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The scent of copper wrinkled my nose as I peeled the sheets from the four-poster bed. Relieved to find that the mattress beneath was unstained, I dropped the linens with a splat into the tin bucket at my feet. Rocking back on my heels, I scrubbed my hands down my apron, the once-white fabric now stained with streaks of red.

A couple lounged on a settee at the other end of the chamber, their limbs tangled together. What little moonlight that was not obscured by clouds seeped through the windows, its muddled glow gilding them in silver. The woman giggled, nestled against her companion’s chest. Twin puncture wounds stained the skin of his throat, but he was otherwise unharmed. His gaze flicked to me as he ran his fingers through the vampiress’s hair, a dark curl coiled like a serpent around his finger.

I ducked my head, wary of the nobles and the trouble that their attention could bring. Stretching fresh linens over the mattress, I glanced at the woman standing squarely before the open door. The skin around her beady eyes creased as she tracked my every move. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest, just below the silver brooch that denoted her station.

Gathering my things, I joined her at the threshold. “I’ll take these to the laundry, Mrs. Cathers,” I announced, gesturing at the soiled sheets. “The rest is done.”

The housekeeper sniffed, scratching the ruddy tip of her nose. “Far too cheerful for a chambermaid,” she grumbled. I fought the urge to recoil from the whiskey vapors that wafted off her breath. She scanned the chamber, searching for mistakes I knew she wouldn’t find. 

I flexed my fingers, my nails brittle from scraping grime from between the flagstones tracked in on silken slippers. 

I breathed a sigh of relief as she turned on her heel, disappearing from sight without a word. Slipping into the corridor in her wake, I stole a final glance at the couple before pulling the door closed. They didn’t notice me, instead lost in each other’s eyes. I swallowed, heat searing my cheeks. 

The cold seeped through my shoes as I descended the servants’ stairs, the soles flimsy and frayed after years of daily wear. The staircase wound its way through the castle like a worm, the invention of the long-dead architect of Valnar Castle. The dim and narrow passages were designed to keep the staff out of sight, just as Mrs. Cathers preferred it.

My eyes watered as I entered the laundry in the bowels of the castle. I nodded at the laundress, a stout woman with liver-spotted skin and several missing teeth. Wisps of gray hair had escaped her cap, curling around her hairline in the humid air as she leaned over one of the massive vats of churning water. 

“Evening, Sigrid,” I said.

“Letlas save us,” she groaned, invoking the king of gods as she laid her eyes on the bundle in my hands. “The lot of them are driving me mad.”

I chuckled, shifting the sheets into one hand and dabbing my brow with my sleeve. 

The days leading up to the winter solstice were always like this. The staff had been readying the castle for the celebration for weeks. It was an extravagant, days-long affair, culminating in a ball that would last from sundown to sunup on the shortest day of the year. The king’s guests had been trickling in for days, inundating the staff with requests for fluffier pillows, warmer fires, and solutions to red wine stains on their finest gowns.

“If they’re going to be biting each other, I wish they would do it in the washroom rather than in the godsdamn bed,” she said, her hands on her hips.

I gritted my teeth as I drowned the sheets in a vat of water and vinegar. The laundrymaids kept the solution cold enough to draw out stains, and blood immediately leached out of the fabric in a cloud of crimson.

Sigrid waved over one of the laundrymaids, a mousy girl with long brown braids. “Don’t bother, Finn. One of mine will do it.”

“Who was it?” asked the girl with a whisper, as she dipped a wooden paddle into the vat. “Lady Kerr? I heard that she has quite the thing for young humans. And that they have quite a thing for her.”

A nervous laugh escaped me as my mind drifted back to the couple on the settee. The dark-haired, sultry vampiress and her human companion, who had appeared entirely at ease despite the fang-marks in his throat. “I’m afraid I didn’t recognize them.”

“Supposedly it’s an incredible sensation,” the girl continued, undeterred. 

“What is?”

“The bite. I’ve got a friend from back home who married a vampire. She says it’s like having an—”

“Enough of your drivel, Ruby,” barked Sigrid, shooing her away. “I swear that girl will get herself into trouble one of these days, spreading rumors about the nobles right under their noses.”

“She seems harmless enough.” I smiled. 

She grunted. “Are you finished for the evening?”

I shook my head. “Not yet. I have one more room to attend to.”

“Take this, then.” She thrust a fresh apron into my hands. “Even vampires don’t want their staff walking around in bloodied garments.”

“Thanks,” I replied, loosening the strings of my own and tossing it into the churning water.

Climbing back up the stairs, I set off toward the northern end of the castle, my steps slowing as I passed a tapestry depicting the first ruler of Valen, King Daemon the Realmmaker. He stood atop the ruins of an ancient city on the eve of battle over two thousand years ago; a battle that would wipe out the old kingdom. The king’s troops stared up at him in awe and admiration as he claimed the land as his new capital.

Two wyverns were silhouetted against the stormy sky above him. They were winged, lizard-like creatures that were extraordinarily rare in Valen. I had only caught glimpses of them a handful of times since I arrived three years ago, and I preferred it that way. One was as black as a raven’s feathers, the other the color of spilled blood. I knew them well from the royal crest that adorned the castle banners, which depicted them intertwined at the tail.

My fingers danced down the brocade, twisting off a loose thread poking out from beneath the king’s sabatons.

Tucking the thread into my pocket, I continued down the corridor. I paused as I reached a familiar mahogany door, fishing a small, leather-bound book from my pocket.

“What are you doing here?”

I cursed silently as the seneschal’s insufferable apprentice stepped out from the shadows. “Tending to my duties, Maxence,” I replied. “Mrs. Cathers tasked me with tidying the library.”

“The library?” he parroted. “What use is that this close to the solstice?”

I shrugged. “I suppose even nobles know how to read.”

“Don’t let them hear you say that,” he warned. “There are quite a few vampires among them, and they can hear through stone.”

I scoffed. “That can’t be true.”

His brows shot toward the mess of dark waves atop his head. “You’ve served in King Mordric’s court for nearly three years now, and you don’t know that?”

“They don’t have vampires where I come from,” I replied. “Kings or otherwise.”

He rolled his eyes. “The Outlands are an anomaly.” 

“I don’t disagree,” I continued. “Besides, we don’t have any on staff, if you don’t count the Royal Guard.”

“I don’t count them,” he replied. “And I know precisely who is on my staff, thank you very much.”

“Your staff?” I countered. As seneschal, Maxence’s master oversaw the upkeep of the castle and its many workers. And yet I hardly ever saw him. Instead, he offloaded most of his responsibilities to his apprentice, much to Mrs. Cathers’s chagrin. Maxence was only too pleased to take up his master’s mantle, adding to his already overinflated sense of authority.

His brown eyes narrowed. “What is that?” he exclaimed, snatching the book from my hands. “You don’t have time to read. This better not be from the library, either. The Lord Seneschal would have my head.”

I snorted. “As if you would take the blame for that. I found it in one of the rooms. I was just returning it.” I gestured to the book, a rather innocuous copy of Valen and its Storied Histories, a common find.

Maxence sniffed, dropping it back into my hands. “Fine,” he conceded. “Hurry up then.”

I bit back a retort. “What are you doing here anyway? Don’t you have an irritable housekeeper to keep company?”

He coughed, the skin of his ears turning from olive to pink. “Important palace business,” he said finally. “Not that you would understand.”

I grinned as I felt the warmth of his embarrassment wash over me. The space between us pulsed, like the thrum of a pounding heart. My grandmother called it intuition—my uncanny ability to sense others’ emotions before they had even put them into words—but only because she didn’t understand it for what it truly was—or was afraid to admit it. 

Magic.

“Not looking for Niamh, are you?” I asked.

His ears burned even brighter. “I have no interest in your friend, chambermaid,” he insisted. “I’m only doing my rounds to ensure that everything is in top shape for the celebration. Besides, I didn’t even see you here, scurrying around like a field mouse.”

“Then if you don’t mind …” I turned my back to him, cracking open the door. 

“Be on your best behavior,” he warned before stalking off. 

The library at Valnar Castle was lit by two fireplaces, one at either end, at the foot of which squatted plush armchairs in hues of emerald green and scarlet. Along the walls, staircases wrought of iron curled around themselves like serpents, leading to the second floor. I suspected that Mrs. Cathers only assigned me here due to its sheer size. Cleaning the library alone was a near-impossible task for an ordinary chambermaid.

I, however, was no ordinary chambermaid.

I turned the book over in my hands. An illusion had made it appear ordinary, when in fact, the chapter I was currently reading described how to enter the dreams of others. A frightening prospect, if my own dreams were any indication, and certainly not what I had been hoping for when I’d picked it up. I’d awoken the last few weeks slick with sweat, screams ringing in my ears, cobalt-blue flames flickering behind my eyelids. My nightmares were becoming more frequent, and I was convinced that there had to be some kind of spell or potion in this library that could tame them. Unfortunately, it wasn’t to be found in this book.

As a child in the village of Wealdstone, a mere speck in the vast region of the west known as the Outlands, I had heard many tales about the witches of old. Hateful creatures with rotted hearts who laid curses upon princes and turned their romantic rivals to stone with a simple look. 

I’d never met another of my kind, not even in Valnar, and so I didn’t know for sure if the stories were true. My powers had materialized from nowhere when I was just a girl, coming and going in quick spurts with no discernible pattern, and fearing retribution, my family had sworn me to secrecy. Before the age of three and twenty—the year I’d left for Valnar—my greatest feat of sorcery had been heating the water for my morning tea simply by laying a hand on the kettle. 

Not long after I’d secured a post at Valnar Castle, I happened upon a spellbook in the library—Practical Conjurings and Their Histories—that explained in great detail the optimal finger placements for enchantment of household objects. It was beginner magic, according to its author, but it allowed me to complete my duties in half the time.

Soon, I was stealing away to the library in the middle of the day when I was sure that most of the castle was asleep. I’d devoured all the literature I was able to get my hands on, discovering illusions, conjuration, and even how to lay minor enchantments on my tools to make my life the tiniest bit easier. 

Now I wandered between the towering shelves, my fingertips skimming the spines of the books that were nestled against each other. There had to be hundreds of thousands of tomes housed here: historical accounts from the king’s court, religious texts, even romance novels. I stroked the golden lettering of A Guide to Reminiscence, savoring the sensation of the calfskin bindings against my skin. 

Setting my tools on the floor, I glanced up and down the deserted chamber, quietly placing Application of Psychal Magic on the Dream State back on its shelf. It was early evening, and most of the nobles would have only just risen for the day. Vampires preferred the evening, finding the sunlight to be rather uncomfortable. And despite the large human population in Valnar, time moved according to the vampires’ schedule. I was confident I wouldn’t be disturbed. My fingertips warmed as magic spilled out of me, bringing my tools to life to begin their work.

I strolled between the bookcases, in step behind the broom as it scratched rhythmically against the carpeted floor. The library was organized, of course, but by whose system I couldn’t tell. The shelves were not labeled, so I would have to sort through the tomes one by one until I found anything more useful about dream magic. 

What little light had been seeping through the windows was lost by the time I arrived at the opposite end of the library. I had unearthed a manuscript on oneironautics and was lost in its convoluted prose, the text brimming with words I had never seen before. Unfortunately, though, I feared that dreaming lucidly and being an active participant in my nightmares might do more harm than good. 

I sighed dejectedly, tucking a lock of chestnut hair behind my ear as I rounded the corner, reading as I walked. Nine chimes of the bell tower in central Valnar signaled that the day shift was nearing its end. Mrs. Cathers would expect us to report to the kitchens before long.

A cool pulse of surprise washed over me, wrenching me from my reading, and my head snapped up, my book and broom shattering the silence as they clattered to the floor.

A man with black hair lounged in an armchair by the hearth, a weathered tome lying open between his palms. His face was strikingly handsome, with a straight nose and sharp jaw that could have been sculpted from marble. He carried an air about him that was reserved for only the wealthiest and most powerful of Valen. A ruby was nestled into the silver band on his index finger, the gem so large that I could spot it from where I stood. It glowed in the warm light of the fire. Unlike his eyes, which were depthless and black as obsidian. 

Shock rattled through me as I realized I had seen his face before. I had caught mere glimpses of him in person on the rare days that he rose before sunset, but I was intimately familiar with his likeness as it was captured in a massive oil portrait in the great hall. I had spent countless hours on my knees beneath its gaze, scrubbing the floor with linseed oil until my muscles ached. And I’d known his name since I was a child in the Outlands.

King Mordric, First Son of King Norrix and Queen Sybil, Ruler of the Realm and Head of the Hellebore Bloodline, among other titles.

His lips parted as if to speak, revealing the sharp tips of his fangs. I instinctively sucked in a breath, the snap of fear I felt a vestige of a time long past when vampires fed on humans for sustenance. And in fairness, they looked fairly lethal up close. Cursing myself silently for my carelessness, I dropped into a low curtsy. The thrum of my pulse was all I heard as I stared at the carpet. Witchcraft was not forbidden in Valen, but I’d learned long ago not to draw attention to myself.

The creak of the armchair was my only warning as he rose. I flinched, holding my breath. But there was only silence.

When I finally lifted my chin, I was alone. 
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Niamh glanced up as I entered our shared bedchamber, her fingers weaving through the bouquet of black curls that framed her face. “Are you alright?” she asked.


I nodded, the bitter tang of iron on my tongue. I yanked open the top drawer of my rickety nightstand and tucked the book on oneironautics carefully inside. I hadn’t meant to keep it, but so hurried was my flight from the library that I’d forgotten about it completely. “I’m fine,” I replied, disturbing the rushes that stuffed my mattress as I collapsed onto the bed.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said. “Nathalie swears there’s one haunting the western staircase.” 

I scoffed. “She said the same thing about the broom closet on the third floor, but I’m fairly certain she just overheard two of the footmen enjoying an afternoon tryst.”

She giggled. “Probably. So, what are you doing back here so early?”

I avoided her gaze, my eyes tracing the fissures in the stone above my head. Until today, Niamh had been the only person in Valnar who knew my secret. Vampires were notoriously finicky, and I’d been caught using magic instead of doing my duties like an obedient servant. And by the godsdamn King. I’d read that his forefathers had thrown folk in the dungeons for less. What would he do to me?

“I could ask you the same question,” I said, the tone of my voice a touch higher than normal. “I thought you were cleaning the royal apartments today.”

She shrugged. “I only need a couple hours to do the King’s suite. I feel like lately I’m never assigned to anything else.”

Sitting up, I shot her a wry look, certain that Maxence had more than a little to do with it.

She rose, smoothing her apron over her waist. “Shall we?” she asked.

We padded out of the room, our footsteps echoing against the uneven flagstones as we made our way to the servants’ kitchen. It was simple and utilitarian, unlike the one above our heads where the Master Chef crafted extravagant feasts for the King and his guests. Sometimes, especially on holidays, we might be lucky enough to get their scraps. 

The rest of the staff had already arrived for supper, squeezing onto benches at the long, honey-hued tables to take their meal and socialize after yet another long day. I spotted a lone scullery maid absentmindedly stoking the fire beneath a pewter cauldron. The kitchen staff had been working around the clock to prepare for the solstice, and the scent of spiced meats and candied fruits hung in the air even here. 

Sliding onto a bench beside Niamh, I eyed the steaming platter of sausages and potatoes warily, my stomach twisting into a knot. Standing at the head of the table, Mrs. Cathers reluctantly shuffled aside to allow Maxence through. Her irritation hung in the air around her like a dark cloud. 

“His Majesty’s guests will be arriving from the distant reaches of the kingdom over the next few days,” said Maxence, “and so I’ll take this opportunity to remind you of the importance of decorum.” 

I flinched.

“Absolutely no tomfoolery or impropriety will be tolerated, is that understood?”

“A good servant is an invisible one,” barked the housekeeper in support. “If I hear any whispers of trouble, from any of you, you’ll find yourself back on the streets before you can beg me to stay.”

“Er, yes,” said Maxence. “Thank you, Mrs. Cathers.”

Maxence’s voice faded to nothing as I recalled the look on the King’s face. He’d been shocked at the sight of me, of that much I was certain. It had pulsated off of him like a blast of cool air. I wondered how long he’d watched me parading around with my enchanted tools, completely oblivious to his presence.

I cursed my poor fortune. Why couldn’t I have stumbled into the path of the only nearsighted vampire in the world? Or, better yet, someone with little to no importance at court. A lowly lord’s youngest son, or something. Gods, what was he going to do to me?

“Finn, you’re on errand duty. Everyone else, please continue with your meal.”

I stared blankly up at Maxence as the hubbub of chatter restarted around the table. 

“Did you hear me?” he asked, moving over to where Niamh and I sat.

“Yes.”

“Don’t dawdle.” He waved a list in front of my nose. 

I plucked the parchment out of the air. “You’re not seneschal yet, Maxence.”

He sneered, dropping a bulging purse with a clunk onto the table. “Even as his apprentice, I have more authority than you, chambermaid.”

Niamh fixed him in an uncharacteristically steely glare. “Seneschal is supposed to be an honorable post, you know. You wouldn’t want to disappoint your master, would you?”

He frowned. “Since when were you girls so assertive?”

My friend laughed, her cheeks practically glowing. “Since we learned it was the best way to shut you up.”

I scanned the scribbled list. 

Cutler’s resin

Henbane and hemlock salve

Coriander tincture

Brummings’ silver polish

Tallow candles (special order) 

These items would take me all over the city. “This is all for the solstice?” I asked. 

“Most of it,” he replied. “There have been a few interruptions to our usual deliveries, and some are for the seneschal’s personal supplies.”

“Silver polish, eh?” Niamh crooned, peering over my shoulder. “I guess you’ll be seeing Ewan tonight.”

Maxence cocked an eyebrow. “The blacksmith’s apprentice?”

I pinched Niamh in the arm. “There’s nothing between Ewan and me apart from friendship,” I lied. “As I’ve told you a hundred times.”

I had met Ewan Galwain nearly three years ago while running errands for the seneschal like I would have to do today. He was friendly and good-looking, with warm brown eyes and muscles chiseled from working long days over the forge.

At first, our conversation was little more than a distraction to keep me from having to rush back to the castle. Eventually, though, he became another kind of distraction. Ewan didn’t seem interested in having a wife—nor I, a husband—so our arrangement worked well enough for now. 

Niamh giggled. “You might have no interest in Ewan, but you should. Have you seen his arms?”

I suppressed a snort as Maxence’s muscles went taut. He had a hard road ahead of him if he was trying to compete with a blacksmith’s apprentice. 

“Don’t spend too much time drooling over him,” he said. “I hear there’s trouble in the city.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, curious.

“Well,” he whispered, leaning in, “a girl’s gone missing.”

Niamh gasped so loudly that the scullery maids at the other end of the kitchen squealed. I shushed my friend as she leaned toward Maxence, her voice low. “Vampires?”

I glanced sideways at her. Niamh was born and raised in Valnar, where over half of the population was vampire. Her mother even lived above a baker’s shop run by a human and his vampire wife, who was friendly enough. In the castle, though, we were surrounded by the most powerful of their kind. They were beautiful and impossibly wealthy. I often found it difficult not to lose my nerve when we crossed paths.

Maxence shrugged. “No evidence either way, I don’t think. She was taken from the Trade District and everything they’ve found points to murder. They’re warning young ladies to be careful while out alone until they catch whoever did it.”

“If you’re so concerned, why are you still sending girls into the city to run your master’s errands?” I asked dryly.

He shrugged. “Someone has to do it.”

“Well, I haven’t heard anything about any missing girl, and there haven’t been vampire attacks against humans in the capital for centuries,” I said. “Unless you count tavern brawls.”

Niamh paled. “That we know of.”

“Just be sure to watch your neck,” said Maxence, grinning.

“Why would you say that?” she squealed.

I rolled my eyes as he chuckled. “Come on,” he said. “Vampires don’t just walk around attacking humans at random, even the starving ones.”

My gaze flicked between the two of them. Niamh shot him an icy look, crossing her arms over her chest. “That’s not funny,” she insisted, her lips pouting.

“He’s just pulling your leg, Niamh,” I said.

“I know that,” she insisted, her tone decidedly unconvincing. 

“Don’t worry about me, okay? I’ll stick to the high streets,” I assured her, rising.

She glanced up at me with wide eyes, her teeth clamping down on her bottom lip. I patted her on the shoulder, tucking Maxence’s list into my pocket. “Wait!” she cried, jumping to her feet. “I’ll join you. I’ve been meaning to see the seamstress and Mama, anyway. I’m sure she’d love to have you over for dinner.”

I caught the brief pall of disappointment that flickered across Maxence’s features, the realization dawning on me that I had likely foiled his plot to get Niamh to himself for a few hours. 

“I would be grateful for your company,” I said to her, smiling. “If only to prove to you that there’s nothing to be worried about.” I leaned toward her as we headed for our quarters, whispering in her ear, “Besides, if there really is a killer on the loose, I’d hate to see him come up against a fearsome witch such as I.” She beamed back at me.

“Will you animate a broom and sweep him to death?” she whispered, sending us both into fits of laughter. 

From the bridge that connected the castle to the city proper we could see the entire capital. Every new moon, it would be crowded with a queue of citizens from the far reaches of Valen, all waiting patiently for an audience with the King himself. 

Some would pass the entire evening here just for the opportunity to beseech King Mordric for his aid. Depending on the question at hand, he might pledge funds from the royal coffers, or the strength of his military in response to their pleas. Other times, he would make a final ruling on matters of the law. It took great courage, I mused, to air your most desperate grievances to the King and his council.

The scent of snow hung in the air. Felmas, God of Winter, had truly settled into his reign. The Tirlif River flowed beneath the bridge, snaking its way from here to the city’s eastern border, and then on into the Great Sea. I avoided the city’s bustling port as often as I could. Merchants moored their ships there, their captains prepared to ferry Valnar’s goods to far-off lands, and the damp smell of freshly caught trout was enough to wrinkle your nose, not to mention that the docks ran rife with unruly sailors who hadn’t stepped foot on land for months. 

Niamh and I hurried past the grandiose homes of Valnar’s nobility, which were nestled into the foot of the hill upon which the castle sat. They would leave Valnar after the summer solstice, retreating to their country estates until the social season started up again in midwinter. For now, their gilded carriages racketed violently past us as their drivers urged their horses to pick up the pace. 

A tangled network of alleyways led to the outskirts of the city, where the poorer folk packed themselves into humble houses thatched in straw. They weren’t much, but even the poorest of Valnar lived in better conditions than most of the folk I had known in Wealdstone. 

When I first arrived in Valnar, it had taken some time for me to become accustomed to the bustling city. My home was sleepy and quiet. I had known everyone, and they had known me, although not as well as they thought. Valnar, on the other hand, was brimming with life. It was noisy and colorful, if a bit dirty, I thought as I sidestepped a muddy puddle brimming with gods knew what. 

In the central square, merchants of all kinds plied their goods. We squeezed past a cart stacked high with spidery yellow wintersweet, the air ripe with their lemony scent. Children laughed as they kicked around a leather ball while their mother haggled with a merchant over the price of turnips. 

In the heart of the city stood a stone tower where it was said that the very first King of Valen had proclaimed an end to the civil war that preceded the kingdom’s founding. The realm had long been at peace, barring some minor skirmishes, and the tower now held a massive brass bell that kept time for the capital’s citizens. 

We ducked into the apothecary first. The place smelled of vinegar—I imagined due to some kind of concoction fermenting in the back room. Elixirs, potions, and salves glistened on the pinewood shelves. The apothecary kept the most valuable items behind the counter, away from sticky-fingered patrons. He held out his wrinkled hand for my list as I approached the counter, recognizing me as palace staff from my previous visits. His thick eyebrows furrowed as he deciphered the seneschal’s scribbles before turning to pluck the wares off of his shelves.

I tapped my fingers against the counter as we waited, then swept the items into my satchel the moment he set them down, fishing a handful of silver coins from my purse and placing them with a clink on the counter. The apothecary nodded in approval as he gathered them into his hands. We stopped next at the chandlery, where six tallow candles in the shape of wyverns were wrapped in paper and stuffed into my bag. The shopkeeper seemed eager to close up, mumbling something about an incoming storm despite the clear skies above us. It was growing late, though, and we would have to hurry if we wanted to finish our errands before the shops closed. 

At the blacksmith, I bumped—quite literally—into Ewan as I rushed into the workshop. “Sorry,” I said, stepping back. His skin glistened with a sheen of sweat, the shop warm with heat from the massive forge in its center. Soot was sprinkled across his nose like freckles. 

Niamh hovered gleefully by the door. She was out of earshot, thankfully.

“I didn’t realize you would be paying me a visit today,” Ewan said, winking. He spoke in a brogue typical of the Lakes Region to the east that had softened after years of living in the capital. He had traveled quite a distance to get here, but then again, perhaps not too far for an opportunity to work below one of the best blacksmiths in Valen. “Especially not so forcefully.”

“I didn’t realize you’d returned to the city,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“Just got back a few days ago. Brummings sent me halfway to the Sunken Coast for a delivery,” he explained, heat radiating off of him that had nothing to do with the forge. “You know, I might be able to convince him to give me a few minutes off.”

My mood soured at his invitation. “I’m actually here on business,” I said flatly. “So I’m afraid I don’t have a few minutes.” I held the list out to him. “The seneschal sent me for some things.”

“Understood,” he said, either unperturbed or unaware of the annoyance in my tone. He rummaged through the shelves behind him, selecting a round tin. My eyes drifted to the upstairs room where we often squirreled ourselves away. No, I thought forcefully. No time.

“Master Brummings’s special formula,” he said, handing it to me. “They’ve got you scouring the soldiers’ armor now?”

“We’re preparing for the Solstice up at the palace,” I explained. “These items are for the seneschal. Besides, the soldiers don’t wear silver.”

He grinned. “That Mackey boy is putting your nose to the anvil, eh?”

“Maxence,” I corrected. 

He shrugged. “I’ve seen about a dozen of those frilly carriages flying past the window today. They’ll take someone’s eye out if they’re not careful.”

“I know what you mean,” I replied. “We nearly had our toes run over on the walk down here.”

“Shame, that,” he said, desire seeping out of his pores like honey. “I’m guessing you’ll be too busy to visit again for some time.” 

I nodded. “Maybe the week after next.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

I dropped the coin into his outstretched hand, our fingers brushing. “Have a good evening,” I said.

“Wait!” he called as I turned to leave. “You forgot something.”

My brows knit together as he held something out to me. It looked like some kind of dagger, sheathed in leather. Its hilt was engraved with the tail end of a serpent. “What is it?” I asked. 

“A fine blade, if I do say so myself,” he replied. “Ordered special by the Lord Seneschal.”

“That wasn’t on the list,” I pointed out. 

He grinned. “I know, but I was hoping you might deliver it for me. As a favor? I promise the Lord Seneschal knows it’s coming.”

“Fine,” I sighed, slipping it reluctantly into my satchel. 

Ewan beamed at me. “I owe you one.”

Niamh threaded her arm through mine as we exited the shop. “So, what did you talk about?” she asked excitedly.

I groaned. “I was just buying what I was supposed to. How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not interested?”

She shot me a disbelieving glance. “If you’re not interested, then why are your cheeks so red?”

“Perhaps because I was embarrassed that my friend was staring at us from the door, grinning like some kind of deranged gargoyle,” I said sardonically. “Why don’t you stop trying to fix me up and instead focus on the seneschal’s apprentice who’s been trailing me like a lost puppy asking about you? If you don’t call him off soon, I might have to turn one or both of you into a toad.”

I grinned as her jaw snapped shut, although she was fully aware that that threat was beyond my power. Arm-in-arm, we turned onto the main street of the Garment District. 

“He’s not bad looking,” she said.

I glanced sideways at her. “Who? Maxence?”

She nodded. “Good position, too.”

I supposed she wasn’t wrong on either count. Tall, if a bit stringy, Maxence had the dark hair and delicate features characteristic of Valen’s southern region. They might make a handsome couple, should it come to that. Still, I found it hard to believe that she might be entertaining that particular thought. “You’re not serious, right?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Maybe I am.”

“Well you’d better sort out what you’re going to do about it soon,” I replied. “He’s getting on my nerves.”

A pair of young ladies bustled past, nearly clipping me on the shoulder. A sticky sensation washed over me, one I recognized as fear. They didn’t look to be in immediate danger, but from the way they clung to each other one might think that there was someone on their tail waiting to snatch them.

“—vanished like that,” said the taller of the two in a low voice. She snapped her fingers together.

Her companion squealed. “In the middle of the Trade District? You don’t think—”

“Not here,” whispered the other. “Papa said to come straight home.”

A chill crept down my spine as they disappeared down the street. But when I turned to Niamh, her eyes were trained on a different horror.

“Oh no,” she gasped. The seamstress had just closed up shop, tugging the heavy wooden door closed before she slid the lock into place. “She never closes this early.” 

I scanned the street. Normally bustling with activity, it appeared that most of the merchants and their patrons had already headed home. I flicked my forefinger and the latch clicked open. Niamh beamed at me, darting through the door as it swung inward.

The seamstress’s face appeared from behind her desk, her half-moon spectacles sliding down her nose. “What in Letlas’s name? I could’ve sworn that I locked that door,” she huffed. She regarded us warily. “What is it then?”

I dawdled by the door as Niamh chatted to her nervously about the fabrics, watching the older woman’s gaze soften as my friend prattled on. Exchanging ideas, the seamstress laid out several bolts of fabric: a colorful array of rosy-pink and orange hues, like a sunset. Niamh’s mother was once a seamstress but had fallen ill some years ago and lost her shop. She was eager to follow in her footsteps and had only taken a job at the palace in order to earn enough to buy back the shop someday. She could earn more as a maid there than anywhere else in the city. She often marveled at the finery of the courtiers, mumbling about thread counts, quilting, and embroidery as they passed us in the corridors. Of course, it all sailed over my head. 

My eyes widened at the fabrics she was discussing with the seamstress. They were heavy, and clearly of high quality, even I could tell. Niamh must have been prepared to spend a fortune. Weighing them in her hands, she nodded once and retrieved a handful of coins and gave them to the woman. She folded the striking orange bolt over her shoulder and thanked the seamstress before we ducked into the street once again.

We took our time meandering through the streets, the chill nipping at my nose, and as we headed toward the city outskirts, I humored Niamh as she launched into a detailed analysis of the fabrics she had sampled and bought for a new design. 

I stopped at a street vendor’s cart, where charred meat rotated on a spit, its fat spitting in the heat. I inhaled, its smokiness cut by the faintest trace of caramelized honey. “Let’s grab some for dinner,” I said to Niamh. The vendor carved off a sizable cut and wrapped it in brown paper.

“Thanks, Finn,” she said softly. Niamh’s mother, Adele, invited us to dinner often, but could rarely afford meat, so we did what we could to supplement her meals. 

“You girls better head on home,” said the vendor. “The streets aren’t safe at the moment.”

I stared at him as Maxence’s warning rang in my ears. Niamh shifted from one foot to the other beside me, tugging at my sleeve. The prickling sensation from earlier grew again, her unease mingling with my own.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered into my ear.

I thanked the vendor, slipping a copper coin into his purse before we continued hastily on our way.
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Adele Vertise pulled us each into a tight hug as we entered her home on the outskirts of town, a humble room perched above a baker’s shop. I inhaled the earthy aroma of the willow bark salve she used to soothe the aching joints in her hands. She could have been Niamh’s sister rather than mother, the warm brown tone of her skin and her still-dark curly hair identical to her daughter’s.

The only hints of her age were the fine lines that creased the skin around her eyes and mouth, which Gran would say were a sign Adele had lived a full and rich life. Granted, that was also Gran’s reasoning for being, in her words, “as wrinkled as a prune that had been left out in the midday sun”.

Adele’s home was pleasantly cluttered with pots and pans and unfinished designs hanging from dusty mannequins. 

I pulled the package from my satchel, gently forcing it into her hands.

“Oh Finn, you shouldn’t—” she began.

I waved Adele off before she had the chance to scold me for buying meat on her behalf. “I’ll remind you that it’s considered impolite in the Outlands to not bring your host a gift.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, nor was it the full truth, but it was necessary. Adele was too proud for her own good.

“Let me do that, Mama,” said Niamh, reaching for the package.

“Not in my house, you don’t,” her mother insisted, wrapping her fingers as tightly as she could around it. Niamh threw up her hands.

“Now, sit down and pour yourselves some brandy from the cupboard before you freeze to death,” said Adele, before setting about plating our dinner. Niamh rolled her eyes once her mother’s back was turned, but obeyed.

Adele had prepared haricots and cabbage sautéed in butter for us, a mouthwatering bed for the roast pork. Sitting around a small round table, I tucked the meat between my lips, licking molten honey off my fingertips as discreetly as I could, as Adele questioned her daughter about life at the palace. Then she turned to me. 

“Tell me, Finn. How is Mrs. Cathers treating you these days?”

“Just fine, thank you,” I replied, emptying my brandy.

Niamh shot me a disbelieving glance.

“You be sure to tell her she’ll have to answer to me if that changes,” said Adele, patting my hand. She had always treated me like family, for which I would be forever grateful.

I gathered our plates, giving them a quick scrub in the washbasin over Adele’s repeated assertions that there was no need, she would take care of the cleaning later. It was the least I could do.

“It’s my pleasure,” I assured her, smoothing frothy water over the plate’s wooden surface.

“And you, dear?” Adele asked her daughter. “Seeing more of the apprentice these days?”

I disguised my giggle with a cough.

“I should be going,” I announced, drying my hands on a rag. I was already on exceedingly thin ice and I knew I should return to Maxence with his master’s items before the hour grew too late.

Niamh sidled up to me. “Are you sure you’re alright walking home alone? Remember what that vendor said.”

I nodded. Adele slept on a tiny cot in the corner of the room, which Niamh squeezed into on the rare occasions that she stayed the night, and I would prefer the scratchy bed in my own quarters to an evening on the cold floor. 

I squeezed Niamh’s hand. “The Trade District is on the opposite end of the city. I’ll be fine.”

“Alright,” she conceded reluctantly. “See you tomorrow, then.” 

My footsteps echoed on the cobblestones as I made my way back to the castle. The vendor’s warning echoed in my mind and I pulled my cloak tightly around myself, keeping my head down. My fingers flexed in my pockets. I wasn’t helpless, I reminded myself. Far from it, in fact.

There was a reason that I rarely used magic for anything beyond speeding up my daily chores. My power was manageable—dull, even, in short bursts. But it was also dangerous. An image roared to life in my mind, one of bright blue flames that lapped at my boots.

My toe snagged on a loose cobblestone, sending me tumbling forward. I swore as I righted myself, glancing upward. Distracted by my thoughts, I had unwittingly wound my way through the city’s labyrinthine network of alleyways. I shivered, my breath unfurling in a cloud of steam. I often traveled through this area when I was in a hurry, but not this late, and not when I was alone. 

Vanished like that.

I could practically hear the snap of the girl’s fingers. A shiver ran down my spine. 

I scanned the path ahead. My power pulsed at my fingertips, reminding me that I wasn’t completely defenseless, should it come to that. 

I flinched at the pitter-patter of a street rat scurrying past my feet, dropping with a plunk into the sewer beside me. Steeling myself, I let my magic pool in my palms, blossoming into a ball of light that hovered just ahead of me. It cast a gentle glow across the cobblestones.

I jumped as a shadow flitted down the alley. The light I’d cast faded as I retreated through the puddled pathway, careful not to make any noise. My gut urged me to run, but before I had the chance, I came up against something solid. 

I whirled around and came face to face with a cloaked figure. My satchel hit the ground with a thud and flew open, the items I had collected from across the city rattling across the cobblestones. My breath caught in my throat as our gazes collided. 

“Ewan,” I said, clapping a hand to my brow. Relief flooded through me as I recognized the blacksmith’s apprentice, his sandy hair hidden by the cowl of his cloak. “You frightened me.”

I stooped to collect my wares, gently sweeping the bottles into my satchel. “I can only imagine the look on Maxence’s face if I let any of his master’s items spoil,” I said, my nerves bubbling into a laugh as my fingers brushed the hilt of the dagger. Remarkably, it had stayed put. I held the glass vial of coriander tincture up to the feeble light, inspecting it for cracks. Satisfied that nothing had been disastrously ruined, I straightened, tucking the vial into my satchel beside the rest of my items and looping the strap over my head. 

“I am glad it’s you though. After what I’ve been hearing all day I did give myself a bit of a fright.” I looked up at Ewan who hadn’t yet said anything. His expression was blank, his eyes glassy, missing the usual gleam and cheeky edge. When I narrowed my eyes, I could discern a dark tinge in the air around him, as if he were shrouded by a storm cloud. My gaze slipped to a cut on his cheek that hadn’t been there when I’d last seen him only a few hours ago. And his skin now had a greenish pallor to it, as if he were fighting off an infection. The fine hairs on my arms stood on end. “Ewan? What happened to you?” I whispered, taking in the dark stains on his cloak. “Are you hurt?”

The prickle of foreboding was growing again, its roots digging uncomfortably into my chest. By now, all the relief that had flooded me when I first recognized him had faded into a pile of ash. I practically jumped out of my skin when he finally stirred, slipping a hand between the folds of his cloak.

“Ewan?” I repeated. “Are you alright?”

He withdrew his hand, his fingers curled around a small, pointed blade that I recognized from the shop. An awl that he used to punch holes in leather. He could jab it through with such ease that it might as well be a knife through warm butter.

I watched, frozen to the spot as he raised the blade in his fist. All of my instincts screamed at me to run.

This time I obeyed.

Spinning on my heel, I took off, fleeing from him like a doe from a ravenous wolf. My boots echoed unevenly against the cobblestones as I hurtled into the connecting alley, sprinting as fast as my legs could carry me in the direction of the castle. The staccato of heavy footsteps behind me warned me that he was on my heels. When I glanced over my shoulder, I regretted it instantly. 

Ewan’s movements jolted violently as if he were a marionette dangling from a string, and his hand was still raised, the blade aimed at me. I splashed through a puddle and snapped my head forward, but he was faster. His fingers curled around the tail of my cloak, hauling me backward. I hit the ground like a sack of grain, my skull smacking against the cobblestones so hard that the impact echoed through the alley. I wheezed, struggling to sit up. 

Ewan leered over me, his weapon outstretched. 

“Help!” I screamed into the empty alley.

No one answered.

I scrambled backward, desperately trying to put as much distance between us as I could. “Ewan,” I pleaded as he advanced, “stop.” 

For the briefest of moments, his eyes flickered and his grip on the blade slackened. 

Then he lunged, slicing the blade through the air in an arc. I rolled away, avoiding him narrowly. I aimed my foot wildly into the space above me, and a grunt escaped him as it landed squarely in his stomach. He careened backward.

My power surged through me then, erupting in a burst of air that shoved Ewan down onto the ground with unseen hands. He climbed unsteadily to his feet, staggering forward with his arms outstretched. My vision blurred as he grabbed a fistful of my hair, his hot, wet breath putrid in my face.

But I refused to die today. 

I fought him like a fox caught in a trap, clawing and kicking at anything I could get my hands on. My ears rang as he slapped me across the face, stunning me. Taking advantage of the split second that I stopped struggling, he lunged again, this time aiming for my heart. 

But the blow didn’t land. Instead, a sickening squelch echoed through the alley … shortly before I was splattered with warm blood.
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My stomach heaved as I found myself eye to eye with a hand clutching what I could only imagine were the remains of Ewan’s throat. My gaze flicked to Ewan, finding his eyes glazed over. He gurgled, releasing a further spray of blood and spittle into my face just before his body slumped, sinew snapping as he hit the ground beside me. 

The coppery scent of death was nearly suffocating as blood seeped out of the lifeless body and onto the cobblestones. Shock paralyzed me, leaving me unable to even scream. A voice sounded above my head, its words barely discernible over the deafening pulse in my ears. “Are you hurt?”

I raised my chin slowly, choking down bile. Above me stood another hooded figure. He uncurled his fingers, letting the remains of Ewan’s throat fall to the ground. I watched, voiceless, as he plucked a handkerchief from his lapel to mop blood and sinew from his ivory skin. The figure was tall and muscular, with jet-black hair that fell like a waterfall over his broad shoulders. My eyes traced the sharp lines of his cheekbones to eyes that glittered like freshly mined obsidian.

“I know you,” I croaked.

“Are you hurt?” he repeated.

He let the once-white cloth fall as he stooped, his hood pulling away from his angular face. If I had any sense at all, I would’ve cast my eyes downward like an obedient servant.

And yet, I couldn’t look away.

“You have nothing to fear,” he said gently, as if he hadn’t held nearly a quarter of Ewan’s spine in his grasp a few moments ago. “What is your name?”

It took all my effort to speak, like my tongue had been locked away behind my teeth and the key thrown away. “Finwal,” I whispered. “Finn.”

“Do you remember what happened tonight, Finn?” he asked. The rich timbre of his voice was remarkably soothing.

My eyes drifted to the carnage at our feet. I wouldn’t forget this in a hurry. “He came out of nowhere,” was all I could manage. I inhaled sharply as my rescuer’s cold fingers swept under my chin, dragging my gaze back to him. It was as if he held a block of ice in his palm, and the cold seeped into my skin with his touch. His eyes were impossibly dark, like the pools at the bottom of a cave. 

“Do you know this man?” the vampire asked.

“I know him.” I paused, glancing with a shudder at the corpse that lay before me. “I knew him.” 

“Who was he?” he pressed. Who was he? He was Ewan. A sweet boy from the Lakes Region who made me laugh. A man with whom I had lain but refused to let into my heart. A friend, more than anything.

“His name is Ewan,” I said finally. “He’s Caleb Brummings’s apprentice.”

“The blacksmith?”

I nodded wordlessly.

“Did he say anything to you?” he continued. “Before he attacked?”

“I don’t think so,” I whispered. 

“Come,” he said, offering his hand. “Allow me to escort you home.”

I stared at his offered hand. Fortunately, it was not the one that had torn out a man’s throat mere minutes ago, and so I relented, gingerly placing my fingers in his palm. As he pulled me to my feet, I staggered sideways, my vision swimming. The vampire caught me in his arms before my knees could buckle. My skull throbbed, the pain emanating from where I’d hit it when Ewan threw me to the ground.

“I should take you to the Court Physician,” he said, his tone laced with urgency.

I glanced sideways at him, narrowing my eyes until there was only one of him. A faint line creased his smooth brow. I could hardly picture the look on the faces of Maxence or Mrs. Cathers if word got back to them that this vampire had wasted his time taking me to the King’s healer. I straightened as much as I could, but his grip was firm. He pulled me closer, the corners of his lips curling upwards.

“I’m fine,” I protested weakly. “I can walk.”

“You clearly can’t. Let me help you,” he replied.

I yielded, leaning against him. The dizziness stoppered any further protests as he swept my legs out from under me. My cheek flush against the folds of his cloak, I inhaled the scent of fresh ink. His heart beat steadily beneath my ear. We moved swiftly through the streets, the cold air stinging my eyes. Too swiftly, I thought as my surroundings blurred. I choked down a wave of nausea.

The vampire cupped my cheek in his hand, his black eyes flashing. “Stay with me, Finn.”

My head lolled backward and the stars above blurred like fireflies streaking across the night sky. 

The King’s face was the last thing I saw before the darkness pulled me under.
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When King Mordric slowed to a stop, his footsteps beating against stone, I blinked my eyes open with great effort to find myself at the threshold of the palace. A gasp escaped me as I heard the belltower toll two in the morning. Crossing the entire city in so little time should have been impossible. 

The King stared down at me intently. His cold fingers were still flush against my cheek and a shiver coursed through me as our eyes met.

I had never entered Valnar Castle through the main gate. It sat under a pointed arch, the doors made of polished mahogany with burnished brass rings for handles. The arch was wrought of iron and rigged to drop bars into place to barricade the door in case of attack. Two guards were stationed there in shiny steel armor. They bore a crest on their breastplates in the shape of Valnar Castle. 

We breezed past them, the King carrying me down an empty corridor and coming to a stop before another arched door. He set me gingerly on my feet with one arm wrapped firmly around my waist, and rapped his knuckles against the wood. “Dr. Murrows,” he barked.

Hurried footsteps sounded just before the door swung open, revealing a small man with bushy gray eyebrows. He blinked up at us through a pair of round spectacles that nearly hung off the edge of his nose. He expressed no surprise at the sight of the vampire towering above him or me, balanced precariously as I was on unsteady legs.

“She’s injured,” said the King. “Attacked in the city.”

The physician raised his bushy eyebrows. “On the table,” he ordered. 

I dropped my satchel unceremoniously to the floor as he waved us in, the King leading me to the middle of the room. “I think she hit her head,” he added. I avoided his gaze as helped me onto the simple wooden table, his hands grasping me by the waist.

“Did you lose consciousness?” asked the physician.

“Yes,” answered the King before I had the chance. Heat seared my cheeks.

Dr. Murrows nodded knowingly. The King lingered over me, watching the physician with narrowed eyes as he ran his hands over my tender skull. My ears rang as I awaited his assessment. I exhaled sharply as he prodded the spot where I had hit the cobblestones.

“That’s enough,” hissed the vampire, startling me.

“I have successfully served the court for forty years, Your Majesty, perhaps you might permit me to do my work?” responded the physician, unfazed. 

My eyes flitted to the King. His expression was merciless, tracking the physician’s every move as he further prodded my wound. “There’s some swelling,” Dr. Murrows concluded. He pressed a palm to my brow, frowning. “You’re a bit warm. Are you experiencing any headaches? Dizziness?”

“Only a little,” I replied.

“Fetch me a cold compress from my store in the cellar if you please, Your Majesty.”

The King’s brows knitted together and his gaze flicked to meet mine for a moment before he retreated into the shadows without protest. I paused, holding my breath to hear his footsteps recede as the physician continued to examine me. 

I squeezed my eyes shut, my fingers curling over the edge of the table. What in Letlas’s name had the King of Valen been doing wandering around the city alone? Especially somewhere as unsavory as the alleyways. Perhaps this was a dream. 

Perhaps he didn’t realize that the girl he had rescued off of the streets of Valnar was one of his servants. Or that I was the same servant that he may have seen using magic in the library. I inhaled, my breath shuddering through my lips as if there was a weight on my chest. I should have bowed when I saw him tonight. Or averted my gaze at the very least. Instead, I swooned in his arms. 

Oh gods. I scrubbed a hand down my face, recalling Mrs. Cathers’s warning earlier today. If she found out about any of this, I would be out on the street.

“The compress will be all?” came a voice from the threshold.

My eyes flew open. The King stood squarely beneath the doorframe, his expression unreadable. 

The physician pulled himself to his feet with a groan, wagging his finger at me. “You have a mild concussion. You’ll need to monitor your symptoms and use a cold compress three times daily for no less than a half hour. If the pain worsens, or you experience anything odd, like memory loss, I will see you back here without delay.” 

I repressed a sardonic retort. I certainly wouldn’t mind forgetting the events of this evening.

“And you’ll need rest, too. At least a few days.”

I nodded, although I had no intention of resting. Even if I could afford to miss work, I had no doubt that Mrs. Cathers would delight in forcing me to toil away with a head injury.

“Thank you for your services, doctor,” said the King. “The hour is late now, and I feel I must implore you to retire for the morning.”

The physician turned his back to me, squaring off with the King. “I suppose that is an invitation to leave my own office?”

King Mordric’s smile did not reach his eyes. “It is.”

He bowed, catching my eye as he reached the door. “You need rest,” he warned, closing it in his stead.

I stiffened as the King approached, unsure of what to do.

“I advise you not to ignore him,” he cautioned. He unfurled a thick cloth, one that had been sitting in the cold cellar for some time, I imagined. My grip tightened on the edge of the table as he silently and gently pressed it to my skull. The cold brought some relief, soothing the heated pulse pounding in my head. 

I met his gaze and remembered myself, lowering my eyes once again. I felt exceedingly small in his presence. When he spoke, his voice was gentle.

“You can look at me, you know.”

I stiffened. According to Mrs. Cathers, I could not look the King of Valen in the eye. But, I supposed, if the King himself was telling me to … I glanced upward to see a smile playing on his lips.

“I imagine that you might have some questions for me,” he said. “As I do for you.” 

My forehead creased in confusion. What could I know that a king did not? “Questions, Your Majesty?”

There was amusement in his voice as he said, “For instance, what business does a king have wandering the streets of Valnar?”

Staring into his depthless eyes, I tried to recall if vampires could read minds. I was fairly certain they could … “Your Majesty is free to spend his time wherever he chooses, of course.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Believe it or not, I’ve been suffering from a terrible amount of stress lately. Something about these dreadfully long council meetings puts me on edge. So I was running an errand for William, my seneschal, to clear my head.”

Now that I could relate to. “Oh?” I said. “I wouldn’t think that the King would run his own errands.” My eyes widened as I realized what I’d said and who I’d said it to. 

He grinned. “I had to practically blackmail my guards to allow me to leave unaccompanied, but this errand was special. I commissioned Caleb Brummings to craft a blade for someone. A gift. I was on my way there when I heard the commotion in the alley.”

“A blade?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

“A dagger, in fact,” he said. “I suppose I’ll have to send my seneschal to retrieve it another day.”

My gaze flicked to the satchel that I had abandoned by the door when we arrived. It was a miracle that it had even made it back with us. “This dagger,” I said. “It didn’t happen to have a serpent’s tail on the hilt, did it?”

His head cocked. “As a matter of fact, it did.”

I gestured to the satchel. “I was sent into Valnar to fetch a number of items for the seneschal. It wasn’t on my list, but Ewan—”

I swallowed, picturing the harrowing look in his eyes as he bore down on me in the alley. I inhaled a shaky breath. “Er, the blacksmith’s apprentice insisted that I take it.”

He stooped, pulling my bag toward him by its strap. Tucking a hand inside, he fished around for a moment before tugging the dagger from its wrappings. “I can’t believe it,” he whispered. 

He loosed the blade from its sheath, holding it up to the firelight. “How extraordinary. I’m even more certain now that it was fate that we met tonight, Miss …?” 

“Erramun,” I finished for him, offering a halfhearted smile.

My
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