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for the kids who survived.


may your lives be filled with nothing but light, healing, and love.


so much love.










Part One


SKRA


SIXTY DAYS REMAIN










Chapter 1


The world burned gray.


Ranka knelt among the conifers, a scrap of bloodied cloth pinched between her black-nailed fingers. She’d picked up the scent of something dying at sunrise. Broken twigs oozed sap around her, the pine needle carpet churned raw where someone had sprinted through, not bothering to hide their trail. The earthy tang of witch blood filled her world, tinged with echoes of pain, of death edging near. But was it the blood of an enemy coven—or the blood of her own?


Whoever it was didn’t have long. Still, it didn’t hurt to investigate. Even corpses held answers.


Ranka latched on to the scent of decay and slipped through the trees, looking for clues of the ones they’d lost.


Five witches, vanished in under a month. The number was a punch to the chest. Word had come up from the southern covens—of witches disappearing one by one, leaving no notes, no bloody trails or footprints in the half-melted snow. It was as if the sky had opened up and swallowed them whole.


This is all my fault.


Ranka flinched. Surely, she was just being paranoid. She had no way of knowing if the disappearances had anything to do with her. At least—not yet.


The wind shifted; the reek was stronger now. Ranka shoved her guilt away, focusing instead on that scent, the world of clues unfolding around her, the hungry pulse under her skin and whatever lay dying ahead.


Guilt would get her nowhere. As the only blood-witch left in the north, she was far more valuable here, in her home, than as some political prisoner in the south. And once she found answers, her coven would have no choice but to believe that, too. She hoped.


Ranka drew her axe and broke into a run.


The land unfurled around her, sprawling into a wild tangle of boreal forest unsullied by human hands, brilliant even when rendered in blacks, whites, and soft grays. She could have run for days like this, her blood-magic a hum beneath her skin, her only concern the target ahead. This was what she’d been born for—the solitude of the hunt, tracking in the shadows of mountains with nothing but a weapon and the drumbeat of her heart for company.


Out here, she was no one. Out here, she was free.


Younger witches always thought they wanted adventure. They dreamed of bloody battles, secret missions, and noble sacrifices. They were never prepared for what came after—injuries that ached more every year, nightmares that never ended, and the guilt, festering like a wound, fed by memories of friends killed in an act of mercy because the healers always arrived too late or never at all.


Ranka gulped in clean air, tearing over a bend, sunlight warming her back even as her cheeks grew numb. Wind whipped at her face, snatching her straw-colored hair from its braids. The world could shove its glory. Here, in the north, far from the border and the whims of cruel princes, her coven could build a life away from bloodshed. They could rest.


And maybe, someday, they could even be happy.


Ranka stepped through the trees and froze.


A fangwolf lay on its side.


Incisors curled from its lips, longer than the span of her hand, their points dripping poison that Ranka knew was the soft hue of a robin’s egg. Memories flashed behind her eyes: witches lowered into the earth, skin broken by puncture wounds ringed blue. Her hand twitched to her weapon—but no. This beast could barely move. Gashes carved its flanks, revealing glimpses of bone. Bite marks mangled its neck. She frowned. Cougars didn’t come down from the mountains once the north shifted into summer, and even the greenest witchlings knew to stay far away from a predator as deadly as a fangwolf. What, then, had attacked this beast so viciously?


Not my target. I should move on.


Instead, beneath her skin, her blood-magic began to hum.


Even after five years under its grip, Ranka was startled every time the power rose. Her vision was the first to go—colors melting away, rendering the world in burning gray. Power rushed in like adrenaline tenfold, filing her nails into claws, swelling her muscles. Her hearing sharpened, suddenly capable of picking up the soft scuttle of mice beneath the snow, the nervous snort of a whitetail deer picking its way through the pines. She could break bone with her bare hands and run for miles without growing winded.


It made her an excellent hunter; it made her a better killer.


But with it came a hunger satiated only by taking a life. With it came the death sentence that was blood-magic.


All witches were stronger than humans, but blood-witches were the rare extreme. Regular witchery could be detected in toddlers, but blood-magic didn’t erupt until puberty. It was always born of bloodshed, demanding more death each year. Once a blood-witch rose, the clock began its countdown. At seventeen, Ranka had ten, maybe fifteen, years before her magic killed her—if her coven didn’t put her out of her misery first.


After her power had surfaced, Ranka had begged to be free of it. Instead, her leader had knelt and taken Ranka’s tearstained face in her hands.


Blood-magic is not a curse—it is a gift. You carry death in your veins, Ranka. You carry the power of a god.


But what good was the power of a god if it made her the very monster humans sought to burn?


The fangwolf panted, jerking Ranka back to reality.


For two weeks she’d patrolled, passing up easy kills, keeping her power starved and primed to hunt, searching for missing witches, for any clue as to who or what had taken them. For two weeks she’d starved.


It’d be a waste, to give up such an easy life.


She’d done her due diligence, hadn’t she? Two weeks in the cold, following the trails of ghosts, her dreams filled with blood and her world drained of color, wandering as far as her coven permitted and farther still. The fangwolf wouldn’t make it regardless; it could either die now, ended mercifully by her hand—or slowly, suffering over the course of days.


That witch probably passed through weeks ago.


The wolf lurched. The warm, coppery tang of blood flooded the air.


The faces of the missing vanished, replaced by the thrum of the wolf’s weakening heartbeat, the scent of infection in its blood. The birds fell silent. The stench of decay thickened, burning the back of Ranka’s throat.


And finally, her blood-magic rose—and took control.


Ranka forgot why she’d come here. She forgot the coven she fought for, the sister she’d lost long ago, the faces of the missing and the ones left behind. She forgot her own name. Somehow her weapon appeared in her hand. Somehow she ended up kneeling over the wolf. It panted, eyes rolling. One of its fangs was cracked down the middle, the hairline fracture stretching to the gums.


Ranka killed it with a single stroke.


Its life flared through her in flashes of blue-edged white, in the taste of the wind and the memory of cubs waiting back in the den, their milky fangs soft and harmless. It swelled, filling her veins, and then disappeared, swallowed by a power that always wanted more.


Ranka gasped and doubled over. Minutes crept by as she crouched on her hands and knees, heart pounding, skin dripping sweat as the itch under her skin vanished and her senses dulled, rendering her more girl than predator once more.


Slowly the colors returned. The wolf’s body steamed in front of her. Its fur was chalky brown, and the blood splattering the snow was the most beautiful red she’d ever seen. A sob choked out of her. How had she forgotten the vibrancy of the forest’s green, the way it filled her mouth with the taste of sunlight, the blue of a northern summer sky, so bright it nearly burned? She pried the wolf’s jaws open, marveling at salmon gums, ivory fangs, a yellow-spotted tongue. If colors were wine, she’d have gathered their hues in her palms and drunk until she burst.


But instead she’d take her prize.


Ranka hummed as she worked, sawing through bone. Fangwolf incisors were worth their weight in gold to the humans who dared trek this far north for trade—but they’d make a better gift to Yeva, who could trade them for some precious human good. A scarf, a dress, maybe one of those glitzy necklaces crows always tried to steal.


Ranka’s eyes flicked to her wrist, to the faded scrap of leather and sun-bleached beads that circled it; Yeva wore its twin. She’d woven it for Ranka five years ago.


Forget her, Yeva had pleaded. For all of us. 


Ranka had certainly tried.


The birds remained silent. The death-drunk feeling swirled through Ranka, rendering her warm and off-balance as she pocketed the fangs. Ranka wiped her hands clean and paused, regarding the wolf with a clear head for the first time.


The wounds were all wrong; the slashes along its flanks were long, jagged lines—but the bite marks on its neck were oval and messy. As though they’d come from blunt teeth.


Ranka breathed in—and gagged.


The scent of rot was overpowering. Had it gotten worse? Unless her nose was lying to her, the rotten scent wasn’t coming from the wolf—it was coming from the trees. It was coming from behind her.


And behind her, something moaned.


Slowly, Ranka turned.


A person swayed at the clearing’s edge.


“Hello?”


A familiar, earthy scent curled in the air. A witch. Her fingernails were coal black, ending in fine, sharp points. Ranka would have wagered her life that this witch’s eyes were a solid, milky white.


“You’re a blood-witch,” Ranka breathed. “I . . . I thought I was the only one left. Where have you been? I have so many questions; I thought I was alone—I thought—”


Ranka looked closer and froze.


The witch’s nails dimmed and returned to blunt edges—and then darkened again, the edges morphing to fine points once more. The witch’s power was . . . flickering. That wasn’t right. Blood-magic didn’t flicker. It rose and faded only once a life had been taken. But this witch seemed caught in a cycle, her power sputtering in and out like a candle that wouldn’t stay lit.


The witch shuffled forward, and the light hit her in full.


Purple, pus-scabbed sores covered her body. Her pale skin had the pallor of someone three days dead. Her clothes were of the southern human style, reduced to bloodied tatters. Blood crusted her face, and blue-ringed puncture marks marred her arms.


Ranka went cold. Only a handful of blood-witches were born every generation. She should have rushed to the witch’s help, overjoyed to meet someone like her at long last. Someone who understood.


Instead, she remained rooted in place.


Instead, something inside her whispered: Run.


“Are you all right?”


The witch panted. A beetle crawled from her left nostril and skittered down the hollow of her throat.


“Do you need a healer—”


A horrible gurgle crawled out of the witch’s throat—and she lunged.


Ranka scrambled away. Her heel snagged on a root and down she went, tumbling backward to land awkwardly on her wrist. Pain lanced up her arm. The witch ran straight through a briar patch. Nothing registered in her eyes but hunger. Ranka scrambled for her blood-magic, but it hovered out of reach, satiated by her recent kill.


The witch leapt on top of her, slammed a hand to Ranka’s throat, and pinned her to the earth.


Ranka clawed at her fingers. “Wait. I can help you.”


The witch licked her lips, her rotting teeth flashing. Her all-white eyes rolled.


“Please.”


Ranka’s vision swam. After everything she’d fought for, here she was again—weaponless, terrified, alone.


At least if she was going to die, it was here in the north where she belonged. Not in some distant human kingdom.


Please, let it be painless, let it be quick, it’s more than I deserve, but please, give me this.


The witch raised her other hand—and her eyes cleared.


A gasp left her. The witch snatched her fingers away from Ranka’s throat, face contorting, and keened. She jerked away from Ranka and collapsed to her hands and knees, retching violently, tears dripping from her cheeks, her entire body rocking with convulsions. Finally, the witch raised her head. When her eyes met Ranka’s, they were a clear forest green.


“From the poison,” she croaked, “comes the cure.”


And then she collapsed.


Once, when Ranka was a witchling, she’d held a piece of glass above an ant and angled a beam of light onto it. The sun had fried it instantly. The ant had twitched in a horrible dance before it finally curled up and went still. That was what that witch’s body did on the ground, body convulsing, fingers spasming, blood leaking from her nose as she writhed. It was a mercy when she stopped moving. The witch died with her eyes open—one eye a blank, blood-witch white, the other shining green.


Ranka remained where she was for a long time. Tentatively, the birds began to sing again. Still she didn’t move, her eyes frozen on the witch.


I ought to bury her.


It was what she would have asked of any other witch—to bury her deep, far enough a fangwolf wouldn’t dig her back up, where her flesh could melt into the earth and the roots of pines might tangle through her bones.


But Ranka couldn’t stomach touching her. She rose to leave—and paused.


Something gleamed in the witch’s fist.


The witch’s fingernails were ragged, the nail beds packed with dirt and rotting bits of flesh. Ranka used her axe to nudge the fingers apart. A small, golden object slipped free, twinkling in the sun. It was a pin, no bigger than a coin, framed in a spiral of human writing.


Why was she in a human city? Her clothes were the southern human style, but the wooden beads in her ears marked her as a Kerth witch. Could she be one of the missing? Why not just return home? Why flee farther north, into Skra lands?


The witch’s empty eyes stared up at the sky. Any answers had died with her.


Ranka watched the witch for a long time before she reached forward to close her eyes. She hesitated, then picked up the pin. A fist wreathed in flame gleamed from its face. The symbol meant nothing to her. Hopefully, it never would.


Ranka tucked the pin in her pocket and began the long trek home.










Chapter 2


Witchik was changing.


Ranka moved north, deeper into the mountainous, witch-ruled lands, the memory of the rotting witch lingering like a bad dream. A boom ripped through the air. Behind her, a flock of crows startled and took flight.


This land had once been brilliant for hunting elk—until two springs past, when the humans crossed the border to blast open illegal copper mines. The herds fled, leaving fields overgrown and the covens starving. The Bloodwinn treaty, born three generations before, was supposed to prevent this—divvy up the land, establish trade, protect the border. But humans crept farther north every year, craving metal for their weapons, and weapons for their wars.


If it was war the humans wanted, the north would be ready.


The sky burned with sunset by the time Ranka was north enough that the thunder of the mines couldn’t reach her. The land shifted to towering, old-growth forest. Berry-dyed banners snapped from the trees’ highest boughs. Above her, a lone cardinal sang.


Ranka whistled, and the world rustled to life.


Five Skra witches dropped from the canopy, landing with muffled thuds. Ranka looked at them and saw herself—scarred bodies cloaked in Northlander furs, hardened by a wild life in Witchik’s far north. The only difference was their hands; on brown and pale fingers alike, their fingernails ranged from deep gray to the barest tint. None were coal dark like Ranka’s own. None carried blood-magic in their veins.


The witches recognized her and lowered their weapons. “Find anything?” one asked.


“Best if I report in first.” Just picturing the sickness made her heart stutter. Ranka spun her bracelet. “How is Yeva?”


The witch’s lips thinned. “Best if you report in first.”


Before Ranka could respond, they turned away, breath fogging in the air as they left her behind.


When she’d been named Bloodwinn—and the human prince’s future bride—a month ago, her coven had been thrilled. The Bloodwinn treaty had promised to protect Witchik from the pillaging of humans. Instead it had simply continued without the official blessing of the Crown. Witches were barred from retaliating, lest they be cut off from meager shipments of medicine funneled through the human-ruled south.


In only three generations a treaty meant to foster peace had come to promise death by suffocation.


Then Ranka had been named Bloodwinn. The Skra’s plan was simple: send her south under the guise of accepting the prince’s proposal—and kill him. End the line, break his kingdom from within, and destroy the Bloodwin treaty for good. It was perfect. It was all the Skra had ever dreamed of. It would set them free.


But Ranka refused.


No one dared accuse her of cowardice to her face, but she saw it in their eyes, in the turn of their mouths when their sick waited on shipments of antiseptics that would not come and more hunting lands were ripped apart by mines. The Skra looked at her and saw the future she’d denied them.


You were offered a new world, their stares accused. And you said no.


Ranka took in the century-old pines that towered high above, the coal-pit smoke coiling in the air. She pictured Yeva’s timid smile, Ongrum’s proud gaze, and thought, This is the only world I want.


Ranka tightened her grip on the fangwolf incisors and stepped into camp.


All around her, witches worked. The hunters were gone, tracking prey that grew scarcer every year, while middling witches felled trees for lumber exports or monitored the few humans granted access to the rich copper veins that snaked through Skra land. Weaker witches like Yeva remained at camp on farm duty, harvesting the garlic, kale, and potatoes planted in winter-proofed cabins. Others stoked low-burning beds of coals, carefully stacking wood so that the pits would stay lit without erupting into flames. A few witches leaned against cabin walls, plucking steaming venison from bowls with bare fingers, their laughter tinkling through the trees like Arlani sleigh bells.


Every ache and pain of the past two weeks melted away. This was her family. They’d forgive her, in time. They’d understand why she could never give them up.


The camp fell quiet. A few witches glanced toward Ranka, frowned, and looked away.


Her heart twinged.


They have to.


She spied Asyil, Yeva’s sister, and Ranka’s fingers flew to her pocket. Asyil hadn’t inherited her sister’s gentle heart, but unlike the other Skra, she’d never judged Ranka for rejecting her role as the Bloodwinn. That alone was a gift. Ranka waved—but instead of acknowledging her, Asyil went rigid and looked away.


“Witchling,” someone said. “Welcome back.”


Ranka turned toward that voice like a flower to the rising sun.


The woman approaching was pale and stocky, with a harsh mouth and a body honed by fifty years of hardship. When Ranka had first met Ongrum, the Skra leader’s hair had been a deep, rich brown. Now it was mostly gray, threaded with silver, contrasting the wicked burn scars that warped her neck and arms, mirroring Ranka’s own.


Ongrum clapped a hand to Ranka’s shoulder and frowned. “You lost your gloves.”


Ranka leaned into her touch. Thirteen years Ranka had been a Skra, yet in Ongrum’s presence she still felt like the weeping four-year-old Ongrum had carried through the snow.


Behind Ongrum, Asyil finally turned. Even from across the camp Ranka could see that her eyes were full of tears.


Finally Ranka realized what—and who—was missing. Every part of her went cold. “Ongrum, where’s Yeva?”


“Right.” Ongrum’s hand dropped. “We need to talk.”










Chapter 3


When Ongrum called the Skra together, the coal-pits remained cold.


Typically, coven meetings had a celebratory air, filled with food, liquor, and laughter. They were a meeting of family bonded deeper than blood, thriving in spite of a world that hated them. But tonight there were no embers wrapping the camp in an orange, smoky haze, no slow-roasting venison that dripped sizzling fat into tiny, carefully controlled flames. There was only darkness, and a chill to the air despite the late summer night.


Ongrum had called the coven together in this manner only three times in Ranka’s life—the first was when several of their own had been slaughtered in a raid. The second was when they’d been called south to aid the Kerth coven in a fight against some human poachers.


The third time was five years ago, after Ranka’s blood-magic had woken in Belren.


Now Ongrum stood in front of the sixty-odd witches that made up the Skra, her face a mask of stone. Ranka stood to her immediate right. She wanted nothing more than to sink into the ground. Not a single witch met her eye. For most of Ranka’s life, they’d treated her with a cautious distance, but ever since she rejected the Bloodwinn treaty, that caution had morphed into resentment.


For five years they’d tolerated the volatile blood-witch in their midst, flinging Ranka into battles, skirting her hungry outbursts. But if she was too weak to head south? Then she was deadweight. Useless. And there was no room for deadweight in the Skra.


Ongrum stepped forward.


“As many of you already know, three days ago Yeva and I went out to scout.” She closed her eyes. “We were ambushed by humans. We split ways, and she has not returned. I fear the worst—I fear she’s been taken.”


Ice crept through Ranka’s veins.


She’d already lost one sister. She couldn’t survive it again.


Everyone began shouting at once.


“We knew this would happen!”


“It’s the prince’s bounty hunters, it has to be! How many more are going to disappear?”


Ongrum raised a hand for silence, but the fervor kept swelling. And could Ranka blame them? When Ranka had declined to go south to marry the prince, a price had been put on her head. Now bounty hunters cut their way north every few weeks, kidnapping any girl even remotely similar to Ranka. Save for their height and their nails, Ranka and Yeva could have been twins.


“Enough,” Ongrum boomed. “I know you’re scared. I know you’re grieving. But a few missing witches proves nothing.” Ongrum spoke slowly, her raspy contralto carrying over the camp. “The men wore no province colors. For all we know, they could have been northerners, eager to act out their revenge on two stray witches.”


The pin dug into Ranka’s thigh.


“Besides,” Ongrum continued. “Say it was a bounty hunter. Say Yeva is being delivered to the palace as we speak. We have no recourse. Not without someone on the inside.”


“We had someone on the inside,” someone muttered.


The blood drained from Ranka’s face. Suddenly it was only a month ago, and she was just a nameless blood-witch handed the title of Bloodwinn, telling them she wouldn’t—couldn’t—go south and start a war that might kill them all. She’d expected her coven to support her, to understand that after so many years of fighting, she just wanted to rest.


Instead, they’d marked her a coward.


“They’ll kill her,” someone called. “When they realize she’s not who they want.”


Ongrum closed her eyes. “I can’t lead us into chaos on the chance the prince might be involved. Unless anyone else has information, we stand down.”


Yeva. The pin. The rotting witch.


Ranka swallowed. The Skra were her family. They’d raised her after the world rejected her for the witchery in her bones. They’d protected her, had sworn to die for her, and she for them.


Now a question seemed to rise from the sixty hearts beating around her.


Would she fail them—or would she fight?


I’m tired, she wanted to say. I’ve spent my whole life fighting. I’ve had enough.


Ranka’s hand drifted to her bracelet.


Had it been anyone else, she could have turned away. But all Ranka could see was Yeva.


Yeva, washing Ranka’s wounds after Belren, teaching her to sew, sneaking her meals when Ongrum cut her rations. Calming her when Ranka woke screaming in the night for a sister who was never coming back. Yeva, always gentle, always kind, long after Ranka no longer deserved it.


Yeva, alone.


So Ranka said, “Wait.”


The attention of the coven snapped to her.


Ranka’s hands trembled, but she stepped forward. “I found something, earlier. In the woods.”


Her stomach turned. From her pocket she drew the pin. In the half-light of late evening, it was barely visible against her palm, a splash of dull gold winking in the air.


“Light,” Ongrum ordered.


Someone prodded a coal-pit to life, alighting the camp in an orange glow. It took everything in Ranka not to flinch. Just the sight of the flames made her stomach turn.


She ground her teeth, and slowly, softly, Ranka told her coven of the witch in the woods.


Ongrum was silent for several minutes after. “You’re certain of what you saw? There have been no rumors of deaths in the south.”


She had a point. If there were a new plague, surely they’d have heard of bodies piling up in the southern cities? All witches came from humans, and the lines between them were blurry at best. The marked difference was their power: human magic manifested externally, granting the ability to stir a breeze with the twitch of a hand or bend the mind of an animal with a whisper. But witchery was in the bones, the blood, the breath. With it came a tougher body, a longer life, sharper senses, and a turn of the nails. No plague could have attacked the covens without filling death wagons in human cities first.


“She was in southern clothes,” Ranka said slowly. “Human clothes, but she wore Kerth beads. It seemed like she was . . . running from something. She was carrying this.”


She held the pin aloft and watched as it dawned on them. The witch she’d met had been running from humans. One group of humans this far north was rare enough. The chances there’d been two separate groups pressing into Skra land within the same day, with no connection to each other?


Ranka knew better than to believe in coincidences. Whoever that witch had fled from—they had taken Yeva. Ranka could feel it in her bones. And from the looks on the faces of the witches around her, they felt the same.


Ongrum leaned forward to look at the pin but didn’t touch it, pausing as though it might leap out and bite her. Her face was carefully blank, but Ranka knew that hesitation. It had stayed her own hand many times. Like so many of the witches rescued as children, Ongrum could not read.


“I can read it.” Asyil stepped forward, looking everywhere but at Ranka. She and Yeva had come to the Skra late, and Ranka had often wondered if it was not their witchery that had kept them weak, but their former lives, clinging after all these years like a stubborn second skin. Asyil took the pin, held it up to the light, and read. “‘We are Solomei’s light. We are her Hand in the night.’”


Solomei. The sun goddess humans prayed to.


Ongrum had gone terribly pale. When she spoke, her voice was ragged. “When I was a witchling, a trader brought a collection of prayer plates north, each from a different city within Isodal. He said every city had a different mantra, to mark the temple sect there. They were useless to us, but beautiful, and obsessive in that odd human way. But only one carried this line.”


Ongrum closed her eyes. “This pin is from Seaswept.”


The royal city.


The home of the prince Ranka had rejected.


The Skra began to shout again, crying for bloodshed, for the very coup they’d cast aside when Ranka wasn’t brave enough to play the role of assassin. Ongrum stepped toward Ranka. Ranka flinched—but all Ongrum did was settle a callused hand on her cheek. Her thumb traced the scar that wound from Ranka’s left eye to the corner of her mouth. Yeva always said the scar made Ranka look like a fish that’d escaped being hooked. The truth of how she’d earned it was a lot less charming.


“I know that look on your face,” Ongrum murmured. “Careful, witchling, before you start a fire you cannot put out. It could just be a coincidence—she could have stolen that pin. Or the humans could have no connection at all.”


“You know as well as I do that’s not true,” Ranka whispered. “Could it still work? Your plan?”


Ongrum’s face grew grave. “We couldn’t go south with you. Until the coronation you’d be on your own. If this goes wrong, I wouldn’t just lose the coven’s only blood-witch. I’d lose the only person I ever considered a daughter.”


“I am no one’s daughter,” Ranka whispered. “I am a weapon. Use me.”


Ranka thought she saw Ongrum smile, but then it was gone. A trick of the light.


Ongrum raised her voice. “You chose, as Bloodwinn, to deny the treaty—and deny the coup. I respected that. I stood down, even with freedom within our grasp. But now one of our own has been taken. If you want this fight, I will not stand in your way. If you want the prince’s blood, it is yours to spill. Every witch here would be honored to fight with you.”


“It would be war. If we killed their prince—”


“War among the humans.” Ongrum smiled wryly. “There are no other male heirs. His sister was deemed unfit to rule. Kill the boy, and the humans turn on one another in their scramble for power. And Witchik will be free.”


A rumble of approval went through the coven. A second fire was lit, and then another. Someone broke a bottle of pine liquor with a whoop and sent a gout of blue-green flame roaring into the sky, and in the presence of so much flame, it was pride the Skra witches summoned, not fear. Now the entire camp was aglow. Now they were painted in burning light. The coven pressed closer, their faces alight, their eyes eager.


When was the last time she’d had their attention like this?


When was the last time she’d mattered at all?


Ranka could nearly see it—a boy in a crown crumpling to the floor, blood spilling down his chest, her stag-bone knife buried between the delicate gaps of his ribs. A lifetime of freedom as the humans ripped one another apart over the throne instead of ripping Witchik apart.


A treaty ended by the will of a girl.


A country freed with the stroke of a blade.


And Yeva—alive and well, bright eyed, rosy cheeked, and home.


Ranka waited for Ongrum to tell her it was the wrong choice. To remind her that her place was here, in the north, that she’d taken enough lives. It was another witch’s turn to bleed, another coven’s turn to suffer. Now it was Ranka’s turn to rest.


Instead, Ongrum looked at Ranka like she was the beginning of something.


“You could do it, child,” Ongrum said softly. “With you, we would win.”


The coven pressed closer. Hands brushed her shoulders, her back, her hair. She leaned into the weight of their palms, skin burning from the heat of their touch, drunk on the caress of their acceptance, lost in the pride shimmering in Ongrum’s eyes, bright as the days post-Belren. It’d been dimming for years. Now she could bring it back. She could make Ongrum proud forever.


And yet.


“I’m a fighter, not a spy,” Ranka whispered. “I haven’t trained for this—I haven’t—”


“Look at me, child. Weapon you may be,” Ongrum said. “But you are my daughter, by right if not blood. And no daughter of mine could fail.”


Behind her, the coven rumbled with approval. Ranka’s head spun, her leader’s words ringing in her ears, her blood humming with the collective hope of the witches who surrounded her.


She could still say no. She could live out her days safe but alone. Ignored but alive.


But if she said yes?


If she pulled this off?


“You really think it was him?” Ranka whispered, her voice far away. “The pin could just be a coincidence. . . .”


Tell me no, a part of Ranka begged. Tell me there isn’t a chance. Tell me everything or nothing at all, but that it’s my fault she’s gone.


“You know I don’t believe in coincidences,” Ongrum said slowly. “And it was only Yeva they went after. The witch who died in front of you, child—was she blonde, like you?”


“Yes,” Ranka croaked, her voice weak.


Her legs threatened to buckle. It was her fault, then, truly. After all this time—after everything Yeva and the Skra and Ongrum had done for her—her sister had been right. She was a threat to everyone around her. A monster, even when she tried so hard to be anything but. And now Yeva would pay the price.


“It’s your choice,” Ongrum said finally. “I backed you before when the prince wanted you to head south; I’ll back you now if you wish to remain hiding from him still.”


“Just tell me this,” Ranka whispered. “Is there a chance—even a small one—that I can save her?”


“Oh, witchling.” Ongrum touched her cheek. “You’ll save them all.”


Ranka touched her bracelet—and drew her axe. “Tell me what I have to do.”










Chapter 4


Two weeks later


“Hands out!”


Ranka sank into her cloak, sweating in the relentless heat, and tightened her grip on the poster she’d stolen. Six guards swathed in mourner’s black manned the checkpoint ahead, armed with buckets of soapy water and instant-click torches. Behind them, the royal city of Seaswept rose up before the sea, a behemoth of light, sound, and life. Seabirds whirled over a bay choked with dozens of ships, some Isodalian, some bearing flags and cargo from nations across the Broken Sea. Envy coated Ranka’s tongue. Unlike Witchik’s shoreline of harsh cliffs and storm-plagued seas, Isodal’s sloping beaches and gentle waves had allowed the humans to open hundreds of trading ports, and it had made them strong.


If it were reversed, Ranka thought bitterly, eyes tracking the ships, if it were Witchik connected to the rest of the world, it would be us who grew rich on your resources. It would be us who lived like gods while you starved.


“Next!”


A child stumbled to the front of the line. A pale human guard seized his wrists and shoved his hands into an old wash pail, scrubbed his nails with a brush, and yanked his hands back up. Sunlight hit his fingers—pink against brown skin. Human.


“Clear,” the guard drawled. He stamped the child’s checkpoint card and waved him through. The boy whimpered and stumbled past, waiting for the rest of his family to be processed.


Ranka’s line moved at a crawl. In the line to her left were more strangers, most of them single travelers, a few parents with children—but to her right was the merchant line, travelers with wagons and carts, tugging along produce and pricey raw exports from Witchik’s north.


To her right, poised atop a wagon, was a witch.


At first glance she was just another a farmer’s daughter, a gangly girl with dirty clothes and tired eyes, sitting awkwardly astride an old mare whose better years were behind her. Ranka had sniffed her out immediately. Her witchery was weak, a pulse that was barely there, and had she been closer, Ranka wagered her nails would have been like Yeva’s or Asyil’s, holding only the barest tint of gray.


Ranka’s own sister had possessed nails like that—so barely tinted, one might wonder if the label of “witch” was a mistake. Had Ranka not been sniffed out by a Skra patrol, her sister might have lived out her days among humans, never knowing of the weak thread of witchery pulsing within. Maybe that’s where Vivna was now, eking out a life in some tiny Isodal town, happy as a lark away from the witches who had raised her. From the little sister who was willing to die for her.


Stop it.


Vivna was gone. Dead or alive, she was gone, and she wasn’t coming back.


But Yeva—Yeva still had a chance.


“Clear,” the guard said. An old man dressed in green ambled forward, tugging along a tiny cart of cabbages, and dutifully plunged his hands into the water.


Ranka swallowed, her eyes on the lone witch. How many had tried to sneak through, nails carefully painted, only to end up ablaze? It seemed foolish to risk being burned alive, all to enter a city.


But what a city it was. The heartbeat of a country, a chance to start anew, big enough for a lesser witch to get lost among the crowds and make a life. The Sunra palace was a distant glimmer atop the cliffs, poised over the city like a silent guardian. From here it looked fragile, as if the smallest gust of wind could send the entire thing careening into the waves. Ranka’s eyes tracked the city walls, the buildings that stretched east and west and curved around the bay in both directions. Three hundred thousand, Ongrum had estimated. Three hundred thousand lives within those walls.


If you’re in there, Yeva, I’ll find you. And I’ll bring you home.


“Clear,” the guard said, waving the cabbage merchant through.


It was the witch’s turn. She hesitated, hands shaking on the reins of what must have been a stolen horse.


Not my coven. Ranka set her jaw. Not my problem.


And yet.


“I said clear,” the guard snapped.


Ranka’s legs tensed. The poster nearly slipped from her hands.


The witch slid down on wobbly legs, flinching as she dipped her hands into the bucket. The second guard held the stamp, pale fingers stained with red ink, his turnip-shaped head shining with sweat. “What’s your business in Seaswept?”


“Hey,” someone said. “Hey, girl. The line’s moved.”


The guard jerked the witch’s hands out of the water, and the world went quiet. Paint ran in rivulets down the witch’s palms and her brown wrists, dripping her own death sentence into the dust. The guards’ faces fell as they processed what they were seeing.


They’d burn her for trying to sneak into the royal city.


They’d burn her alive.


You won’t just save her. You’ll save them all.


Ranka watched the witch, and all she saw was Yeva, Vivna, Ongrum, and so many others, so many people born on the wrong side of the border. How many had burned? How many more, until the prince fell?


The guard raised his hand.


The witch flinched.


And Ranka broke into a run.


She shoved the person in front of her and barreled forward, beckoning with her free hand at the guards, black nails flashing in the sun. Their bewildered faces morphed to fury. The witch watched Ranka with her mouth hanging open.


“A witch! Lock the line down—stop her!”


Her feet slammed against the earth. The wall loomed closer. Ranka made it ten feet, twenty, thirty feet.


“Stop!” Behind her came six clicks, the acrid scent of oil igniting—and the creak of a bow being drawn. “Unless you want to burn.”


Ranka skidded to a halt, crinkling her stolen poster.


“Turn around, witch.”


Slowly Ranka turned. Six flaming arrows were pointed at her chest. The guards’ eyes flicked to her nails. Behind them, people stirred, watching Ranka with naked fear. A baby screamed somewhere down the line, its howls broken by Shh, shh, shh. Ranka looked past them to the anonymous witch, inching forward, fingers stretched for the wet stamp lying in the dust.


“You lot get more desperate every year, don’t you?”


We don’t have enough food, Ranka wanted to snap. You hoard it all. You shirk trade regulations and ruin our land. So yes, we’re desperate. Starving.


Stall. Ranka swung her attention back to the guards. “Shoot me, and you’ll regret it.”


“The more of you we burn,” Turnip Head said slowly, “the better.”


Ranka rocked back on her heels, watching the witch from her periphery. She was close to the stamp. Once she had her pass marked, she’d be in the clear. Free to live out her days in the city so long as she remained within the walls. Safe.


Ranka dove.


She shoved the cabbage merchant out of her way and vaulted over his cart. Six arrows flew. The produce went up in a whoosh of flame, spitting sparks into the air.


The cabbage merchant slumped to the ground in defeat and put his head in his hands. “Every time,” he moaned. “Every single time.”


Ranka danced away from the heat. The witch snatched up the stamp, marked her card, and dropped it into her pocket.


Six more arrows were lit.


“Okay! I surrender!” Ranka blurted. She dropped to her knees, and her voice emerged in a nervous chatter. “Sorry for the commotion—I was sick of waiting in line. Not built for the heat and all that. Can’t blame a girl for wanting a dramatic entrance.”


The guards paused, plainly confused.


“I mean, you have been looking for me—haven’t you?”


And before they could move—before they could look back at the witch slipping through the gates—Ranka tossed back her hood, still kneeling, and unfurled the poster.


The guards froze, their faces slackening. A murmur went up from the crowd. They’d all seen the poster before. It’d been printed in their very city, identical to the thousands plastered across Isodal, covered in a rough sketch and garish text.


WANTED ALIVE


RANKA OF THE SKRA


NAMED BLOODWINN


APPROX. 6’2”, BLONDE OF HAIR, LEFT CHEEK SCARRED


APPROACH WITH CAUTION. HIGHLY DANGEROUS & KNOWN KILLER.


REWARD: 80,000 G & AUDIENCE WITH PRINCE GALEN


She hated those damned posters. The humans made her sound like some kind of criminal eager to see a war break out, when all she’d ever wanted was to be left alone.


Five years she’d hidden. In the end, whoever had given up Ranka’s identity to the palace knew her well enough to describe her down to her scar.


“Lights above.” A burning arrow clattered to the dirt. The lead guard’s legs twitched, as if he wasn’t certain if he should chase her or kneel. “I—I almost shot you.”


“I don’t suppose you could put the fire out?” Her voice came out higher than usual.


The first rule little witchlings learned was that if you smelled smoke, if you heard that crackle of flame, you ran.


Humans burned witches for a reason. When witchery manifested in a human child, tinting their nails and sharpening their senses, something in them changed, altering the chemical makeup of their very cells. Witches burned brighter, faster, hotter. Their strength faltered in the presence of flame. The more powerful the witch, the more susceptible they were.


Flame was a nuisance to a witch like Yeva. To Ranka, it might as well have been poison.


Memories wormed free—charred bodies in the snow; ribbons of red, orange, and cruel blue flame licking over homes, echoed by her sister’s screams.


Ranka didn’t open her eyes until the fire was out.


Guards hauled her to her feet, their touch hesitant but firm, as if not quite certain how to handle her. They frog-marched her toward the city, hollering for replacements, for the prince to be notified. Ranka twisted as they passed under the gates of Seaswept.


The witch was gone, and the stamp with her. A new guard manned the checkpoint. He’d look for it later and probably chalk it up to carelessness. Maybe the witch would throw the stamp into the sea. Maybe she’d send it north to help others sneak through.


It didn’t matter. She was safe.


Ranka tilted her head back, eyeing the bronze-edged cliffs, the pale towers against a cloudless sky, the streets that all curved down toward the sea so that when the king called hurricanes, he didn’t drown his own people by accident. Languages from all over the world blurred around her and fell into a hushed silence as eyes caught the witch marching through their streets. How different might her life have been if she’d grown up among travelers from Drakhara, Bouvan, Limeria, the Star Isles, or any of the countries from across the Broken Sea? Ahead, gold-wrought gates reared up before the cliffs, the Sunra palace crouching behind them like a sleeping giant.


Had the last Bloodwinn felt fear when she’d come here? Had she trembled like Ranka now wanted to, or had she strode forward with certainty, brown face serene, Arlani robes a swirl at her feet as she accepted the pale hand of a boy-king who carried hurricanes in his blood?


Had she been happy?


Vivna would have loved this place. She would have wanted to make a life here. Yeva might have loved it too, had she come here willingly and not as a prisoner, paying for Ranka’s crimes.


But all that Seaswept stirred in Ranka was a sense of freedom stolen, of missing girls and a gold pin delivered in the fist of a dying witch.


“Welcome home, Bloodwinn,” the guard to her left sneered, gripping her bicep tight enough to bruise. He tied her hands behind her back and shoved a blindfold over her eyes, his touch quick and rough. “Or should I say Butcher?”


Ranka narrowed her eyes. Belren would have been blamed on any blood-witch. It was only a stroke of irony that this man was right.


A deadly calm swept over her.


These people had hunted her. They’d pillaged her home, taken her family, ruined what little peace she’d had left.


But they were right to look at her with fear.


And in forty-six days she’d show them why.










Chapter 5


The blindfold came off, and all Ranka saw was wealth.


White halls sprawled in every direction, broken up by hand-tiled murals of pale storm mages surrounded by hurricanes, their robes adorned with gemstones, commanding clouds rendered in glittering gray quartz. Guards flanked her, dressed in crisp blue, gold-trimmed uniforms broken only by the black silk mourning bands encircling their biceps. They wouldn’t meet her eyes. One guard flinched when she looked at him, and drew a prayer circle on his chest, whispering about the curses of witch-women. 


Ranka rolled her eyes. Witchery largely favored women, but there were witches of every gender. A male witch had led the Kerth; a nonbinary witch piloted the Oori coven’s fleet. Even if a witch was given the wrong gender at birth, the power remained.


“Bloodwinn,” a voice said. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”


The guard approaching looked to be in his midforties, pale and lean with a shock of red hair. His uniform gleamed with medals, and the sword at his side was simple, lightweight, and well worn.


The other guards dipped their heads, stepped back, and mumbled, “Sir.”


The man looked her over. He had more freckles than anyone she’d ever met. “I’m Captain Wolfe, though you’re welcome to call me Foldrey.” His eyes were wary but kind. There was a harsh lilt to his words, one that felt like home. This man had been a northerner once. “I know you must be terrified, but no harm will come to you here. The Sunra family has always honored the treaty.”


Ranka swallowed, her head spinning. The captain of the guard—good. If anyone knew where Yeva was, it was him. “You can let her go now.”


Foldrey smiled awkwardly. “I’m sorry?”


“The witch you mistook for me. That you kidnapped, to bring me here. Yeva. You can release her.”


They stared at each other. Ranka kept her face carefully blank, though her heart threatened to beat out of her chest.


“I—I’m sorry,” Foldrey said finally, looking more uncomfortable with each passing second. “I don’t know what you mean, child. We’re not in the business of kidnapping girls.”


Disappointment clouded her.


He had to be lying. No one else had reason to take Yeva. He had no reason to be honest with her. For all she knew, Yeva was rotting in a dungeon cell right below her feet, held prisoner to ensure Ranka’s compliance.


No matter. Ranka would find her one way or another.


Foldrey cleared his throat. “Right, well . . . if you’ll follow me, Prince Galen is very eager to meet you.”


Galen. The guard said the name so softly, like the wretched Skybreaker prince were his own child and not a monster of a boy who sought to force her into marriage for some treaty that’d done more harm than good.


Ranka swallowed the bile rising in her throat and followed Foldrey across the palace grounds.


The grounds unfolded as they walked. Gardens swollen with pale irises and dark vines gleamed between arguing diplomats and opulent statues. Boardwalks stretched over shallow ponds, where sunset-colored carp swam in lazy circles, bobbing to the surface to compete for the bread crumbs a squealing little girl was tossing over the lilies. Even in the shade, the heat of the midsummer sun pressed down with suffocating weight. Vivna would have loved it. Yeva would have melted at the sight of the beauty shimmering across the grounds.


Ranka sank into her coat, sweating in the unrelenting heat, and wished she were home.


Servants blanched at the sight of her, their whispers trailing like smoke as they fled to spread the news.


“The Bloodwinn. They’ve found her, at last.”


Their emotions swirled over her tongue—acrid fear, bitter loathing, the nectar sweetness of relief. The guard that had sneered and called her Butcher walked only a few paces back. She was a necessary evil to these people. Her body secured the treaty and the resources that allowed Isodal to triple its exports and thrive. Even the farthest reaches of the human kingdom felt the ripple effects of expanding wealth.


They would tolerate her, if they must. What was one witch for the prosperity of a kingdom?


More guards stepped around the corner. Like the others’, the neat pastels of their uniforms were broken by the black silk bands on their arms.


Foldrey kept talking, but Ranka was too tired to listen. She heard the words prince and dinner and meeting. Someone darted forward with a wet rag and wiped her face and arms. Hands wove into her hair without permission to fix her braids.


Her skin crawled.


“Foldrey, do you want her in new clothes?” a maid asked, her freckled nose wrinkling. “Or . . . a bath?”


I want to go home. The words rose to Ranka’s lips. I just want to find my friend and go home.


But what she wanted—who she was—didn’t matter anymore. Not here, not to these people who saw her only as a means to an end. Ranka remained silent and swallowed the bitter words back down.


Foldrey waved the maid away. “Later. He should meet her now.”


The scent of seafood, garlic, lemon, and some strange, sugary herb wafted forward as they turned a corner. Glass balls holding heatless white mage-fire flickered overhead in a gray-tiled veranda. Above them, wooden wind chimes swayed in a low, mournful harmony. Loaves of dark bread waited on the table, still steaming from the oven.


Ranka’s stomach lurched. She hadn’t eaten all day.


She reached for the bread—and a throat cleared.


“Traditionally,” a young voice said, “we wait for the ones who actually run the place before we inhale their food.”


Ranka froze.


A boy lounged at the end of the table. He was about her age, dark haired and dark eyed, dressed in purple nobleman’s silks that made his pale skin glow. The servants fanning along the walls tittered behind their hands.


“New here?” He looked her up and down and grinned. “New to civilization in general?”


Ranka curled her lip, breathing in for a retort, and froze.


His scent was all wrong. The boy looked human, but his scent was touched by old snakeskin.


Ranka narrowed her eyes. “Galen, I presume?”


Shock flashed across the boy’s face, and then he threw his head back and laughed, exposing a long, elegant neck faintly ringed with scars. “Me? How on earth could you mistake me for . . .” He looked closely at her for the first time, and recognition lit his face. “Oh, Scala’s scales. You’re her. It must be my birthday. This is going to be a riot.”


Ranka gaped, but before she could question him, the breeze vanished with the swiftness of someone pinching out a candle flame. Magic.


Every servant snapped to attention. The irritating noble boy rose with a rustle of silk.


The hair on Ranka’s arms stood on end. The air was suddenly dead, without the slightest stir of a breeze.


New scents hit her: wind and storms, metal and paper, new summer rain on old rust and well-loved books. Swirling over it all, growing stronger by the second, was the scent of fear.


Ranka turned—and met the eyes of the prince she’d come here to kill.










Chapter 6


Prince Galen was small.


He was at least a head shorter than Ranka, slender, with rich brown skin, a kind face, and curly black hair cut close to his skull. Silver thread circled his cuffs and swept down his lapels, woven in the image of gusts of wind. Like the others, a mourning band gleamed on his bicep. Galen’s gaze swung over Ranka, and his smile cracked. He looked . . . disappointed to see her.


If Ranka hadn’t known better, she’d have thought he looked scared.


Galen shook himself and turned to the nearest servant. “Rhyla, how’s your daughter?”


“Better,” the woman breathed. “Thank you again, Your Highness. If it weren’t for you—”


Galen waved her off, his nose wrinkling as though he was embarrassed. “It’s nothing. Truly. I’m glad she’s well.” He moved down the table, greeting each servant by name, asking after family members, neighbors, and even one man’s pet cat. Ranka blinked. The Skra didn’t dare to even look Ongrum in the eye. These people met their prince’s gaze and stood with ease. Where was their respect for their leader? Where was their fear?


Galen took his seat and refused to look at her.


Ranka could only stare.


This was the boy who’d sent bounty hunters into her land. He was the Skybreaker heir, a boy with hurricanes in his blood, and he was a monster.


Wasn’t he?


Another stepped onto the veranda, and Ranka’s thoughts were torn from Galen entirely.


Princess Aramis was the same height as her brother, with a delicate, yet athletic frame and thick black curls framing her face. Deep navy silks rippled like water as she walked, blazing with the gold-threaded image of a bursting sun. The princess met Ranka’s gaze with an intensity and tucked a curl behind her ear with ink-stained fingers.


As the first girl ever born to a Bloodwinn marriage, Princess Aramis was famous long before her wind-wielding brother. She’d been groomed for power, trained in matters of state and war, poised to be the first woman ever to take the Sunra throne. The first true witch queen.


But her witchery never rose. Galen developed his father’s devastating wind magic, and when the twins entered puberty, it became clear Aramis didn’t have a grain of magic—no internal witchery, nor a shred of external human magic. The Sunras had kept an iron grip on Isodal thanks to the power that flowed through their veins. Without it, Aramis could never be allowed to make a legitimate bid for the throne.


Her parents took her crown, and then a year ago death took her parents. The public story said fever. But staring at this girl, at the bright fire in her eyes and the way she regarded the world with cool indifference, Ranka wondered if the rumors of poison might hold weight.


Aramis locked eyes with Ranka and tilted her head to the side. “She’s so . . . underwhelming.”


“Aramis,” Galen said, his voice clipped. “Be nice.”


The princess lifted a brow. “This is me being nice.”


She plopped down beside the noble boy, crossed one petite leg over the other, and the two exchanged a meaningful smirk.


The room lapsed into an uneasy silence. There were only three other guests—palace officials, by their dress. They stared at their empty plates and didn’t say a word. Aramis fished a piece of bread from the bowl and tore it into smaller and smaller pieces, eyeing everyone with a challenge in her eyes. Galen sat immobile, looking for all the world like he wanted to disappear. The noble boy watched it all with an ill-concealed grin.


Ranka waited for someone to speak to her. The minutes ticked by. She stared at her empty plate. Did they . . . not want her here? That couldn’t be right. Why would Yeva have been kidnapped, then? Why the posters?


What was going on?


After another beat of silence, she couldn’t take it anymore.


“It’s hot,” she blurted.


Everyone lifted their heads to stare at her. Heat crept to her cheeks. Perhaps silence had been better.


“The weather,” she clarified lamely. “It’s, um, warm. Warm-er. We still have snow in parts of the Northlands. In the mountains. Although I suppose the mountain snow never really melts. . . .”


More stares.


“Do you have mountains here?” she chattered. “I didn’t see any—you have cliffs, but obviously those aren’t very high, and, um.” Good Goddess, strike me with lightning, make me stop talking. “Your clothes are different, you don’t even wear boots, you’ve got those funny strappy things on your feet—”


“Yes,” the noble boy said slowly, “because it’s hot.”


Ranka willed the floor to open and swallow her whole. Instead the doors swung open and a servant stepped through, bearing trays that sagged under the weight of food.


“Oh, thank the sun,” Galen breathed.


Ranka agreed.


In seconds the table was covered—bowls overflowed with mixed greens, and trays sagged under mounds of garlic roasted potatoes, green beans, carrots, and buttered snapper. Acid climbed in her throat. Three months ago Isodal had raised the tariffs on their agriculture and medicine exports to Witchik, claiming a shortage of food in the face of the drought. Yet this table alone could have fed her entire coven for a week.


It wasn’t like Witchik had other options. The Kithraki mountain range cradled Witchik’s far north in a crown of frozen rock, but past that was nothing but miles of barren sea ice. Anyone who wanted to trade with Witchik needed access to Isodal’s ports. If the covens wanted anything from the outside world, it had to go through the south first.


“Still,” some witches said. “It’s better than before, when we got nothing at all.”


Ranka took in the surplus of food and wasn’t so sure.


The hour crept by in silence, everyone picking at their plates, the sound of chewing broken only by murmured conversations between Aramis and the noble boy that often ended in laughter Ranka was certain was directed at her.


Finally, whether out of desperation or pity, Galen swiveled toward her. “Did you have a long journey, Bloodwinn?”


“Ranka, please. Just—call me Ranka.” She cringed. “Two weeks. Not bad, really. I’ve taken longer patrols, scouting out Murknen lands.”


The blank look on his face told her that meant nothing to him.


This was going incredibly well.


“Two weeks,” Aramis said. She twirled her fork in a slow, lazy circle. “And yet you were named Bloodwinn a month and a half ago. Where were you, exactly?”


Hiding from you. “It took me . . . time to come to terms with my duty.”


“Yes, it certainly did, didn’t it?”


Galen made a pained noise in his throat. “Aramis.”


“Galen,” she mimicked.


He glared at her, and she stuck her tongue out at him. They were definitely siblings.


A stone-faced servant bearing a pitcher of wine approached Ranka. She shook her head, stomach turning. Six years ago her sister had gotten roaring drunk on blackberry wine she’d flirted away from a merchant. Ranka remembered the sickly sweet smell on her breath, the way her head had lolled as though her neck had been snapped. Ranka had carried her home. Right before they’d stepped back into camp, Vivna had looked up at Ranka with cloudy eyes and slurred, “You ruined my life by being born.”


The memory made nausea roll through her. Ranka shoved it away, a cold sweat breaking across her skin.


She’s gone. She left you. Focus on the ones who stayed. Focus on the ones you need to save.


Pastries and pale-pink wedges of cake were whisked forward. Ranka reached for the nearest and someone made a disapproving tsk to her right. Two silver forks gleamed in front of her, one slightly smaller than the other, their handles carved into the shape of a bird in flight. She hesitated, hand hovering over the forks. They looked the same. Why would anyone in their right mind have rules about forks that looked the same?


Galen nudged her foot beneath the table. “Second one.”


Ranka snatched the second fork, face burning, and finally, blessedly, they seemed to forget about her, switching the conversation away. It was easier to focus on her food and listen, methodically cutting her cake  into smaller and smaller pieces as the twins discussed the weather, an upcoming parade, and apparently endless Council meetings.


“Once I’m named king, I’m never going to another one of those meetings again,” Galen grumbled.


Aramis poked him in the ribs with the end of her butter knife. “Once you’re king, you need to lead the meetings.”


“Once I’m king, I’m banishing you.”


“Finally, a good idea,” the noble boy said. “She’s a pain in the a—ow.” He rubbed his forehead where Aramis had flicked him.


Galen may have been prince, but it was Aramis who led the conversation, steering the adults to whatever topic she pleased, inquiring about food shortages, the border conflicts, the silence from the Kerth coven.


Ranka froze midbite.


Had she heard that correctly?


“Still no word,” a palace official said, cutting into a honey-glazed pastry.


Aramis pressed her lips into a thin line. “Strange. They came for the funeral when Mother died. Send more scouts, would you?”


Ranka stared at the table. The scouts would do them no good. Ranka knew, because on the way here she’d passed right through Kerth territory, hoping they’d know something about the rotting witch in the woods. Instead she’d found cold firepits, unlocked cabins, and dishes of maggot-infested venison still set out on tables, as though they had vanished midbite. There were no bodies, no bloodshed. They were just gone.


But why? And how could the palace not know?


Aramis’s head snapped toward her. “Excuse me?”


Ranka blanched. She’d spoken the last part out loud.


“I . . . ,” she said. “Um . . .”


Aramis’s eyes narrowed. “What don’t we know?”


Ranka hesitated, grasping for a way to change the subject.


The door banged open.


Foldrey hurried toward the dining table. Sweat gleamed at his temples. But instead of turning to Galen, it was Aramis he knelt beside with a whisper.


All Ranka caught was found and tunnels and a word she didn’t understand: winalin.


It was nonsense to her—but Aramis’s fingers curled around her knife until they were bloodless.


“You should wait,” Foldrey said. “I can arrange an escort—”


“We’ll leave now.” Aramis rose, ink-stained fingers tapping a rhythm against her thigh. She looked at the noble boy. “I hope you’re done.”


“I wasn’t,” he said mournfully. But he didn’t argue, just stuffed a roll in his mouth and leapt up, trailing at the princess’s heels, that unsettling scent of snakeskin curling in the air long after he’d left.


Galen watched them go with a funny expression on his face, his fork frozen in midair. There was a look there that Ranka didn’t understand—frustration maybe? Betrayal? It faded, and Galen turned to Ranka with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.


“I apologize for my sister’s rudeness,” he said with a tired edge to his voice. “She and Percy are always running off toward trouble.”


Ranka nodded, her eyes lingering on the space Aramis had just occupied. Galen turned back to the other guests, inquiring politely about their lives and poking half-heartedly at his food. Cold crept over her. Aramis had just left the room in a dash—and it seemed for all the world like Galen didn’t care.


Wasn’t he their leader? Their future king?


Disdain curdled in her mouth. If he was this uninvolved in the affairs of his own palace, she was doing his people a favor by killing him. Here was a boy raised with a kingdom at his fingertips—and he squandered it. He would be useless in finding Yeva and the other missing witches.


She would start, then, with the ones who did seem to have a keen eye fixed on the happenings within the palace walls—the noble boy and the princess.


And she would start with winalin.










Chapter 7


For two days no one came for Ranka. She spent her time in her room, watching the sea, straining for the whispers floating down the hall. At night she ghosted the palace halls for signs of Yeva—and found nothing. No mention of a stray witch, no trace of her scent on the clothes of guards or wafting down corridors that surely led to concealed dungeons.


And no gold pins.


It didn’t make sense. Even if Yeva wasn’t here, if someone in the palace had ordered her kidnapping, surely there would be mention of her?


Unless they didn’t take her. Her throat tightened. Unless Foldrey was telling the truth, and the palace had nothing to do with her disappearance at all.


No. Ongrum said they’d targeted Yeva because she looked like Ranka. It had to be the palace. If not the twins, then someone working for them. They couldn’t lie to her forever.


Still—it disturbed her that they left her alone. Her only visitors were the servants bringing her meals. On the third day, as a woman set a plate of greens and sea bass by her door, Ranka leapt up. “Where is everyone?”


The servant blinked. “I’m sorry?”


“The twins! Foldrey! Someone. Shouldn’t I be attending meetings?” Her voice faltered. “Or receiving tutors? Or . . . doing . . . something?”


The woman paled. “You are doing something, miss. You’re here.”


A different servant brought her food the next day. When Ranka tried to question her, the woman practically ran from the room.


You’ll be a figurehead, Ongrum had warned. No more, no less.


She’d ceased being Ranka. Now she was just a nameless witch, here to keep the treaty alive. If she was breathing, she served her purpose. Nothing mattered beyond that to these people.


So Ranka wandered.


She crossed the grounds at a turtle’s pace, arms swinging, face curated into the picture of boredom as she mapped out the palace. Any time a guard passed her, she yawned. The only entrance she’d found so far was the main gate, a hideous beast of gilded metal, guarded day and night by men with swords and instant-click torches. She left the palace behind, aiming for the fields that sprawled across the back of the property. No one stopped her. No one seemed to care. Only the blur of sandstone walls on the horizon was a reminder of her status as prisoner.


But everywhere she went, she felt their eyes.


A small crop of stables and weather-beaten fences loomed into view. Several overfed horses grazed in the fields, tails lazily flicking away flies biting at their flanks. Ranka’s blood-magic rolled through her veins, flickering her vision to black and white. Her palms ached. Her power demanded death every few weeks to keep it under control; judging by her hunger, she had six, maybe seven, days before she needed to find a way out of the palace to feed her blood-magic.


Ranka hopped the fence and kicked off her strange shoes—sandals, the maid had called them. She wiggled her toes in the grass, relishing its softness, the way it held the sun’s warmth but remained cooler than the air. One of the horses lifted its head, snorted, and went back to grazing. She closed her eyes, drinking in the scent of the sea, the sun radiating down on her skin. The heat was still a weight, but not nearly as bad dressed in the human’s flowing robes.


Laughter rippled nearby.


“Come on. No one is out here. I’ll be fine, and you need the practice.”


Ranka flattened herself against the stable wall. Voices rumbled. There’d been no one here seconds before. She inched backward, concealing herself as Aramis and Galen Sunra stepped out of the stables, the noble boy from dinner trailing at their heels.


“Why couldn’t we stay in the tunnels?” Galen demanded. “I don’t . . .” He lowered his voice. “I don’t want people to see me.”


“Too dark,” Aramis said. “No good for practice.”


“Also, we don’t want to bash Percy’s head in,” the noble boy, Percy, added.


Aramis shrugged. “That might be an improvement, actually.”


Percy threw her a wounded look. He pulled his shirt off with one smooth movement, revealing a sheen of sweat gleaming over dozens of thin scars that wrapped his body in a wicked lace. Odd. He dressed and spoke like a nobleman’s child—but those were the scars of a soldier.


Percy crooked a finger at Galen. “Come on, princeling. I’m hard to break, I promise.”


Galen looked slightly disturbed. “Is everyone from the Star Isles as insane as you?”


“We’re not insane. You people are just boring.”


“Aren’t ambassadors supposed to be polite?”


“Aren’t princes supposed to be charming?”


“Father always said the Star Isles bred madness,” Galen deadpanned. “I thought he was being dramatic. Now I’m inclined to think he was right.”


Percy gave Galen a grim smile. “You don’t know the half of it, princeling.”


Ranka’s eyes narrowed. There was a hitch to Percy’s tone she didn’t trust. A hint of something deeper, an echo of a secret held back. She knew painfully little of the Star Isles—Ongrum had said the island kingdom had once been a powerhouse of trade, but a decade ago a bloody coup had forced them to abruptly close their ports. A rebel queen had taken the throne after slaughtering the royal family, much of the noble class, and many civilians. After that the island went dark.


Or so they thought.


Yet here was Percy—who seemed to be wildly unfit for the role of ambassador, even to Ranka’s untrained eye—now residing within the palace walls, lingering close to the princess. Was he an honored guest? A spy? And why send him now?


Maybe Queen Ilia had sent him as an insult. Or maybe they really were all madder than a bag of cats.


Galen crossed his arms. “This is ridiculous. I know you guys want to help, but I have teachers for that— ”


“Teachers you keep firing,” Aramis interjected.


“But what if I hurt Percy?”


“I’ll consider it a perk.” Percy winked dramatically. “I like a little pain.”


Galen made an interesting noise. “You are the most—Percy, if I break your spine, the Crown is not paying your healer fee.”


“You rule justly, young prince.” Percy gravely dipped into a bow. “If you break my spine, cast my body to the sea. Let the mermaids cradle my tragically beautiful face and drown Seaswept in their mourning cries—”
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