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PRAISE FOR VIOLET THISTLEWAITE IS NOT A VILLAIN ANYMORE:

‘An irresistibly delightful cozy fantasy filled with plant magic, love, and second chances! I absolutely loved this warm and wonderful book!’

—Sarah Beth Durst, New York Times bestselling author of The Spellshop

‘I have rarely read a book so charming! Emily Krempholtz has crafted a story sharp and lovely, vile and thoughtful, in a world full of heartwarming contradictions. Violet Thistlewaite might not be a villain anymore, but she’s definitely stolen my heart.’

—Ashley Poston, New York Times bestselling author of Sounds Like Love

‘Violet Thistlewaite Is Not a Villain Anymore is a book to curl up on the couch with … Emily Krempholtz’ debut is lyrical and swoony (Nathaniel the grumpy alchemist is definitely my newest book boyfriend), and a wonderfully hopeful story of second chances that I never wanted to end. Pure magic!’

—Jenna Levine, USA Today bestselling author of My Vampire Plus-One

‘The cozy fantasy romance genre has a new star! Emily Krempholtz’s wonderfully assured debut, Violet Thistlewaite Is Not a Villain Anymore, absolutely charmed me … The book explores friendship and slow-burn romance, as well as offering the bright sprinkling of humour and moments so lovely I had to pause, with a dreamy sigh, to read them again. I predict great things for Krempholtz!’

—India Holton, USA Today bestselling author

‘An enchanting blend of botany and banter, Violet Thistlewaite Is Not a Villain Anymore brews romance, redemption, and a homicidal houseplant into an utterly irresistible potion. The perfect cozy fantasy for anyone who believes in second chances – prepare to fall under its leafy spell!’

—Julie Leong, USA Today bestselling author of The Teller of Small Fortunes

‘Charming, deeply romantic, and kind – Violet Thistlewaite’s journey of redemption is a cozy delight.’

—Stephanie Burgis, author of Wooing the Witch Queen
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even for a second,
about leaving it all behind and starting fresh.

And for Angela, who gave me the nudge I needed.




BE GOOD

Until very recently (eight minutes ago, in fact), the blood spattering the outside of Karina’s brand-new tunic had pulsed inside the heart of the dark sorcerer known as Shadowfade. Brock, the knight she traveled with who did most of the laundry, would be appalled when he saw it. But Karina the Tempest, Protector of the Queen’s Realm of Mereth, chose to think of the stain as a rather dashing and intimidating addition to her look as she strode through the castle grounds, blade in hand.

Karina searched for movement atop the black stone battlements that stood watch like hulking sentinels over the expansive gardens. The carefully groomed paths flanked by topiaries and flower beds were full of poisonous blooms, no doubt, but greener and more cheerful than she would have expected from a villain like Shadowfade.

None of this was as she expected. With as fearsome a reputation as Guy Shadowfade had amassed, vanquishing him should have been much more of a trial. Her lingering concern whispered that this had been some elaborate trick.

But Karina would have time for those thoughts later. One way or another, the sorcerer was finally defeated and his minions scattered, meaning it was up to Karina and her companions to make sure they could cause no further harm to the Merethi people.

“She went into the hedge maze!” Maggie cried, her long legs a blur as she sprinted in the opposite direction, her staff in hand as she chased another foe—hopefully that dreadful alchemist who had burned through Karina’s favorite pair of boots with his poisons. “Brock and I will take care of the others!”

Karina nodded curtly, her eyes dragging on her partner’s form for only a second longer than necessary before she took off into the hedge maze, sword gripped tightly in her fist. As she navigated the twists and turns of the maze, she kept an eye out for danger. She wouldn’t have put it past Shadowfade to fill his grounds with tricks and traps, but the maze was strangely pleasant, its greenery on full display despite the late-winter season, and its corners staged with cheerful pots of colorful flowers. Like everything else about today, it didn’t meet her expectations, and it only put Karina further on edge.

At the center of the maze, in a wide, round clearing, she found the one they called the Thornwitch.

To look upon the Thornwitch, it was said, was to look your death in the eye as it reached for you with vines that strangled and flowers that poisoned. The Thornwitch had destroyed the crops of an entire county with a single wave of her hand, dooming them to famine. She had torn buildings from their foundations by roiling the roots beneath them and disrupted trade routes by tearing apart roadways and growing impenetrable forests of the poisonous thorny vines for which she’d been named. She could command anything that grew and twist it to her dark purposes.

She was a monster, or so Karina had always heard. Hideous and deformed, some said, though others swore she was a temptress more beautiful than Evry, fearsome goddess of the second moon. When she’d fought her back at the castle, Karina had gotten only an impression of thorns, spiny like the quills of a porcupine, and eyes glowing like fox fire.

But the woman in front of her was sitting serenely on a garden bench like a young lady enjoying afternoon tea, not like an infamous trafficker of cruel poisons and punishments for the sorcerer’s enemies. Gone were the thorns that sprung from her skin like spines and harshened her facial structure. Gone was the unearthly glow from her eyes and the vines that sprouted from her back like wings, slinging clouds of toxic pollen. If not for the iconic purple cloak puddled at her feet, Karina wouldn’t have recognized her at all.

She was young, late twenties if Karina had to guess, and without the thorns that she had been named for, her face was soft and round. Pretty, in a homespun sort of way, with pale, freckled skin, thick brown hair that tumbled over her shoulders like vines reaching for a hold, and honey-tinted eyes beneath soft-angled brows. A white scar, perhaps the length of Karina’s thumb, tracked down her face just to the right of her nose, slightly puckered where it bisected the edge of her lips and tugged one side of her mouth upward in a permanent smirk.

She would have been popular in a tavern, Karina judged, though of course she had nothing on Maggie’s elegant beauty. Still, there was little to liken her to the monster of the stories or the villain she’d seen just minutes ago.

“Hello,” the witch said softly, her voice high and clear.

Karina raised Flamebright, putting the sword between her and the witch, though she was realizing now, too late, that she was surrounded by plants. Here, the Thornwitch could incapacitate her with a twitch of her fingers, which were covered in dirt and curled tight around a long, sharp branch, still filthy with blood from the fight. The Thornwitch followed her gaze and allowed the branch to crumble to dust, leaving dark stains on her fingertips that matched the black silk of her tight clothing.

“Why haven’t you killed me yet?” Karina asked, her voice like brittle steel.

The witch only blinked her long lashes. “Should I have?”

“We’re surrounded by plants.”

“Well, yes. This is my garden, after all.” The witch paused. “Are you here to kill me now?”

Karina hesitated. If anyone had asked her even twenty minutes ago, her answer would have been a resounding yes. “I don’t know. Do you want to die?”

She lowered her gaze. “I don’t deserve to live.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

The Thornwitch’s chin trembled, though she quickly got herself under control. Karina hid her surprise. The witch in the stories felt no fear, only anger and hatred. But stories—she knew well, being one herself—were just stories in the end. Made of equal parts truth and lies, and it was often impossible to be certain which was which.

There was more to the Thornwitch than Karina could fathom, and more still she didn’t understand. She had fled to the hedge maze, but why did she stop here? Why wasn’t she fighting back? Her mind snagged on something the witch had said. Karina looked around at the center of the maze—the ivy-covered bench where the Thornwitch sat beneath a large flowering shrub heavy with pink flowers, the koi pond edged with round, smooth stones, the lush flower beds filled with buttery daffodils and the tall jut of foxgloves. “This is your garden?”

The Thornwitch looked around, fondness shining in her eyes. “Yes.”

Karina remembered the tidy room she’d found in the castle, with a small bed and potted flowers and leafy vines crowded in the doorway to the balcony.

And a lock—on the outside of the door.

“You made all of this.”

The witch did twitch her fingers then, but instead of carnivorous plants or thorny vines, a flower burst from the ground next to Karina. From amidst its splayed, fingerlike leaves sprung several clusters of vibrant purple flowers.

“It’s gorgeous,” Karina murmured, her fingers stretching toward a flower, half afraid it would sprout teeth and sever her fingers.

The witch tossed her head back and laughed. “It’s monkshood. Incredibly toxic.”

Karina snatched her hand back.

“All of this is poison.” The witch gestured at her garden. Bitterness stained her words. “Nightshade. Foxglove. Oleander. Even the ivy—it might look pretty but all it does is destroy.”

“But what else could you do?” A thought bloomed in Karina’s mind, tickling her with the gentle press of a hunch. “With Shadowfade gone, you could create something good.”

“Good is not in the Thornwitch’s nature.” The witch’s words were scornful, but there was curiosity in her brown eyes.

“And the woman behind the Thornwitch?”

She jerked back as though Karina had drawn her sword, her jaw tight. The hero studied the villain whose name was spoken at a whisper throughout the countryside. There was something in her expression, behind that angry, suspicious mask, that looked a lot like wistfulness. Uncertainty. Hope. Karina thought back to the castle, to Shadowfade’s final moments. The words on his lips with his final breaths.

Truth and lies, she thought. Both stand before me, but which is which?

Karina decided. “The Thornwitch dies here today. But you—whoever you are without her—don’t have to. You could do so much better. You could be good.”

The Thornwitch looked confused as Karina sheathed her weapon. The ivy on the bench detached itself to curl gently around the witch’s ankle in what looked like a gesture of comfort.

“Just be good,” Karina told her. “And don’t make me regret this.”




WELCOME TO DRAGON’S REST

Grimy puddles filled the missing cobblestones in the streets of Dragon’s Rest, pockmarks of muck that spoke louder than words of what had become of the town. In the decades since Shadowfade had built his fortress on the craggy peak that towered over the edge of its borders, Dragon’s Rest had gone from a prosperous community to a mountainside ghost town full of closed shutters and chipped paint.

The letter Violet had retrieved from the post office said she could meet her new landlord at Wingspan Green, and the postmaster said she’d know the town’s largest park when she saw it, but despite the directions she’d scrawled on the back of the parchment, Violet was hopelessly lost.

“How does anyone navigate this place?” she wondered aloud, looking up at the darkening sky. Rava and Evry, two of the three moons, had already come to life for the evening, illuminating the hand-painted street signs on the corner. Evry was nearly full, and Violet was glad—she could use some of the goddess’s bold nature now. Dragon’s Rest wasn’t a large town, but its winding, sloping streets curved and twisted like an errant vine creeping up a stone wall, looking for purchase.

“Are you lost, dear?” A tall elf woman with pale skin and a saffron-colored hair wrap approached Violet, her smile kind.

Violet ducked her head behind the potted plant in her arms. There was no reason for anyone in Dragon’s Rest to recognize her, not unless she lost control of her magic, but still, she felt a spike of concern at having to interact with strangers.

No one will recognize you, she convinced herself. Still, Bartleby the pothos, with his broad, heart-shaped leaves, was a good disguise. Sensing her hesitation, the potted plant patted her on the shoulder, his flat leaves either smoothing the wrinkles in her cloak or trying to strangle her. It was often hard to tell with Bartleby. “I’m looking for Wingspan Green?”

The woman pointed back in the direction Violet had just come from. “You just missed the turnoff. Head that way and take a left at the first corner, then keep going straight. You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you,” said Violet, peeking out from behind Bartleby to offer the woman a smile she hoped didn’t look threatening. She was leaving that life behind. She was going to be good now, like Karina the Tempest had told her to.

Sure enough, now that she was headed in the right direction, Wingspan Green was easy to spot from several blocks away. The large, circular park was surrounded by battered storefronts with faded awnings. It was carpeted with green grass and lined with trees, which were just beginning to bud in defiance of these last stubborn days of winter, and the very presence of the greenery made Violet breathe a little easier. Paths meandered through the space, dotted with benches and a few small tables as well as what seemed to be a platform near the center, though it was blocked by a huge rock formation that looked as though it had tumbled down from the mountains sometime in the last thousand years and had since been tucked into bed beneath a blanket of moss.

Bartleby shuddered.

“Oh, shush you,” Violet scolded him.

Before he had been turned into a plant, Bartleby wouldn’t have just argued with her, he’d have towered over her and threatened bodily injury for shushing him like a child. He still managed to find ways to menace Violet on a near-daily basis, but she’d been careful to remove all sharp implements from within reach of his vines before they set off for Dragon’s Rest.

“I think it’s lovely,” she said now, both to herself and to him. “The place has loads of potential.” She stepped onto the grass, wishing she were barefoot so she could feel the soil beneath her toes. No flowers anywhere, but then, without magic like hers, it was too early in the season yet. Cesenne, the goddess of the third moon, whose phases heralded the changing of the seasons, would soon wax anew as spring began, and Violet suspected the park would liven up then. Perhaps once she’d settled and opened her shop, she could add a few flower beds to give it some splashes of color. A pang of longing for her gardens struck her, quickly suppressed by complicated relief for her own freedom.

She would plant a new garden here in Dragon’s Rest and open a shop where she could sell her flowers. Just the thought of surrounding herself with blooms all day made her feel lighter. No one would have to know who she once was or how she’d once used her magic. She bent to stroke the grass and couldn’t resist releasing just a bit of power from the well deep in her core. As easy as exhaling, especially under the moons, her magic spilled into the grass, making it grow tall enough to tickle Violet’s wrist and wrap lovingly around her fingers in the one embrace she’d cherished her whole life. It was hard sometimes, when she did little things like this, to remember that her plant magic was evil at heart, but she’d done enough terrible things as the Thornwitch that she couldn’t deny it.

Your own mother knew the truth about you, whispered a voice in her head nearly as recognizable as her own. She saw the darkness in your magic and she abandoned you for it. You are so lucky I found you, petal. You will always have a home with me.

But now Shadowfade was dead and that home was gone.

If she could keep that dark part of herself locked away, perhaps Violet could call this place home. Yes, it was dingy and a little weather-beaten, but then, so was she. Here, she could finally start over. Maybe she would learn who she could be without Guy Shadowfade. Without the Thornwitch.

The Violet who opened a flower shop in Dragon’s Rest would have no idea what it was like to watch the life leave someone’s eyes. She’d never have heard the wails of an entire village as she sank their homes into a bog that hadn’t existed before she swept into town. Bartleby was simply a fondly named houseplant, not one of her former adversaries who’d spent the last half decade transformed into a potted pothos.

Violet Thistlewaite, she decided, was kind and generous. She came from a loving family with parents who had wanted her, and maybe some siblings who teased her about moving so far away. Nieces and nephews whose faces lit up in delight when Auntie Vi conjured flower crowns for their hair and grew playhouses for them of hardy-yet-thornless bramble. Violet Thistlewaite had no dark side looming behind her like a shadow. She could sleep through the night without waking in a cold sweat from nightmares of her past. She could—

A scream cut the air like one of Guy’s enchanted daggers through her rosebushes.

Violet stood fast enough to make her head whirl, which reminded her she hadn’t eaten yet today. There, just behind the rock formation, was a flash of movement that Violet soon recognized as a woman running.

“Get away from me, you bloody nuisances!” she cried, turning to throw what appeared to be her shoe behind her.

A moment later, a creature rumbled into view. Violet gasped as she took in the blocky granite legs and massive height of the beast. It was two-legged and ungainly, with no visible head and a long tail that appeared to be missing great chunks. The whole thing seemed to be cobbled together from stone. Its rocky body scraped as it moved, and although it wasn’t very quick, it definitely wasn’t the type of creature anyone would want chasing after them.

Be good, the Tempest had challenged her. Violet placed Bartleby carefully on the ground, raised her hands to chest level, and shouted, “Oy!” The woman noticed her then, her eyes widening, and Violet cried, “Duck!”

Unleashing her power was like opening a tap. Magic flooded Violet’s chest and spread eagerly through her veins like roots through soft earth, until even her toes were warm with energy. With a sweep of her hands, Violet pulled tree branches into clawed fingers that reached menacingly for the beast and sprouted vines from the ground, which wrapped tight around its limbs.

Her eyes were glowing, as they always did when she used dark magic, but she reserved a sliver of her attention to making sure her skin didn’t burst with thorns as it did when she was the Thornwitch. She intended to make a home here without anyone knowing who she was, and that meant not letting them see the fearsome face on the wanted posters. Violet focused as the bespelled plants snatched at the creature, breaking it into dozens of pieces that flew across the park and, to her surprise, scrabbled away on legs of their own, making small, croaking noises as they ran.

Rock goblins, Violet realized. She knew groups of them, called slides, could combine to become a much larger creature, but she’d never seen one before. Her magic begged her to follow them, to give chase, to become the predator she had always been. It was a siren call she was well used to heeding, and for a moment, she almost did. But no. Violet coaxed the trees back to their original shapes, closing her eyes and willing their appearance to return to normal as well. She’d almost lost control for a second there, and it couldn’t happen again. No more dark magic, she’d promised herself when she left Shadowfade Castle. She was starting over. She was good now.

It was too bad dark magic was all she knew.

“Quick thinking,” said the woman, panting, as she trotted over to Violet. “That slide is obsessed with me.”

Violet couldn’t tell whether she was joking or not. She settled for a simple “Ah.”

The woman winked at her. “I’m a musician. They like music, I reckon. It’s always been more amusing than anything, but they’re getting out of control lately. Ever since—” The woman looked behind Violet, and a chill strummed her spine as she realized she was referring to the silhouette of Shadowfade Castle, just visible on the crags of the mountain above Dragon’s Rest like a sinister sentinel peering down at them.

Violet felt suddenly embarrassed.

The woman continued. “I’ve never seen anyone get rid of them with quite so much … oomph. That was a hefty bit of magic you just did there.”

“I panicked a little,” Violet admitted with a nervous giggle. She had gotten used to being around power when she was surrounded by Guy and his associates. Shadowfade had collected powerful mages like toys, and Violet had stood out even among them. In a place like Dragon’s Rest, among ordinary folk, she’d have to be careful not to show too much of herself. She didn’t want to draw any questions.

The woman nodded. She was about Violet’s age, maybe a few years older, and tall, with warm brown skin and dark brown eyes. Her long hair wound down her back in an elaborate braid that swung to the rhythm of her steps, and she wore a bright patterned dress with colorful, intricate embroidery on the bodice, and a number of scarves around her waist and neck. Violet’s own clothes were expensive and well-made, but much simpler: wide-legged gray trousers and an oversized men’s shirt, accented with a fur-trimmed cloak of midnight blue.

It had been weeks, but it still thrilled her to wear them—Guy had always insisted she wear tight leathers spelled against damage so she could move easily without being caught or snagged, as well as her recognizable purple cloak, all the better to strike fear into the hearts of her enemies from a distance, long before they were within her range. He had been a showman, but now that he was gone, Violet would be pleased if she never saw the color purple ever again. The looser men’s clothes she’d stolen from the castle before she left for good were overlarge and made her feel like she could disappear in them if she wished. Become truly invisible. Truly free.

“You wouldn’t happen to be Violet Thistlewaite, would you?” the woman asked, and Violet felt that surge of panic rise in her once more, like the woman would be able to smell the dark magic on her.

No one knows your name, she reminded herself. No one here knows the identity of the Thornwitch. She cleared her throat. “Yes. That’s me.”

“I thought as much. It’s not often we get newcomers here.” The woman’s grin lit her whole face as she thrust out a hand for Violet to shake. “I’m Prudence Marsh, your new landlord. Welcome to Dragon’s Rest.”




THE LANDLORD

“You did what?” Nathaniel Marsh pinched the bridge of his nose and mentally recited alchemical laws to stop himself from strangling his twin sister.

“She saved my life,” Pru argued.

“From a slide of rock goblins?” Nathaniel snorted. “Hardly.”

“Excuse you.” Pru huffed like he’d delivered some great offense. “I could have been crushed! To death!”

“The worst they would have done was build a wall around you for a few hours until they got bored.”

“They could have turned me to stone!”

“That’s a myth, Prudence.”

“No, it’s not. A few of them got into Corrin’s glass studio just last week and turned half a dozen vases to stone before she found them! And there’s that table at the Claw & Hoard with the stone leg, that was them too!”

“There has never been proven evidence of a rock goblin having enough power to turn a sentient, living being to stone,” he corrected impatiently.

“But the stories—”

“—are just stories, and you know it.”

She stuck out her tongue at him. “Well, it was getting cold! I didn’t want to be out there for hours.”

This was so like Pru, being magnanimous for the sheer sake of it, despite the fact that she knew quite well the state of their finances. “Be that as it may, it was no excuse to offer her a discount on her rent. We can’t afford to be charitable if we want to keep the shop open.”

“Any rent is more than what we’re making right now,” said Pru, flapping a hand in his face. Nathaniel resisted the urge to swat at her, knowing it would only fan the flame of his sister’s drive to irritate him. “And besides, you should have seen them scatter, Nat. The poor woman’s going to be recovering for days after a display like that. Now she’ll be doing it from the warmth of a bed.”

He rolled his eyes. “She could recover from magic burn just as well from the bed she is renting at the asking price to which she already agreed.”

“Pah!” Pru flapped a hand. “We’re too young for you to be such a curmudgeon already.”

“On the contrary, thirty-one feels an entirely appropriate time to begin the journey to curmudgeonhood.”

“By thirty-five you’ll be a bona fide grump,” she teased, rolling her eyes. “And by forty you’ll be the terror of every child in Dragon’s Rest. Oh, and speaking of terrors, I need you to clear your mess out of half the greenhouse.”

“What?” His attention sharpened. “Why?”

“Well, I mentioned the greenhouse in the lease posting, and that’s why she was interested. She’s opening a flower shop, isn’t that sweet?”

“Prudence,” Nathaniel said slowly. “We are an apothecary.”

She looked around in mock astonishment, her eyes widening at the bundles of herbs hanging from the rafters and carefully measured vials of ingredients lining the shelves. “Is that why we’re surrounded by so many medicinal teas?”

He glared at her. “I use that greenhouse, Pru. We need somewhere to dry herbs and plants.”

“Well, yes, that’s why I only offered her half of it.”

Nathaniel gritted his teeth. He should never have left this to his sister. He knew she couldn’t handle it, that she’d get distracted or miss the point, and clearly he was right. But of course Pru had insisted. She wanted to help. She could contribute, she’d argued, if only he’d let her. And this was what had come of it!

He found himself suddenly very glad he’d decided not to show her the letter he’d received last week from the bank, which even now weighed like a bar of iron in his pocket. He couldn’t imagine what sort of preposterous mess Pru would get them into—under the guise of “helping,” of course—if he told her about the debt they’d inherited from their parents.

“She’s kind, and very sweet,” continued Pru, pulling a little leather purse from her bag. “A bit shy. You’ll love her, I just know it. Won’t even notice she’s there. Besides, she paid up front for her first three months. In soli!”

Any tenant who could afford to pay in gold soli, thought Nathaniel as he took the purse from his sister and recorded the currency in the ledger, didn’t need a discount on their rent.

“I finished clearing out the upstairs rooms on the western half of the house,” Pru called out as she locked the front door, lowering the shades so they could no longer see the words MARSH APOTHECARY painted on the windows in their father’s sure hand. “And locked the hallway door separating her half from ours. All that’s left is the greenhouse, and I’m not touching your potion-making toys.”

“Alchemical instruments,” snapped Nathaniel automatically, the next lyric in an oft-sung duet between the twins.

“Mmm,” hummed Pru musically, then swung a graceful leg over the dusty velvet rope that blocked customers from the stairs and disappeared up them.

Nathaniel checked the front door to make sure it was locked, then glared at the new wall that cut the shop in half, as though this was its fault and not his own for ordering it constructed in the first place. He shrugged on his coat and stepped out the back door into the neglected garden behind the shop.

His parents had built the greenhouse back when the apothecary was successful enough to warrant occupying the entire ground floor of the building. His mother had commissioned the wrought iron metal vines that curled over the panes, and the green-and-yellow stained glass panels that checkered the space above the doors. Outside, his father had grown a beautiful garden, full of vegetables they ate throughout the summer and colorful flowers he cut early in the morning so he could surprise Nathaniel’s mother with bouquets when she awoke. Inside the greenhouse, pots of medicinal herbs had grown year-round with the help of an annual weatherproofing spell from a traveling warlock. The enchantment was enough to keep out even the worst of the harsh mountain winds that thrashed Dragon’s Rest each winter.

Nathaniel remembered sitting on the floor of the greenhouse with Pru when they were children, watching their mother bundle herbs and hang them from the beams above their heads even as snow swirled outside the warped glass.

“Dried, these herbs are more potent,” she taught them as they played in the dirt, her voice low and sure. “But it’s more than plucking the stems and leaving them to dry. We harvest our herbs in the morning, after the dew has dried but before the sun has a chance to diffuse the oils from the leaves back into the stem. Then we bundle them at the stalk like this, see?”

Nathaniel remembered running his fingers over the twine while Mum held his hands and guided him through the process, laughing softly when he experimented with different knots and made a mess of his bundle of feverfew.

“Be gentle, my love,” she said when he dropped the bunch in frustration. “Or you’ll bruise the leaves. Here, like this, see? Try it again.”

Now, his breath puffing in a cloud before him in the cool night, his father’s garden was little more than some scrubby grass and stubborn mint that still poked its head from the ground each spring. He pulled the letter from his pocket and smoothed the paper as he unfolded it, his eyes skimming the neat, orderly words he’d practically memorized by now. Phrases jumped out at him, phrases like condolences and grace period is ending and three months and apothecary and collateral.

He shoved the letter into his pocket and looked up at the moons in the sky. Rava would wane and wax three more times before he had to start making the new payments. A bit less, now, because he’d felt absolutely frozen in the week and a half since he received the letter.

Nathaniel was trying his best to follow his mother’s example, but he didn’t have her patience or knowledge, and besides, the warlock who bespelled their greenhouse had disappeared a few years back, probably a victim of Shadowfade’s paranoia. He still had a few potted plants, but most of their supplies came from merchants these days, though Nathaniel still insisted on blending the teas and tinctures himself. It was what they’d always done, which meant it was what his mother would have wanted. Besides, it was the closest he’d come to alchemy in the apothecary.

He feared, with the kind of dread that weakened everything it touched, that he wasn’t cut out for this. Nathaniel didn’t have his mother’s skill with herbal medicines or her ability to charm customers. His original plan for saving the apothecary had failed with the kind of epic tragedy that had his neighbors trailing off their sentences and grimacing rather than speaking of it, and now he was barely holding his head above water. Pru was insistent that downsizing the shop and taking on a tenant was the answer.

He hoped for both their sakes that she was right.

Light spilled through the warped glass of the greenhouse already, and Nathaniel eyed the dark silhouette inside, preparing himself for the unpleasant task of interacting with the new tenant. His mouth tensed with the smile of a man held hostage by propriety, but the door caught on something as he opened it—a stack of boxes that shouldn’t have been in its path.

As if in slow motion, Nathaniel watched, horrified, as the tower of crates wobbled and then toppled over, spilling glass vials and flasks that crashed and shattered on the ground. One crate struck a pile of boxes, knocking those over too and creating a clamoring eruption of sound and shattering that seemed endless.

A small “Oh!” of surprise cut through the crash, but Nathaniel could only stand frozen, his hand still on the doorknob. Amidst the chaos, he dimly registered a pale face, a tangle of brown curls, a pair of lips slack with dismay. Eventually the cacophony came to an end, and his eyes swept the mess before landing on the woman who stood, hands clutching another crate, amidst the destruction.




THE TENANT

“What,” said the man calmly, though his words hissed with underlying steam, like a kettle about to boil over, “do you think you are doing?”

“I …” Violet cleared her throat. “Pru said I was free to explore. I only wanted to see if the floor was dirt or stone. I was going to move the boxes back. I didn’t expect …” She trailed off, thinking that calling out this man, whoever he was, on his own part in the mess—the door would never have knocked over the crates if he hadn’t opened it, after all—would only deepen that crease between his brows.

She took in the stranger’s lean height and long limbs beneath the worn sleeves of a forest-green coat, and the thick black hair that swept tidily back from his forehead, as though he’d run a hand through it that morning and told it sternly to stay put in that low voice that brooked no argument. He surveyed the mess before them and said, “Those flasks won’t be easy to replace.”

“I’ll pay for them,” she said quickly, feeling small as his gaze landed, unblinking, upon her once more. His scrutiny unsettled her, like he was taking note of every feature and every flaw, and Violet felt thoroughly stripped bare by the analysis, as if he could sense all the thorns of her past and prick her with their sharp points. She drew a shaky breath and set the crate in her arms on top of another stack, which collapsed under the added strain. Of course it did. Violet clenched her eyes shut in an extended, horrified wince as another chorus of shattering glass detonated among them.

“You will,” he agreed, his glare sharper than any of the shards that lay smashed around them. “How could you be so careless, and with someone else’s belongings no less?”

Violet bristled at his cold tone. How dare he speak to you like this, said a voice in her head that sounded an awful lot like Shadowfade’s. You are the Thornwitch. You could tear him to shreds where he stands. The thought triggered a reflex, one that filled her to the brim with power. The energy inside her clambered to escape, to make, to create, to grow. Thorns, vines, it didn’t matter—Violet’s body was a conduit for roots and leaves, a seedbed for natural destruction, just as Guy had taught her.

Her limbs buzzed with unspent magic, begging her to grow vines that would tear his arms from his torso, tempting her with sweet promises about opening the ground and swallowing him whole, pulling him into the dirt with strong, grasping roots so she could be left in peace. She could make him regret looking at her with such patronizing scorn.

No. Violet forced those thoughts down and screwed a lid tight over them. Hadn’t she just vowed to be done with dark magic when she was back in the park with Pru?

Holding this much energy made her feel like the very seams of her were ready to burst. Her vision sharpened, and she knew her eyes were glowing green.

Oh no.

Violet sometimes imagined herself like a sieve—she could slap her hand over the mesh all she wanted, but magic would still find places to seep from her pores. She could feel it coming now whether she liked it or not, plants and poisons budding from the power within her, the only thing she was ever any good at. But what else could you do? Karina the Tempest’s voice was still fresh in her ears. Violet squeezed her eyes shut against the onslaught of magic pushing its way out, until—there!—in her mind’s eye she sensed a glimmer, like sunlight winking from the shimmering surface of another spring. Power that was pure, uncorrupted. Power that was good.

Violet reached for the new spring, barely a puddle compared to the deep well of the other one, but what plant could grow after a lifetime of being starved for air and light? She yanked her thoughts away from thorns and poisons and breathed relief as the Thornwitch’s power dissipated, spreading back into her body. Violet focused on that other spring, pulling it through her fingers like a rope, and thought, Be good.

Now hollyhocks in shades of red and pink exploded from the ground, tall and towering where they burst between the other stacks of crates, and blue clematis began to climb the walls of the greenhouse, wrapping its vines tight around the legs of a table. Bright yellow dahlias with their thick masses of raylike petals burst to life, shards of glass trapped between some of the blooms from the force of their growth, and delicate pink-and-white phlox sprung to soften the ground beneath her feet, the shattered instruments glittering among their leaves. Tall sunflowers and fragrant lilacs completed the scene, splashes of color at strange odds with the detritus of broken glass and dusty boxes.

It stung, this new magic, like nettles against her skin, but perhaps this was Violet’s price after so many years of doing evil. She kept her hands in the air for a second longer than necessary, marveling at the difference, the way the new magic receded without complaint. Then she turned to face the man who was gaping at her with something between anger and shock.

She looked around sheepishly; she hadn’t expected the garden she created to be quite so … much. It was beautiful, at least—and didn’t seem likely to try to murder anyone, so that was promising. “I’ll pay for the damage,” she told him. “And I can clean this up.”

It would hurt a bit to cut it down, this wild and beautiful thing she’d made, but she could use the flowers for bouquets and arrangements. That was why she was here, after all. One could not open a flower shop without cutting a few stems.

His jaw was hanging open like a door with a broken hinge, eyes scanning the garden she’d created. “You’re the new tenant, then.”

“Violet Thistlewaite,” she said, brushing her hands over her shirt. “And you must be Prudence’s …” She trailed off, and when he didn’t fill in the blank, she tried, “Husband?”

He barked out a sound that might have been a laugh. “Brother.”

“Ah.” Another landlord, then, and this one not quite so impressed with her as his sister.

Now that she thought about it, he did look an awful lot like Prudence, if someone had dressed her in drab colors, dusted a layer of stubble over her brown cheeks, and removed any trace of humor from her expression. He and his sister were both tall, with the same eyes like an ink spill, framed by the same thick lashes and bold brows, though his were pinched in distaste. But unlike Pru’s open warmth, there was a sharp, elegant clarity to her brother’s features, as if he’d been drawn in sure strokes and angles rather than the smudged, shadowy pencil sketch of her own silhouette. If not for the scowl that twisted his mouth, Violet might even have called him beautiful.

He cleared his throat, his dark eyes still caught on the garden that had bloomed to life around them. “Nathaniel Marsh.”

“It’s a pleasure to—”

But he interrupted her as though she hadn’t even begun to speak. “Miss Thistlewaite, I must ask that you refrain from treating the equipment in this room as your own. I conduct delicate work in here, and Pru should never have offered the space to you.” He strode to the other side of the greenhouse, where a large, metal worktable held a collection of meticulously organized vials as well as a small cauldron that had been upended by the creeping clematis, which was still, she noticed, growing throughout the space, tangling with a small potted mint that had been carefully pruned into submission on the corner of his table.

With a small yelp of dismay, he leapt back and turned his glare on her.

“This is exactly what I mean!” Violet shrunk from his anger, her thoughts turning to Guy and his punishments when she’d displeased him. Shadowfade is gone, she thought. And who is this? You are the Thornwitch. Why should you cower from him?

She huffed and straightened her shoulders, drawing herself to her full height. Thorns prickled beneath her skin, threatening to burst from her like the claws and horns that had for so long made her a monster. Her mind flashed with ways to scare him, to stop his disdain and questions in their tracks, but they were Guy’s solutions, folded into the steel of her being after decades at his side, and with him gone, she felt like an impure metal, a forge long grown cold.

Violet wasn’t sure what her own solutions might look like, but she knew they didn’t involve using the clematis—which was creeping ever closer to her new landlord—to string him up from the rafters until he apologized. She was good now, and what her instincts begged of her was decidedly not.

“I’m sorry,” she said carefully, tasting the foreign word on her tongue. Guy had never allowed her to apologize for her failures. He preferred for her to atone for disappointing him by proving her worth in other ways. Once, she had blinded one of his enemies using the thorns of a rosebush and felt relief when her master smiled. Now the memory made her sick. “As I said, I’ll replace whatever was broken.”

“Can you replace the weeks I’ve spent working on it?” he snapped, and tension filled Violet at his tone. This man had no intention of keeping the peace, and Violet strained to hold on to the frayed rope of her own fractured manners.

“I cannot.”

“Then perhaps next time you won’t be so careless. You had no idea what was in that cauldron! What if it had been volatile? What if someone had been hurt?” He scolded her like a child, and she clenched her fists.

“Mr. Marsh,” she said carefully, “I have apologized, explained the accident, and offered to help as much as I can. But I won’t be spoken to like that.” Not anymore. Violet could feel her temper rising. She searched for that new spring once more, and with a stinging twitch of her fingers, the clematis lunged down to reach for the broken glass, sweeping it into the empty crates and setting them upright.

He swallowed whatever he had been about to say. “I apologize for my frustration. I could have paid closer attention when opening the door.”

Violet nodded. “I’ll put everything back exactly as it was.” She glanced at the garden now around her and amended, “Almost exactly as it was. But I was promised half of this space, and I need it if I’m to do the work I have planned. Work that will allow me to pay you rent.” She eyed him with disdain, allowing just a touch of the Thornwitch to show in her expression.

His jaw flexed, but he said nothing.

“We must come to some sort of understanding here,” she said, her scorn collapsing into a plea. This was not how she wanted to begin her relationship with her neighbor—her landlord. He could make her life very difficult, which was the exact opposite of what Violet wanted.

“Clean the rest of this up,” he said finally. “And try not to break anything else. I’ll have your half of the space cleared out tomorrow.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair, and she toyed with whether to tell him that a single lock had escaped the rough comb of his fingers, curling outward like a ram’s horn. She pressed her lips together, deciding against it as, nose in the air, Nathaniel Marsh stalked back out the door.

Well, this was just great. Violet waved aside the phlox that wound around her ankles.

“Stay,” she told the plants. “We’ve caused enough trouble.”

At least “trouble” was a good deal less serious an accusation than “Thornwitch, right hand to Guy Shadowfade and Scourge of Silbourne,” though neither worked in her favor. She set Bartleby and the clematis to cleaning up the broken glass and began restacking the fallen crates, careful not to jostle the contents any further. She could sense plants inside some of them, dried herbs and medicines for the apothecary, but others moved with the sound of clinking glass. Violet winced, knowing this meant she’d likely broken more than what littered the ground. An apothecary needed plenty of vials, she supposed, though looking over at the ruined solution on the worktable, perhaps it was more than that.

She’d never heard of an apothecary who brewed potions any more complicated than a cup of medicinal tea or a tincture enchanted to cure a cold. They sold potion ingredients, not potions themselves. That was alchemy, not medicine.

Violet had known a few alchemists in her time with Shadowfade. Nasty pieces of work, the lot of them, concerned only with their explosives. One had thought it would be funny to mix one of his powders with her plant fertilizers, and when she had fed her garden, he’d blown the whole thing up as a lark. He and the others had laughed, though not for long.

The Thornwitch didn’t have a reputation for nothing.

Over near the glass wall, Bartleby reached out a vine and poked one of the crates she’d just set right.

“Stop that,” Violet snapped. “You won’t find anything explosive in there—and if you do, you’ll just hurt yourself.” His nosiness successfully plucked out her own curiosity by the roots like a weed. She’d made enough of a mess, and as she shouldered her bag and headed back to the empty building that would soon become her shop, she vowed to keep her head down from now on.

The sting in her hands had faded, and Violet itched to try that new magic again with an excitement she hadn’t felt since Guy had given her free rein over the castle grounds landscaping. There was another well inside of her, she thought happily, searching for it again, though the glimmer she’d sensed before was nowhere to be found. It wasn’t as strong as her dark magic, she suspected, but if she could learn to harness it, she didn’t need it to be.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow she would try again.




USEFUL

Nathaniel straightened his shoulders before knocking on the door to the new tenant’s half of the shared storefront. He felt uneasy, just as he had every day since he’d paid the carpenter to build a wall splitting the apothecary in half. Was he really to be a guest in part of the building he’d called home since he first learned the meaning of the word? What would his parents think if they knew he and Pru had been forced to rent out half the shop and the rooms above, where his own childhood bedroom had once been?

Nathaniel could practically hear his father’s booming laugh. “We do what we must for family,” he always said. “And we do it with pride, because family is everything.”

He was certainly doing what he must for his family, Nathaniel thought, but he couldn’t drum up much to be proud about.

The tenant—Miss Thistlewaite, he corrected himself—saw him through the shop window before she opened the door, and he winced when he saw her tense smile.

He’d gone back to the greenhouse this morning to clear out some of his storage, as promised, and marveled some more at the garden she’d grown from thin air. He’d never seen magic quite like it before, and had spent some time studying the blooms, touching their petals as though they might be an elaborate illusion. A potted plant in the corner had even touched him right back, wrapping its long, leafy vines around his wrist and gripping so tightly that he’d grown nervous it was about to eat him and so detached himself. It wasn’t that the encounter scared him, exactly, only that he felt it most practical to meet Miss Thistlewaite in the shop and determine whether the plant posed any real danger before he attempted to venture back into the greenhouse.

He was still miffed about the ruined decoction, but when he’d seen the careful way she had restacked his crates, guilt rose in him, choking him like smoke. Pru had scolded him too last night, and explained that she’d given the new tenant permission to settle in.

“Hello, Miss Thistlewaite,” he said when she opened the door. He was trying to sound pleasant, though he suspected it came out a bit brusque.

Her hair was swept out of her face with a spotted kerchief, and her cheeks were pink with exertion, a broom held tightly in her grip. He felt that unsettled feeling again, the one that had struck him last night and had him staring at her like a fool. There was something about her that drew his eye and held him captive—and Nathaniel Marsh did not like feeling trapped.

“Mr. Marsh,” she said by way of greeting, her tone suspicious.

“Nathaniel,” he corrected. “Please.”

She nodded, studying him with those eyes like sunshine through a cup of tea. “Nathaniel, then. And you must call me Violet.”

She leaned against the door frame, and his gaze dropped to her attire, a pair of breeches several sizes too large for her and a men’s shirt and waistcoat, with a few stray flowers woven into her buttonholes like their stems had snapped and she couldn’t bear to discard them. The clothes obviously hadn’t been made for her by any tailor, and Nathaniel let his eyes wander for a moment, wondering whose they were. Was their owner the reason she’d come to Dragon’s Rest? Not that he cared, of course. Her history was none of his business.

“Is there something I can help you with?” she asked, and her voice was like the unexpected scent of smoke during one of his experiments, warning him, Danger. Be on your guard.

“I’ve emptied the half of the greenhouse nearest your side of the building.” Nathaniel hovered on the doorstep. He hadn’t set foot in this part of the apothecary since the wall went up, and before then, not since—well, no use dwelling on that.

“Thank you.”

“I ask only that you keep any of your plants away from my worktable in the far corner.” Nathaniel cleared his throat, awkward under the scrutiny of her amber eyes. “Please.”

“Of course. It won’t be a problem.” She cocked her head, sheepish, and a smile teased her lips enough that he very nearly forgot his irritation. “Well, it won’t be a problem again.”

He dug in his pockets for a ring of keys and dropped them into her hand, careful not to touch those long fingers that had brought blossoms to life. “My sister asked me to give these to you. Spare keys for the upstairs apartment and the back door.”

“I appreciate it,” she said again. “I should get to work. I’m, er, clearing out the shop today. Trying to get set up. Is there—I mean, is there anything in here I shouldn’t touch? Pru said I was free to make it my own.”

He swept his gaze over the empty shelves and countertops behind her, where his parents and grandparents had once blended teas, mixed poultices, and carefully measured medicines on the brass scales he’d loved to play with. He tried not to focus on the hastily constructed wall.

“No.” His brow creased into a frown. “Do with it what you will.”

“I did find a crate of supplies upstairs. I thought they might be yours. Looks like more flasks and vials.” Her smile turned crooked. “I didn’t break these ones.”

He nodded stiffly. “Yes, they’re mine.”

“For the apothecary?”

“No. They’re my—that is …” Nathaniel cleared his throat. “I used to be an alchemist.”

Those honey-gold eyes widened. “I wondered, when I saw all the—well.” She winced, clearly trying to avoid mentioning all his smashed implements. Nathaniel probably deserved that. He’d been rude.

He cleared his throat again, wondering if perhaps he was coming
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