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GREAVESDRAKE MANOR

A young queen stands barefoot on a wooden block with 
her arms outstretched. She has only her scant under-

clothes and the long, black hair that hangs down her back 
to fend off the drafts. Every ounce of strength in her slight 
frame is needed to keep her chin high and her shoulders 
square.

Two tall women circle the wooden block. Their fingertips 
drum against crossed arms, and their footsteps echo across 
the cold hardwood floor.

‘She is thin to the ribs,’ Genevieve says, and smacks 
them lightly, as if it might scare the bones farther under 
the skin. ‘And still so small. Small queens do not inspire 
much confidence. The others on the council cannot stop 
whispering about it.’

She studies the queen with distaste, her eyes dragging 
across every imperfection: her hollow cheeks, her pallid 
skin. The scabs from a rubbing of poison oak that still 
mar her right hand. But no scars. They are always careful  
about that.
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‘Put your arms down,’ Genevieve says, and turns on her 
heel.

Queen Katharine glances at Natalia, the taller and elder of 
the two Arron sisters, before she does. Natalia nods, and the 
blood rushes back to Katharine’s fingertips.

‘She will have to wear gloves tonight,’ Genevieve says. 
Her tone is unmistakably critical. But it is Natalia who 
determines the queen’s training, and if Natalia wants to 
rub Katharine’s hands with poison oak one week before her 
birthday, then she will.

Genevieve lifts a lock of Katharine’s hair. Then she pulls 
it hard.

Katharine blinks. She has been prodded back and forth 
by Genevieve’s hands since she stepped onto the block. 
Jerked so roughly at times that it seems Genevieve wants 
her to fall so she can scold her for the bruises.

Genevieve pulls her hair again.
‘At least it is not falling out. But how can black hair be so 

dull? And she is still so, so small.’
‘She is the smallest and the youngest of the triplets,’ 

Natalia says in her deep, calm voice. ‘Some things, Sister, 
you cannot change.’

When Natalia steps forward, it is difficult for Katharine to 
keep her eyes from following her. Natalia Arron is as close 
to a mother as she will ever know. It was her silk skirt that 
Katharine burrowed in at the age of six, all that long way 
from the Black Cottage to her new home at Greavesdrake 
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Manor, sobbing after being parted from her sisters. There 
was nothing queenly about Katharine that day. But Natalia 
indulged her. She let Katharine weep and ruin her dress. She 
stroked her hair. It is Katharine’s earliest memory. The one 
and only time Natalia ever allowed her to act like a child.

In the slanting, indirect light of the parlor, Natalia’s ice-
blond bun appears almost silver. But she is not old. Natalia 
will never be old. She has far too much work and far too 
many responsibilities to allow it. She is the head of the Arron 
family of poisoners, and the strongest member of the Black 
Council. She is raising their new queen.

Genevieve grasps Katharine’s poisoned hand. Her thumb 
traces the pattern of scabs until she finds a large one and 
picks it until it bleeds.

‘Genevieve,’ Natalia cautions. ‘That is enough.’
‘Gloves are fine, I suppose,’ Genevieve says, though she 

still seems cross. ‘Gloves over the elbows will give shape to 
her arms.’

She releases Katharine’s hand, and it bounces against her 
hip. Katharine has been on the block for over an hour, and 
there is much day still ahead. All the way to nightfall, her 
party, and the Gave Noir. The poisoner’s feast. Just thinking 
of it makes her stomach clench, and she winces slightly.

Natalia frowns.
‘You have been resting?‘ she asks.
‘Yes, Natalia,’ says Katharine.
‘Nothing but water and thinned porridge?‘
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‘Nothing.’
Nothing to eat but that for days, and it may still not be 

enough. The poison she will have to consume, the sheer 
amounts of it, may still overcome Natalia’s training. Of 
course, it would be nothing at all if Katharine’s poisoner gift 
were strong.

Standing on the block, the walls of the darkened parlor 
feel heavy. They press in, given weight by the sheer number 
of Arrons inside. They have come from all across the island 
for this. The queens’ sixteenth birthday. Greavesdrake 
usually feels like a great, silent cavern, empty save for Natalia 
and the servants; her siblings, Genevieve and Antonin; and 
Natalia’s cousins Lucian and Allegra when they are not at 
their houses in town. Today it is busy and decked with 
finery. It is packed to purpose with poisons and poisoners. 
If a house could smile, Greavesdrake would be grinning.

‘She has to be ready,’ Genevieve says. ‘Every corner of 
the island will hear about what happens tonight.’

Natalia cocks her head at her sister. The gesture manages 
to convey at once how sympathetic Natalia is to Genevieve’s 
worries and how tired she is of hearing about them.

Natalia turns to look out the window, down the hills to 
the capital city of Indrid Down. The twin black spires of 
the Volroy, the palace where the queen resides during her 
reign, and where the Black Council resides permanently, 
rises above the chimney smoke.

‘Genevieve. You are too nervous.’



7

‘Too nervous?’ Genevieve asks. ‘We are entering the 
Ascension Year with a weak queen. If we lose . . . I will not 
go back to Prynn!’

Her sister’s voice is so shrill that Natalia chuckles. Prynn. 
It was once the poisoners’ city but now only the weakest 
reside there. The entire capital of Indrid Down is theirs now. 
It has been for over a hundred years.

‘Genevieve, you have never even been to Prynn.’
‘Do not laugh at me.’
‘Then do not be funny. I do not know what you are about 

sometimes.’
She looks again out the window, toward the Volroy’s 

black spires. Five Arrons sit on the Black Council. No less 
than five have sat on it for three generations, placed there by 
the ruling poisoner queen.

‘I am only telling you what you may have missed, being 
so often away from council business, coaching and coddling 
our queen.’

‘I do not miss anything,’ says Natalia, and Genevieve 
lowers her eyes.

‘Of course. I am sorry, Sister. It is only that the council 
grows wary, with the temple openly backing the elemental.’

‘The temple is for festival days and for praying over sick 
children.’ Natalia turns and taps Katharine beneath the chin. 
‘For everything else, the people look to the council.

‘Why do you not go out to the stables and ride, Genevieve?’ 
she suggests. ‘It will settle your nerves. Or return to the 
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Volroy. Some business there is sure to require attention.’
Genevieve closes her mouth. For a moment, it seems that 

she might disobey or reach up toward the block and slap 
Katharine across the face, just to relieve her tension.

‘That is a good idea,’ Genevieve says. ‘I will see you 
tonight, then, Sister.’

After Genevieve has gone, Natalia nods to Katharine. 
‘You may get down.’

The skinny girl’s knees shake as she climbs off the block, 
careful not to stumble.

‘Go to your rooms,’ Natalia says, and turns away to study 
a sheaf of papers on a table. ‘I will send Giselle with a bowl 
of porridge. Then nothing else besides a few sips of water.’

Katharine bows her head and drops half a curtsy for 
Natalia to catch from the corner of her eye. But she lingers.

‘Is it . . . ?‘ Katharine asks. ‘Is it really as bad as Genevieve 
says?’

Natalia regards her a moment, as though deciding whether 
she will bother to answer.

‘Genevieve worries,’ she says finally. ‘She has been that 
way since we were children. No, Kat. It is not so bad as all 
that.’ She reaches out to tuck some strands of hair behind 
the girl’s ear. Natalia often does that when she is pleased. 
‘Poisoner queens have sat the throne since long before I was 
born. They will sit it long after you and I are both dead.’ 
She rests her hands on Katharine’s shoulders. Tall, coldly 
beautiful Natalia. The words from her mouth leave no room 
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for arguments, no space for doubt. If Katharine were more 
like her, the Arrons would have nothing to fear.

‘Tonight is a party,’ says Natalia. ‘For you, on your 
birthday. Enjoy it, Queen Katharine. And let me worry 
about the rest.’

Seated before her dressing mirror, Queen Katharine studies 
her reflection as Giselle brushes out her black hair in long, 
even strokes. Katharine is still in her robe and underclothes 
and is still cold. Greavesdrake is a drafty place that clings to 
its shadows. Sometimes, it seems that she has spent most of 
her life in the dark and chilled to the bone.

On the right side of her tableau is a glass-sided cage. In 
it, her coral snake rests, fat with crickets. Katharine has had 
her since she was a hatchling, and she is the only venomed 
creature Katharine does not fear. She knows the vibrations 
of Katharine’s voice and the scent of her skin. She has never 
bitten her, even once.

Katharine will wear her to the party tonight, coiled 
around her wrist like a warm, muscular bracelet. Natalia 
will wear a black mamba. A small snake bracelet is not as 
fancy as one draped across one’s shoulders, but Katharine 
prefers her little adornment. She is prettier; red and yellow 
and black. Toxic colors, they say. The perfect accessory for 
a poisoner queen.

Katharine touches the glass, and the snake lifts her 
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rounded head. Katharine was instructed to never give her 
a name, told over and over that she was not a pet. But in 
Katharine’s head, she calls the snake ‘Sweetheart.’

‘Don’t drink too much champagne,’ Giselle says as 
she gathers Katharine’s hair into sections. ‘It is sure to be 
envenomed, or stained with poisoned juice. I heard talk in 
the kitchen of pink mistletoe berries.’

‘I will have to drink some of it,’ says Katharine. ‘They are 
toasting my birthday, after all.’

Her birthday and her sisters’ birthdays. All across the 
island the people are celebrating the sixteenth birthday of 
the newest generation of triplet queens.

‘Wet your lips, then,’ says Giselle. ‘Nothing more. It 
is not only the poison to be mindful of, but the drink 
itself. You are too slight to handle much without turning  
sloppy.’

Giselle weaves Katharine’s hair into braids, and twists 
them high upon the back of her head, wrapping them around 
and around into a bun. Her touch is gentle. She does not tug. 
She knows that the years of poisoning have weakened the 
scalp.

Katharine reaches for more makeup, but Giselle clucks 
her tongue. The queen is already powdered too white, an 
attempt to hide the bones that jut from her shoulders and to 
disguise the hollows in her cheeks. She has been poisoned 
thin. Nights of sweating and vomiting have made her skin 
fragile and translucent as wet paper.




