut and closed her eyes, imagining the string of magic behind her forehead. She stretched her fingers, casting, and imagined herself invisible, blending into the colors of the closet. A cursory glance into the armoire would show nothing, as long as she could maintain her focus.

The bedroom door flew open, banging off the stone wall, and in the crack between the armoire doors, Briony watched a man run inside and stop in his tracks.

Her heart seized, and a gasp broke past her lips.

And her blending spell fell away.

He seemed taller. His long, pale limbs were thick with muscles under his black shirt and tailored vest, but his waist still tapered into his black trousers in that frustrating way that had pulled her eyes for so many years.

She watched him spin in a circle, eyes casting over every part of her bedroom—every part of her that she never thought he’d see.

And while he got his bearings, she refocused on the blending spell, holding tight to that thread between her eyes until her physical form fell away.

Between the crack in the doors, she watched as he approached the desk where the papers were curling into cinders. Without giving them a second glance, he ran for the bathroom. He returned quickly, then ripped open her trunk at the foot of her bed.

A small shiver of satisfaction rose in her. Exactly right—those were the two easiest places.

But then he ran for the armoire, and she focused her intent on the spell, holding her breath.

He flung the doors open, and then she was face-to-face with Toven Hearst.

The eyes she’d realized years ago weren’t fully gray, but also speckled blue, stared directly into her.

She should have cast another spell to soften her heartbeat. He must hear it.

His hair fell across his forehead, fine and so pale that the gray was almost silver.

The last time she’d seen this man, he’d been hunting her through the woods and killed the people that got in his way.

She quivered with his nearness. She told herself it was fear.

He stepped forward, looking from side to side.

The height of the baseboard in the armoire made her taller so she was almost his height, and if he poked his head any farther in, he’d touch his lips to hers.

There was something in his eyes as he pulled back, like he was trying to recall something. He stared into the armoire again, reaching his hand out.

Briony shivered. This was the end of it.

And then his fingers trailed down the side of a green dress to her left. One she hadn’t worn in many years.

“Toven.”

They both jumped.

Toven spun away from her, his hand almost brushing her body.

Finn Raquin, his best friend, stood in the doorway.

“We have to go,” Finn said. His chest was rising and falling fast. “Mallow knows you’re here.”

Toven pulled away from the armoire and moved to Briony’s desk to look out the window.

“Toven,” Finn repeated. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Don’t do this.”

She watched Toven’s pale fingers reach out and brush against something on her desk. The teacup from that morning.

“They haven’t called it off yet,” Toven said. His voice was a deep baritone that always rumbled low in her stomach whenever he spoke. “There’s still time.”

He bolted from the room, and Finn sighed, following behind.

Briony could scarcely think. She listened to their footsteps pounding, leading them away. She lifted the blending spell and took a deep cleansing breath.

Peppermint and spice hit her nose.

She stepped from the armoire and ran to the door of her room, peering out. Finn was disappearing down the far corridor, hot on Toven’s heels.

There’s still time. For what? He was clearly looking for something. She thought of the chest at the foot of her bed and the armoire. Looking for someone.

It was as if she had plunged into a cold bath.

He was looking for her.

Toven Hearst was hunting her again. Just like the rest of them.

She always knew she was worth less than dirt to him—that all of Evermore was—but she had hoped he wouldn’t be on the front lines today.

Had he watched her brother die? Would he have gloated if he caught her?

Briony took a deep breath and turned to head toward the other end of the palace.

And smacked into a chest.

She gasped, and a hand wrapped around her throat. She had one second to recognize the victorious grin on Gains’s face before he cast a spell. Her eyes closed, and everything was darkness.
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CHAPTER 5

Eight Years Ago

IT SEEMED TO TAKE BRIONY LONGER than the others to acclimate to the cold of Bomard. When the young people of Evermore had arrived in the spring for their first year of shared education, Briony had assumed that spring meant warmth and breezes and crisp-smelling trees. That was what spring was in Evermore.

In Bomard, spring was merely the end of winter. Snow was still melting, and heavy furs were still worn. Outdoor activities were limited. Briony and Rory had visited Bomard with their father plenty of times on official state business, but never this far north. Here, carved into the side of the mountain range that protected Bomard from the realms across the sea, the Bomardi school was crystallized in snow.

Briony longed for the warm breezes in Evermore. She pulled her cloak more tightly closed and tapped her fingers across her face, encouraging her blood to magically warm under the surface.

“Careful,” Rory said, moving behind her at their shared breakfast table. “I saw Simon Leatherby trying that last week, and he ended up giving himself a fever.”

“I’m careful,” she said, teeth chattering. She sent a yearning glance at the dying fire. “Do you think they’re toying with us? Giving the Eversun heir only three logs per day?”

Rory sat across from her, wrapping his fingers around his warm cup of tea. “Yes. I think they’re hoping to laugh at our weakness. Maybe they want us to beg for it.”

Briony rolled her eyes. “Well, we’ll just have to remember this next year when we’re home. Perhaps we’ll weld all their windows shut so they can just swelter.”

Part of the treaty that had kept Evermore and Bomard peaceful for five hundred years was that the youth of both countries would be schooled together, in alternate countries, for the last five years of their magical education. Next year, the Bomardi would be schooled near Evermore’s temperate lakes, but this year it was Bomard’s turn to host.

While there was certainly a divide between those who practiced mind magic and those who practiced heart magic, the basic principles were very much the same. It was the source of the power and the connection to it that differed. For a heart magician, lifting a rock into the air started in the muscle. For a mind magician, it started at the source of movement—the brain. Heart magicians felt a pulsing vein of magic in their chest, while mind magicians felt a thread between the eyes, tying their mind to the outside world.

Briony had always been taught that the Eversun mind magic was an evolved technique: Mind magicians did not tire as quickly as heart magicians, and the Bomardi didn’t have the patience for mind magic. Heart magicians could accidentally deplete their magic, yes, but it took less training to get strong results the first time. Consistency was the friend of the mind magician.

“Let’s just be happy that there are private rooms assigned to the Rosewoods,” Rory said.

“I don’t know what good it does us. At least in the dormitories, there’s more body heat.” Briony reached for her teacup and heated the liquid to scalding. They’d been in Bomard for a month, and she was the last Eversun still shivering in the classrooms.

She stared at Rory from across the small table laid with fruit and bread as he shoveled food into his mouth. He was a full head taller than her now and had been eating twice as much. Now, a few months shy of seventeen, they were finally looking less alike. He had put on muscle during a winter of training with the infantry, and she had spent the season broadening in all the places she wished she wouldn’t. It had taken only one glance at Larissa Gains’s cinched waist and delicate wrists upon arriving in Bomard for Briony to realize that perhaps a winter spent reading and eating honeyed pastries wasn’t doing her any favors.

“Shall we go?” Rory asked, popping one more biscuit into his mouth.

Briony swallowed down the last of her tea, letting it burn her tongue. She grabbed a wool scarf from her wardrobe, hating the cool weight of it across her neck before it acclimated to her warmth.

She followed Rory down to the grand hall on the first floor, where the year one students were taught every morning from nine till noon. The year twos were the floor above, and the year threes were the floor above that, and so on, with the dormitories above those. The private suite for the Eversun heir was at the very top, in a turret. Rory and Briony were ten minutes late to the first day of lessons, and the Bomardi tutors had been incredibly unpleasant about it. Father had sent a letter the next day instructing Briony to focus on her brother’s timeliness.

On the seventh floor, they picked up Didion from the boys’ dormitories, and on the sixth, Cordelia joined them.

“How many logs for the fire do they give your dormitory?” Briony asked Cordelia as they linked arms.

“Wait! I’m coming!” a voice called from behind them.

Briony and Cordelia groaned. They pasted on smiles and turned.

A girl with bright-green eyes and hair as yellow as straw stumbled to catch up.

“Good morning, Katrina,” Briony said.

“It’s starting to warm up, isn’t it!” Katrina said, voice perpetually a bit too loud. Briony frowned, suppressing a chill. Katrina’s eyes popped wide. “I forgot my notes!” She turned and ran back toward the dormitory door.

Briony glanced at Rory and Didion as they continued on, descending the next set of stairs already.

“I suppose we can’t just leave her now,” Cordelia said dryly.

Briony sighed in agreement. Her father had foisted a friendship with Katrina Cove upon Briony a year ago, despite the two of them having nothing
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CHAPTER ONE

Two Months Ago

TOVEN

THE SUN SHINED LIKE A BEACON in the sky as the moon slithered toward it. Toven’s hand shielded his eyes as he stared directly into the rays, feeling the burn in his retinas.

“You’ll be no good to Bomard with starbursts in your vision,” Finn said, elbowing him.

Toven dropped his gaze and refocused on the field just inside the boundary line where a thousand Eversun soldiers had gathered at midday. He cracked his knuckles.

“We both know I don’t need my eyes to fight.”

Finn hummed and leaned back on the tree branch they were perched in.

They’d been stationed since midnight, hiding in the coastal tree line on the very edge of the boundary of Claremore Castle. Toven could throw a stone and hit the barrier, as close as they were. The Bomardi troops had arrived an hour ago, stopping on the other side of the hill where Rory Rosewood and Mistress Mallow would meet. Toven’s task was to monitor the Eversun front line and report seeing any activity in progress to reinforce the magical boundary lines. Finn’s presence was off the record. Only Toven and his father knew he was here.

Finn had stripped out of his waistcoat and boots as soon as the sun came up, complaining about the humidity like he hadn’t spent two school years across the lake, but Toven stayed alert, his black clothing soaking up the heat like a sponge as the sun broke through the treetops.

A twig cracked, and their eyes swung down to the forest floor where his fox Vesper was impatiently flicking her gray tail at him. The connection between them, mostly weak and agitated when provoked, thrummed in his chest and transmitted to him in that mysterious way that familiars and mages found to communicate.

Toven glared down at her. “Does it look like we’re going home soon?”

Vesper snarled, baring her teeth, and then trotted back into the underbrush to wait nearby.

Finn laughed lightly. “She still hates you?”

“Hate is too strong a word for what we have,” Toven muttered. “Open disdain, maybe.” He glanced up at the sun again. The moon was kissing it now.

As if that had been the signal, a screech churned the air and a black beast blotted out the light. Mallow’s dragon had returned.

Finn sat up, reaching for his boots. Toven didn’t move, only gripped the branch tighter until his fingers were white as bone.

They watched its wings beat against the air until the dragon landed on the other side of the grassy hill. Finn and Toven were in a perfect triangle with the two camps as they faced each other down.

Toven’s gaze was concentrated on the figure sliding down the dragon’s wing, then the other figure dismounting a horse decorated with purple rose banners. Rory Rosewood stood just inside the boundary, waiting until Mallow came forward. Then he did as well.

A branch creaked above them, and a cawing announced the arrival of his father’s familiar. Toven glanced up as the hawk looked through the tree for them. Finn twitched his fingers, and the weak blending spell fell away, allowing the bird to spot them.

“No reports for Mallow,” Toven said to the hawk. “This side of the boundary line is unprotected.”

The hawk twitched its head in agreement and took off again.

Finn cast for blending again, using his mind magic to make them hard to spot. Not quite invisible to the eye, but serviceable. It was the entire reason he’d volunteered to be here.

Toven looked again at the young man moving closer to the Bomardi army.

The heir twice over.

The king of Evermore.

“What makes someone an heir twice over?” Finn asked. He was prone to chatter when he was nervous.

“A few years ago, Rory Rosewood quelled a dispute on Isle Norques, one of the southern islands,” Toven said flatly. “They made him heir apparent, bringing the island into Eversun rule.”

From this distance, Toven could just make out the straight-backed posture of the young king and the slow slinking walk of the Seat as they met in the middle.

“So, he’s just got two things he’s heir to?” Finn asked. Toven could hear Finn’s heartbeat on the wind, pattering like quick raindrops on glass. “That seems convenient.”

Toven tuned him out as the two figures stopped on the hill. The dragon huffed, and the wind of it knocked into the closest Bomardi, tumbling them out of line.

The instructions had been clear. Once the King of Evermore was dead, Toven was to use his advantage from the south to incapacitate and capture as many Eversun troops as possible. He was to anticipate loyalty and stupidity. The Eversuns would keep fighting without a king.

The dragon began to shift, agitation twisting its muscles.

The two figures on the hill spoke with each other, with no seconds present.

The instructions had been clear, but he had doubts …

Toven took that thought and wrapped it in velvet. He slipped it behind his eyes, between two mirrored panels and out of sight.

He glanced at Claremore Castle. Three figures could just be seen on a high balcony, the wind whipping the Eversun silk and long hair of two, the dim light glinting off the armor of a third.

Toven clenched his jaw. Must she always be in the exact wrong place at the most inopportune of times? Did no one in Evermore understand what would happen to her if things went sideways for them today?

He refocused with a deep breath. This was no time for distraction.

The instructions had been clear.

When he glanced back to the hill, Mallow’s hand lifted in signal. The sun disappeared behind the moon.

Events spun quickly.

Rory Rosewood dropped to his knees, clutching his heart.

A thousand Bomardi soldiers pounded their hands together.

The hill exploded, and even the trees quaked.

A cloud of dust billowed to the sky.

The dragon screeched, and hot fire rained down on the King of Evermore as hundreds of Eversuns ran forward, breaking through the boundary.

Toven watched, out of body. Finn was cursing next to him, gasping at the series of events as if he were in the audience of a theater.

The armies began to engage. The dragon flapped her wings and began to pick off the Eversun soldiers, tossing some into the air and chomping down on others.

“Toven …” Finn’s voice was tight and pitched high. “Toven, what do we...?”

His heart pounded a strange rhythm, beating louder than the battle itself.

The instructions had been clear.

Then, twenty feet from them, the shimmering line of the Rosewood boundary disappeared with a crack. It drew Toven’s gaze as his mind tumbled, tucking fear into boxes and bringing forward instructions … duties …

Priorities.

Toven’s eyes drifted up to a balcony. Empty now.

On the field, the dragon was taking flight, and a wave of blue coats had fought through the Eversun line, running for the castle.

Toven jumped from the tree, stumbling onto legs that hadn’t moved in twelve hours. He ran—not toward the battlefield, as instructed.

Finn called for him. A hawk screeched from the air near the trees.

Toven ran.
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