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IULIE SOTO

of Cordelia, Anna stepped forward to the balcony ledge as if in a trance,

her mouth open. The sunlight reflected off the purple rose crest on her

armor.

Briony looked back to the cloud of dust and ash that blossomed higher

and higher to cbver the moon and the sun in their dance. She saw the

reflection of it to her left in the water of the lake.

The last dragon flapped her spindly wings and soared away from the

mess of humans on the battlefield, returning north.

"Stay here," Anna said, running quickly toward the balcony stairs. She

pivoted, changing her mind. "No . . . You should go inside. Get somewhere

safe and wait."

Briony stared at her. Cordelia choked on a sob.

Anna gazed back, and Briony watched Ler guard's mind twirl through

her plans and strategies. Anna was supposed to stay by her side; she had

held her as a baby and promised her father to give her life for Briony's.

Before she could overthink, Anna darted down the stairs.

Briony turned back to the dust cloud, wondering ifparts ofher biother

were inside of it. Her brother who was supposed to be the one to end t}is
war. Her brother who had been foretold.

She gasped then, as if the idea of the failed prophecy was the slap sheid

needed.

Rory was gone. Tears filled her eyes on a shuddering inhale, and she

imagined what the front would be like. A thousand soldiers realizing that

their long-held hope, their Heir Twice Over, was just a man after all.

She shrugged offher cape. It wouldn't help her run. Neither would her

slippers or draped silk gown, but she didn't have time to change.

She had one foot on the stairs when Cordelia grabbed her wrist, tug-

ging her back. "Where are you going?" The panic pinched her voice. "We

have to hidel"

Briony laid her hand on her friend's wrist. "If we hide, we'll be the last

ones left," she said, her voice flat.

Cordelia's blue eyes widened. The moment Cordelia's grip relaxed,

Briony spun and frced down the stairs, her friend's light footsteps chasing

behind her.
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IULIE SOTO

"Don't say goodbve."

"All right, I $,on't."

"Good."

His lips twitched. As tu.ins, they shared the same curved mouth, the

same brorvn eyes, the same chestnut hair color. His nose was broader like
Father's, and her hair was wavy like their mother's, but the differences in
their appearances were subtle.

Rory hooked his thumbs into the tailored trousers he'd had made fbr
battle. "But I should \ rarn you that Didion wants to say goodbye. Wants to

probably say more than goodbye-"
Briony groaned and tilted her face hack to the high ceiling. "This is

vour fault," she said. "lf you hadn't proposed to Cordelia, then Didion
never rvould have gotten these ideas."

Rory plopped onto her bed. 'Actually, I'd say he got the idea when 1,611

started taking walks after midnight 1yi1[ [i6-"
She gasped. "Who told you about that? That w,as a year ago, and walk-

ing rvas all we did!"

Rory leveled his gaze at her. "Couldn't find a better time of day to
walk?"

Briony bit her lip. 'All right, maybe we did 
" 

fi1 1ne16-"
Rory covered his ears. "Stop."

"But I swear my virtue is intact."

He rolled on his hack and squeezed his eyes closed. "Stop talking, I beg

)'o.,."
Laughing, Briony dropped onto the other side of the bed. "Is there

anyone else who wishes to say goodbve? Any other suitors I should know
about?" She fluffed her flowing summer skirts around her legs.

Rorrv smiled, but then the curve of his mouth dripped like wax. "l don't

know. Are there?" he asked quietlv.

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

His eyes flickered between her ow-n, seeking. "If it's not Didion, then

vrho does have your attention?"

"No one." Her voice was high and rushed. "It's it's war, Rorv, in case

I'ou hadn't noticed. Why rvould anyone have time for any of that?"

"Well, some of us find the r

may be different." He sat rry,

with the long leather cord h
pendant at the end ofit bad h

Rory was always so hrmbl
up. As if he wasn't the one prc

believe it himself.

"Yes. Today may change e

grabbed his hand. 'Do you wa

He looked up at her and

them, she realized.

On the first day of sdoo
for Rory, she hadn't unders

sixteen-ye ar- old twin brother
'He may struggle in lessm

nice if the Bomarfi children d
by his sister."

Briony still fidn't cmpre
came in and Father started as

Rory. Hours upon hours of,r
often given to her brother, an

scraPs.

She never forgave her frtha
Briony took a deep breath e

moning a small yialfilledEnt
. 'This is water from tle lak

the Eversun school's well-'B
of Eversun families who were
this war was done. 'When N
hands and place the last drop o

and the school w-ill all linlur
Rory took it from her, nod

by ttre way."

'He doesn't understand ir l
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Their Rosewood bloodline was strong with protection magic-shields,
borders, and wards. It was one of the main reasons they were predestined

to rule, according to Briony and Rory's father. He, their grandfather, and

all the men be:hind them were celebrated peacetime rulers. Rory was the

first Rosewood to know war in over five hundred years.

"The general values offensive magic. That's his job," Briony continued.

"But it's your job as king and as a Rosewood to protect our people."

"What's left of them," said Rory, the exhaustion in his voice clear.

Over the past four years of war, they'd been beaten farther and farther
south, losing their ground and losing people. It wasn't land that Bomard

truly wanted. It wasn't the captives taken along the way-though that was

always a plus for the power-hungry Bomardi. It was Rory. It was the end

to the Heir Twice Over.

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

"What if it isn't?" Rory asked, the words tumbling out quickly. His eyes

pleaded with her.

"It is.' Briony's voice was stronger than she felt. She smiled reassur-

ingly. "The eclipse. Everyone knows it's today. When the sun shines at night,

he who will bring an end 76 1ry41-"

Rory yanked his hand from her. "Don't quote the prophecy to me.

Six-hundred-year- old nonsense."

He stood and went to the window overlooking her writing desk. Bri-
ony watched him lean forward on the ledge, like a child wishing he could

play outside. She ran her fingers over the duvet, thinking ofthe old proph-
ecy that had haunted Rory for four years now.

When the sun shines at night, he who will bring an end to wat on this land

shall be victorious. He shall be an heir, twice ove4 and a fightJul sovereign ovet the

continent.

The prophecy was from more than half a millennium ago. When it
hadn't come true at the end of the Moreland civil war that split the con-

tinent into Evermore and Bomard, many had forgotten about it. But four

years ago, at the outbreak of the new conflict, everyone began wondering

if Rory was the orie prophesied.

Briony's eyes drifted to the papers and correspondence on her desk-tlre

letters she'd received ba& fr,m
could not send aid, but t+ret t
court warmly in a refeat; the-,,

from t}e realm; the victorvrye

the locations ofEversun safe ho

She cleared her throat. oYo

to end. Completely."

Briony hadn't even said M
inside her chest.

Rory pressed his lips togeth

"You'll have to use Heartstr

'I know, Briony," he said h
eral Meers and I have been pra

His voice trailed off. Brirx'
or birds around g1*.por.g h.d

Heartstop was oudawed in
stop, the cmshing of a heart wi

on a magician. The first taking

every zubsequent kill sliced fru
complex magrc from scratcf,"

only Eversuns used mind rnagi

Itwas this divide betweend

seized upon. Bomard had bes
Eversuns' mind magic was miu
ferent source from which to p
the disciplines, too-certain r
by a heart magician, and vice v
of power. Mugr" p"lLd from d
magrc from the heart took a 

1

always needed to rely qp enirn

longed magic use.

Or worse.

Under Mallow's influene,
ther. Why use an animal wh€u.
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heart could give vou much more power than an animal's, and creating a

bond-a heartspring bond would ensure that your ow-n heart wasn't

being exhausted.

There was a screech outside the window, and in tense silence, they

both u,atched Mallow's familiar beat its black wings against the sky. The

Iast dragon in the know'n world, the creature whose name had been lost to

time, had begun circling at dawn.

There were times Briony didn't blame the Bomardi for following

Mallow. She, too, might have put her faith in the mage able to bond

vi.ith the last dragon. Not to mention the untold power Mallow received

from that f6nd-1|ig strength of magic and the access to skills that a

heart magician could ne\rer acquire from a more common animal, or

e\;en a heartspring. Bonded to the dragon, Mallow might live two life-

spans, like the last mage who'd bonded with it. The Dragon Lord, as he

u as called in the history books, had lived more than one hundred and

iiltv vears. And it wasn't just a long life that Mallovl'had with the dragon

bond. It was widely known that with the dragon's magic, Mallor,v could

read thoughts, a trait heretofore only known among the most experi-

enced mind magicians.

They watched the dragon sail until she disappeared over the ocean

agarn.

Brionv refocused her attention as Rorv turned from the windorv. He

looked at her with the same expression from when they were vounger, like

he needed the ansvl.er to a tutor's question.

"Do vou believe the prophecy is about me? Really? In 'gour heart,

Brionv?"

Brionr,'u,as still as she answered without a waver in her voice, "Yes."

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

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

Rory sighed. "That'll be Didion, then."

Her lips pulled down into a frown.

Rory lau-qhed. "Don't be mean to him!" he said. "He ma1, die todav, vou

knou,."

"Don't say such a thing."
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brought its temperature up again. The steam r,visped upward as he held the

teacup out to her.

"Here," he said u,ith a shv smile.

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

"lt's been a while since we've been properly alone together," Didion
said.

Briony nodded. That had been her idea. when the stress of the tactical
meetings and tension within the castle walls had become too much, she

and Didion used to take walks together at night by the docks near Bilt-
more Palace, escaping prving eyes and inquisitive ears. He listened while
she confided her frustrations about General Meers's strategies, and soon

the *-alks began to end with soft kisses, like they'd shared in school. And
then the kisses began to end with hands under fabrics.

Didion rvas gentle and patient. His hands seemed to spend hours fum-
bling to find just the right spot between her thighs, and once he found it,
he quickly lost it, but Briony just smiled u,hen he would ask if she enjoyed

herself. Perhaps there was supposed to be more . . . enjoyment . Briony hoped

at least. Perhaps rvhen a bed rvas brought into it, things became easier, but
she refused to let Didion into her bed. As the sister of the king, she'd alread,v

allor.r.ed Didion manv liberties that only a husband should have.

It had been her idea to pause things between them after the retreat
from Biltmore Palace, even though Didion was a comfortable choice. Safe.

Kind. Her father w-ould have been huppy to see her married to Didion
Winchester. Her brother, too. Briony often r,r.ondered why she didn't ,anr
comfortable, safe, kind.

"I r'l.as hoping to ask you for vour favor toda'1," he said, staring dou,n at

his hands.

Sipping to stall for time, Brionl'rvatched his thumbs circle each other.

"oh?"
"Perhaps I could wear your pin into the {ield today?"

Her {ingers jumped for the silver brooch. "lt's my mother's," she said

quicklv, ignoring her use of the present tense. "l'\,e never taken it off. I
can't part n,ith it, I'm sorrv."

"No, of course, right," he st
ofhair?"

'That's. . . also mv mother's

her mother had borne a srrikrnl
tw-enW-fi ve years-coincidenta
died giving birth to Brionv and l

'Is it necessary? Can'tl just rr-isb

He nodded, blushing softlr.
could know that I had someone

oCome home?" She laughed.

'I'm tring to ask formallr,
hand through his dark hair.

'There's nothing to ask,'sh
horv if I'll need to be usefirl in

He looked at her sharpll-. '
rrouldn't do that to you."

'He won't have a choice! He

iburrcars now, but aftertodar.l
Er-ermore." She set dorr-n her tr
'There have been pl.oq- of rr,",

r-u-stain the treaf."
'Don't sound so excited," Di
Her head snapped to hirn. '\r
He sighed and stood from I

r-ou'lI be huppy if I live t]rough r

'Of course I'll be happv if roi
"Wonderful. Thank r-ou.o he

sentence, he was out ttre door. c
She groaned and fell back or

evasive. Aside from tvr-o cousins.

rrood line who could be offere<

riage. Rory probably couldn't hc

marriage would go a long rsar

There were many families in rhr
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bloodthirstv '\,engeance seekers. A rnarriage betrveen herself and a voung

Bomardi r,vithin the iinc lr.ouldn't have to be a life of torture.
There \\-ere some rvith ufiom she'd attended school vl.ho looked dorvn

on the Eversuns but hadn't been so .utr,vardlv despicable. Finn Raquirr

$.ith his dark skin and darker eyes \^ras half Eversun himsel{l his parents

had been one such convenient rnarriage. The Raquin patriarch rvas four-

teenth in line for the highest position of power in Bomard--the Seat. Finn

was a cad, but he w-asn't evil.

On the other hand, evil had a face r,vith Canning Trow. With wide-set

eyes and pastv skin, Canning w-as terrible to look at, u,ith a soul that rvas

just as bleak. It had been common knowledge to steer clear of him in
the dark corridors at school. The only reason he walked as if he orvned

the place u'as that he did. His mother was third in line for the Seat, and

his father's family ou.ned the entire mountain that the Bomardi school

grounds were carved into.

There were several young men who were cruel onlv when it was con-

venient for them, ]ike Lorne Vult and Liam Quill, though r,r.ord r,,r.as that
Liam Quill \\"as more interested in Lorne and Finn than extending his

fanrill line-sixth though his father was.

And then there was someone far harder to decipher. Icy cold most days,

onlv to thaw at the oddest moments. With strong hands and opaque eyes, a

u'icked mouth and a silver tongue. Who inspired as much fear and uncer-

taintr,'in her chest as he did yearning.

Brionv shook her thoughts loose. It was useless to dr,vell on such things.

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

A few hours later, Briony stood in the castle courtvard, r,r,atching her

brother kiss her best friend goodbye. Cordelia rvrapped her arms around

Rory's shoulders much more affectionatel-v than r.r.as considered proper, but
there u'eren't manv people who cared about proprietv in these dark davs.

"Disgusting," said a voice on her left.

Brionr-grinned at he r r, ---,:
irou ning plavfulh' at R,-,r-. ::.

Brionl chuckled, "Th:t',' .,

"\ot if I can help it." Fr: .. -

- ,--,nd braid or-er her shr,ul,'-:

Brionr nodded Fin,:,1: :-- '

rtrnn in thc c.rstle.r- -,

. :,,]a .r'as off to. but she .,,, ..,
:-.---h rr-, her disappoinrr-.:.:

,t r, , h.r righr . u r', :

-: lr 's personal guarrt t,:.r-.
. : ..1 ''r'hot-t-t Brionr ha,t r'.:

.-:,..-1.. p.r Brr,,). ,.
---: :]'.. a\: secmai] r: --. .

--r ... :. ln t:r.f t'-: ..
' j' rltt:r'.lu',i - : '
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