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Chapter One
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When the castle’s tower finally toppled to the ground, the smells of singed pages and flesh wafted on the breeze. She felt the impact in the marrow of her bones, but she couldn’t stop running.

How the morning sun could shine on such a thing, she didn’t care to know.

She knew without having to see their red banners that the mage hunters were here. The fires were their weapon of choice for an infestation of magic.

Smoke laced her lungs. Kitchen staff and castle servants tore past her.

No one stopped Everin to tell her she was going the wrong way.

Her stomach twisted, and she could feel the mashed corn she’d taken from the kitchen for last night’s dinner start to rise in her throat.

This is all because of you.

In the last few weeks, she’d taken to talking to herself as if she could divide into more than one person. As if she could dissect this new part of her from the rest.

Even though it hurt to breathe, Everin didn’t stop running until she slammed against the latch door of the stables. As her fingers fumbled with the metal, she exhaled to find that it wasn’t yet hot.

Maybe her luck would hold further. Maybe someone else had freed the stabled horses once the fire had started to spread through the castle. She passed inside the barn in a blur.

Panicked screams clawed through the air. The horses were still here.

At once, her hands flew from stall door to stall door, flinging them open as black, brown, and gray shapes moved about in the confined spaces. They whinnied as they raced past her.

Her blood throbbed inside her veins, and acrid smoke smeared her nostrils. The fire was getting closer.

She knew he was here. She had to get to him.

Even though her thoughts ran wild inside her, her hands were steady as she came to the metal latch of the last stall.

Where is he? He isn’t ...

“Tracker?”

The stall door swung wide, and Everin’s knees nearly buckled. Tracker’s white-tipped nose pushed against her throat, and warmth and moisture coated her skin. Unlike his neighbors, he didn’t bolt at the first opportunity to escape the disaster approaching.

Even so, Tracker’s tail swished enough to slam itself against the wood of his stall. An eye as black as a beetle’s shell watched her.

Before she’d switched to a job inside the castle, she’d been responsible for cleaning their stalls. Tracker knew her secrets like no one else—never mind that he was a horse.

They both needed to get far away from the burning castle. Even if she couldn’t take Tracker with her—wherever she was supposed to go now—she wanted him to be safe.

But, gods, she couldn’t think about the kind of future that was before her. Or rather, the lack of one.

She had thought she could live out her life here, undetected. Even if that meant she was to be alone.

A noise at the other end of the stables turned her stomach. For too many precious seconds, she couldn’t move.

They’ve come. They’re here.

They’ve found me.

It was less a decision and more an instinct. Everin dove to the corner of Tracker’s stall where she’d been sleeping unnoticed for months now.

Like a good boy, Tracker didn’t rear up or whinny at the movement. Everin kept one hand near his flank, not daring a whisper.

They were silent as boot steps echoed hollowly in the barn.

Everin’s other hand tightened into a fist. But her eyes fell on her companion.

I can’t risk trying it. It could hurt him.

It was the thing that was within the part of her that she imagined she could cleave off. She thought of it like an infection, contained to only a part of her body. For now.

It had only appeared a few months ago. Everin had been foolish to think that she could hide the signs.

Her breath staled in her throat.

A shadow had fallen across the stall.

“Calm, boy. It’s only a saddle.”

Everin couldn’t think anymore. She knew that voice. And it wasn’t any mage hunter.

Everin was already on her knees, so she couldn’t go any lower. Even so, it felt disrespectful to address him from where she was.

“My sire—”

Prince Alaric turned his gaze on her. From where she squatted among damp straw, she could see the gold of his eyes, his lashes brushing against each other as they beheld her in the rough-spun dress that she’d been wearing for several days. Once, the garment had been a pretty shade of wildflower blue. It was gray now.

But what he said next froze her racing heart.

“You’re here.” His golden eyes, the trait passed down by his royal lineage, didn’t blink as they took her in. The prince’s mouth lifted at one corner as he murmured, “I should have known.”

Everin hadn’t moved since he’d seen her. She didn’t think she’d breathed, either.

Her voice came out hoarse. “You must’ve mistaken me for someone else, your Highness.”

Everin washed plates and cutlery in the castle kitchens. The royal family had never coughed in her direction.

The third son of the king had certainly never spoken to her before.

“As two of a kind, it’s past time we make ourselves known to each other,” he said in a voice that was velvet. “Don’t you think?”

In that moment, the smoke starting to seep inside the barn didn’t matter. The mage hunters outside with their red banners and uniforms didn’t matter.

Her voice was raw from smoke and screams, but she didn’t care. “You have it, too. Silverblood.”

He must have seen her use it that night.

Perhaps in response to the word, the foundation of the building around them shivered. Tracker’s head whipped back in Everin’s direction, and she could see the white of his teeth as he made a noise that sounded like she’d hurt him.

She’d never said the word before. Maybe it was true; maybe just saying the name of what she was would call on calamity itself.

Prince Alaric had stepped fully into the stall. His hands flew across Tracker’s back, first as he positioned the riding blanket over his back and then as he affixed the saddle to him.

“What’s going on?” It was all that Everin could think to say.

She’d risen fully to her feet, but beyond that, she hadn’t the slightest idea what she should be doing. She’d entered the stables to evacuate the horses before the fire spread to their stables. There’s been no after.

There’d certainly been no this.

Prince Alaric is a Silverblood.

Maybe if she told herself the words enough, she’d start to believe them.

“What’s going on is we’re leaving before they burn us alive.”

“Your Majesty—” The words spluttered from her when she realized she hadn’t been addressing him properly this entire time. “You don’t need to do this. I’m sure the king could work with the guild on your behalf.”

For the past twenty years, King Nikhil and Queen Roen had become the most powerful rulers on the continent. If anyone could bargain for a Silverblood’s freedom, it would be the king and queen who had joined two kingdoms with their marriage.

The prince’s amber-gold eyes were elsewhere. His hands were still busy with saddling Tracker as he said the words.

“They’re dead. All of them.”

Her mouth tasted of ash.

The Guild of Magic Study wasn’t supposed to interfere with royal affairs, just as the royal family had always agreed to leave the guild to what it did best—study Silverblood and capture those with it in their veins before they destroyed too much with it.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

A new thought occurred to her, and her heart lodged in her throat. “They knew to come here because there’s two of us.”

It was the ugly answer.

The only reason that Everin or the prince hadn’t been able to go on with their lives, hiding the part of them which made them so dangerous to innocent people around them, was the fact that they had both been here. The silver substance which roamed within them—the thing that the guild called magic—was more detectable when more of it was concentrated in one place.

And the mage hunters’ instruments never lied.

Even after she’d woken that morning months ago in a pool of silver liquid, she’d chosen to remain living her life as a kitchen hand. Instead of fleeing to the farthest, most blurred corner of any map she could get her hands on, she’d wanted to remain the same. She’d wanted to keep the life she’d fought so hard to have.

The royal family had been massacred because of her foolish thinking.

“They tried to protect you.” Everin didn’t know why she was still talking. She certainly wasn’t making him feel any better, she was sure.

Prince Alaric’s eyes flashed in the dim light. “I’m leaving the castle. I’m leaving it all. They won’t stop.”

He’d mounted Tracker and extended a hand to her. Ash had fallen on him and colored his black hair gray in spots, but it was still the darkest shade of black she’d ever seen. None of the boys she had once eyed even compared to him.

Everin backed away, and she felt his golden eyes tracking her.

She would run—run until her feet cracked and bled. She couldn’t lead the mage hunters to the last remaining member of the royal family. She couldn’t leave with the prince and think like this anymore.

Like she belonged with other people.

Silverblood or not, she would always hurt them.

“I can’t—”

Prince Alaric pulled the edge of something worn and frayed from the interior of his black coat.

Even though she couldn’t read the writing plainly on the spine, she knew what it was. It was something that was supposed to have been destroyed decades ago.

The part of her that wasn’t her shuddered at the sight.

Even though she’d whispered, her words were too loud. “The Book of Dissimulation.” Everin’s knees almost gave.

This was the answer to their problem. The only answer—besides death.

The ancient text must have remained in the royal library all these years.

“It’s missing pages. I need you if I’m going to find them.” His molten eyes flicked to her face, and his eyebrows rose at what he must have seen there. “Unless you’ve made arrangements to some other prince behind my back already.”

Her breath flew from her. “I’ll have to tell him as we pass by.”

When he helped swing her to Tracker’s back, Everin found that she must have forgotten how to breathe.

The gods were toying with her. She must have perished on the stone floor of the kitchen. There was little other rational explanation.

When they rode for the forests beyond the castle, Everin was sure the trees parted for them.
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The night was cold. But it wasn’t the first time Everin had slept outside. Nor was it the first time she’d left behind a home.

It was, however, the first time she hadn’t known what her future held.

Her eyes fell on their meager supplies left on the other side of the smoldering fire—and the bundle half-hidden from view. The key to any sort of future for them remained inside the pages of the ancient text that Alaric had saved from the castle’s library.

The Book of Dissimulation.

Everin watched as the embers’ glow flashed and faded to black coals. Enough heat radiated from it to reach her face and body, but she couldn’t control the shiver that ran through her.

She wished that Tracker hadn’t left earlier to wander the field north of them for nutrient-rich grass.

“Are you cold?”

Everin’s heart jumped into her throat. Prince Alaric was standing above her, wearing only a thin shirt clinging to his chest and a pair of trousers. Underneath his shirt, she could see the shape of his defined shoulders and chest. She’d never seen him out of the black and gold trim coat that marked him a member of the royal family.

Everin moved her eyes to his face when she realized she’d been staring too long at places she shouldn’t. “I’m fine.”

But she felt that he hadn’t missed the glance.

In the shadows of the trees near them, she thought she saw a glimmer in his gold eyes.

“Is that so?” he mused above her. “I wasn’t aware that fine meant freezing.”

Everin’s mouth opened to object in the same moment that the son of a king crouched to the ground and slipped under the quilt that smelled of horses to lay beside her.

“What are you doing?” Blood rushed to Everin’s face. She rolled out from under the quilt on the lightly frosted earth. Her chest was heaving where emotions she didn’t care to name tangled inside her.

At once, the cold assaulted her, biting at her extremities. She didn’t appreciate how both the cold and the prince had teamed up against her.

Alaric’s eyebrows rose. “I can promise you, I’m as chaste as a priest.”

She sat up, tucking her legs close. Everin’s arms crossed against her chest.

She squinted at the prince who had stolen her quilt. “Why do I have the feeling that’s a lie?”

“I can be chaste as a priest,” Alaric amended. “Unless you want something else of me.”

If there was any part of Everin’s face that wasn’t red, that wasn’t the case any longer.

He’s too distracting.

She fought to conceal the shivers as she said through her teeth, “That’s not what I meant.”

“What, pray tell, did you mean?”

Everin focused on the speckles of stars above them. It proved a challenge to look at him and make her point at the same time. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“What ever are you talking about?”

“What’s inside of me can hurt people. Even before I was—” Her throat lodged with words that wouldn’t be spoken. Everin started again, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

He was silent so long that she was forced to meet his gaze again.

His face revealed no emotion as he asked, “Do you think you can hurt me just by sleeping beside me?”

Everin couldn’t reply. She was too sure the answer was yes.

The prince continued in her silence, “We both carry it in our veins. This is the risk we both pose. To each other and from each other.”

“Everin.” The way he spoke her name was like how autumn winds beckoned to winter.

Something shifted in his face. “Few could ever hope to experience the sort of power that lives in your veins. Revel in it—or toil under the persecution of others for the very same cause. The choice is yours.”

Her throat felt hoarse. What did she choose?

“How did you find out what you were?” she asked.

She wasn’t sure if she asked it because she didn’t know what else to say to his words or because she couldn’t picture it. But in that moment, she needed to know.

A devilish smirk twitched to his lips. “Stop freezing yourself, and I’ll tell you.”

Everin’s arms across her chest were rigid as stone as she crossed the distance that she’d put between them.

“As you wish, my sire.” If this was the game he wished to play, then so be it.

As soon as she lifted the edge of the quilt to scoot under it, her body relaxed into the warmth against her will. His arm nearest her almost felt feverish in comparison to her cold skin.

Everin jerked her arm from where they’d been touching. This was a prince. Princes didn’t sleep next to the girls who washed their dishes in the kitchens.

Even so, neither of them moved beyond that.

Up close, his gaze was even more sharp. She couldn’t hide when he stared at her like that.

Her eyes moved elsewhere even as the sarcasm formed on her tongue. “Is this to your standards, my prince?”

But she had to peek to his face to see his reaction. She swallowed at what she saw. “Very.”

He knows how to distract. Too well.

She’d asked him a question and deserved an answer, prince or no. “Tell me, then.” She said, “How did you find out that you were—”

Everin stopped. She couldn’t say the word again. She wouldn’t risk it.

The prince’s eyes moved to the shadows draping across their clearing. “It was ... my mother who realized.”

“She must have been trying to protect you from it,” Everin guessed. From what she remembered of Queen Roen, she had been a just and fair ruler and loving mother. She was sure the queen would have wanted her youngest child safe from the Guild. Even if that meant risking the wrath of their hunters if they ever found out what he was.

When he didn’t say anything, she realized. The wounds must have been too fresh.

The misstep pained her, and she struggled to find what to say that wasn’t about his recently slaughtered family.

“It happened for me when I woke one morning in ... the silver.” It was the most she was willing to say of the name. She continued, “I always thought something like that was caused by something. But it’s not.”

“What does it feel like?” His eyes were hungry on her.

Everin’s lips parted, and her eyebrows came together. “You ... don’t know?”

“It’s not strong for me yet.”

Oh, right.

Everin knew only her own experience with it and the whispers and curses she’d heard among the kitchen hands and the others who had slept in alleys.

One of the few things she’d known about Silverblood beforehand was that the longer it was allowed to exist in a person, the stronger its power grew.

And the greater the danger.
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