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Get lost in the world of four different epic tales full of rebels, witches, and queens by Laurie Forest, Sasha Alsberg, Lindsay Cummings, Amanda Foody, and Kaitlyn Sage Patterson!

THE BLACK WITCH

Carnissa Gardner, the last prophesied Black Witch, drove back the enemy forces and saved her people during the Realm War. Now a new evil is on the horizon, and her granddaughter, Elloren, is believed to be Carnissa’s heir—but while she is the absolute image of her famous grandmother, Elloren is utterly devoid of power in a society that prizes magical ability above nearly all else.

When she is granted the opportunity to pursue her lifelong dream of becoming an apothecary, Elloren is eager to join her brothers at the prestigious Verpax University and finally embrace a destiny of her own, free from the shadow of her grandmother’s legacy. But she soon realizes that the university is an even more treacherous place for the granddaughter of the Black Witch.

THE DIMINISHED

In the Alskad Empire, nearly all are born with a twin, two halves to form one whole. A rare few are singleborn in each generation, and therefore given the right to rule by the gods and goddesses. Bo Trousillion is one of these few, born into the royal line and destined to rule.

But when one twin dies, the other usually follows, unable to face the world without their other half. Those who survive are considered diminished, doomed to succumb to the violent grief that inevitably destroys everyone whose twin has died. Such is the fate of Vi Abernathy, whose twin sister died in infancy.

Bo and Vi face very different futures—one a life of luxury as the heir to the throne, the other years of backbreaking work as a temple servant. But a long-held secret and the fate of the empire are destined to bring them together in a way they never could have imagined.


ACE OF SHADES

Enne Salta was raised as a proper young lady, and no lady would willingly visit the City of Sin. But when her mother goes missing, Enne must leave her finishing school behind to follow her mother’s trail to the city where no one survives uncorrupted. Frightened and alone, Enne has only one lead: the name Levi Glaisyer.

Their search for clues leads them through glamorous casinos, illicit cabarets and into the clutches of a ruthless Mafia donna. As Enne unearths an impossible secret about her past, Levi’s enemies catch up to them, ensnaring him in a vicious execution game where the players always lose. To save him, Enne will need to surrender herself to the city.

    ZENITH

Known across the galaxy as the Bloody Baroness, Captain Androma Racella and her motley crew of space-bound privateers roam the Mirabel galaxy on the glass starship Marauder, taking what mercenary work they can find to stay alive.

When a routine job goes awry, the Marauder’s crew find themselves placed at the mercy of a dangerous bounty hunter from Andi’s past. Coerced into a life-threatening mission, and straight into the path of a shadowy ruler bent on revenge, Andi and her crew will either restore order to the ship—or start a war that will devour worlds.

Titles originally published in 2017, and 2018.
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				A new Black Witch will rise…her powers vast beyond
					imagining.

				Elloren Gardner is the granddaughter of the last prophesied
					Black Witch, Carnissa Gardner, who drove back the enemy forces and saved the
					Gardnerian people during the Realm War. But while she is the absolute spitting
					image of her famous grandmother, Elloren is utterly devoid of power in a society
					that prizes magical ability above all else.

				When she is granted the opportunity to pursue her lifelong
					dream of becoming an apothecary, Elloren joins her brothers at the prestigious
					Verpax University to embrace a destiny of her own, free from the shadow of her
					grandmother’s legacy. But she soon realizes that the university, which admits
					all manner of people—including the fire-wielding, winged Icarals, the sworn
					enemies of all Gardnerians—is a treacherous place for the granddaughter of the
					Black Witch.

				As evil looms on the horizon and the pressure to live up to
					her heritage builds, everything Elloren thought she knew will be challenged and
					torn away. Her best hope of survival may be among the most unlikely band of
					misfits…if only she can find the courage to trust those she’s been taught to
					hate and fear.

			

		

	


		
			
				The Black Witch

				Laurie Forest

[image: image]

			

		

	



		
			
				CONTENTS

				Part One

				Prologue

				Chapter One

				Chapter Two

				Chapter Three

				Chapter Four

				Chapter Five

				Chapter Six

				Chapter Seven

				Chapter Eight

				Chapter Nine

				Chapter Ten

				Chapter Eleven

				Chapter Twelve

				 Chapter Thirteen

				Chapter Fourteen

				Chapter Fifteen

				Part Two

				 Prologue

				 Chapter One

				 Chapter Two

				 Chapter Three

				 Chapter Four

				 Chapter Five

				 Chapter Six

				 Chapter Seven

				Chapter Eight

				Chapter Nine

				Chapter Ten

				Chapter Eleven

				Chapter Twelve

				Chapter Thirteen

				Chapter Fourteen

				Chapter Fifteen

				Chapter Sixteen

				Chapter Seventeen

				Chapter Eighteen

				Chapter Nineteen

				Chapter Twenty

				Chapter Twenty-One

				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Chapter Twenty-Three

				Chapter Twenty-Four

				Chapter Twenty-Five

				Chapter Twenty-Six

				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				Part Three

				Prologue

				Chapter One

				Chapter Two

				Chapter Three

				Chapter Four

				Chapter Five

				Chapter Six

				Chapter Seven

				Chapter Eight

				Chapter Nine

				Chapter Ten

				Chapter Eleven

				Chapter Twelve

				Chapter Thirteen

				Chapter Fourteen

				Chapter Fifteen

				Chapter Sixteen

				Chapter Seventeen

				Chapter Eighteen

				Chapter Nineteen

				Chapter Twenty

				Chapter Twenty-One

				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Chapter Twenty-Three

				Chapter Twenty-Four

				Chapter Twenty-Five

	
			

		

	


		
			
				[image: 242.jpg]

			

		

	



		
			
				PROLOGUE

				The woods are beautiful.

				They’re my friends, the trees, and I can feel them smiling down at me.

				I skip along, kicking at dry pine needles, singing to myself, following close at the heels of my beloved uncle Edwin, who turns every so often, smiles and encourages me to follow.

				I am three years old.

				We have never walked so far into the woods, and the thrill of adventure lights up my insides. In fact, we hardly ever walk into the woods. And Uncle Edwin has brought only me. He’s left my brothers at home, far away.

				I scramble to keep up with him, leaping over curved roots, dodging low-hanging branches.

				We finally stop in a sunny clearing deep in the forest.

				“Here, Elloren,” my uncle says. “I have something for you.” He bends down on one knee, pulls a stick from his cloak pocket and presses it into my tiny fist.

				A present!

				It’s a special stick—light and airy. I close my eyes, and an image of the tree the stick came from enters my mind—a big, branchy tree, soaked in sunlight and anchored in sand. I open my eyes and bounce the stick up and down in my hand. It’s as light as a feather.

				My uncle fishes a candle out of his pants pocket, gets up and sets the candle on a nearby stump before returning to me. “Hold the stick like this, Elloren,” he says gently as he bends down and holds his hand around mine.

				I look at him with slight worry.

				Why is his hand trembling?

				I grasp onto the stick harder, trying my best to do what he wants.

				“That’s it, Elloren,” he says patiently. “Now I’m going to ask you to say some funny words. Can you do that?”

				I nod emphatically. Of course I can. I’d do anything for my uncle Edwin.

				He says the words. There are only a few of them, and I feel proud and happy again. Even though they’re in another language and sound strange to my ears, they’re easy to say. I will do a good job, and he will hug me and maybe even give me some of the molasses cookies I saw him tuck away into his vest before we left home.

				I hold my arm out, straight and true, and aim my feather-stick at the candle, just like he told me. I can feel him right behind me, watching me closely, ready to see how well I listened.

				I open my mouth and start to speak the nonsense words.

				As the odd words roll off my tongue, something warm and rumbling pulls up into my legs, right up from the ground beneath my feet.

				Something from the trees.

				A powerful energy shoots through me and courses toward the stick. My hand jerks hard and there’s a blinding flash. An explosion. Fire shooting from the tip of the stick. The trees around us suddenly engulfed in flames. Fire everywhere. The sound of my own screaming. The trees screaming in my head. The terrifying roar of fire. The stick roughly pulled from my hands and quickly cast aside. My uncle grabbing me up, holding me tight to his chest and racing away from the fire as the forest falls apart around us.

				

				* * *

				Things change for me in the forest after that.

				I can feel the trees pulling away, making me uneasy. And I begin to avoid the wild places.

				Over time, the childhood memory becomes cloudy.

				“It’s just a dream,” my uncle says, comforting me, when the burning scene returns in the dark of sleep. “About that time you wandered out into the forest. During that lightning storm. Think on pleasant things, and go back to sleep.”

				And so I believe him, because he cares for me and has never given me a reason not to believe.

				Even the forest seems to echo his words. Go back to sleep, the leaves rustle on the wind. And over time, the memory fades, like a stone falling to the bottom of a deep, dark well.

				

				* * *

				Into the realm of shadowy nightmares.

				Fourteen years later…

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				Halfix

				“Take that, you stupid Icaral!”

				I glance down with amusement at my young neighbors, a basket of freshly picked vegetables and herbs balanced on my hip, a slight near-autumn chill fighting to make itself known through the warm sunlight.

				Emmet and Brennan Gaffney are six-year-old twins with the black hair, forest green eyes and faintly shimmering skin so prized by my people, the Gardnerian Mages.

				The two boys pause from their noisy game and look up at me hopefully. They sit in the cool, sunlit grass, their toys scattered about.

				All the traditional characters are there among the brightly painted wooden figures. The black-haired Gardnerian soldiers, their dark tunics marked with brilliant silver spheres, stand valiantly with wands or swords raised. The boys have lined the soldiers up on a wide, flat stone in military formation.

				There are also the usual archvillains—the evil Icaral demons with their glowing eyes, their faces contorted into wide, malicious grins, black wings stretched out to their full size in an effort to intimidate, fireballs in their fists. The boys have lined these up on a log and are attempting to launch rocks at them from the direction of the soldiers with a catapult they’ve fashioned from sticks and string.

				There are assorted side characters, too: the beautiful Gardnerian maidens with their long black hair; wicked Lupine shapeshifters—half-human, half-wolf; green-scaled Snake Elves; and the mysterious Vu Trin sorceresses. They’re characters from the storybooks and songs of my childhood, as familiar to me as the old patchwork quilt that lies on my bed.

				“Why are you here?” I ask the boys, glancing down into the valley toward the Gaffneys’ estate and sprawling plantation. Eliss Gaffney usually keeps the twins firmly near home.

				“Momma won’t stop crying.” Emmet scowls and bangs the head of a wolf-creature into the ground.

				“Don’t tell!” Brennan chastises, his voice shrill. “Poppa’ll whip you for it! He said not to tell!”

				I’m not surprised by Brennan’s fear. It’s well-known that Mage Warren Gaffney’s a hard man, feared by his fastmate and children. And the startling disappearance of his nineteen-year-old daughter, Sage, has made him even harder.

				I look to the Gaffneys’ estate again with well-worn concern.

				Where are you, Sage? I wonder unhappily. She’s been missing without a trace for well over a year. What could have possibly happened to you?

				I let out a troubled sigh and turn back to the boys. “It’s all right,” I say, trying to comfort them. “You can stay over here for a while. You can even stay for supper.”

				The boys brighten and appear more than a little relieved.

				“Come play with us, Elloren,” Brennan pleads as he playfully grabs at the edge of my tunic.

				I chuckle and reach down to ruffle Brennan’s hair. “Maybe later. I have to help make supper, you know that.”

				“We’re defeating the Icarals!” Emmet exclaims. He throws a rock at one of the Icarals to demonstrate. The rock collides with the small demon and sends it spinning into the grass. “Wanna see if we can knock their wings off?”

				I pick up the small figure and run my thumb across its unpainted base. Breathing in deep, I close my eyes and the image of a large tree with a dense crown, swooping branches and delicate white flowers fills my mind.

				Frosted Hawthorne. Such elegant wood for a child’s plaything.

				I open my eyes, dissolving the image, focusing back in on the demon toy’s orange eyes. I fight the urge to envision the tree once more, but I know better than to entertain this odd quirk of mine.

				Often, if I close my eyes while holding a piece of wood, I can get the full sense of its source tree. With startling detail. I can see the tree’s birthplace, smell the rich, loamy carpet beneath its roots, feel the sun dappling its outstretched leaves.

				Of course, I’ve learned to keep these imaginings to myself.

				A strange nature fixation like this smacks of Fae blood, and Uncle Edwin has warned me to never speak of it. We Gardnerians are a pure-blooded race, free from the stain of the heathen races that surround us. And my family line has the strongest, purest Mage blood of all.

				But I often worry. If that’s true, then why do I see these things?

				“You should be more careful with your toys,” I gently scold the boys as I shake off the lingering image of the tree and set the figure down.

				The sound of the boys’ grand battles recedes into the distance as I near the small cottage I share with Uncle Edwin and my two brothers. I peer across the broad field toward our horse stables and give a start.

				A large, elegant carriage is parked there. The crest of the Mage Council, Gardneria’s highest level of government, is artfully painted on its side—a golden M styled with graceful, looping calligraphy.

				Four military guards, real-life versions of Emmet and Brennan’s toys, sit eating some food. They’re strapping soldiers, dressed in black tunics with silver spheres marking their chests, with wands and swords at their sides.

				It has to be my aunt’s carriage—it can’t possibly be anyone else’s. My aunt is a member of our ruling High Mage Council, and she always travels with an armed entourage.

				A rush of excitement flashes through me, and I quicken my pace, wondering what on all of Erthia could have possibly brought my powerful aunt to remote Halfix, of all places.

				I haven’t seen her since I was five years old.

				

				* * *

				We lived near her back then, in Valgard, Gardneria’s bustling port city and capital. But we hardly ever saw her.

				One day, clear out of the blue, my aunt appeared in the front room of my uncle’s violin shop.

				“Have you had the children wandtested?” she inquired, her tone light, but her eyes sharp as ice.

				I remember how I tried to hide behind Uncle Edwin, clinging to his tunic, mesmerized by the elegant creature before me.

				“Of course, Vyvian,” my uncle haltingly answered his sister. “Several times over.”

				I looked up at my uncle with confused surprise. I had no memory of being wandtested, even though I knew that all Gardnerian children were.

				“And what did you find?” she asked probingly.

				“Rafe and Elloren are powerless,” he told her as he shifted slightly, cutting off my view of Aunt Vyvian, casting me in shadows. “But Trystan. The boy has some magic in him.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Yes, Vyvian, quite.”

				And that was when she began to visit with us.

				Soon after, my uncle unexpectedly soured on city life. Without warning, he whisked my brothers and me away to where we now live. In tiny Halfix. At the very northeastern edge of Gardneria.

				Right in the middle of nowhere.

				

				* * *

				As I round the corner of our cottage, I hear the sound of my name through the kitchen window and skid to a stop.

				“Elloren is not a child anymore, Edwin.” My aunt’s voice drifts out.

				I set my basket of vegetables and herbs on the ground and crouch low.

				“She is too young for wandfasting,” comes my uncle’s attempt at a firm reply, a tremor of nervousness in his voice.

				Wandfasting? My heart speeds up. I know that most Gardnerian girls my age are already wandfasted—magically bound to young men for life. But we’re so isolated here, surrounded by the mountains. The only girl I know who’s been fasted is Sage, and she’s up and disappeared.

				“Seventeen is the traditional age.” My aunt sounds slightly exasperated.

				“I don’t care if it’s the traditional age,” my uncle persists, his tone gaining confidence. “It’s still too young. She can’t possibly know what she wants at this age. She’s seen nothing of the world…”

				“Because you let her see nothing of it.”

				My uncle makes a sound of protest but my aunt cuts him off. “No, Edwin. What happened to Sage Gaffney should be a wake-up call for all of us. Let me take Elloren under my wing. I’ll introduce her to all the best young men. And after she is safely fasted to one of them, I’ll apprentice her with the Mage Council. You must start to take her future seriously.”

				“I do take her future seriously, Vyvian, but she is still much too young to have it decided for her.”

				“Edwin.” There’s a note of challenge in my aunt’s smooth voice. “You will force me to take matters into my own hands.”

				“You forget, Vyvian,” my uncle counters, “that I am the eldest male of the family, and as such, I have the final say on all matters concerning Elloren, and when I am gone, it will be Rafe, not you, who will have the final say.”

				My eyebrows fly up at this. I can tell my uncle is treading on thin ice if he has decided to resort to this argument—an argument I know he doesn’t actually agree with. He’s always grousing about how unfair the Gardnerian power structure is toward women, and he’s right. Few Gardnerian women have wand magic, my powerful grandmother being a rare exception. Almost all of our powerful Mages are men, our magic passing more easily along male lines. This makes our men the rulers in the home and over the land.

				But Uncle Edwin thinks our people take this all too far: no wands for women, save with Council approval; ultimate control of a family always given to the eldest male; and our highest position in government, the office of High Mage, can only be held by a man. And then there’s my uncle’s biggest issue by far—the wandfast-binding of our women at increasingly younger ages.

				“You will not be able to shelter her forever,” my aunt insists. “What will happen when you are gone someday, and all the suitable men have already been wandfasted?”

				“What will happen is that she will have the means to make her own way in the world.”

				My aunt laughs at this. Even her laugh is graceful. It makes me think of a pretty waterfall. I wish I could laugh like that. “And how, exactly, would she ‘make her own way in the world’?”

				“I’ve decided to send her to University.”

				I involuntarily suck in as much air as I can and hold it there, not able to breathe, too shocked to move. The pause in their conversation tells me that my aunt is probably having the same reaction.

				Verpax University. With my brothers. In another country altogether. A dream I never imagined could actually come true.

				“Send her there for what?” my aunt asks, horrified.

				“To learn the apothecary trade.”

				A giddy, stunned joy wells up inside me. I’ve been begging Uncle Edwin for years to send me. Hungry for something more than our small library and homegrown herbs. Passionately envious of Trystan and Rafe, who get to study there.

				Verpax University. In Verpacia’s bustling capital city. With its apothecary laboratories and greenhouses. The fabled Gardnerian Athenaeum overflowing with books. Apothecary materials streaming into Verpacia’s markets from East and West, the country a central trade route.

				My mind spins with the exciting possibilities.

				“Oh, come now, Vyvian,” my uncle reasons. “Don’t look so put out. The apothecary sciences are a respectable trade for women, and it suits Elloren’s quiet, bookish nature more than the Mage Council ever could. Elloren loves her gardens, making medicines and so forth. She’s quite good at it.”

				An uncomfortable silence ensues.

				“You have left me with no alternative but to take a firm stand on this,” my aunt says, her voice gone low and hard. “You realize that I cannot put one guilder toward Elloren’s University tithe while she is unfasted.”

				“I expected as much,” my uncle states coolly. “Which is why I have arranged for Elloren to pay her tithe through kitchen labor.”

				“This is unheard of!” my aunt exclaims. Her voice turns tight and angry. “You’ve raised these children like they’re Keltic peasants,” she snipes, “and frankly, Edwin, it’s disgraceful. You’ve forgotten who we are. I have never heard of a Gardnerian girl, especially one of Elloren’s standing, from such a distinguished family, laboring in a kitchen. That’s work for Urisk, for Kelts, not for a girl such as Elloren. Her peers at University will be shocked.”

				I jump in fright as something large bumps into me. I turn as my older brother, Rafe, plops down by my side, grinning widely.

				“Surprise you, sis?”

				It’s beyond me how someone so tall and strapping can move as quietly as a cat. I imagine his extraordinary stealth comes from all the time he spends wandering the wilds and hunting. He’s clearly just back from a hunt, his bow and quiver slung over one shoulder, a dead goose hanging upside down over the other.

				I shoot my brother a stern look and hold up a finger to shush him. Aunt Vyvian and Uncle Edwin have resumed their wandfasting argument.

				Rafe raises his eyebrows in curiosity, still smiling, and tilts his head toward the window. “Ah,” he whispers, bumping his shoulder into mine in camaraderie. “They’re talking about your romantic future.”

				“You missed the best part,” I whisper back. “Earlier they were talking about how you would be my lord and master when Uncle Edwin is gone.”

				Rafe chuckles. “Yeah, and I’m going to start my iron-fisted rule by having you do all my chores for me. Especially dishwashing.”

				I roll my eyes at him.

				“And I’m going to have you wandfasted to Gareth.” He continues to bait me.

				My eyes and mouth fly open. Gareth, our good friend since childhood, is like a brother to me. I have no romantic interest in him whatsoever.

				“What?” Rafe laughs. “You could do a lot worse, you know.” Something just over my shoulder catches his eye, and his smile broadens. “Oh, look who’s here. Hello, Gareth, Trystan.”

				Trystan and Gareth have rounded the cottage’s corner and are approaching us. I catch Gareth’s eye, and immediately he flushes scarlet and takes on a subdued, self-conscious expression.

				I am mortified. He obviously heard Rafe’s teasing.

				Gareth is a few years older than me at twenty, broad and sturdy with dark green eyes and black hair like the rest of us. But there’s one notable difference: Gareth’s black hair has a trace of silver highlights in it—very unusual in Gardnerians, and read by many as a sign of his less-than-pure blood. It’s been the source of relentless teasing all throughout his life. “Mongrel,” “Elfling” and “Fae blood” are just a few of the names the other children called him. The son of a ship captain, Gareth stoically endured the teasing and often found solace with his father at sea. Or here, with us.

				An uncomfortable flush heats my face. I love Gareth like a brother. But I certainly don’t want to fast to him.

				“What are you doing?” my younger brother, Trystan, asks, confused to see Rafe and me crouched down under the window.

				“We’re eavesdropping,” Rafe whispers cheerfully.

				“Why?”

				“Ren here’s about to be fasted off,” Rafe answers.

				“I am not,” I counter, grimacing at Rafe, then look back up at Trystan, giddy happiness welling up. I break out into a grin. “But I am going to University.”

				Trystan cocks an eyebrow in surprise. “You’re kidding.”

				“Nope,” Rafe answers jovially.

				Trystan eyes me with approval. I know my quiet, studious younger brother loves the University. Trystan’s the only one of us with magical power, but he’s also a talented bow maker and fletcher. At only sixteen years of age, he’s already been pre-accepted into the Gardnerian Weapons Guild and apprenticed with the military.

				“That’s great, Ren,” Trystan says. “We can eat meals together.”

				Rafe shushes Trystan with mock severity and motions toward the window.

				Humoring us, Trystan bends his wiry frame and crouches down. Looking ill at ease, Gareth does the same.

				“You’re wrong, Edwin. You can’t possibly send her to University without wandfasting her to someone first.” My aunt’s domineering tone is beginning to fray at the edges.

				“Why?” my uncle challenges her. “Her brothers are unfasted. And Elloren’s not a fool.”

				“Sage Gaffney wasn’t a fool, either,” my aunt cautions, her tone dark. “You know as well as I do that they let in all manner of unsuitable types: Kelts, Elfhollen…they even have two Icarals this year. Yes, Edwin, Icarals.”

				My eyes fly up at this. Icaral demons! Attending University? How could that even be possible? Keltic peasants and Elfhollen are one thing, but Icarals! Alarmed, I look to Rafe, who simply shrugs.

				“It’s not surprising, really,” my aunt comments, her voice disgusted. “The Verpacian Council is full of half-breeds. As is most of the University’s hierarchy. They mandate an absurd level of integration, and, quite frankly, it’s dangerous.” She gives a frustrated sigh. “Marcus Vogel will clean up the situation once he’s named High Mage.”

				“If, Vyvian,” my uncle tersely counters. “Vogel may not win.”

				“Oh, he’ll win,” my aunt crows. “His support is growing.”

				“I really don’t see how any of this pertains to Elloren,” my uncle cuts in, uncharacteristically severe.

				“It pertains to Elloren because the potential is there for her to be drawn into a wildly unsuitable romantic alliance, one that could destroy her future and reflect badly on the entire family. Now, if she was wandfasted, like almost all Gardnerian girls her age, she could safely attend University—”

				“Vyvian,” my uncle persists, “I’ve made up my mind about this. I’m not going to change it.”

				Silence.

				“Very well.” My aunt sighs with deep disapproval. “I can see you are quite decided at present, but at least let her spend the next week or so with me. It makes perfect sense, as Valgard is on the way from here to the University.”

				“All right,” he capitulates wearily.

				“Well,” she says, her tone brightening, “I’m glad that’s settled. Now, if my niece and nephews would kindly stop crouching under the window and come in and join us, it would be lovely to see everyone.”

				Gareth, Trystan and I give a small start.

				Rafe turns to me, raises his eyebrows and grins.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				Aunt Vyvian

				The Gaffney twins buzz past as I make my way into the kitchen, which is now full of friendly, boisterous noise.

				My aunt stands with her back to me as she kisses Rafe on both cheeks in greeting. My uncle shakes hands with Gareth, and the twins are practically hanging from Trystan while holding up their toys for his inspection.

				My aunt releases Rafe, stops admiring how tall he’s become, and turns toward me in one fluid, graceful movement.

				Her gaze lights on me and she freezes, her eyes gone wide as if she’s come face-to-face with a ghost.

				The room grows silent as everyone else turns their attention toward us, curious as to what’s amiss. Only my uncle does not look confused—his expression grown oddly dark and worried.

				“Elloren,” Aunt Vyvian breathes, “you have grown into the absolute image of your grandmother.”

				It’s a huge compliment, and I want to believe it. My grandmother was not only one of my people’s most powerful Mages, she was also considered to be very beautiful.

				“Thank you,” I say shyly.

				Her eyes wander down toward my plain, homespun clothing.

				If ever there was anyone who looks out of place in our tiny kitchen, it’s my aunt. She stands there, studying me, amidst the battered wooden furniture, soup and stew pots simmering on our cookstove and bunches of drying herbs hanging from the ceiling.

				She’s like a fine painting hanging in a farmer’s market stall.

				I take in her stunning, black, formfitting tunic that hangs over a long, dark skirt, the silk embroidered with delicate, curling vines. My aunt is the absolute epitome of what a Gardnerian woman is supposed to look like—waist-length black hair, deep green eyes and swirling black wandfasting lines marking her hands.

				I’m suddenly acutely aware of the sad state of my own appearance. At seventeen, I’m tall and slender with the same black hair and forest green eyes of my aunt, but any resemblance ends there. I’m dressed in a shapeless brown woolen tunic and skirt, no makeup (I don’t own any), my hair is tied into its usual messy bun and my face is all sharp, severe angles, not smooth, pretty lines like my aunt’s.

				My aunt sweeps forward and embraces me, obviously not as dismayed by my appearance as I am. She kisses both my cheeks and steps back, her hands still grasping my upper arms. “I just cannot believe how much you look like her,” she says with awed admiration. Her eyes grow wistful. “I wish you could have gotten to know her, Elloren.”

				“I do, too,” I tell her, warmed by my aunt’s approval.

				Aunt Vyvian’s eyes glisten with emotion. “She was a great Mage. The finest ever. It’s a heritage to be proud of.”

				My uncle begins scurrying around the kitchen, setting out teacups and plates, clunking them down on the table a little too loudly. He doesn’t look at me as he fusses, and I’m confused by his odd behavior. Gareth stands rooted by the woodstove, his muscular arms crossed, watching my aunt and me intently.

				“You must be tired after your trip,” I say to my aunt, feeling nervous and thrilled to be in her lofty presence. “Why don’t you sit down and rest? I’ll get some biscuits to go with the tea.”

				Aunt Vyvian joins Rafe and Trystan at the table while I fetch the food, and Uncle Edwin pours tea for everyone.

				“Elloren.” My aunt pauses to sip at her tea. “I know you overheard my conversation with your uncle, and I’m glad you did. What do you think about being fasted before you go to University?”

				“Now, Vyvian,” my uncle cuts in, almost dropping the teapot, “there’s no point in bringing this up. I told you my decision was final.”

				“Yes, yes, Edwin, but there’s no harm in getting the girl’s opinion, is there? What do you say, Elloren? You know that most of the young girls your age are already wandfasted, or about to be.”

				My cheeks grow warm. “I, um…we’ve never talked much about it.” I envy Trystan and Rafe as they sit playing with the twins and their toys. Why isn’t this conversation about Rafe? He’s nineteen!

				“Well—” my aunt shoots a disapproving look at my uncle “—it’s high time you did discuss it. As you overheard, I’m taking you with me when I leave tomorrow. We’ll spend the next few weeks together, and I’ll tell you all about wandfasting and what I know about the University. We’ll also get you a new wardrobe while we’re in Valgard, and your brothers can meet up with us for a day or two. What do you say to that?”

				Leaving tomorrow. For Valgard and the University! The thought of venturing out of isolated Halfix sends ripples of excitement through me. I glance at my uncle, who wears an uneasy look on his face, his lips tightly pursed.

				“I’d like that very much, Aunt Vyvian,” I answer politely, trying to keep my overwhelming excitement at bay.

				Gareth shoots me a look of warning, and I cock my head at him questioningly.

				My aunt narrows her eyes at Gareth. “Gareth,” she says pleasantly, “I had the privilege of working with your father before he retired from his position as head of the Maritime Guild.”

				“He didn’t retire,” Gareth corrects, stiff challenge in his tone. “He was forced to resign.”

				The kitchen quiets, even the twins sensing the sudden tension in the air. My uncle catches Gareth’s eye and slightly motions his head from side to side, as if in caution.

				“Well,” says my aunt, still smiling, “you certainly speak your mind very frankly. Perhaps talk of politics is best left to those of us who have finished our schooling.”

				“I have to be going,” Gareth announces, his tone clipped. He turns to me. “Ren, I’ll come by to see you when you’re in Valgard. Maybe I can take you sailing.”

				My aunt is studying me closely. I blush, realizing what conclusion she must be forming in her mind about the nature of my relationship with Gareth. I don’t want to respond too enthusiastically, to give the wrong impression. But I don’t want to hurt Gareth’s feelings, either.

				“All right, I’ll see you there,” I tell Gareth, “but I might not have time for sailing.”

				Gareth throws a parting, resentful look at my aunt. “That’s okay, Ren. Maybe I can bring you by to say hello to my family at least. I know my father would love to see you.”

				I glance over at my aunt. She’s calmly sipping her tea, but the corner of her lip twitches at the mention of Gareth’s father.

				“I’d like that,” I say cautiously. “I haven’t seen him in a long time.”

				“Well, then,” Gareth says, his face tense, “I’ll be off.”

				Rafe gets up to see him out, the legs of his chair squeaking against the wooden floor as he pushes it from the table.

				Trystan gets up, too, followed by my uncle and the twins, and all the males make their way out of the kitchen. I sit down, feeling self-conscious.

				My aunt and I are alone.

				She’s tranquilly sipping her tea and studying me with sharp, intelligent eyes. “Gareth seems to take quite the interest in you, my dear,” she muses.

				My face grows hot again. “Oh, no…it’s not like that,” I stammer. “He’s just a friend.”

				My aunt leans forward and places a graceful hand on mine.

				“You aren’t a child anymore, Elloren. More and more, your future will be decided by the company you keep.” She looks at me meaningfully, then sits back, her expression lightening. “I am so glad your uncle has finally come to his senses and is letting you spend some time with me. I have a number of young men I am very eager for you to meet.”

				* * *

				Later, after we have eaten supper, I make my way outside to bring the leftover scraps from dinner to the few pigs we keep. The days are getting shorter, the shadows longer, and a chill is steadily creeping in, the sun less and less able to fight it off.

				Before, in the light of day, the idea of attending University seemed like an exciting adventure, but as the tide of night slowly sweeps in, I begin to feel apprehension coming in with it.

				As eager as I am to see the wider world, there’s a part of me that likes my quiet life here with my uncle, tending the gardens and the animals, making simple medicines, crafting violins, reading, sewing.

				So quiet. So safe.

				I peer out into the distance, past the garden where the twins were playing, past the Gaffneys’ farmland and estate, past the sprawling wilderness, to the mountains beyond—mountains that loom in the distance and cast dark shadows over everything as the sun sets behind them.

				And the forest—the wild forest.

				I squint into the distance and make out the curious shapes of several large white birds flying in from the wilds. They’re different from any birds I’ve ever seen before, with huge, fanning wings, so light they seem iridescent.

				As I watch them, I’m overcome by a strange sense of foreboding, as if the earth is shifting beneath my feet.

				I forget, for a moment, about the basket of pig slop I’m balancing on my hip, and some large vegetable remnants fall to the ground with a dull thud. I glance down and stoop to gather them back into the basket.

				When I straighten again and look for the strange white birds, they’re gone.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Goodbye

				That night I’m in my quiet bedroom, softly illuminated by the gentle glow of the lantern on my desk. As I pack, my hand passes through a shadow, and I pause to look at it.

				Like all Gardnerians, my skin shimmers faintly in the dark. It’s the mark of the First Children, set down on us by the Ancient One above, marking us as the rightful owners of Erthia.

				At least, that’s what our holy book, The Book of the Ancients, tells us.

				The traveling trunk Aunt Vyvian has brought for me lies open on the bed. It hits me that I’ve never been away from my uncle for more than a day, not since my brothers and I came to live with him when I was three, after my parents were killed in the Realm War.

				It was a bloody conflict that raged for thirteen long years and ended with my grandmother’s death in battle. But it was a necessary war, my beleaguered country relentlessly attacked and ransacked at the beginning of it. By the time it ended, Gardneria was allied with the Alfsigr Elves, ten times its original size, and the new, major power in the region.

				All thanks to my grandmother, The Black Witch.

				My father, Vale, was a highly ranked Gardnerian soldier, and my mother, Tessla, was visiting him when Keltic forces struck. They died together, and my uncle took us in soon after.

				My little white cat, Isabel, jumps into my trunk and tries to pull a string from my old patchwork quilt. It’s the quilt my mother made while pregnant with me, and it’s linked to the only vivid memory I have of her. When I wrap myself in it, I can hear, faintly, the sound of my mother’s voice singing me a lullaby, and almost feel her arms cradling me. No matter how bad a day I’ve had, just wrapping myself in this quilt can soothe me like nothing else.

				It’s as if she sewed her love right into the soft fabric.

				Next to my trunk stands my apothecary kit, vials neatly stacked inside, tools secured, the medicines meticulously prepared. I’ve inherited this affinity for medicinal plants and herbs from my mother. She was a gifted apothecary, well-known for several creative tonics and elixirs that she developed.

				Beside my apothecary supplies lies my violin, case open, its amber, lacquered wood reflecting the lantern light. I run my fingers along the violin’s smooth surface.

				I made this instrument, and there’s no way I can part with it. I’m not supposed to know how to make violins, since women aren’t allowed in the music crafter’s Guilds. My uncle hesitated to teach me, but as time went on, he became increasingly aware of my natural talent and relented.

				I love everything about violin-making. My hands have always been drawn to wood, soothed by it, and I can tell just by touching it what type it is, whether or not the tree was healthy, what kind of sound it will support. I can lose myself for hours on end carving, sanding, coaxing the raw wood into the graceful shapes of violin parts.

				Sometimes we play together, my uncle and I, especially during the winter evenings by the light of the hearth.

				A polite knock on the door frame breaks my reverie, and I turn to see my uncle standing in the open doorway.

				“Am I disturbing you?” My uncle’s face is gentle and softer than usual in the dim, warm light. His words, however, have a troubling edge of concern to them.

				“No,” I reply tentatively. “I’m just finishing packing.”

				“Can I come in?” he asks, hesitating. I nod and take a seat on my bed, which looks forlorn and foreign without its quilt. My uncle sits down next to me.

				“I imagine you’re feeling quite confused,” he says. “Your aunt sent word a few months ago that she might be paying us a visit at some point, to discuss your future. So I started to make arrangements with the University. Just in case. I knew it was possible that she’d come for you someday, but I was hoping it wouldn’t be for a few more years at least.”

				“Why?” I ask. I’m incredibly curious about why Aunt Vyvian has taken such a sudden interest in me—and why Uncle Edwin is so rattled by it.

				My uncle wrings his clasped hands. “Because I do not believe what your aunt wants for your future is necessarily the best thing for you.” He pauses and sighs deeply. “You know I love you and your brothers as much as if you were my own children.”

				I lean over onto his shoulder. His wool vest is scratchy. He puts his arm around me, and some of the stray hairs from his scraggly beard tickle my cheek.

				“I’ve tried to shelter you, and protect you,” he continues, “and I hope that your parents, if they were here, would understand why I’ve made the decisions that I have.”

				“I love you, too,” I say, my voice cracking, my eyes filling with tears.

				I’ve wanted to venture out for so long, but it’s suddenly hitting me—I won’t see my uncle or my loving home for a long time. Maybe not until spring.

				“Well, now, what’s this?” he asks, rubbing my shoulder to comfort me.

				“It’s just all so fast.” I sniff back the tears. “I want to go, but… I’ll miss you. And Isabel, too.” Isabel, perhaps sensing my need for comfort, jumps onto my lap, purring and kneading me.

				And I don’t want you to be lonely with me gone.

				“Oh, there now,” my uncle says, as he hugs me tighter. “Don’t cry. I’ll take good care of Isabel, and you’ll see her soon enough. You’ll be back before you know it, with tales of all sorts of grand adventures.”

				I wipe at my tears and pull away to look up at him. I don’t understand the urgency. He’s always been so reluctant to let me go anywhere, always wanting to keep me here at home. Why has he made such a quick decision to finally let me go?

				Perhaps seeing the questions in my eyes, my uncle lets out a deep sigh. “Your aunt can’t force the issue of wandfasting as long as Rafe and I are here, but she can force the issue of schooling—unless I choose first. So I’m choosing. I’ve some contacts in the University’s apothecary school, so it was no trouble finding you a spot there.”

				“Why don’t you want me to apprentice at the High Mage Council with Aunt Vyvian?”

				“It doesn’t suit you,” he explains with a shake of his head. “I want you to pursue something…” He hesitates a moment. “Something more peaceful.”

				He looks at me meaningfully, like he’s trying to convey a secret hope and perhaps an unspoken danger, then he reaches down to pet Isabel, who pushes her head against him, purring contentedly.

				I stare at him, confused by his odd emphasis.

				“If they ask you,” he says, focused in on the cat, “I’ve already wandtested you, and you have no magic.”

				“I know, but… I don’t remember.”

				“It’s not surprising,” he says, absently, as he continues to stroke the cat. “You were very young, and it wasn’t very memorable, as you have no magic.”

				Only Trystan has magic, unlike most Gardnerians, who have no magic, or weak magic at best. Trystan has lots of magic. And he’s trained in weapon magic, which is particularly dangerous. But since my uncle won’t allow wands or grimoires in the house, Trystan’s never been able to show me what he can do.

				Uncle Edwin’s eyes meet mine, his expression darkening. “I want you to promise me, Elloren,” he says, his tone uncharacteristically urgent. “Promise me that you won’t leave school to apprentice with the Mage Council, no matter how much your aunt pressures you.”

				I don’t understand why he’s being so grave about this. I want to be an apothecary like my mother was, not apprenticed with our ruling council. I nod my head in agreement.

				“And if something happens to me, you’ll wait to wandfast to someone. You’ll finish your education first.”

				“But nothing’s going to happen to you.”

				“No, no, it’s not,” he says, reassuringly. “But promise me anyway.”

				A familiar worry mushrooms inside me. We all know that my uncle has been struggling with ill health for some time, prone to fatigue and problems with his joints and lungs. My brothers and I are loath to speak of this. He’s been a parent to us for so long—the only parent we can really remember. The thought of losing him is too awful to think of.

				“Okay,” I say. “I promise. I’ll wait.”

				Hearing these words, some of the tension leaves my uncle’s face. He pats my shoulder approvingly and gets up, joints cracking as he stands. He pauses and puts his hand affectionately on my head. “Go to University,” he says. “Learn the apothecary trade. Then come back to Halfix and practice your trade here.”

				Some of the creeping worry withdraws its cold hands.

				That sounds just fine. And perhaps I’ll meet a young man. I do want to be fasted, someday. Maybe, after I’m fasted, my fastmate and I could settle here in Halfix.

				“All right,” I agree, bolstered.

				This is all sudden and unexpected, but it’s exactly what I’ve wished for. Everything will work out for the best.

				“Get some sleep,” he tells me. “You’ve a long ride ahead of you tomorrow.”

				“Okay,” I say. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

				“Good night. Sleep well.”

				I watch him leave, his shy, friendly smile the last thing I see before he gently shuts the door.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				The White Wand

				I’m awakened by a sharp rapping at my window. I jerk up from my bed, look toward the window and am startled by the sight of an enormous white bird sitting on a branch outside, staring intently at me.

				One of the birds I saw flying in from the mountains.

				Its wings are so white against the blue light of predawn, they seem otherworldly.

				I creep out of bed to see how close I can get to the bird before spooking it, but don’t get far. As soon as I lose contact with the bed, the bird silently spreads its massive wings and flies out of sight. I rush to the window, fascinated.

				There, I can still see it, staring fixedly at me, as if beckoning me to follow.

				It’s across the field, near the long fence that separates our property from the Gaffneys’ estate.

				I haphazardly dress and run outside, instantly consumed by the strange blue light that covers everything, transforming the familiar landscape into something ethereal.

				The bird is still staring at me.

				I walk toward it, the odd-colored scene making me feel like I’m in a dream.

				I get quite close to the creature when it flies away again, past the garden, where the fence to my left disappears briefly into some dense bushes and trees.

				I follow, feeling a thrill course through me, like I’m a child playing hide-and-seek. I round the corner to a small clearing, then jump with fright and almost bolt in the opposite direction when I see what’s there.

				The white bird, along with two others, sits on a long tree branch. Directly below stands a spectral figure in a black cloak, its face hidden in the shadow of an overhanging hood.

				“Elloren.” The voice is familiar, halting me before I start to run.

				Realization of who this is crashes through me.

				“Sage?” I’m amazed and confused at the same time, my heart racing from the jolt of fear.

				She stands, just beyond the fence. Sage Gaffney, our neighbor’s eldest daughter.

				Warily, I make my way toward her still figure, aware of the watchful birds above. As I get closer, I begin to make out her face in the blue light, her gaunt, terrified expression startling me. She was always a pleasant, healthy-looking girl, a University scholar and daughter of one of the wealthiest men in Gardneria. Her zealously religious family fasted her at thirteen to Tobias Vassilis, the son of a well-thought-of Gardnerian family. Sage had everything any Gardnerian girl could ever dream of.

				But then she disappeared soon after starting University. Her family searched for her for over a year to no avail.

				And yet here she is, as if risen from the dead.

				“Wh-where have you been?” I stammer. “Your parents have been looking everywhere for you…”

				“Keep your voice down, Elloren,” she commands, her eyes fearful and darting around restlessly. She seems poised and prepared for escape, a large travel sack hanging from her back. Something is moving beneath her cloak, something she’s carrying.

				“What’s under your cloak?” I ask, bewildered.

				“My son,” she says with a defiant lift of her chin.

				“You and Tobias have a son?”

				“No,” she corrects me, harshly, “he is not Tobias’s.” She says Tobias’s name with such pure loathing, I wince. And she keeps the child hidden.

				“Do you need help, Sage?” I keep my voice low, not wanting to spook her any more than she already is.

				“I need to give you something,” she whispers, then reaches with a shaking hand for something hidden under her cloak. She pulls out a long, white wand that rises up from an exquisitely carved handle, its tip so white it reminds me of the birds’ wings. But my eyes are quickly drawn away from the wand to her hand.

				It’s covered with deep, bloody lash marks that continue up her wrist and disappear beneath the sleeve of her cloak.

				I gasp in horror. “Holy Ancient One, what happened?”

				Her eyes are briefly filled with despair before they harden again, a bitter smile forming on her mouth. “I did not honor my wandfasting,” she whispers acidly.

				I’ve heard tales of the harsh consequences of fast-breaking, but to see it…

				“Elloren,” she pleads, the look of terror returning. She pushes the wand out at me as if trying to will me to take it. “Please. There’s not a lot of time! I’m supposed to give it to you. It wants to go to you.”

				“What do you mean, it wants to go to me?” I ask, confused. “Sage, where did you get this?”

				“Just take it!” she insists. “It’s incredibly powerful. And you can’t let them get it!”

				“Who’s them?”

				“The Gardnerians!”

				I force out a disbelieving breath. “Sage, we’re Gardnerians.”

				“Please,” she begs. “Please take it.”

				“Oh, Sage,” I say, shaking my head. “There’s no reason for me to have a wand. I’ve no magic…”

				“It doesn’t matter! They want you to have it!” She gestures with the wand toward the tree above.

				“The birds?”

				“They’re not just birds! They’re Watchers. They appear during times of great darkness.”

				None of this makes any sense. “Sage, come inside with me.” I try to sound as soothing as I can. “We’ll talk to my uncle…”

				“No!” she snarls, recoiling. “I told you, it only wants you!” Her expression turns desperate. “It’s the White Wand, Elloren.”

				Pity flashes through me. “Oh, Sage, that’s a children’s story.”

				It’s a religious myth, told to every Gardnerian child. Good versus Evil—the White Wand pitted against the Dark Wand. The White Wand, a pure force for good, coming to the aid of the oppressed and used in ancient, primordial battles against demonic forces. Against the power of the Dark Wand.

				“It’s not just a story,” Sage counters, teeth gritted, her eyes gone wild. “You have to believe me. This is the White Wand.” She lifts the wand again and thrusts it toward me.

				She’s mad, completely mad. But she’s so agitated, and I want to calm her fears. Relenting, I reach out and take the wand.

				The pale wood of the handle is smooth and cool to the touch, strangely devoid of any sense of its source tree. I slide it under my cloak and into a pocket.

				Sage looks instantly relieved, like a heavy burden has been lifted.

				Movement in the distance catches my eye, just inside where the wilds begin. Two dark figures on horseback are there and gone again so quickly, I wonder if it’s a trick of the light. There are so many strange, dark shadows this time in the morning. I glance up and look for the white birds, and I have to blink twice to make sure I’m not seeing things.

				They’re gone. With no sound made in leaving. I spin around on my heels, searching for them. They’re nowhere in sight.

				“They’re gone, Elloren,” Sage says, her eyes once again apprehensively scanning around as if sensing some impending doom. She grasps my arm hard, her nails biting into my skin.

				“Keep it secret, Elloren! Promise me!”

				“Okay,” I agree, wanting to reassure her. “I promise.”

				Sage lets out a deep sigh and releases me. “Thank you.” She looks in the direction of my cottage. “I have to go.”

				“Wait,” I beg of her. “Don’t go. Whatever’s going on… I want to help you.”

				She regards me mournfully as if I’m dauntingly naive. “They want my baby, Elloren,” she says, her voice cracking, a tear spilling down her cheek.

				Her baby? “Who wants your baby?”

				Sage wipes her eyes with the back of her shaking, disfigured hand and casts a sidelong glance at my cottage. “They do!” She looks over her shoulder and gives her own home a pained look. “I wish… I wish I could explain to my family what’s really going on. To make them see. But they believe.” Her frown deepens, and she sets her gaze hard on me. “The Council’s coming for him, Elloren. They think he’s Evil. That’s why your aunt’s here.”

				“No, Sage,” I insist. “She’s here to talk to me about wandfasting.”

				She shakes her head vehemently. “No. They’re coming for my baby. And I have to leave before they get here.” She looks away for a moment as if desperately trying to compose herself. She hides her hand back under her cloak and cradles the small bundle inside. I wonder why she won’t let me see him.

				I reach out to touch her arm. “You’re imagining all this, Sage. There’s no way anyone would want to hurt your baby.”

				She glares at me with angry frustration, then shakes her head as if resigned to madness. “Goodbye, Elloren,” she says as if she pities me. “Good luck.”

				“Wait…” I implore as she begins to walk along the fence line in the direction of the great wilderness. I follow her brisk pace, the fence separating us, leaning over it to reach her as she veers away, her back receding into the distance—a dark, ghostly figure making her way through the last of the morning mist.

				The trees swallow her up into their darkness just as the sun rises, transforming the eerie blue dreamworld of early morning into the clear, sunlit world of day.

				My fingers fumble under my cloak for the wand, half expecting it to be gone, expecting to find that I was sleepwalking and imagined all of this. But then I feel it—smooth and straight and very much real.

				* * *

				I rush back to the house, the sunlight steadily gaining strength.

				Shaken, I’m desperate to find Uncle Edwin. Surely he’ll know what to do.

				As I round the trees, I’m surprised to see Aunt Vyvian standing in the doorway watching me, her expression unreadable.

				A small wave of apprehension washes over me at the sight of her, and I immediately slow my pace, struggling to turn my expression blank, as if returning from an uneventful morning stroll. But my mind is a tumult.

				Those marks on Sage’s hands—they were so horrible. Maybe Sage is right. Maybe the Council is planning to take her baby away…

				Aunt Vyvian tilts her head and eyes me thoughtfully as I approach. “Are you done packing?” she asks. “We’re ready to go.”

				I stand awkwardly in front of her, not able to move forward as she’s blocking the doorway. “Yes, I’m done.” I’m acutely aware of the wand, my hand involuntarily drawn to it.

				My aunt’s eyes flicker in the direction of the Gaffneys’ farm. “Did you visit with Sage Gaffney?” Her face is open, welcoming me to confide in her.

				Shock flashes through me. How does she know that Sage is here?

				I glance back toward the wilds, my heart thumping against my chest.

				Sage was right. Aunt Vyvian isn’t just here for me. Clearly she’s here for Sage, too. But surely she would never harm a baby?

				Aunt Vyvian sighs. “It’s all right, Elloren. I know she’s here, and I realize it must be terribly upsetting to see her. She’s…very troubled. We’re trying to help her, but…” She shakes her head sadly. “How is she?” Her tone is one of maternal concern. Some of my tension lightens.

				“She’s terribly frightened.” The words rush out. “The baby. She thinks someone wants to harm him. That someone from the Council is coming to take him away from her.”

				My aunt doesn’t seem surprised by this. She fixes me with the type of look adults use when they are about to reveal to a child some unfortunate, troubling fact of life. “The Council is coming to take custody of her baby.”

				I blink in shocked surprise.

				Aunt Vyvian lays a comforting hand on my shoulder. “The child is deformed, Elloren. It needs a physician’s care, and much more.”

				“What’s wrong with it?” I breathe, almost not wanting to know.

				Aunt Vyvian searches my eyes, hesitant to tell me what I know will be something monstrous. “Elloren,” she explains gravely, “Sage has given birth to an Icaral.”

				I recoil at the word. No! It can’t be. It’s too horrible to imagine. One of the Evil Winged Ones—like giving birth to a grotesque demon. No wonder Sage didn’t let me see her child.

				The dull thud of horses’ hooves sounds in the distance, and I spot another Mage Council carriage rounding the hills and making its way down into the valley toward the Gaffneys’ estate. It’s followed by eight Gardnerian soldiers on horseback.

				“Can the child be helped?” My voice comes out in a shocked whisper as I watch the carriage and the soldiers nearing the cottage.

				“The Council will try, Elloren.” My aunt reassures me. “Its wings will be removed and a Mage Priest will do everything he can to try and save the child’s twisted soul.” She pauses and looks at me inquisitively. “What else did Sage say to you?”

				It’s a simple enough question, but something pulls me up short, some amorphous fear. And Sage has enough problems already.

				Clearly she’s stolen this wand. It can’t possibly be the wand of myth that she imagines it to be, but it’s obviously an expensive wand. Probably belonging to Tobias.

				I’ll wait until all this dies down and find a way to return it to him. And I don’t mention that Sage has run off into the woods—I’m sure the Council will find her soon enough on their own anyway.

				“She didn’t say much else,” I lie. “Only what I’ve told you.”

				My aunt nods in approval and lets out a small sigh. “Well, then, enough of this. We’ve a big journey ahead of us.”

				I attempt a small, resigned smile in return and bury Sage’s secret deep within, as well as my guilt in keeping it.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				The Selkie

				I stare out the window of my aunt’s grand carriage as the scenery gradually changes from wilderness interspersed with farmland to small towns with more horse traffic. We sit opposite each other on green silk-cushioned seats, windows to our sides. A red, tasseled cord hangs from the ceiling that can be pulled to get the driver’s attention.

				I run my fingers nervously along the polished wood that lines my seat, its smooth touch soothing to me. An image of its source tree suffuses my mind, delicate, pointed leaves sparkling gold in the sunlight.

				Star Maple.

				I breathe in deep and let the tree anchor me.

				All throughout the morning and well into the afternoon, my aunt quietly works on Mage Council paperwork on a small table that folds out from the wall.

				Aunt Vyvian’s the only woman to ever sit on our ruling Mage Council. She’s one of twelve Mages there, not counting our High Mage. You have to be important to be on the Mage Council, and it’s usually made up of powerful priests or Guild leaders, like Warren Gaffney, who’s the head of the Agricultural Guild. But Aunt Vyvian has especially high status, being the daughter of the Black Witch.

				Aunt Vyvian dips her pen in an inkwell with a sharp tap, her script graceful as a professional calligrapher’s.

				Glancing up, she smiles at me, then finishes up the page she’s working on and places it into a large, important-looking, black leather folder, the Mage Council’s golden M affixed to its front. After clearing the table, she collapses it back against the wall, smooths her skirts and turns her attention to me.

				“Well, Elloren,” she begins pleasantly, “it’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other, and an even longer time since we’ve had a chance to talk. I really do regret that your uncle left everything to the last minute like this. It must be very confusing for you, and I suspect you have some questions.”

				I ponder this. Sage’s deformed hands are foremost on my mind.

				“When I saw Sage this morning,” I begin, tentatively, “her hands were wounded…horribly wounded.”

				My aunt looks a bit taken aback. She sighs deeply. “Elloren,” she says, her face solemn, “Sage left her fastmate and ran off with a Kelt.”

				A rush of shock runs through me. The Kelts killed my parents. They oppressed my people for generations. How could kind, gentle Sage have run off with…a Kelt?

				My aunt’s brow tightens in sympathy. “I know this must be hard for you, since you were friendly with the girl, but wandfasting is a sacred commitment, and breaking that commitment has serious consequences.” Her face softens when she sees my troubled expression. “Do not despair, Elloren,” she says to comfort me. “There is hope yet. Tobias is willing to take Sage back, and there may be hope for her child, as well. The Ancient One is full of compassion when we truly repent and beg for forgiveness.”

				I remember Sage’s defiance and think it highly unlikely she will beg for anyone’s forgiveness, least of all Tobias’s. I’ve hidden Sage’s white wand inside the lining of my travel trunk, so at least being in possession of a stolen wand won’t be added to her horrific troubles.

				“It doesn’t hurt to be fasted, does it?” I ask Aunt Vyvian worriedly.

				My aunt laughs at this and leans forward to pat my hand with affection. “No, Elloren. It’s not painful at all! The priest simply has the couple hold hands before waving his wand over them and reciting a few words. It’s not something you feel, although it does leave an imprint on your hand, which you’ve seen before.” My aunt holds out her hand, which is marked with graceful black swirls that extend to her wrist.

				Unlike my uncle, who never married, most Gardnerian adults have some variation of these marks on their hands and wrists, the design unique to each couple and influenced by their Mage affinity lines. Hers are quite beautiful; undimmed by time and the death of her fastmate in the Realm War.

				“Do not let Sage’s unfortunate situation color your view of wandfasting,” my aunt cautions. “Wandfasting is a beautiful sacrament, meant to keep us pure and chaste. The lure of the Evil Ones is strong, Elloren. Wandfasting helps young people such as yourself to stay on the path of virtue. It’s one of the many things that sets us apart from the heretic races all around us.” She motions toward me with both hands, palms upturned. “That is why I would like to see you wandfasted to someone you find appealing, someone who would be right for you. I’m having a party at week’s end while you’re in Valgard. Let me know if there is any young man who particularly catches your fancy.” My aunt smiles at me conspiratorially.

				A heady anticipation ripples through me.

				What if I meet a young man I like at my aunt’s party? Might he ask me to dance? Or to walk with him in a beautiful garden? There’s a dearth of young, unfasted men in Halfix, and none that I fancy. Meeting a young man in Valgard is a thrilling thought, and I spend a fair bit of time dreamily considering it.

				It takes several days to reach Valgard, and we stop often to change horses, stretch our legs and retire in the evening to sumptuous lodging. My aunt picks only the best guesthouses—delicious food brought to our rooms, fresh flowers gracing the tables and soft bedding stuffed with down.

				Over meals and during the long carriage rides, Aunt Vyvian tells me about the people she’s invited to her party: the various young men, along with their accomplishments and family connections, as well as the young women I will be meeting and who they’re wandfasted to. She also speaks about her hopes for the rise of Marcus Vogel to High Mage, our highest level of government. Our current High Mage, Aldus Worthin, is elderly and getting ready to step down in the spring.

				Marcus Vogel’s name catches my attention. I remember a conversation my brother Rafe recently had with Uncle Edwin about him. Uncle Edwin was surprisingly strident in his dismissal of Vogel, calling him a “rabid zealot.”

				“Half the Council is still behind Phinneas Callnan for our next High Mage,” Aunt Vyvian tells me, her tone clipped. “But the man has no spine. He’s forgotten his own faith and how we were almost destroyed as a people.” She shakes her head in strident disapproval. “If it was up to him, I suspect we’d all be slaves again, or half-breeds.” She pats my hand as if I need consoling on this point. “No matter, Elloren. The referendum’s not until spring, and Vogel’s support grows every day.”

				Though her harsh words make me uneasy, I find myself falling under Aunt Vyvian’s congenial spell, and she brightens in response to my rapt attention. She’s a wonderful traveling companion, charming and vivacious. And she paints such vivid pictures of each person she describes that I imagine I’ll be able to recognize them on sight.

				She seems particularly fond of a young man named Lukas Grey—a powerful, Level Five Mage and rising star in the Gardnerian military.

				“He’s the son of the High Commander of the entire Mage Guard,” she tells me as we roll along, a spectacular view of the Voltic Sea to my right, the late-afternoon sun sparkling on its waves. “And he’s a top graduate of the University.”

				“What did he study?” I ask, curious.

				“Military history and languages,” she crows.

				I can tell from the way her eyes light up when she speaks of him that he’s her first choice of fasted partner for me. I humor her, doubting that this much-sought-after young man will spare even a glance toward a shy girl from Halfix. But it’s enjoyable to listen to her enthusiastic descriptions, nonetheless.

				“Only three years out of University and already a first lieutenant,” she gushes brightly. “There’s talk that within a year’s time, Lukas Grey could be the youngest commander in the history of the Guard.”

				My aunt prattles on for a long time about Lukas and several other young men. As she speaks, I glance out the window and watch the scenery go by. Gradually, the buildings of the towns we pass through are becoming taller, grander and closer together, and lanterns are lit to welcome the twilight. Our progress is now slowed by heavier carriage and horse traffic. We crest a hill, pass through a wooded area, and then, suddenly, it’s before us—a sloping valley leading straight to Valgard, Gardneria’s capital city.

				Like an elegant cloak clasp, gleaming Valgard rings the Malthorin Bay. A glorious sunset lights the ocean beyond and bathes everything in the rich colors of a well-stoked fire. Tiny ships speckle the water. Valgard’s docks resemble the curved half of a long fishbone.

				I can scarcely breathe as I take it all in, the city glittering in the fading light, points of illumination sprouting throughout, like fireflies waking. Our carriage weaves down into the valley, and before long, we’re in the heart of the capital.

				I slide the carriage window open and stare.

				Buildings made of luxurious, dark Ironwood rise up around me, the progressively wider upper stories supported by richly carved ebony columns. Curling emerald trellises thick with lush, flowering vines flow out over the rooftops and down the buildings’ sides.

				I close my eyes and breathe in the rich Ironwood. It’s traditional for our homes to be made of this wood and styled in designs that look like forests and trees—a symbol of the Ancient One’s creation of my people from the seeds of the sacred Ironwood Tree, giving us dominion over all the trees and all the wilds.

				We pass an open-air restaurant, dining tables spilling out onto a promenade surrounded by decorative fruit trees, all of it lit by diamond-paned lanterns. The smell of rich food wafts into the carriage—roasted lamb, sautéed fish, platters of herbed potatoes.

				A small orchestra plays beneath a plum tree.

				I turn to my aunt, thrilled by the beautiful music. I’ve never heard an orchestra before. “Is that the Valgard symphony?”

				Aunt Vyvian laughs. “Heavens, no, Elloren. They’re employees of the restaurant.” She eyes me with amused speculation. “Would you like to hear the symphony while you’re here?”

				“Oh, yes,” I breathe.

				There’s an endless variety of shops, cafés and markets. And I’ve never seen so many Gardnerians together before, their uniformly dark garb lending an air of elegance and gravity to their appearance, the women’s black silken tunics set off by glittering gems. I know it says right in our holy book that we’re supposed to wear the colors of night to remember our long history of oppression, but it’s hard to keep such somber thoughts in mind as I look around. It’s all so wonderfully grand. I’m seized by a heady excitement, coupled with a desire to be part of it all. I glance down at my simple, dark brown woolen clothing and wonder what it would be like to wear something fine.

				The carriage lurches, and we turn sharply to the right and make our way down a narrow, darker road, the buildings not as lovely as the ones on the main thoroughfare, the storefront windows mysteriously harder to see through, the lighting a moody red.

				“I had my driver take a shortcut,” my aunt says by way of explanation as she flips through more Council papers, the golden lumenstone in the carriage lantern growing in brightness in response to the dark.

				I marvel at the lumenstone’s rich, otherworldly light. Elfin lumenstone is incredibly expensive, the golden stone the rarest. I’ve only seen swampy green lumenstone in the Gaffneys’ outdoor lamps back home.

				Aunt Vyvian lets out a sigh and pulls down one of the blinds. “This isn’t the best part of town, Elloren, but it will shave quite a bit of time off our journey. I suggest you close the window. It’s not an attractive area. Frankly, it should all be razed and rebuilt.”

				I lean forward to close my open window and draw the blind as the carriage slows to a halt. It’s been a constant stop and go ever since we reached the city because of the heavy street traffic.

				A split second before I’m about to pull the cord, something hits the window with a loud smack—a white bird’s wing, there and gone so fast, I swear I imagined it. I press my face to the window and try to locate the bird.

				They’re not just birds, they’re Watchers! Sage’s words echo in my mind.

				And that’s when I see her—a young woman only a few feet away from me.

				She is, by far, the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen, even dressed as she is in a simple white tunic. Her long, silver hair sparkles like sun glinting off a waterfall and spills out over translucent skin so pale, it’s almost blue. She has a lithe, graceful figure, her legs folded together to one side, her weight supported by slender, alabaster arms.

				But it’s her eyes that are the most riveting. They’re huge and gray as a stormy sea. And they’re filled with wild terror.

				She’s in a cage. An actual, locked cage, only big enough for her to sit in, not stand, and it’s placed on a table. Two men stand staring at her while engaged in some private conversation. On the other side of the cage, two boys are poking at her side with a long, sharp stick, trying for a reaction.

				She doesn’t seem to even register that they’re there. She’s looking straight at me, her eyes absolutely locked on to mine. Her look is one of such primal fear, I pull back from the sheer force of it, my heart beginning to pound against my chest.

				The woman lunges forward, grabs fiercely at the bars in front of her and opens her mouth. My head jerks back in surprise as slender rows of silvery slits on both sides of the base of her neck fly open, her skin puffing out around them.

				Holy Ancient One—she has gills!

				The woman lets loose a high-pitched, earsplitting croak, the likes of which I have never heard before. I have no idea what she’s trying to scream, what’s happened to her voice, but still, her meaning is clear. She’s crying out for my help.

				The men jump at the sound, put their hands over their ears and shoot her a look of annoyance. The boys laugh, perhaps thinking they provoked her cry. The boys push the stick into her once more, harder this time. Again, she doesn’t flinch. She just keeps her eyes locked on mine.

				My eyes dart to the sign on the storefront above her. Pearls of the Ocean, it reads. Suddenly the carriage lurches forward, and she’s gone.

				“Aunt Vyvian,” I cry, my voice strained and high-pitched, “there was a woman! With…gills! In a cage!” I point to the window on the side where she had been, my heart racing.

				My aunt glances quickly in the direction of the window, her expression one of mild disgust. “Yes, Elloren,” she says, sighing. “It was hard to miss the screeching.”

				“But, but…what…” I can barely get the words out.

				“Selkies, Elloren, it’s a Selkie.” She cuts me off, clearly not wanting to discuss it further.

				I’m stunned by her nonchalance. “She was in a cage!” I point again at the window, still not believing what I just saw.

				“Not everything is how it appears on the surface, Elloren,” she says stiffly. “You’ll have to learn that if you’re going to be part of the wider world.” She peers over at me and studies my troubled face, perhaps seeing that a longer explanation is unavoidable. “They may look like humans, Elloren, but they aren’t.”

				The very human-looking, terrified eyes of the young woman are burned into my mind. “What are they?” I ask, still shaken.

				“They’re seals. Very fierce seals, at that.” My aunt pauses to lean back against the elaborately embroidered cushions. “Long ago, the Selkies were enchanted by a sea witch. Every full moon they come to shore somewhere on the coast, step out of their seal skin and emerge in human form. For many years they caused a great deal of havoc—attacking sailors, dismantling ships. It was terrible.”

				“But she looked so frail.”

				“Ah, it’s like I just said. Appearances can be deceiving. Selkies, in possession of their skins, are stronger than the strongest Mage, and like most seals, they are very dangerous predators.”

				“And without their skins?”

				“Very good, Elloren.” My aunt looks pleased. “You’ve gotten right to the heart of it. Without their skins, they can be easily controlled.”

				“Why?”

				“Because they lose their strength, and because they cannot transform back into seals without them. Without their skins, they cannot get back to the ocean. Being wild animals, no matter how long they are kept in human form, they desperately want to get back to their ocean home. They’re not human, Elloren. It’s only an illusion. Don’t let it trouble you.”

				“But why was she in a cage?”

				My aunt grimaces at my question, like she’s detected an unpleasant odor. “Some people like to keep them…as pets.”

				I scrutinize her face. She’s not looking at me. She’s now glancing toward the window impatiently.

				“She…she looked so terrified,” I say, upset.

				My aunt’s expression softens. “Well, caged wild animals are never a pleasant sight. I am completely and utterly against the Selkie trade and am doing everything I can to wipe it out.” She pats my hand reassuringly.

				I feel some measure of relief wash over me.

				“There are better ways to deal with Selkies that are far more humane than keeping them in cages, forcing them to…act human,” she explains thoughtfully as she splays the fingers of one hand in front of herself and scrutinizes her lovely nails.

				I’m so glad she feels this way. I know my brothers would agree. They’re staunchly against the abuse of animals. Rafe, especially, hates the sight of wild animals confined or shackled in cruel ways.

				“So you’ll help her?” I press.

				“Yes, yes, Elloren. Of course I will.” My aunt impatiently straightens her sleeve cuffs. “Once Marcus Vogel becomes High Mage, it will be possible to put an end to this sort of thing.”

				I try to be consoled by this, but it’s all so troubling.

				She sets her eyes on me. “But really, Elloren, I didn’t bring you here to talk about the local wildlife. There are so many more pleasant things to speak of.”

				I nod silently as my aunt points out her favorite shops and historical landmarks, but the face of the Selkie stays fresh in my mind, and I can’t shake the chill I now feel for the rest of the ride.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				Valgard

				A starlit sky overhead, we arrive, the carriage pulling up before Aunt Vyvian’s three-story home, arching windows lit golden and an expansive, dark wooden staircase spilling toward us in welcome.

				Lush gardens arc along the curved entrance road, and I breathe in their heady, sweet scent as the carriage slows. Ironwood trees are bursting with glowing Ironflowers that cast the road in their soft blue luminescence.

				Our carriage glides to a smooth stop.

				Two Urisk serving women stand on either side of the carriage door as I exit, their straight violet hair tied back into tidy braids, their ears coming to swift points and their skin the soft lavender hue of the Urisk upper class. Their coloration is new to my eyes—the only Urisk I’ve ever seen are those toiling at the Gaffneys’ farm. Those women have the white, rose-tinted skin, hair and eyes of the Urisks’ lowest class—so pale they could almost pass for Alfsigr Elves, were it not for the faintly pink sheen of their skin and hair. These upper-class women’s linen uniforms are crisply starched, snow-white tunics over long gray skirts, their expressions neutral.

				Suddenly self-conscious, I grasp at the rough wool of my tunic hem. I’m shabbier than even the servants. I crane my neck up, amazed at the height of the house, and swallow apprehensively, feeling small and insignificant in contrast to this grandeur.

				Aunt Vyvian’s mansion is the same style of architecture I saw throughout Valgard—a climbing, multistoried building hewn from Ironwood; the broader, higher floors supported by curved, wooden columns; the roof topped with expansive gardens and multiple potted trees, vines of every variety spilling over the sides.

				Like a giant tree.

				It sits on elevated land with a panoramic view of the ocean to the back, and down onto twinkling Valgard and the Malthorin Bay to the side.

				It’s so beautiful.

				Heady with anticipation, I follow at Aunt Vyvian’s heels as she briskly makes her way up the stairs, the double doors opened for us by two more Urisk servants.

				She holds herself so elegantly straight, I adjust my posture without thinking and hasten my pace to keep up with her. I wonder how she manages to walk so confidently and gracefully in her slim, tall heels, her skirts swishing around her feet.

				I’d probably fall clear over on shoes like that.

				My own feet are covered in sturdy boots made for gardening and caring for livestock. I secretly hope I can try feminine shoes like hers.

				We pause in the most beautiful foyer I’ve ever been in: tables set with fresh bouquets of red roses, the tilework beneath my feet set in a black-and-green geometric design and a pair of stained-glass doors patterned with climbing vines.

				A flutter of excitement rises in me to be in the middle of such luxury.

				Aunt Vyvian riffles through some papers on a silver tray held by one of her serving women. “I apologize, Elloren, but I must leave you to get settled on your own.” She pauses and examines one of the papers with shrewd eyes. “Fenil’lyn will show you to your rooms, and then we’ll have a late dinner once you’ve unpacked.” She sets down the letter and smiles expectantly at me.

				“Of course. That’s fine,” I respond eagerly. I glance around and break into a wide grin, looking at her with appreciation and a heightened desire to win her approval. “It’s…it’s so lovely here,” I say falteringly, suddenly giddy with nerves.

				My aunt nods distractedly as if she’s suddenly lost interest in me, then motions toward the servants and strides away, trailed by three of the Urisk, her heels clicking sharply on the tile floor. One stays behind—Fenil’lyn, I assume.

				Aunt Vyvian’s aloof dismissal has a small sting to it.

				If I had magic, would I be of more interest to her? I let out a small sigh. On the carriage ride here, my aunt repeatedly brought up her disappointment that I take after my famous grandmother in looks only. No matter, I console myself. It’s a huge honor that she’s chosen to single me out and bring me here.

				I follow straight-backed Fenil’lyn down a long hallway decorated with small, potted trees, and out into an expansive central hall. I skid to a stop, stunned by the sight that lies before me.

				A central staircase spirals three stories up around a life-size tree sculpture. Wrought-iron grating, stylized to look like flowering vines, encloses each story’s circular balcony.

				I quicken my steps to catch up with Fenil’lyn and follow as she starts up the staircase. I take in the lifelike carved leaves, fascinated, and brush my fingers along their textured surface as we ascend.

				River Oak.

				An image of the source tree lights up my mind like the summer sun, moss-covered branches undulating out.

				Reaching the top floor, I wordlessly follow Fenil’lyn onto the top balcony. She stops before two expansive wooden doors and pushes them open.

				I peer inside and have to blink to believe my eyes.

				A roaring woodstove pumps out a crackling heat, a crimson-canopied bed directly across from it. Sanded trunks and branches rise up near the walls, hewn from dark wood, giving off the smell of their rich beeswax coating, the domed ceiling painted to give the illusion of a starlit sky. I step inside and am immediately enfolded in delicious warmth.

				Everything already done for me, no wood to lug.

				Directly before me, two cut-crystal doors sparkle gold in the reflected lamp and firelight.

				I pause to touch the smooth silk of a golden tassel that hangs from my bed’s canopy, to stare in amazement at the intricate tree design embroidered on the scarlet quilt.

				I reach the crystal doors, open them and find a curved sunroom just beyond, its walls made of glass that looks straight out over the ocean, a geometric glass ceiling giving me a panoramic view of the real night sky.

				Two snow-white kittens play with a ball of string in the center of the sunroom’s floor. They’re fluffy white, with sky blue eyes. Just like my own cat, Isabel.

				Enchanted, I stoop down and pick up one of the kittens. She kneads me with needle-sharp claws as a tiny, rumbling purr emanates from her small chest. The other kitten continues to worry the ball of string.

				“For you, Mage Gardner,” Fenil’lyn informs me with a polite smile. She’s slender, with gorgeous eyes the color of amethysts. Her violet hair is streaked with a single stripe of gray. “Mage Damon felt you might be missing your pet.”

				My chest floods with a grateful warmth. How incredibly thoughtful.

				Happily, I rise and turn to Fenil’lyn, hugging the purring kitten against my chest, the animal’s tiny head tickling under my chin.

				“You can call me Elloren,” I tell her, grinning from ear to ear.

				She stiffens, her smile freezing in place. “Thank you, Mage Gardner. But that would show disrespect.” She tilts her head gracefully and gives a small bow. “Please allow me to honor you with your proper title.”

				It’s odd to be in the presence of an Urisk woman who speaks the common tongue. Odder still to experience such deferential treatment, especially from someone who might be older than Aunt Vyvian. I’m momentarily ill at ease.

				“Of course,” I defer, the woman’s frozen smile softening into an expression of relief.

				“If you have need of anything, Mage Gardner,” she tells me brightly, “simply ring the bell.” She motions toward a golden-tasseled rope hanging by the door with a practiced wave. “I’ll be back shortly to bring you to dinner.”

				“Thank you,” I say, nodding.

				She quietly leaves, and I take a deep breath, overcome by my surroundings.

				Setting the kitten down in a basket with its littermate, I open the sunroom’s side door.

				The salty ocean breeze kisses my face the moment I step out onto a curved balcony. The stone balcony follows the arc of the sunroom, the rhythmic whoosh of waves lapping the dark rocks below. I peer over the balcony’s edge, down two stories toward another, broader balcony, where servants are busy setting out an elaborate dinner.

				Our dinner, I realize. Nothing to cook. Nothing to clean.

				Breathing in deep, I take in the refreshing, salt-tinged air.

				I could get used to this.

				I wander back into my rooms and skim my finger over the spines of the books in a small library that’s set into the wall, all the texts related to apothecary medicine.

				A thread of amazed gratification ripples through me.

				She’s created a custom library just for me.

				I remember the runehawk messenger bird Aunt Vyvian had her guard send out to bring word of our arrival, but still, I’m stunned that so many personal touches have been pulled together in two days’ time.

				I slide a volume off the shelf and open the cover, the new leather resisting my pull. The drawings of herbs are hand-painted and look so lifelike, I can almost smell their scent.

				I wonder if she’ll let me take some of these books to University with me—they’d be of incredible use to me in my studies. A sitting table near the bed has a mirror rimmed with stained-glass roses. On the table sits a gilded brush and comb set, along with brand-new bottles of perfume, their spritzers tasseled with crimson silk.

				So many pretty things. Things I never had in a house full of messy males.

				I pick up one of the glass bottles, spritz it in the air and inhale.

				Mmm. It smells like vanilla and rose.

				As the mist falls and dissipates, my eyes light on a shelf set into the wall, a cabinet beneath. Set on the table are two marble statues.

				I walk over to them and pick one of the statues up, the polished base cool against my palm. It depicts my grandmother, her wand in her belt, leading Gardnerian children to some destination, smiles on the children’s upturned, adoring faces. I look closely and trace my finger over the face’s sharp features, her thin nose.

				It’s me. Or certainly a close likeness.

				The second statue is my grandmother again, powerful and fierce, her delicate wand raised, her hair flying out behind her, a dead Icaral demon crushed beneath her feet.

				An Icaral, like Sage’s deformed baby.

				I pause, troubled, my brow tensing. The thought of Icaral demons is so jarring in the midst of the comforting warmth, the sweet kittens, the luxury cushioning me all around. It makes me want to hide the statue away in a closet and never set eyes upon it again.

				Shaking off the dark image, I clean myself up and prepare to meet my aunt for dinner.

				* * *

				“Are the rooms to your liking, Elloren?”

				Aunt Vyvian beams at me as I join her at the balcony table. Fenil’lyn bows and graciously takes her leave.

				“They’re lovely, thank you,” I reply, a bit dazzled. “I’ve never seen anything like…” I look out over the spectacular view of the ocean. “Well, like any of this.”

				She smiles, pleased. “Well, it’s your birthright. Enjoy it. Your uncle’s deprived you for far too long.” She gestures toward a chair with a light wave of her hand. “Please. Sit. Enjoy the view with me.”

				Delighted, I take a seat opposite her, a deep green rug beneath our feet covering the gray stone of the balcony. Lanterns hang on multiple stands and cast the table in a soft glow that reflects off the fine porcelain with tiny, golden pinpricks of light.

				A plate’s been made up for me—slices of a citrus-glazed pheasant, precarved on a side table, thin lemon slices decorating the succulent bird; wild rice with dried fruit and nuts; baby carrots. Fresh bread steams between us alongside a dish of butter molded into flowers. A pitcher of mint water and a basket of fresh fruit also adorn the table. And a small table by the balcony’s side wall holds a steaming pot of tea, a tower of small pastries and a bouquet of red roses in a crystal vase.

				A servant stands still as a statue by the tea set, a young blue-skinned Urisk woman with vivid sapphire eyes who stares straight ahead into the middle distance, her expression carefully blank. It’s hard to remember she’s a person and not a statue, she’s that still.

				Aunt Vyvian’s gaze wanders over me as she sips her water.

				I find myself longing for her approval. I try to sit straight, my hands folded lightly on my lap, mimicking her graceful posture. My clothing may be shoddy, but at least I can try to mirror her refined ways.

				“Tomorrow I’m sending you to the premier dressmaker in Valgard to have an entire new wardrobe fitted,” she tells me with a small smile. “You can take it to University with you.”

				It’s like she can read my wishes, and I’m overcome with gratitude. We’ve never had enough money for fine clothing. A warm rush rises in my neck and cheeks as I blush at her kindness. “Thank you, Aunt Vyvian.”

				“Unfortunately, I won’t be able to accompany you.” She sets down her glass and cuts into her pheasant. “I’ve Mage Council business to attend to, but I’m having three young women join you. They’ll be your peers at University.”

				“Oh.” I’m nervous and elated by the thought of meeting fellow scholars. I take a bite of the pheasant and it falls apart in my mouth, the glaze bright with lemon and spiked with fresh herbs.

				“You’ll like Paige Snowden and Echo Flood a great deal, I’m sure of it,” she muses, taking a neat bite of her food. She dots her mouth with her napkin. “They’re the daughters of Mage Council members. Lovely young women. Pleasant and morally upstanding.”

				But—she mentioned three young women. I blink at her in confusion, wondering if I heard her wrong.

				“And the third?”

				Aunt Vyvian’s mouth grows tight, her face darkening, eyes cool. “That would be Fallon Bane, dear. I very much doubt you’ll like her.”

				I gape at her. “Then…why…?”

				“Her father is Malkyn Bane. He’s a military commander and has a great deal of Council influence. He’s also a Level Five Mage.” She says this with the gravity it’s due, and I nod and take note of it as I pull a warm piece of bread from the basket.

				Level Five Mages are not common, which is why my Level Five brother Trystan is a full-fledged Weapons Guild Mage at the tender age of sixteen.

				“Malkyn Bane’s children are all Level Five Mages,” Aunt Vyvian continues with great significance.

				I freeze, bread and butter knife in hand. “You can’t mean his daughter, too?”

				Aunt Vyvian slowly nods. “Fallon Bane is a Level Five Mage, as are her two brothers.” She gives this a moment to fully sink in.

				I gape at her. “A female? With that much power?” That high level of power is almost exclusively held by males, with the notable exception of my grandmother.

				My aunt’s face fills with bitter frustration. “That kind of power rightfully belongs in our line. Especially with how much you look like Mother.” She shakes her head, her brow going tight. “But even Trystan, with his great promise, is no match for Fallon Bane. Especially since he got such a late start in his training, due to your uncle’s negligence on that front.” She lets out a frustrated breath and gives me a level look. “Fallon’s only eighteen, and she’s already on the outer reaches of Level Five, Elloren. Much like your grandmother was at her age.”

				I remain frozen as realization washes over me. “She’s the next Black Witch.”

				Aunt Vyvian’s eyes darken. “No. I refuse to believe it. One of your children will hold that title. Or Trystan’s. But not Fallon Bane. That power is our legacy. Ours alone. No matter how much Fallon Bane and her family like to strut about and pretend they’re the heirs to it.”

				I knit my brow in question. “But even if she’s not the Black Witch…if she’s so dangerous, and if you dislike her so—then why is Fallon Bane going dress shopping with me?”

				It seems almost comically bizarre.

				Aunt Vyvian leans forward and looks me straight in the eye as if conveying something of deep importance. “Because sometimes in this world, it’s good to know what you’re dealing with.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				Her eyes narrow. “Fallon is obsessed with Lukas Grey.”

				Ah, him again.

				“So…they’re courting?”

				“No,” she puts in flatly. “Not to my knowledge. From what I’ve seen, Lukas has little interest in the girl.” My aunt’s face twists into a disgusted sneer. “Even though Fallon throws herself at him quite wantonly.”

				Warmth spreads through my cheeks as I start to realize where all this is going. Lukas is a prize. And Aunt Vyvian is actively plotting for me to win him. Away from Fallon Bane.

				“You want me to spend time with Fallon Bane so I can size up the competition?” I say, disbelieving.

				Her eyes take on a sly gleam. “There is an opportunity here, Elloren.”

				Worry pricks at me. I might not even like this Lukas Grey, so there’s that. But there’s an even larger concern.

				I set my bread and knife down and level with her.

				“Aunt Vyvian. You’ve really gone out of your way for me. And I don’t want to disappoint you.” A nervous dismay ripples through me—I don’t want to lose her kind regard. I’ve been hungry for a mother figure for so long, for female guidance. But she has to know the truth. “I have no experience in society. There’s just no way I can…swoop down into it and…fit in with this Lukas Grey, or anyone else, for that matter.” I slump, losing heart as I take in the tiny, elaborate braids that decorate her long hair. I’m hungry for knowledge of such pretty ways. “I don’t even know how to do my hair. Or use makeup properly. Or…anything.” If I had my mother…

				Aunt Vyvian pats my hand and gives me a warm, maternal smile.

				“You don’t have to know anything, dear.” She gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “I’ve taken you under my wing. And that’s the best place to be. Simply sit back, enjoy it and follow my lead.”

				I smile shyly, encouraged, as I hold on to her cool, smooth hand.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				Fallon Bane

				“Have you kissed him?”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Gareth Keeler. Have you kissed him?”

				I’m facing an audience of three young women—the University scholars Aunt Vyvian has chosen to be my companions for the day. They sit staring at me with rapt attention, waiting for my answer.

				To the most embarrassing question I’ve ever been asked.

				Inappropriate, personal questions like this were not acceptable in Halfix, and I inwardly draw back from them in discomfort.

				It’s early on my first morning in Valgard, and we are in Aunt Vyvian’s carriage, headed toward the shop of the premier dressmaker in Gardneria. The ride is smooth, the carriage surrounded by twelve armed, high-level Mage soldiers.

				Twelve.

				Charged with protecting Fallon Bane—our next Black Witch. Aunt Vyvian might not want to believe that she’s the one, but it’s clear from our armed escort that most other Gardnerians don’t agree with this view.

				Fallon is, by far, the most intimidating young woman I’ve ever met. She’s beautiful, with full lips, curly black hair down to her waist and large eyes that shine with the whole spectrum of green. But everything else about her flies in the face of convention. For one thing, she’s dressed in a military apprentice uniform modified for a female—the traditional slate-gray silk tunic over a long, gray skirt instead of pants, and marked with a silver Erthia sphere embroidered over her heart. And the arms of her uniform are marked with a Level Five Mage’s five silver bands. Fallon watches me, her legs splayed open, aggressively taking up as much room in the carriage as possible.

				She’s the one asking the questions, a slightly contemptuous smirk on her face. My obvious discomfort, given away by the blush I feel forming on my face, seems to greatly amuse her.

				“Why are you asking me about Gareth Keeler?” I ask Fallon defensively.

				“Your aunt says you know him.”

				“I do,” I tell her. “He’s my friend.”

				Fallon shoots sly, sidelong glances at both Echo and Paige before setting bright eyes back on me. “Have you looked closely at his hair?”

				I bristle, my view of Fallon quickly coalescing into a hard ball of dislike. “His hair is black.”

				Fallon smirks wider. “So…if you haven’t kissed Gareth, have you ever kissed anyone?”

				I struggle to keep my expression neutral, greatly put off by her intrusive behavior. “Of course not. I’m unfasted.” And not in the habit of throwing myself at young men, unlike you.

				Fallon flashes a devious look at Echo, which sends my dislike of Fallon flaring higher. Then she turns her mischievous gaze back on me, her tone thick with condescension. “You’re not in the backwoods anymore, Elloren. It’s okay to kiss a boy.”

				Echo purses her lips at Fallon. “Some of us have morals,” she chastises. “Even in Valgard.”

				Fallon spits out a disdainful laugh and rolls her eyes at me, like I’m an old chum.

				Echo’s regarding me now, with serious, owl-like eyes, as if measuring my worth. She’s garbed in the manner of the most religious Gardnerians, her black tunic double-layered and very high in the collar, a small Erthia sphere hanging from a silver chain around her neck, her hair unadorned and parted straight as a pin.

				Noticing Fallon’s and Echo’s unfriendly expressions, Paige smiles at me encouragingly. She’s the only truly pleasant person in the group, her curly black hair escaping from jeweled barrettes, spilling out over round, rosy cheeks.

				Fallon takes note of Paige’s happy expression. “Paige has been kissed,” Fallon teases, her tone unkind.

				That wipes the smile clear off Paige’s face. “Well…umm…” Paige stammers as she looks down at the marked hands that fidget in her lap. “I’m fasted.”

				“She’s been fasted since she was thirteen,” Fallon leans in and whispers to me, as if this is a delicious secret.

				“You have?” I’m surprised. Thirteen seems awfully young. But then I think of Sage—she was fasted at thirteen.

				“I’m… I’m fasted to Fallon’s brother, Sylus,” Paige mumbles, seeming less than overjoyed by this.

				Fallon throws an arm around Paige and hugs her tight with mock affection. “We’re going to be actual sisters!”

				Paige glances meekly at Fallon and forces a small, quavering smile.

				I motion toward Echo’s marked hands. “Have you been fasted a long time?”

				Echo’s solemn stare doesn’t waver. “To Basyl Dorne. Five years ago.”

				I study her, trying to catch a glimpse of how she feels about this, but Echo’s as private and unreadable as a statue.

				My eyes wander to Fallon’s unmarked hands. “So… I see you’re not fasted.”

				Fallon’s expression turns cold, and she fixes me with a belligerent stare. “Not yet.” She says it like a challenge.

				“Fallon likes Lukas Grey.” Paige giggles nervously. Fallon swivels her head smoothly toward Paige and stares her down. Paige’s smile vanishes. “Well…you do…like Lukas, I mean.”

				I remember my aunt’s gushing praise of Lukas Grey, the prospective fasting partner she seems to want most for me. I’m amused that Aunt Vyvian actually thinks I could compete with Fallon Bane for anything—and win.

				“He’s really handsome,” gushes Paige, “and his father is the High Commander of the entire Mage Guard. He comes from a very important family, and he’s a Level Five Mage.”

				Fallon is watching me closely, a gloating look on her face, like she’s won some prize.

				“When are you getting fasted to Lukas?” I ask.

				Fallon’s smile freezes, and she narrows her eyes at me. “Soon. Very soon.” There’s warning in her inflection. Stay away from Lukas. He’s mine.

				I wonder why she’s so insecure about him, and whether or not she knows Aunt Vyvian ludicrously wants him for me. I find myself even more curious about my aunt’s party, if only for the chance to meet the mysterious Lukas Grey. My eyes are drawn to the wand that sticks out from Fallon’s belt like some great thorn.

				“So—” I gesture toward the wand “—you’ve quite a bit of power, I’ve heard.”

				She bares her teeth. “A little.”

				I can tell by the incredulous looks Echo and Paige throw her that she’s being wildly sarcastic.

				“I’ve never seen magic used,” I tell her.

				Her feral smile inches wider. “You’ve no magic, then?”

				I shake my head, bothered by the gloating look on her face.

				In one smooth, deft movement, Fallon pulls out her wand, holds it straight up and murmurs a spell.

				A loud crack sends Echo, Paige and me recoiling back against our seats as a flash of blue light bursts from Fallon’s wand. The sound jars me to the bone, and I gasp as the light quickly coalesces into a whirling, glowing sphere that floats just above the wand’s tip, its rhythmic, deep whoosh a jagged scrape to my ears, the carriage rapidly cooling, frost forming on the windows.

				“Stop it, Fallon,” Echo snaps as she glares at Fallon with annoyance, all of us cast in sapphire light. “You’ll freeze us to death.”

				Fallon lets out a contemptuous laugh but relents. She murmurs more strange words and the iceball instantly morphs into a roiling, white vapor that quickly explodes into a frigid, odorless mist and disappears.

				Fallon sits back and grins, a triumphant gleam in her eyes.

				“That’s amazing,” I breathe, swallowing hard, fighting back a shiver.

				“That’s nothing,” Paige says, eyes wide. “You should see what else she can do. She’s a Level Five Mage. One of the best of the whole Guard.”

				“It sounds like you and Lukas Grey are well suited for each other,” I tell Fallon placatingly, wanting to be struck clear off her list of potential enemies.

				Aunt Vyvian needs to abandon her absurd dream of matching me with Lukas Grey. All she’s going to do is place me directly into scary Fallon Bane’s line of fire.

				Fallon seems pleased by my comment. She nods approvingly, sets her wand back into her belt and relaxes against her seat.

				Echo shoots Fallon a look of mild disapproval, then glances down at my unmarked hands and frowns. “I don’t understand why you’re not fasted.”

				“My uncle wants me to wait until I’m older,” I tell her, increasingly put off by Echo’s judgmental approach. And besides, Fallon looks to be about the same age as me, and she isn’t fasted, either.

				“Oh, what fun you’ll have,” Paige enthuses with a dreamy look of longing. “All the parties and dances and your first kiss!”

				“Have you met anyone you’re interested in?” Fallon probes, sizing me up to see if I’m competition for Lukas, no doubt.

				“No.” I shake my head. “I haven’t really had a chance to, being from Halfix. It’s so isolated there. And this is only my first full day in Valgard.”

				Fallon regards me with renewed interest. She narrows her eyes. “Have you ever been around any men…other than Gardnerian men?”

				My brow knits tight and I feel myself growing defensive over my sheltered upbringing. “What do you mean?” I ask guardedly.

				Fallon spits out a short laugh. “I mean, have you ever been around Keltic boys? Or Elves? Or… Lupine?”

				I eye her with astonishment. “There aren’t Lupines at the University, are there?” That strikes me as incredibly dangerous. Lupines are vicious wolf-shifters. Stronger than the strongest Gardnerian, and completely immune to our magic.

				“I’m afraid there are,” Echo replies, a grave expression on her face.

				“That’s rather shocking,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m really surprised.” But then I think back to Aunt Vyvian’s conversation with Uncle Edwin, and her outrage over the University’s misguided racial integration—even Icaral demons are allowed to attend.

				Paige is worriedly chewing at her bottom lip, her eyes round as two saucers.

				Fallon leans in toward me with obvious relish, her voice a scratchy whisper. “Lupines don’t ever marry, did you know that? They simply grab whomever they like and mate with them in the woods.”

				“Like animals,” Echo chimes in, with great indignation.

				“Really?” It’s all so scandalous. And troubling.

				“I’ve heard,” continues Fallon, “that sometimes they grab young women, pull them into the woods and mate with them…as wolves!”

				Paige gasps, one hand flying up to cover her mouth.

				“Is that even possible?” I question, aghast.

				Fallon laughs and settles back into her seat. “Stay away from the Lupine boys.”

				“They don’t always mate in the woods,” Echo informs me darkly as she fingers her sphere pendant.

				Paige shrinks down, clearly apprehensive to hear what Echo is about to say, as Fallon eyes me with gleeful anticipation, everyone waiting for me to ask the obvious question.

				I blink at them. This is the most outrageous conversation I’ve ever had and, despite myself, I’m overcome by lurid fascination. “Where…um…where do they…” I motioned with my hands to finish.

				Echo seems to approve of my reluctance to just come out with it. She leans closer. “My father used to be the Council’s ambassador to the Lupines, and he’s actually visited the Lupine Territory. I overheard him talking to my mother about them, and he said that when Lupines are about our age they get their whole pack together—that’s what they call their societies, like a pack of wolves—and they stand up in front of everyone, pick out someone to mate with and mate with them right there, in front of everyone. Even the children.”

				My face is growing very hot. This is the most sordid thing I have ever heard in my entire life. “Won’t it be sort of…dangerous? To go to University with them?” I wonder.

				“There’s only two of them.” Fallon flicks her hand dismissively. “Brother and sister. Twins.”

				Well, that’s a relief. Only two Lupines. How dangerous could only two Lupines be?

				“What about the Elves?” I ask. My brothers have told me they make up about a quarter of the scholars at the University. “What are they like?”

				“Complete opposite,” Fallon says with a shake of her head. “Very prissy.” She snorts in derision. “It’s amazing they ever get around to ever having children. They’re extremely protective of their women, though. If a boy of another race so much as touches one of their women…”

				“Like anyone would want to,” scoffs Echo.

				“I think the girl Elves are pretty,” Paige confesses sheepishly. Fallon throws her a quick, withering glance. “They are!” Paige insists. “They have those dainty pointed ears. And white hair, and white clothes…kind of the opposite of us…”

				“Very much the opposite of us,” Echo cuts in. She looks to me. “They’re idol worshippers.”

				“Aren’t they our allies?” I put in, keeping my voice carefully neutral.

				Fallon pins me with her eyes. “For now.”

				Well, that’s interesting. “And the Kelts?” I wonder, looking to Echo. “What are their men like?”

				Fallon snorts derisively as Echo regards me somberly, her fist closed tight around her Erthia sphere. “Their blood is polluted with all types of filth—Fae blood, Urisk…even Icaral.” Echo waits to see if I’m appropriately horrified before continuing.

				Sage’s Icaral baby immediately leaps to mind, casting a pall over everything. I remember how troubled and terrified she was. A Kelt. The demon baby’s father is a Kelt. And she met him at University.

				“Priest Vogel says the Kelts are cast out and no longer First People like us,” Echo continues stridently. “They’ve secretly aligned themselves with Evil Ones, like the desert heathens and the Urisk.”

				“Look out for the Urisk women,” Fallon warns as a side note. “They may look all innocent, but they love going after our men.”

				I’ve heard Warren Gaffney going on about this on more than one occasion. The fact is, Urisk women don’t have any men of their own to go after. The Gardnerian government killed all their males during the Realm War.

				Urisk males are powerful geomancers, able to harness the full, destructive powers of stones and gems. Their existence would pose a serious threat to our country. The women, on the other hand, are completely devoid of magic and are allowed to live in Gardneria as guest workers.

				It’s a horrible thought, though—the Urisk boy babies being killed. It’s a subject I’ve never been able to discuss with Uncle Edwin, as he becomes visibly upset if I try to broach the topic, once to the point of tearing up and clutching at his chest.

				Male Urisk warlords viciously attacked our country when they had power, seeking to wipe us out, but still, it’s all so troubling.

				Echo sighs. “At least Urisk half-breeds only have weak magic, at best.”

				Paige nods to her in agreement, but Fallon is ignoring them both. Instead, she’s watching me with a silent intensity so unnerving that it raises the hairs on the back of my neck. My initial dislike of her deepens.

				“Be careful with those mixed-breeds,” Fallon tells me, a sly smile spreading across her face. I bristle, realizing she’s once again alluding to Gareth and his silver-tipped hair. She slides her thumb along the length of her wand. “Mixed-breeds are everywhere,” she purrs. “You just can’t be too careful.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				Textured Silk

				“Stand up straight, now. That’s better…”

				Mage Heloise Florel pulls the measuring tape tight around my waist as I drown in embarrassment. An imperious, square woman about sixty years of age, Mage Florel is the proprietor of the dress shop. Her own long, dark tunic and skirt are exquisitely made, her gray hair plaited and tied back into a neat bun, her eyes like little green searchlights that take in every last detail.

				I’m standing on a pedestal right in the center of her fitting room with Fallon, Echo and Paige looking on. In my underwear!

				“All right. Now lift your arms above your head…”

				Mage Florel, to my mortification, begins measuring above my breasts, around my breasts and under them as she calls out numbers to a quiet Urisk girl. The girl, who looks to be about my age, takes down every number on a small piece of parchment, her face as blank as snow. Fallon makes a show of reading the girl’s notes over her shoulder and then whispering to Paige and Echo, her lips shielded with her hand, a nasty smirk on her face. I just know she’s commenting on my measurements and I flush with embarrassment.

				I glance around at the dark sea of fabric bolts surrounding me, trying to shut out Mage Florel’s poking and prodding. Everywhere I look, lining every wall to the ceiling, is luxurious fabric, much of it embroidered with intricate designs. I’d never have imagined there could be so many variations of black cloth, the colors ranging from the deepest black of night, to hues just on the edge of gray, the textures spanning from silk so shiny you expected to see your reflection in it to matte velvet.

				“You’ve got quite a nice figure,” Mage Florel remarks, eyeing my chest. “Too bad you’ve been hiding it away underneath all of those…clothes.” She nudges my discarded pile of garb with her foot.

				I can feel my face growing even hotter, but this time my embarrassment is mixed in with gratification at the compliment, and how sour Fallon looks in response to Mage Florel’s praise.

				Privately, I’m aware that I have a pleasing figure, but no one has ever publicly commented on my body before. Growing up with an uncle and two brothers, my body has always been very private, and, in the Gardnerian tradition, completely covered—from my neck to my wrists down to my feet. I’ve never shown so much as a bare ankle in public. When I reached the age when I needed more tailored clothing, I took to sewing my dresses myself.

				Finally, to my immense relief, the ordeal is over and Mage Florel orders me to get dressed, then dictates some notes to the Urisk girl regarding alterations and appropriate trim.

				It’s hard not to stare at the young Urisk woman—she’s so lovely. Like the upper-class servants at Aunt Vyvian’s house, she has lavender skin, long, pointed ears and startlingly lovely eyes that glimmer several shades of amethyst. Her violet hair is pulled back into one long braid, and she’s simply dressed in a white linen tunic and white underskirt.

				I think of the Urisk women who work the Gaffneys’ sprawling farm. They’ve always been a bit of a mystery to me, the Urisk farmworkers, with their Uriskal language and tendency to disappear as soon as the harvest work is done for the season. And they are, all of them, wizened and bedraggled. Nothing at all like this beautiful girl.

				The Urisk girl hands the parchment to Mage Florel, who squints at it through half-moon spectacles attached to a long, pearl necklace. “Very good, Sparrow,” she comments. “Go fetch Effrey.”

				Sparrow nods and leaves, her movements graceful. Within a few seconds, another Urisk girl, a skinny, frantic little thing with deep purple skin, hair and eyes, runs into the room and skids to an abrupt halt in front of Mage Florel, Sparrow shadowing close behind. The child looks to be about eight years of age.

				The older woman stares down at the child uncertainly, then directs her to fetch some fabric. A few minutes later the child returns carrying two bolts of cloth that are coming unwound around her legs, one ebony silk flecked with small, golden threads, the other a muted blue-black. They’re large bolts, and the girl looks to be out of breath from the effort.

				Mage Florel lets out a disgusted sigh. “Textured silk, Effrey, I wanted it textured.”

				The girl’s eyes fly open in panic.

				“Let’s make this easier,” Mage Florel offers, the girl looking about ready to burst into tears. “Get me the sample booklets instead. They’re easier to carry than the bolts.”

				Little Effrey sprints out of the room, seeming eager to correct her mistake.

				Mage Florel turns back to us, shaking her head in consternation. “I’m sorry,” she confides. “She’s new. And she’s been extraordinarily difficult to train. She just doesn’t listen carefully.”

				Fallon snorts as she runs her hand along some velvet. “You’d think with ears that big, she’d be able to listen just fine.”

				My head jerks toward Fallon. Mage Florel, Echo and Paige join me in looks of shocked surprise.

				Fallon eyes us incredulously just as little Effrey stumbles back into the room. The child is lugging a thick sample book under one arm, frayed fabric edges poking out the sides. Fallon spits out a laugh and gestures widely toward the little girl. “Oh, so we’re supposed to pretend she doesn’t look like an overgrown bat?”

				Effrey comes to a wobbly stop. She glances up at Fallon, her lip quivering into a miserable frown, her ears seeming to droop at the points. I watch as Sparrow shoots Effrey a swift look of serious caution, the older girl standing just behind Fallon Bane. Effrey immediately averts her eyes and looks down at her feet.

				“Girl!” Fallon barks at Effrey with exaggerated force, then stifles a laugh when the girl jumps and whips her head up. Fallon flicks her fingers toward herself magisterially. “All right, then. Hand it over.”

				The child lowers her head deferentially as she offers the sample book up to Fallon. I notice her hands are trembling.

				“Thank you,” I say gently, in an effort to soothe the girl. I shoot Fallon a look of censure, bewildered by her cruelty.

				Mage Florel is regarding Fallon with a pained expression, and she makes a point of dismissing little Effrey as soon as Fallon has the sample book in hand. I don’t wonder at Mage Florel’s deference to Fallon Bane, the presumptive heir to my grandmother’s power.

				Fallon sets the sample book on a wooden stand and opens it. She takes her time, monopolizing the booklet as everyone silently waits. Eventually, she lights on fabric of interest to her. “Oh, here we go, Elloren,” she says, her voice dripping with faux sweetness. She pulls a dull black rectangle from the book and holds it up.

				It’s ugly, rough wool. Of worse quality than the clothing I arrived in.

				“I think this would be good for you,” Fallon beams, “especially for your aunt’s party. Don’t you think so, Paige?”

				Paige looks at the fabric sample, her brow knitting tight. She glances over at me and blinks uncertainly. “Um…well…maybe it could work…”

				I can’t figure out if Fallon is joking. She has to be. “I was thinking of something…different,” I venture.

				Fallon widens her eyes in mock affront. “But…this is Gorthan wool. It’s very much the style.” Her gaze flicks toward Echo and Paige mischievously.

				Before I have a chance to respond, Fallon slams the sample book shut and hands it, along with the piece of wool, to Mage Florel. “I think you should make her dress out of this,” she says decidedly, shooting me a wide grin. “In fact, I think you should make her whole wardrobe out of it.”

				A sharp spike of resentment wells up inside me, my heart speeding up as I eye Fallon’s wand. “Wait,” I say, addressing Mage Florel directly. “I’d like to see the samples for myself.”

				Fallon’s smile morphs into a half sneer. “Good heavens, Elloren.” She gestures around the room at the fabric surrounding us. “It’s all black.”

				I meet her eyes. “I’d still like to see them for myself.” The room goes so quiet, one could hear the prick of a pin.

				Fallon’s eyes bore down on me, and I actively resist being cowed by her. They’re mesmerizing, her eyes, striped as they are with alternating lines of light and dark green, the lighter green streaks so light they’re almost white. They make me think of icicles. Sharp as spears.

				After a moment of tense deliberation, Mage Florel sets the book down on another raised table beside me. “Of course, dear,” she says, her eyes flicking toward Fallon warily. “Go ahead.”

				I open the book, uncomfortably aware of Fallon’s icy glare. I flip through the fabric, a violet-black square of velvet momentarily catching my eye, soft as a baby hare.

				“Oh…look at this,” I gasp, half forgetting about Fallon as I turn to the next sample, the black silk lighting up red and yellow around the folds as it moves. “It’s extraordinary.” I turn the fabric this way and that, tipping it toward the closest wall lantern to watch the colors change.

				Mage Florel nods her head in satisfaction. “Ishkartan goldweave,” she says as she removes the swath and cradles it. “Brought in from the Eastern Desert. Flame-gold worked right into the weave. Very fine. Very rare.”

				I look down at the scratchy brown wool of my tunic from home. It’s like trying to compare the finest violin with some coarsely carved instrument.

				Mage Florel smiles at me. “You’ve lovely taste, Mage Gardner.”

				I flip through the next samples and come to an abrupt stop as my eyes light on the loveliest one of all. Midnight black silk. Patterned with vines woven through so subtly you have to look carefully to make them out. But once you do…

				I run my finger along the textured silk. “It’s so beautiful.”

				“Salishen silk,” Mage Florel says reverently. “From the Salishen Isles. They’re master weavers, the Salish. True artists. And all of their embroidery is as exquisite as this.”

				I glance up at her. “Do you think you could use this?”

				“Of course, Mage Gardner,” she replies, obviously thrilled by my choice.

				Fallon’s hand comes down on the fabric. “You can’t use this,” she says, her tone hard.

				I blink up at her in resentful surprise. “Why?”

				“Because,” she replies, her voice syrupy with condescension, “this is what my dress is being made of.”

				“Ah, what a pity,” Mage Florel sighs. She pats my shoulder sympathetically. “I’ve others, Mage Gardner, don’t you fret. We’ll find something just as lovely for you…”

				Heart racing, I put my own hand down firmly on the fabric sample, right next to Fallon’s. I meet Fallon’s stare and hold it. “No. I want this one.”

				Everyone gapes at me.

				Fallon leans in a fraction and bares her teeth. “You can’t have it.”

				I try to ignore the slight trembling of my hand. “Oh, come now, Fallon,” I say as I gesture at the fabric around us, mimicking her sneering tone. “It’s all black. And I’m sure the cut will be different.” I look over at Mage Florel, whose eyes are as wide as everyone else’s. “Can you make sure it’s very different from hers?”

				Fallon spits out a sound of contempt. “My dress isn’t being made here. I have my own dressmaker.”

				“Well, then,” I tell her. “That simplifies things.” I turn to Mage Florel. “Can you make it for me in time? With this fabric?”

				Mage Florel gives me an appraising look, her eyes darting toward Fallon as if weighing the options. She lifts her chin. “Why, yes, Mage Gardner. I think I can.” She smiles coldly at Fallon. “Why don’t you tell me what your dress is like, dear? I’ll make sure it’s quite different.”

				I’m surprised and bolstered by Mage Florel’s support. But when I turn back toward Fallon, her grin startles me. It’s wide and malicious. She jerks her hand away from the fabric sample and seems pleased when I flinch. “I’m leaving,” she announces, keeping her eyes tight on mine.

				Echo and Paige fly to her and try to placate her and convince her to stay.

				I look away and flip through the samples, barely seeing the fabric. I know it’s a mistake to say more. But I think of her treatment of the little girl and can’t help myself.

				“Don’t worry, Fallon,” I say, careful not to look at her, struggling to keep my voice even. “Maybe your tailor can make you another dress. In Gorthan wool. I hear it’s very much the style.”

				I glance up at Fallon just in time to catch her look of pure, undisguised hostility. Her fist tight on her wand, Fallon stalks out and slams the door behind her.

				Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Sparrow’s mouth twitching into a fleeting grin.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				The Black Witch

				“You look just like Carnissa Gardner. You’re perfect.”

				Paige gushes as I stare at the stranger looking back at me from the full-length ornate mirror.

				We’re in the luxurious bedroom Aunt Vyvian has given me, the crystalline doors and the sunroom’s windows propped open, a balmy ocean breeze wafting in on the night air, the white kittens tussling on my bed. I’ve met with Paige a number of times over the past few days, lunching with her and Aunt Vyvian twice in the city and shopping together once for shoes. I greatly prefer her company to both Echo’s and Fallon’s.

				For the past hour, Mage Florel has been primping and painting me while Aunt Vyvian stands watch, arms crossed. My aunt directs Mage Florel with the seriousness of a master painter overseeing a work of vital importance, and before long, it seems as if I’m not really in the room. As if I’m staring at someone else, disbelief washing over me.

				The messy hair I’ve never known what to do with now hangs past my shoulders, woven into intricate braids, my eyes rendered large and mysterious by heavy makeup. My eyebrows, which have been plucked and shaped, heighten the effect. My lips are now full and scarlet, my cheekbones accented with blush. It’s amazing—all of the unpleasant, sharp lines of my face transformed into a vision of powerful elegance. And that’s not all—my ears and neck are graced with gold-set emeralds, and the gown Mage Florel made for me…

				It’s breathtaking. The subtly woven vines appear and disappear as the fabric moves, the shimmering tunic like a second skin flowing out over the underskirt.

				My grandmother, more than any other woman, was the standard bearer of Gardnerian beauty. Known as “The Black Witch” by our enemies, she was one of the most powerful Gardnerian Mages ever. Intellectually brilliant, artistically gifted, stunningly beautiful and a ruthlessly effective commander of our military forces—she was all of these things.

				And I don’t just resemble her. I’m her absolute spitting image.

				“Yes,” Aunt Vyvian breathes, “that will do. I think our work here is finished, Heloise.” She gets up and smiles broadly. “Elloren, you will come down to the party in an hour’s time. Paige will escort you.” She turns to Paige. “Bring her down the central staircase. I want her to make an entrance.” My aunt pauses to take me in once more, then leaves with Mage Florel, the two women chatting amiably as they go.

				I go back to staring at myself in the mirror, dumbstruck.

				“You must be so proud,” Paige says reverently. “Your grandmother was such a great woman. You must have a calling to follow in her footsteps, Elloren, or else the Ancient One wouldn’t have blessed you with her looks. Wait until everyone sees you!”

				* * *

				I follow Paige through the winding hallways, populated only by the occasional, harried Urisk maid rushing past and deferentially ignoring us.

				As we step out onto a cherrywood-banistered mezzanine, I feel my throat go dry. I pause at the crest of a sweeping staircase and look down over a mammoth, circular hall.

				A sea of important-looking Gardnerians lies before us, uniformly garbed in black. Roughly half of them are in military uniform, most high-ranking, a few wearing the silver-edged cloaks of the magically powerful.

				First, there are a few curious glances our way. Then someone gasps. A hush falls over the room.

				I blink down at them, distracted by the enormous chandelier that dominates the foyer—hundreds of candles set on the branches of a carved, inverted frostbirch tree hung with leaf-shaped crystals. It suffuses the entire room with a dancing, changeable glow.

				My eyes circle around the foyer, my gaze drawn toward a man standing in its center. He’s tall and slender and wearing a long, dark priest’s tunic, the image of a white bird emblazoned on his chest. He’s younger than most priests, with compelling razor-sharp features, a high forehead and straight black hair that falls to his shoulders. His green eyes are so intense and vivid, they seem to glow white-hot, as if lit from within.

				He’s staring at me with a look of recognition so strong, it throws me.

				An image bursts into view—the scorched shell of a tree, black limbs rising up against a barren sky.

				Sucked into the image’s dark void, I grasp at the balcony for support.

				The tree flickers then sputters out.

				I squint up at the chandelier and let out a deep breath. Perhaps a trick of the light. It had to be a trick of the light.

				Heart pulsing, I glance back down at the priest. He’s still staring at me with disconcerting familiarity. My aunt is standing close beside him. She beckons me to join their circle with one graceful, outstretched hand, her dark tunic and skirts winking sapphire.

				Paige puts her hand on my shoulder, her voice soft and encouraging. “Go ahead, Elloren.”

				Feeling rattled, I force one foot in front of the other and focus on the rich, emerald carpeting of the stairs that mutes my footsteps and blessedly keeps me from slipping on my new, slick heels, my hand tight on the shiny railing. The cherrywood steadies me, the source tree solid and strong.

				As I step off the last stair, the wide-eyed, appreciative crowd parts, and soon I’m standing before the young priest. The image of the lifeless tree sputters to life once more. Thrown, I blink hard to clear the image, and it rapidly fades to nothing.

				There’s something so wrong here. It’s like I’m standing before a deep forest, everyone sure that nothing’s amiss. But a wolf is waiting in the shadows.

				I meet the priest’s overpowering stare.

				“Elloren,” my aunt beams. Her hand sweeps toward him. “This is Marcus Vogel. He sits on the Mage Council with me and may well be our next High Mage. Priest Vogel, my niece, Elloren Gardner.”

				Marcus Vogel reaches out with serpentine grace, takes my hand and leans to kiss it, fascinated curiosity lighting his gaze.

				I fight the urge to slink back.

				His skin is oddly warm. Almost hot. And he’s looking at me as if he can see clear into the back of my head to the image of the tree still reverberating there.

				“Elloren Gardner,” he croons, his voice unexpectedly throaty. There’s a subtle, seductive quality to him that sets off a probing heat deep in my center—like an eerie invasion. I tense myself against it.

				Vogel closes his eyes, smiles and takes a deep breath. “Her power. It courses through your veins.” He opens his eyes, his gaze now riveted on my hand. He traces a finger languidly over the skin of it, and an uncomfortable shiver works its way up my spine. Vogel lifts his gaze to mine, eyes intent, his voice a lull. “Can you feel it?”

				I’m cast into a troubled confusion. “No,” I force out as I try to unobtrusively tug my hand away. He holds firm.

				“Has she been wandtested?” His question to my aunt comes out thick as dark honey.

				“Yes, several times,” my aunt assures him. “She’s powerless.”

				“Are you sure?” he asks, his unflinching eyes boring down on Aunt Vyvian.

				My confident, unflappable aunt visibly wilts under Vogel’s penetrating stare. “Yes…yes, quite.” Aunt Vyvian falters. “Her uncle assured me of it. He had her formally tested again only last year.”

				I look to my aunt, astonished by both her cowering behavior and her words. No one wandtested me a year ago. I haven’t been tested since I was a small child.

				Why did Uncle Edwin lie?

				Vogel’s black void presses into me, warm and relentless, and I inwardly shrink back from it, eyeing his fiery stare with mounting trepidation.

				Why does he unnerve me so much when Aunt Vyvian and so many other Mages clearly worship the ground he walks on?

				Vogel releases my hand and I pull it back protectively, fingers repeatedly clenching, trying to throw off the disturbing feel of him.

				“What a pity,” he laments, reaching up to touch my face with deft, artist’s fingers. I resist the urge to recoil. He tilts his head in question and breathes deeply, as if smelling the air. “And yet…there is something of Carnissa’s essence about her. It’s strong.”

				“Ah, yes,” my aunt assents with a wistful smile, “she does have some of Mother in her.” Aunt Vyvian proudly launches into a description of my musical accomplishments, my easy acceptance into University.

				Vogel’s half listening to her, his eyes fixed on my hands. “You’re not fasted,” he says to me, the words flat and oddly hard.

				Defiance flares, deep in my core. I look straight at him. “Neither are you.”

				“Good Heavens, child,” a neatly bearded Council member puts in, a golden Council M pinned to his tunic. “Mage Vogel’s a priest. Of course he’s not fasted.” The Council Mage shakes his head and titters a nervous, apologetic laugh toward Priest Vogel.

				Vogel ignores him. “She needs to be well fasted,” he says to my aunt, his eyes tight on mine.

				“She will be,” Aunt Vyvian assures him.

				Vogel briefly turns to my aunt. “To someone of considerable power.”

				She smiles conspiratorially. “Of course, Marcus. She’s under my wing now.”

				“Has she met Lukas Grey?”

				Aunt Vyvian leans to whisper something into Vogel’s ear, her stiff skirts rustling. The other members of their circle fall into easy conversation with each other.

				I barely hear them, distracted by the feel of Marcus Vogel’s penetrating stare.

				The sound of a boisterous group entering finally draws my attention away.

				Fallon Bane sweeps into the room. She’s surrounded by a throng of handsome military apprentices in slate-gray uniforms, as well as her military guard and a few other officers decked out in soldier black. Orbiting them is a smattering of lovely young women.

				But none is more beautiful than Fallon.

				If she possessed a gown made of the same fabric as mine, she quickly abandoned it. The lush gown she now wears is a spectacular, glittering affair that flies in screaming defiance of the accepted dress code—scandalously purple on the edge of black, rather than black on the edge of purple. The two military men she’s flanked by possess her same features, stunning eyes and smug grin. They must be Fallon’s brothers—one of them taller, his uniform black, while the other wears military-apprentice gray. And they both bear five stripes of silver on their arms.

				Fallon instantly zeroes in on me. She lifts a hand as if taunting me, and sends a spiral of smoke rising up that flashes a rainbow of colors. The crowd erupts into delighted “oohs” and “aahs” as all the attention in the room pivots toward her. The older military men in our circle eye her with wary deliberation. Military apprentices aren’t supposed to use magic unless they have permission—it can be grounds for dismissal from our Mage Guard.

				The military commander near my aunt gestures toward the officer beside him with a subtle patting of the air—let it go. My head starts to throb. Apparently Fallon Bane isn’t just powerful. It seems she exists independent of all the usual rules.

				Fallon jerks her wand, and the colored smoke disappears in a riot of multicolored sparking. The young people surrounding her laugh and applaud.

				Fallon resheathes her wand, narrows her eyes at me, leans in toward her taller black-clad brother and murmurs something as the others listen in. They all give each other looks of surprise, then turn to peer at me with expressions of amused disgust.

				I clench my toes stiffly, heart sinking, and wonder what lies she’s spreading about me.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				The Prophecy

				After my aunt gives us leave, Paige leads me quickly away. Her arm’s threaded through mine as she pulls me through a pair of open, ornate doors and into a huge ballroom. Orchestral music swells around us, and I find myself quickly caught up in the grandeur of it.

				We’re surrounded by well-to-do Gardnerians, some whirling on the dance floor. Many of the people we pass gasp at the sight of me, smile appreciatively and come forward to extend compliments to my “most excellent family.” Some Urisk servants in smart white tunics circulate with golden trays of small delicacies. Other Urisk serve food from a large table that holds a wide assortment of offerings set off beautifully by vases of red roses, everything richly lit by the multiple branched candelabras that grace the table.

				Paige leads me through the crowd toward the food, then gives a start as she spots Fallon and her friends entering, surrounded by Fallon’s military guard. Paige hurriedly grabs two plates, throws some candied fruit on them both and pulls me into a dim corner, the two of us partially hidden by a gigantic potted fern.

				“Is that Sylus next to Fallon?” I ask as Paige hands me a plate.

				Paige’s brow goes tense as she nibbles at a sugared gooseberry. “Yes, that’s him.”

				I shoot her a sympathetic glance as I take a bite of candied cherry. If Sylus Bane is anything like his sister, it’s the worst of luck for mild Paige to be fasted to him.

				I glance around as Paige picks at the berries, her fingers quickly becoming sticky from the sugary fruit. My eyes widen in surprise as I catch sight of familiar faces.

				“It’s… Sage Gaffney’s parents,” I murmur to Paige in astonishment. They’re in the broad hallway just off to the side of the ballroom, dressed in their usual high-necked, dour, conservative garb. Their expressions are solemn and pained, and they’re being hugged by a series of well-wishers, the peoples’ faces full of grave concern. I scour the room for other members of their family and find Sage’s oldest brother, Shane. He’s at the other end of the food tables, standing beside another potted fern, dressed in his soldier’s uniform and glowering at the crowd.

				Paige places her hand on mine in caution. “Elloren, you can’t say her name. And you shouldn’t go to them. Something terrible has happened…”

				“I know,” I tell her. “I know all about it. But I don’t understand. Why can’t I say her name?”

				Paige swallows, her eyes flitting toward the Gaffneys fretfully. “She’s been Banished.”

				“Banished?” I blanch, my mouth falling open. It’s a ritual cutting off. Like a funeral. Reserved for those whose actions are so heinous, their very existence is to be erased to restore honor and purity to their family. “But…my aunt told me they’re trying to help her.”

				Paige glances over at Sage’s family, her expression mournful. “I guess she didn’t want to be helped.”

				I remember how mad Sage was. Giving birth to an Icaral demon—it’s enough to drive anyone mad. An image fills my mind of Sage weaving me wreaths of ribbons and meadowlark flowers when I was a child. Of Sage letting me play with her little goats. And later, as teens, of Sage patiently teaching me how to embroider intricate designs. We’d sit under the broad oak tree that lies halfway between her estate and my cottage, quietly sewing Ironflowers along the hems of our garments. I always admired her for her quiet grace and artistic ways.

				I set my plate down. “I’m going to speak to her brother.”

				Paige fidgets. I can see she wants no part of this, that she’s scared by the Gaffneys’ proximity to a real-life nightmare, but she doesn’t stop me as I cross the ballroom to Shane’s side.

				

				* * *

				Shane’s hand is grasped around a crystal cup tightly as if he’s trying to decide whom to throw it at. He’s shorter than most of the young soldiers here, but compensates for it with the wiry, athletic build of a fighter—all lean muscle and angry, coiled energy.

				“Shane,” I say carefully as I approach, looking around and keeping my voice low. “I heard about Sage.”

				He grimaces sharply. “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to say her name?” He gestures toward his family with his cup, a disgusted look on his face. “They might Banish you, too.”

				I glance over at the Gaffneys, troubled. “What happened to her? Is she okay?”

				His expression darkens with worry and he shakes his head. “I don’t know, Elloren. I don’t know where she is. No one knows. And my younger sisters have run off with her.”

				My breath catches tight. Her sisters, too! I remember the surreal sight of Sage heading into the wilderness and feel a sharp spike of guilt. Oh, Ancient One, I should have said something…

				He shakes his head again in disbelief. “They sent the entire Fifth Division out after them. But they couldn’t find them. It’s like they all disappeared into thin air.”

				The Fifth Division is made up of the best Gardnerian trackers. It’s impossible to hide from them. They gained notoriety during the Realm War, ferreting out secret enemy bases, locating hidden groups of dangerous Fae. It’s rumored that the best of them can read a week-old trail left behind in the woods. I know all this because they’ve been actively recruiting my brother, Rafe, for a few years now.

				“Isn’t that your division?” I ask. “Why aren’t you out with them?” Shane’s a tracker. And a talented one at that. Just like Rafe.

				Shane’s face twists into a mask of bitterness. “Well, Elloren, it seems they thought I lacked the necessary level of detachment needed to kill my own sister.”

				My face blanches. “Kill her?”

				Shane’s expression turns pained. “She didn’t just give birth to an Icaral, Elloren. They believe she’s given birth to the Icaral.”

				I’m frozen into stunned silence.

				We all know of the Prophecy, set down by the late Atellian Lumyn, one of the greatest Seers our church has ever known.

				A Great Winged One will soon arise and cast his fearsome shadow upon the land. And just as Night slays Day, and Day slays Night, so also shall another Black Witch rise to meet him, her powers vast beyond imagining. And as their powers clash upon the field of battle, the heavens shall open, the mountains tremble and the waters run crimson…and their fates shall determine the future of all Erthia.

				Lumyn was considered to be a prophet, his writings read by all pious Gardnerians and second only to our holy scripture, The Book of the Ancients. He died when I was a child living in Valgard, and I still remember the crowded streets on the day of his funeral, the communal outpouring of grief.

				Mage Lumyn accurately predicted the rise of my grandmother to power and her battle with an Icaral demon. He set down his final Prophecy soon after my grandmother’s death and the end of the Realm War, and it sent waves of shock barreling through Gardneria. My people thought the Icaral demons were defeated. That they were finally safe from the Icarals’ terrible fire and winged darkness. But now an even greater demonic threat loomed on the horizon.

				“The time is here,” Shane rasps in a harsh whisper. “The Church Seers have confirmed it. And not just them. The Seers of other races, too. They’ve all read the same message—the Icaral of Prophecy is here. A male, possessed of his wings and full powers. Every other male Icaral has been captured and stripped of its wings. Don’t you see, Elloren? It has to be my sister’s baby.”

				“No.” I shake my head, desperate to refute this. It’s too awfully bizarre. How could kind, thoughtful Sage give birth to the demon of Prophecy? “It can’t be…”

				But I know from his expression that it can.

				Shane looks down at his punch glass, barely able to contain his misery. “Did you know he beat her?”

				“Who?”

				“Who do you think? Tobias. Quite the temper that one has.” He looks around at the crowd, anguish breaking through. “You know, she did everything they ever wanted her to do. All of them. He started in on her soon after she got to University. That’s why she ran off with that Kelt.” Now he’s grasping his glass so hard I fear it might shatter. “He took advantage of her,” Shane grinds out, fury swimming in his eyes. “Isn’t that just like a Kelt? He used my sister, forced his filthy self on her and now…” He breaks off, his eyes glazing over with angry tears.

				I reach out for him, but he flinches away from me.

				“Shane, it can’t be,” I press, undaunted. “The Prophecy isn’t just about an Icaral. There has to be a Black Witch, too, and there isn’t anyone with that level of power…”

				Shane shoots me a look of wild incredulity. “Of course there is. Or there will be.” He glances pointedly across the room at the Banes.

				My throat tightens. Fallon Bane. The next Black Witch. Sent to kill the demon baby of Sage Gaffney. It’s the stuff of nightmares.

				I turn back to Shane, my voice weak. “Do you really think Fallon Bane could become that powerful?”

				“Yes, at the rate her power’s growing.” Shane’s face closes down, his voice going hard, devoid of all hope. “There’s nothing that can be done about it, Elloren. It’s all over for my sister. Go back to your family. This isn’t your affair.”

				I look toward Fallon.

				She pulls out her wand and mock points it at a thin military apprentice. He freezes, and the others in her party grow silent and tense.

				This isn’t allowed. Apprentices are forbidden from pulling wands on each other.

				I’m stunned. There are officers dotting the entire ballroom and, again, no one rebukes Fallon for a flagrant violation of the rules.

				Fallon laughs and resheathes her wand, diffusing the tension, the onlookers breaking out into nervous laughter. The young apprentice gives them all a thin, frightened smile before slinking away.

				Fallon watches him leave, then fixes her eyes on me. Her smile is slow and deliberate, her message unmistakable.

				Careful, Elloren Gardner. That could easily be you.

				

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				Aislinn Greer

				Shane takes his leave, and in an effort to calm myself down, I walk over to the refreshment table to get something to drink.

				I pour myself some punch but find that my hands are shaking, the glass ladle chattering against the crystal cup as I fill it with sweet, red liquid dotted with edible flower petals. Summoned by Sylus, Paige has reluctantly gone to join him, leaving me all alone.

				Suddenly aware of someone’s eyes on me, I glance to the side.

				A slight, plain young woman with intelligent green eyes is regarding me calmly from where she sits, a book open and facedown on her lap, her hands resting on it. She’s dressed like Echo Flood, in a conservative, multilayered frock with a silver Erthia sphere hanging from it. No makeup. I notice that the hands resting on her book are unmarked, like mine, and it seems incongruous. Her dress pegs her as a girl from a very conservative family, yet she’s unfasted.

				“Fallon doesn’t seem to like you,” she comments as she glances over at Fallon, who’s laughing and eating with her friends. She smiles at me sympathetically, her eyes kind. “You’re brave, you know. In your choice of enemies.”

				“You don’t like her, then?” I ask, surprised.

				The young woman shakes her head. “Fallon? She’s mean as a snake. So are her brothers.” She shoots me a look of caution. “Mind you, if you tell anyone I said that, I’ll deny it.”

				I raise my eyebrows, relieved to finally be meeting someone outside Fallon’s social circle. I extend my hand to her. “I’m Elloren Gardner.”

				She laughs and takes my hand in hers. “That’s obvious. I’ve heard all about you.”

				“Let me guess,” I say guardedly. “I’m the girl who looks exactly like my grandmother?”

				“No,” she laughs, “you’re the girl who’s been living under a rock somewhere up north. But I think your real claim to fame is that you’ve never been kissed.”

				My face going hot, I sigh and reach up to massage my aching forehead. “I should never have told her that.”

				“Don’t worry,” she says, trying to comfort me. “I have been kissed, and it’s overrated.”

				I stop rubbing my forehead. “Really?”

				“Really. Two people, smushing their mouths together, tasting each other’s spit, possibly with food bits mixed into it. It’s not at all appealing, when you really think about it.”

				I let out a short laugh. “You’re a dyed in the wool romantic, aren’t you?”

				“I am not the least bit romantic,” she affirms, somewhat proudly. “Romance just complicates life, sets up unrealistic expectations.”

				She sits there so neatly, her discreet dress perfectly pressed, her long black hair carefully brushed and pulled back off her face with two silver barrettes.

				“Maybe you just haven’t met the right young man yet,” I offer.

				“No, I’ve met him,” she says, matter-of-factly. “We’ll be wandfasted by the end of the year. He’s over there.” She gestures with her chin toward the entrance to the large ballroom. “The one just to the right of the door.”

				He’s much like all the other young men who are milling about. Square jaw, black hair, green eyes.

				I turn back to her. “So you’ve kissed him.”

				“Yes, it’s expected.” She sighs with resignation. “They wait so long for…other things, our men. We’re supposed to throw them a bone every now and then, I guess.”

				“But you don’t like it.”

				“It’s not awful, don’t get me wrong. I mean, it’s tolerable.”

				Her lack of enthusiasm makes me laugh. “You make it sound like doing chores!”

				“Well, it kind of is.” She’s smiling at me good-humoredly.

				“You feel this way, and you’re okay with fasting to him? With marrying him?”

				She shrugs. “Oh, Randall’s all right. He’ll make a good fastmate, I suppose. My parents picked him out for me, and I trust them.”

				“You mean you had no say in the matter?”

				“I don’t need to have a say. I trust them. I knew they wouldn’t pick someone mean. They chose fastmates for my two older sisters, as well.”

				I’m fascinated by her complete acceptance of this. “Don’t you want to choose your own fastmate?” Uncle Edwin would never just pick someone for me. Maybe he’d introduce me to someone nice, but he’d certainly leave the decision solely with me.

				She shrugs. “It doesn’t really matter who chooses. Most of them are pretty interchangeable anyway. I mean, look at them.” She gestures toward a group of young men dismissively. “It’s hard to even tell them apart.”

				She has a point. Looking around the room, I have to admit I’d be hard-pressed to find a memorable face, one that stands out in true contrast.

				“What are you reading?” I ask, noticing her book again.

				She flushes. “Oh, it’s just a book for University,” she explains, a little too innocently. “I’m getting a head start on my reading.”

				The cover confirms what she’s told me: An Annotated History of Gardneria. On second thought, though, the paper cover doesn’t fit the book exactly, hanging a bit over on the sides.

				“What are you really reading?” I probe.

				At first, her eyes widen in surprise, and then she slumps back in her chair, sighs and hands the book over in mock defeat. “You can’t tell anyone,” she whispers conspiratorially.

				I peek under the cover and flip through it. “Love poems!” I whisper back, chuckling. I hand the book back to her and smile. “I thought you weren’t romantic.”

				“Not in real life,” she clarifies. “I guess I like the idea of it, though. But I realize it’s pure, unadulterated fantasy.”

				“You’re funny,” I say, smiling at her.

				She cocks her head to one side, considering me. “And you’re completely different than how I expected you’d be. I’m Aislinn Greer, by the way. My father sits on the Mage Council with your aunt. We’ll be fellow scholars at University.”

				“Elloren, I see you’ve made a new friend.”

				I turn to find my aunt gliding up to us.

				“Good evening, Mage Damon.” Aislinn greets my aunt respectfully as she covers the book with both hands.

				“Good evening, Aislinn,” Aunt Vyvian beams. “I was just speaking with your father. So nice to see you here.” She turns to me. “Elloren, I’d like you to go fetch your violin. Priest Vogel would like to hear you perform for us this evening.”

				My stomach drops straight through the floor. “Perform? Now? For everyone?”

				“Your uncle has told me time and again how extraordinarily talented you are.”

				“I’m sorry, Aunt Vyvian… I… I can’t…” I’ve never once performed for a crowd, and just the thought of it makes me feel sick with apprehension.

				“Nonsense, child,” Aunt Vyvian says dismissively. “Run along and fetch your instrument. No one keeps the next High Mage waiting.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				Lukas Grey

				It’s a relief when I finally leave the crowded ballroom for the private hallway that leads to my room, my feet cramped in my pinching shoes. I briefly ponder escape.

				I enter the deserted room and my breath immediately catches tight in my throat.

				There, lying open on my bed, is a violin case. Within, nestled comfortably in green velvet, is a Maelorian violin—the highest-quality violin in the Western Realm, made by Elves in the northern Maelorian Mountains from rare Alfsigr spruce. There’s a note card carefully slid under the strings, a message written in my aunt’s flowing script.

				Make the family proud.

				I sit down beside the violin and stare at it. How Aunt Vyvian obtained the use of such an instrument, I can’t begin to imagine. When I finally take it in my hands, I feel as if I’m lifting a holy object. A picture of a tapering Alfsigr spruce tree set on a sloping mountainside caresses my mind as I gently pluck at the strings.

				Perfectly in tune.

				A tingling excitement bubbles up within me as I tighten the bow, lift the instrument into position and slide the bow across the A string.

				A perfect note sounds on the air, pure as a still blue lake.

				A rush of joy quickens my heart. Overwhelmed, I set the instrument down, go to my travel bag and fish excitedly through the music folder for my favorite piece, Winter’s Dark, quickly locating the stiff parchment. I stare at the crisp lines of notes, the music already dancing in my head.

				I glance over at the door and my euphoria rapidly implodes, my unwelcome task waiting to press down on me like a miller’s stone.

				Steeling myself, I make a decision. If I’m going to go down in flames in front of half of Valgard, I might as well go down in flames to the tune of the most beautiful piece of music ever composed for the violin.

				I carefully secure the violin, tuck my music under one arm, force myself to my feet and purposefully walk out to meet my doom—well, as purposefully as one can possibly walk in the most uncomfortable shoes ever invented.

				* * *

				I reenter the crowded ballroom and immediately begin to fall apart at the seams, my mouth becoming dry, my gut clenching and worst of all—my hands start to tremble.

				My aunt regards me with a polite smile as I approach. She’s speaking with Priest Vogel and a group of Mage Council members. Marcus Vogel stares at me with unblinking intensity, and I wonder again if he can read my mind.

				“Thank you for the use of this…amazing violin, Aunt Vyvian,” I say, my voice quavering.

				“You’re quite welcome, dear,” she beams. “We’re ready for you.” She gestures toward a gold music stand positioned next to the orchestra and in front of a magnificently carved piano, the ebony of its wood cut into the likeness of multiple trees that support the piano’s broad surface on leafy branches.

				Aunt Vyvian leads me to the music stand. The members of the orchestra dip their heads and smile in greeting. I stoop down to fumble with the violin case as the trembling in my hands worsens.

				“This is Enith,” my aunt says. I look up to see a young Urisk girl with wide, sapphire eyes and bright blue skin. “She can turn the pages for you.”

				“Pages?”

				My aunt looks at me like I’ve taken leave of my senses. “Of your music.”

				“Oh, yes…of course.” I straighten up and reach under my arm, handing the parchment to the Urisk girl. She takes in my shaking hands, her brow knit with worry.

				The conversation in the vast room gradually dies down to a hush as more and more of the guests notice my aunt waiting for their attention.

				“I’d like to introduce my niece, Elloren Gardner,” Aunt Vyvian says smoothly. “Some of you have had the pleasure of meeting her already. Some of you will be attending University with her this year.”

				I look out over the crowd and am horrified to see Fallon working her way to the front with a large group of young people.

				I reach up to turn to the first page of my music and knock it clear off the stand, the pages scattering everywhere on the floor.

				“Sorry,” I choke out hoarsely.

				I crouch down and fumble around for the pages, the Urisk girl stooping to help me. I can hear Fallon and her entourage trying to disguise their derisive laughter with coughing.

				After what seems like a mortifying eternity, I rise. The Urisk girl grabs the music from my hands, perhaps not willing to let me ruin her designated end of the job.

				I lean down again to lift the violin out of its case, rise, steady it with my chin and tense my bow arm to try and bring my trembling under control.

				Fallon and her group watch me with wicked anticipation. Aislinn Greer, who’s standing near the front of the crowd, nods with friendly encouragement.

				I fear I might throw up right there in front of all of them if I hesitate any longer, so I begin.

				My bow strafes the violin with a harsh screech and I wince, surprising even myself with how incredibly horrible I sound. I plow on, disastrously off-key, as I struggle to stay focused on the music, feeling like I’m rapidly losing all control of my shaking hands.

				I stop, violin still poised, tears stinging at my eyes, too ashamed to look into the crowd.

				More coughing and shocked laughter waft over from Fallon’s direction.

				The sound of their ridicule sends a spike of angry hurt through me, unexpectedly steeling my resolve. The violin’s wood faintly pulses with warmth. The image of rough, strong branches flickers behind my eyes then retreats, as if the wood is trying to reach me.

				Bolstered, I concentrate on relaxing my hands, force the trembling into submission and begin again. This time my bow slides smoothly across the strings and the melody begins to fall into place. I grit my teeth and play on, the quality of the instrument rendering the music nearly passable…

				And then it begins.

				Piano music from behind me, accompanying me.

				But not just any piano music—beautiful music, twining itself around my feeble attempts at the melody.

				I falter for a moment in disbelief.

				The piano music catches me, slowing where I’ve stumbled, improvising where I’ve missed the notes. Another swell of warmth suffuses the wood as sinuous branches fill my mind, winding through me.

				I relax and fall into the music, little by little, my hands steadying, the notes coming into focus. I close my eyes. I don’t need to look at the music. I know this song.

				The crowd in front of me fades then disappears until it’s just me, the violin, the piano and the tree.

				And then, no longer relying on the piano for a safety net, I suddenly take off, my hands now steady and sure, the music soaring. I continue beautifully on, even after the piano falls away, leaving me to dive into the long violin solo at the heart of the piece.

				Tears come to my eyes as the melody reaches its crescendo, the music piercing through me. I let it flow, through the wood of the bow, the wood of the violin, as I gently, gracefully bring the piece to its mournful close.

				I lower my bow, eyes still closed, the room stone silent for one blessed, magical moment.

				The ballroom erupts into loud, enthusiastic applause.

				I open my eyes as the crowd converges around me, the members of the small orchestra showering me with a cacophony of praise and compliments.

				But perhaps the clearest measure of the quality of my performance can be seen in the expression on Fallon Bane’s face. She stands, her mouth agape, looking horrified, while her friends regard me with newly blossoming approval.

				I turn to find out who my savior at the piano is, and my breath hitches when I see him.

				He is, by far, the best-looking young man I have ever seen in my life, with strong, finely chiseled features, the dashing attire of a Gardnerian soldier and absolutely riveting deep green eyes.

				And he’s smiling at me.

				I can guess who this is without needing to be introduced.

				Lukas Grey.

				He gets up from the piano seat in one fluid, graceful movement. He’s tall with broad shoulders, the lean body of a natural athlete, and the controlled movements of a panther. And the sleeves of his black military tunic are marked with five silver bands.

				As he approaches me, Fallon Bane immediately falls in next to him, threads her arm territorially through his and fixes me with a threatening glare.

				Lukas glances down at Fallon’s arm with surprised amusement, then looks back up at me and cocks one black eyebrow, as if we’re old friends sharing an inside joke. Suddenly, my aunt appears at Lukas’s other side and she focuses in on Fallon, a pleasant, yet calculating look on her face.

				“Fallon, dear,” she croons, “Priest Vogel and I need to speak with you.”

				Fallon’s face takes on an expression of sheer panic as her eyes dart back and forth from Lukas to me and back to my aunt again. She opens her mouth as if trying to formulate a protest, but nothing comes out. Lukas continues to look at me with those dazzling eyes, amused by the situation.

				“Come along, dear.” My aunt directs Fallon. She gestures across the room to where Priest Vogel stands surrounded by a bright-eyed, adoring throng. I cautiously meet the priest’s piercing gaze, and he nods.

				Fallon releases Lukas’s arm like she’s abandoning a hard-won treasure and shoots me a look of pure loathing. “I’ll be right back,” she snipes as she passes, her tone holding a thick edge of menace.

				As my aunt leads her firmly away, Fallon glances back at us repeatedly, her face a mask of furious desperation.

				I turn to Lukas.

				Holy Ancient One, he’s beautiful.

				“Thank you for playing,” I say with honest gratitude.

				He places an arm casually on the top of the piano, leaning into it. “It was a pleasure. It’s not often that I get to play with a superior musician. It was a privilege, actually.”

				I laugh nervously. “I’m not the superior musician. I pretty much butchered the beginning.”

				His eyes glint. “Yes, well, you were nervous. But you quickly made up for it.”

				He languidly pushes himself up and holds his hand out to me. “I’m Lukas Grey.”

				“I know,” I reply unsteadily, taking his hand. His handshake is firm and strong.

				“You know?” he says, cocking an eyebrow.

				“Fallon. When I saw her take your arm, I figured out who you were. She told me that you’re about to be fasted to her.”

				“Oh, did she now?” He’s grinning again.

				“Aren’t you?”

				“No.”

				“Oh.”

				“She did corner me earlier to tell me all about you,” he says, smiling.

				“What did she say?”

				“Well, the obvious. That you look exactly like your grandmother.” He leans in so close I can feel his breath on my ear. “I’ve seen portraits of your grandmother. You’re much more attractive than she ever was.”

				I gulp, mesmerized by him.

				He straightens back up as my face starts to betray my quickening pulse by coloring.

				“What else did she tell you?” I ask.

				“She said that you’re head over heels in love with Gareth Keeler.”

				A nervous laugh comes sputtering out of me. “Oh, for goodness’ sake.”

				“So it’s not true?”

				“No!” I say, scrunching my face up in disbelief. “I mean…we used to take baths together!”

				He grins wickedly.

				“In a washbasin!” I splutter, making it worse.

				“Lucky for him,” he says, raising his eyebrows in delight.

				“No, no…it’s not at all what you’re thinking.”

				“I’m thinking that I’m becoming more envious of Gareth Keeler by the minute.”

				“We were small children,” I cry, desperately trying to exorcise the picture forming in his mind. “I’ve known him all my life. We grew up together. He’s like a brother to me.”

				He just stands there, grinning, enjoying this way too much.

				I sigh. “What else did Fallon tell you?” I ask, giving up.

				“She told me that you’ve never been kissed.”

				I roll my eyes at this, mortified. “I should never have told her that. I think she’s told everyone in the room.”

				He fixes me with eyes full of suggestion. “Well, that’s easily remedied.”

				“What?” I say stupidly.

				He steps back and holds out his hand. “C’mon,” he says, grinning.

				I can make out Fallon across the room, still cornered by my aunt, giving us a look of pure rage.

				Heart pounding, I take Lukas’s hand and follow as he leads me briskly through the crowd and out of the ballroom.

				* * *

				I pass Paige in the foyer, and her eyebrows shoot up. She frantically shakes her head from side to side and opens her mouth to say something, which comes out as an incoherent squeak. I know I’m infringing unforgivably on Fallon’s territory, but this is, by far, the most thrilling thing that’s ever happened to me.

				I stumble a bit, trying to keep up with Lukas’s long stride as he leads me around the foyer’s staircase and down a series of halls. I catch glimpses of grandeur along the way—more chandeliers, a portrait of my grandmother, beautiful landscapes of the Verpacian mountains and the Voltic Sea.

				The decor suddenly changes as we duck down a side hallway with deep maroon carpeting and burgundy walls suffused with the soft, amber glow of sporadic wall lamps. The hallway is deserted, the distant sounds of the party now muffled and far away. Lukas slows and leads me down the length of it, past where it curves to where it ends.

				He stops and turns to face me, his grin returning. I step back and nervously feel for the wall behind me as I eye the ebony wand affixed to his belt.

				He leans in close, places a hand on the wall beside me and reaches up to brush a loose tendril of my hair back behind my ear.

				I swallow audibly, my heartbeat becoming erratic.

				“Now,” he says silkily, “what’s this about your never having been kissed?”

				I open my mouth to say something. To let him know that I don’t know how to kiss, and that I’m probably very bad at it, but before I can say anything, he raises my chin, leans in and brings his lips to mine with gentle pressure, all of my concerns instantly disappearing into a puff of smoke.

				He lets his lips linger on mine briefly before pulling away a fraction and bringing his mouth close to my ear. “There,” he whispers softly. “Now you’ve been kissed.”

				I’ve fallen into a complete daze. Aislinn was so very wrong about this.

				I reach up tentatively and place my hands on his shoulders. I can feel the warmth of him through the silk of his tunic.

				“You’re very beautiful,” he breathes as he leans in for another kiss.

				His lips are more insistent this time, and I’m growing warm to his touch in a way I’ve never experienced, feeling as if I’m floating deeper and deeper into a dream. He slides his hand around my waist and pulls me in close. It feels so good to be kissed by him, to be so close to him—dangerously good. Better than the feel of smooth River Maple. Better than the velvety bark of the Verpacian Elm. Better than anything.

				The feeling swells into a strong flash of sensation as if every piece of wood surrounding us fleetingly blazes with torchlight. The fire courses through me from my feet, through my body, heating my lips as a vision of dark, primordial forest fills my mind.

				I gasp and pull back, the fire immediately dampening, the image blurred then gone.

				Lukas looks momentarily stunned, his eyes gone wide, his hands tight around me.

				“They told me about you,” I breathe, overwhelmed by the wild thrill of being with him. “They told me…that you’re powerful.”

				Lukas’s eyes narrow in on me intently and he flashes me a disconcertingly wicked grin. “I am,” he says as he studies me. “But so are you. Perhaps even more so. I can sense it about you.” His fingers lightly trace along the back of my neck. “Only you don’t know it, do you?” His eyes darken. “Yet.”

				My breath catches as he teasingly runs his thumb just above the collar on the back of my dress. It’s incredibly exciting and deeply alarming all at the same time.

				I shake my head. “I only look like my grandmother. I’ve no magic.”

				“Really,” Lukas says, cocking his head to one side contemplatively, his hand now resting loosely on my hip. “Have you ever picked up a wand, Elloren?”

				“Not that I remember.”

				His face takes on a darker look, the edges of his lips curling. “Well,” he says, pleased with this new knowledge, “we’ll just have to take care of that, as well.” He snakes his arm around my waist and leans in close. “You should be wandtested. By me.”

				“Lukas!” a male voice calls from the hallway.

				My body stiffens, my face reddening. Lukas, on the other hand, seems completely unfazed.

				It’s Sylus Bane.

				Sweet Ancient One, not another Bane. Not now.

				Sylus’s eyes widen when he realizes who I am, then his gaze narrows, his mouth lifting in a jaded smirk. “Well, if it isn’t Mage Elloren Gardner! Fast work, Lukas. As usual, you have my complete and utter admiration.” He spits out a short laugh. “Just wait until Fallon gets wind of this…”

				A creeping dread shivers up my spine. Fallon’s going to kill me.

				“Is there a particular reason why you are so rudely interrupting us?” Lukas calmly asks.

				There’s a chilly edge to his tone, and Sylus Bane’s smirk dampens. “Well,” Sylus explains, “we’re going…out. I assumed you’d be joining us. Unless, of course, you’re much too busy here?”

				Lukas sighs and gives me a somewhat reluctant look. He turns to face Sylus. “I’ll meet you out front momentarily.”

				Sylus grins wickedly, as if he’s won some secret contest, before he makes his exit. I relax a bit.

				Lukas leans on the wall, one arm lightly around my waist.

				I look closely at him. “Are you involved with Fallon Bane?”

				He tilts his head and gives me a wry look. “I courted her. Briefly. Quite a while ago.”

				“Oh.” I nod in complete understanding now.

				He lets out a resigned sigh, his gaze level. “Our affinity lines clash. Disastrously, in my opinion, though obviously not in hers. She has a strong affinity for ice. I’ve none.” He rubs his fingers along my lower back, a delicious heat trailing his touch. His mouth tilts into a grin. “I’ve more of an affinity for fire.”

				I hold his stare and imagine I could fall right into the smoldering green of it.

				Trystan’s told me all about Mage affinities, how magic runs deep along elemental lines, every Mage possessing a different proportion of the five elementals: fire, earth, air, light and water, Trystan having leanings toward both fire and water magic.

				I can sense Lukas’s magic. I can feel his fire.

				Lukas has grown quiet and appears to be considering something.

				“Come to the Yule dance with me,” he says.

				“I don’t know what that is.”

				“It’s a dance held every Yule at the University for Gardnerian scholars and graduates. Come with me.”

				I swallow, not believing this is happening. It has to be a dream. “All right,” I say, nodding dumbly.

				He grins widely and reaches up to play with my hair. “We should be getting back,” he says ruefully. “Your aunt will be wondering what became of you.”

				“Oh, I don’t know,” I say, drawn in by his languid touch. “She seemed pretty happy to see us leave together.”

				Overjoyed, actually.

				“Yes, well…” he agrees, chuckling. He pulls away and offers me his arm. I thread my arm through his, part of me feeling oddly reckless, not wanting to leave, wanting to stay here alone with him, to feel the fire of his kiss light up the room.

				When we reach the foyer, a group of young soldiers and military apprentices, Sylus amongst them, shout boisterously to Lukas. I look past them to see my brother Rafe approaching at a brisk pace, his eyes darting back and forth between Lukas and myself.

				“Hey, Ren,” he greets me warmly.

				I let go of Lukas’s arm and give my brother an affectionate hug.

				“Where’s Trystan?” I ask, overjoyed to be with my brother again, but self-consciously aware of Lukas by my side.

				“Trystan is staying with Gareth and his family,” Rafe tells me, smiling. “You know how much he loves large social gatherings.”

				I laugh at this. “Where’s the harem that Trystan says you’re usually trailed by?” I tease.

				He grins mischievously. “I just got here.” Rafe turns to Lukas, his smile becoming tight—less a friendly gesture, more a tiger bearing its teeth. “Giving my sister a tour, were you?”

				“Something like that,” Lukas replies evenly.

				Although Rafe is still smiling, his right arm clenches, his hand closing into a fist.

				“How’s that bow arm of yours, Rafe?” Lukas asks pleasantly.

				“Deadly accurate as ever, Lukas.”

				Lukas turns to me, ignoring the sudden tension in the air. “I keep trying to get your brother to apprentice with the military. He could be very successful. Best tracker, best hunter…best Gardnerian archer I’ve ever seen. He’s a dangerous man, your brother.”

				“Oh, now, I’m not all that dangerous, Lukas,” Rafe says, still smiling. “Not unless someone were to bother my little sister, that is.”

				Lukas laughs at this. “I seriously doubt that she needs your protection, Rafe.”

				Rafe’s eyes flicker toward me questioningly before lighting again on Lukas.

				One of the soldiers calls out for Lukas to join them.

				“I’ll let you two catch up with each other,” Lukas says. He takes my hand and leans to kiss the back of it, a smile on his lips. His touch sends a delicious chill down my spine and I struggle to maintain my composure. “Elloren, it’s been a pleasure meeting you,” he says, his eyes locked on mine. He straightens and turns to my brother. “Rafe,” he says as he tips his head to my brother in acknowledgment.

				“Lukas,” my brother replies coolly.

				We both watch as Lukas strides off in the direction of his fellow soldiers and makes his exit with them.

				Rafe turns to me, visibly relaxing. “I hear you were quite the star tonight.” His face takes on a look of mock suspicion. “Who are you, and what have you done with my shy, reserved sister?”

				“I’m her glamoured double,” I laugh.

				The foyer is now mostly empty, except for the two of us. It seems the party is dying down, the buzz of conversation emanating from the ballroom quieter, the music now absent.

				“Hey, Ren,” Rafe says, his voice uncharacteristically serious, “you know I wouldn’t tell you how to run your life, right?”

				I look up at him curiously, wondering what’s prompted this comment.

				He inhales deeply, as if wanting to choose his words carefully. “I know Aunt Vyvian wants you fasted, but…don’t jump into anything with Lukas Grey, all right?”

				I feel myself flushing and shrug evasively. “I’m not.”

				“I’ve known him a long time,” Rafe cautions me. “And I know you’re smart, but so is he. And he has more…experience in the world.”

				I purse my lips in embarrassed annoyance, wanting to ignore this.

				Rafe lets out a long sigh and rubs at the bridge of his nose. “Just be careful, all right?”

				“I will,” I promise edgily.

				Upon hearing this, Rafe seems to relax, and his usual easy expression returns. “All right, all right,” he says, holding up his hands in mock defeat. “This concludes the overprotective older brother part of the evening.”

				“Good,” I say with relief, attempting to bury his warning in the back of my mind. I notice a group of nice-looking girls hovering near the door to the ballroom, giggling and looking at Rafe.

				“Hey, Rafe,” I say, “have you ever met Aislinn Greer?”

				“Not formally.” He lifts one eyebrow in question.

				“I just met her a while ago. I should introduce the two of you.”

				He laughs. “You’re trying to set me up with her, aren’t you?”

				“Okay, I realize you don’t need much help with that.” I glance over at the knot of giggling girls. I suspect they’ll converge around Rafe like a flock of geese as soon as I’m done talking to him. “Aislinn seems…different. She’s smart…nice…”

				“I’ll tell you what,” he bargains, amused. “There’s a dance every Yule at University. You go with Gareth, and I’ll ask Aislinn Greer.”

				“I can’t,” I say hesitantly, not wanting to displease my older brother. “I’ve already agreed to go with Lukas.”

				“Elloren.” He reaches out to touch my arm, his voice once again serious. “I’m not kidding about Lukas Grey. Stay away from him. He’s incredibly powerful. You’re playing with fire there.”

				Maybe I want to play with fire.

				“Thanks for the warning,” I say, my tone completely and utterly noncommittal.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				Wandfasting

				“I received some correspondence this morning,” my aunt informs me as we sit in her breakfast alcove.

				We’re surrounded on three sides by arching windows that overlook well-maintained gardens. A nearby display of blood-red roses pierces the gloomy, overcast day.

				I can barely make out the sound of silverware on the gilded porcelain as my aunt neatly cuts into the omelete and spiced fruit before her. Her half-eaten scone sits pristinely on an adjacent plate. Everything she does—calligraphy, eating, dressing—is always so tidy. It’s easy to feel disheveled and bumbling next to her constant perfection. I glance down at my own half-eaten scone, a circle of fine crumbs orbiting the plate.

				“Correspondence from whom?” I wonder as I try to clean up my stray crumbs with the tip of my finger.

				“Lukas Grey’s parents.”

				My finger freezes. I look up, my aunt taking her time with this news as she tranquilly sips at her tea.

				“Are you friends with them, then?” I ask, trying to keep my voice neutral.

				My aunt shoots me a bemused smile. “Of course, dear. I’ve known Lachlan and Evelyn for years.”

				I take a small bite from my scone, attempting to appear nonchalant.

				“Apparently,” she continues, as she cradles her teacup, “Lukas indicated to them last night that he would agree to fast to you.”

				I choke on the scone. “What?”

				My aunt flashes a large, white smile at me, like a cat that has just eaten a canary. “It seems you made quite an impression.”

				“He wants to wandfast to me?” I sputter, crumbs flying from my mouth.

				She eyes me quizzically. “Why are you so surprised? You’re of age, Elloren. Most Gardnerian girls your age are already fasted, or are soon about to be…”

				“But I’ve only just met him!”

				“That’s of no consequence,” she says, waving her hand dismissively.

				I stare at her, stunned. Of no consequence. Seriously?

				“We should arrange for the two of you to be fasted as soon as possible,” Aunt Vyvian states decidedly. “Enith…”

				My aunt turns to the blue-skinned Urisk girl who helped me with my music last night. She stands against the wall, silent and expressionless, like a statue.

				“Yes, ma’am?” Enith responds.

				“Send word to the Greys,” my aunt instructs. “Let them know that Elloren is very pleased to accept Lukas’s proposal and that we would like to arrange for the fasting to take place as soon as possible. Perhaps after tomorrow’s church service.”

				“Wait…” I plead, interrupting her. “I can’t fast to Lukas.”

				Aunt Vyvian holds her scone in suspended animation. “What do you mean, you can’t?”

				Enith is glowering at me, wide-eyed and appalled, like I’ve just thrown a jar of preserves at both of them.

				“I’ve known him exactly one day.” Sweet Ancient One, what could Lukas be thinking?

				“Elloren,” my aunt breathes, setting her scone down, “this type of proposal, from a family such as this, from a young man such as Lukas Grey, does not come along every day.”

				“I’m sorry.” I shake my head. “I can’t. I’ve only just met him. And…and I promised Uncle Edwin…”

				“Promised him what?”

				“That I’ll wait until I’m done with my education to fast to someone.”

				My aunt’s mouth falls open. “But that’s at least two years from now!”

				“I know.”

				“Elloren,” she says, her voice low, “you’d be a fool to turn down this proposal.”

				My resolve stiffens. “Perhaps if he likes me that much, he can court me first.”

				Her eyes take on a hard glint. “Perhaps I should send word to the Greys that they should reconsider their initial plan.”

				“What plan?”

				“Why, to have Lukas fasted to Fallon Bane, my dear.”

				I freeze, completely thrown. “But,” I counter, “Lukas told me he’s not going to fast to Fallon.”

				My aunt makes a sound of derision. “Really, Elloren. Do you honestly think he’ll wait for you forever?” Her gaze turns calculating. “I’m sure Fallon Bane would be happy to take your place.”

				An unbidden image of Lukas kissing smug, perfect Fallon forms in my mind, his back to me as he clings to her passionately, her eyes open, glaring at me with malicious triumph. She wouldn’t hesitate to accept a wandfasting proposal from Lukas Grey.

				But to fast to him after knowing him for only one day—that would be madness.

				And Rafe has concerns. Enough to warn me off Lukas.

				“Do you want to be alone all your life, Elloren?” my aunt coos, leaning forward. “Don’t you want to be fasted someday? To have a family? Do you know how unlikely that will be if you go unfasted for much longer?” She sits back. “Of course there will be a few choices left after you finish University. The young men that no one else wants. But is that what you really want?”

				Her words get under my skin, and I momentarily wonder if I’m making a huge mistake.

				A chill starts from deep within me, and it has nothing to do with the damp outside. I suddenly very much want my uncle.

				“I… I just can’t,” I say weakly.

				She narrows her eyes at me. “What, pray tell, am I to tell Lukas’s parents?”

				“Tell them,” I begin, my throat becoming constricted, “that I am very thankful for their proposal and I will consider it, but I need time to get to know Lukas a little better.”

				“It seems like you were getting to know him pretty well last night, my dear,” she snipes as she takes a sip of her tea.

				My face goes hot.

				“Don’t you think my servants tell me everything?” She purses her lips at me. “If you’re going to indulge in that type of behavior, Elloren, you need to fast to the young man, and quickly.”

				I’m completely mortified.

				“If you assume I’m going to sit idly by and watch while you go off to University unfasted and potentially disgrace your entire extended family by falling in with the wrong man, like Sage Gaffney did, you certainly don’t know me very well.” She sets down her tea and leans forward. “You forget, Elloren, that not only will I refuse to pay your University tithe while you are unfasted, I know and am on very close terms with the University’s High Chancellor, in addition to most of the Gardnerian professors and the Lodging Mistress. If I need to, I can make things very unpleasant for you there.” She collects herself and lets out a frustrated sigh. “I’m only doing this for your own good, Elloren. And for the good of our family. You do realize you can avoid all sorts of unpleasantness if you simply agree to fast to Lukas Grey.”

				It hurts that she would threaten me—like a sharp slap. “I’m not saying I won’t consider it,” I counter, thrown. “I just can’t fast to him so quickly. I’d like to get to know him a little first.”

				If Uncle Edwin was here, he’d take my side.

				“Honestly, Elloren,” she says coldly, “you are making this very difficult for me.”

				My anger flares. “Then maybe it’s lucky for you that you’re not my official guardian.”

				Silence. The Urisk girl freezes, her eyes gone wide with shock.

				Aunt Vyvian’s gaze narrows. “My brother doesn’t always have the firmest grasp on reality, my dear. I would never have allowed him to take you in if I had known…” She breaks off, her eyes angrily brimming with some unspoken thought.

				“Known what?” I press, stung by her easy dismissal of my uncle.

				She leans forward, teeth bared. “That you would grow up to turn down a fasting proposal that every girl in Gardneria would give her eyeteeth for!”

				Her expression turns venomous and I shrink back, shocked by the frightening change in her demeanor.

				My aunt quickly collects herself, regaining her careful sheen of control, like thick curtains being drawn around her true feelings.

				“I shall simply have to find a way to help you change your mind,” she states, her voice once again tranquil. She lightly taps her teacup.

				The Urisk girl springs forward to fill it, as if her life depends on it.

				My aunt takes her time, mixing some cream into her tea. “I have found that everyone can be persuaded to do the right thing if the right kind of pressure is applied.”

				I stare at her with a new wariness, watching as she lifts the porcelain cup with long, graceful fingers.

				“Everyone has a breaking point, Elloren. Everyone.” She regards me levelly. “Don’t force me to find yours.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				Icarals

				The next morning our ride to church is uncomfortably silent, our carriage surrounded by Aunt Vyvian’s personal guard. Dark clouds loom above Valgard and threaten a storm. I peer up at them, my cheek pressed against the cool glass of the carriage’s window, wishing I was with my brothers and Gareth.

				Aunt Vyvian is studying me icily, perhaps considering how best to bend my will. She’s been trying to convince me to wandfast for every one of the fifteen days we’ve been together, and that pressure, after yesterday’s wandfasting offer, has now turned markedly oppressive. She’s keeping me with her until the last possible moment, desperate to have me buckle and wandfast to Lukas Grey before going off to University.

				We’re to arrive at Valgard’s Grand Cathedral hours before morning service so that Aunt Vyvian can discuss some government business with Priest Vogel. Then she’s insisting I attend service with her—where, I suspect, we’ll conveniently run into Lukas and his family. I flush uncomfortably at the thought of seeing him again.

				Later, after the service, I’m to make the carriage journey to University alone. Rafe, Trystan and Gareth are long gone, having left together early this morning on horseback.

				I long to be with them. I don’t want to be in these fancy, restrictive clothes that necessitate slower carriage travel anymore. And I long to break free of Aunt Vyvian’s unforgiving watch. I want to be on horseback with my brothers and Gareth, riding to Verpacia and the bustling University.

				Soon, I remind myself. You’ll be out of here soon enough.

				The dark forest of buildings ahead gives way to an expansive, circular plaza, a larger-than-life marble statue of my grandmother dominating its middle. I focus right in on it, wondering if I’ll be able to make out my own features in the marble face, but it’s too far away.

				Approaching the plaza, we make a sharp turn to the right, and I almost gasp as Valgard’s Cathedral bursts into view, even grander than I remembered it.

				* * *

				Broad, sweeping columns rise skyward, eventually coalescing to form one, narrowing spire that supports a silver Erthia sphere at its zenith. The whole structure is wrought from Ironwood the color of wet earth. A mammoth central arch with two smaller, adjacent arches frames the entrance, the huge front doors richly carved with images from The Book of the Ancients.

				The carriage halts just in front of the cathedral, and I almost trip down its steps as I disembark, my gaze riveted on the immense, vertigo-inducing structure. I crane my neck to take it all in, the silver sphere highlighted by the darkening sky.

				My aunt ushers me into the cathedral and toward one of the countless, intricately carved pews.

				“Sit here,” she directs sternly.

				I obey as her heels click down an aisle that leads to the broad dais and altar. Two priests in dark, flowing robes circle the altar, lighting candles and waving incense, the white bird symbol of the Ancient One emblazoned on their chests. Above the altar hangs another Erthia sphere.

				My aunt approaches the priests, then launches into hushed conversation with them. They take turns surreptitiously glaring in my direction as my stomach twists itself into uncomfortable knots. And then they’re gone, having exited together through a side door, leaving me all alone in the vast space.

				I am bereft, my palms flat on the wood of my seat.

				But soon the wood of the cathedral begins to lull me into a calmer state. Numerous columns, some straight, some diagonal and curving, rise toward an irregular ceiling covered with crisscrossing arches. It’s like being underneath the root system of an enormous, otherworldly tree.

				I close my eyes, slide my palms against the wood and breathe in its amber scent.

				Soothed, I open my eyes to find a copy of The Book of the Ancients sitting beside me.

				I pick up the black, leather-bound tome and run my finger along its gilded title. I know this book well. Unbeknownst to my uncle, who seems to disapprove of religion in general, I keep my grandmother’s old copy under my pillow, the gilded holy book passed down to me by Aunt Vyvian when I was a small child. Sometimes, in the dark of night, when sadness comes, when the void left by my parents’ deaths seems too painful to bear, The Book’s many prayers for strength in times of hardship and sorrow are of great comfort to me.

				Just as the first rumble of thunder sounds in the distance, I open to the first page and read.

				The Creation

				In the beginning, there was only the Ancient One. The universe was vast and empty. And out of the great, unfathomable nothingness, the Ancient One brought forth the planets and the stars, the sun and the moon and Erthia, the Great Sphere.

				And on this Great Sphere, the Ancient One separated the land from the water and brought forth all manner of living things: the green plants, the birds of the air, the beasts of the field and forest and water.

				And the Ancient One looked down upon it all and was pleased.

				But the Ancient One was not finished. The breath of life was sent out over the Great Sphere, and from the seeds of the sacred Ironwood Tree sprang the First Children, who were to dwell on the Great Sphere; and the Angelic Ones, who were to dwell in the Heavens.

				At first, all dwelled in harmony.

				All of creation joined together to worship, glorify and obey the Ancient One.

				But it came to pass that the Angelic Ones, winged as they were, began to feel that they did not need to obey. They began to feel that they were better than the Ancient One, and that they owned the Heavens.

				And it came to pass that the Angelic Ones flew down to the First Children and pleaded with them to turn away from the Ancient One and to worship them instead. The First Children were angered by this betrayal and refused. The First Children told the Angelic Ones that they would worship and glorify none other than the Ancient One. The Angelic Ones, angered in turn by the refusal of the First Children, brought down a host of evil upon them: the shapeshifters who preyed upon them at night, the wyverns who attacked from above, the sorceresses who sought to mislead them and all manner of dark creatures and tricksters, thus scattering the First Children and sending them into disarray.

				And it came to pass that the Ancient One looked down and saw the sufferings of the First Children, and that the Angelic Ones had become Evil Ones in their betrayal. In great fury and righteousness, the Ancient One smote the Angelic Ones and sent them hurtling down to the surface of the Great Sphere. And then the Ancient One spoke to the Angelic Ones, who were now Evil Ones, saying unto them:

				“From now on, you shall no longer be counted among my children and will be known as Icarals, the most despised of all creatures. You will wander the surface of my Great Sphere without a home. My True Children, My First Children, will join together to smite you and to break your wings.”

				And thus it came to pass that the True Children once again joined together from all corners of the Great Sphere to smite the Evil Ones and to worship, glorify and obey the Ancient One.

				So ends the first book of Creation.

				I glance up at the stained-glass windows that shine between the columns as I remember the stories in the sacred text associated with each image, the normally vivid colors of the scenes strangely darkened by the stormy skies.

				The first window depicts the Ancient One symbolized by a graceful, white bird, sending down rays of light to Erthia below. I take in a deep breath as the familiar, protective image fills me with warmth.

				The images continue, all around: the reluctant prophetess, Galliana, astride a giant fire raven, leading our people from slavery, White Wand in hand; the First Children receiving the deep blue Ironflowers as a symbol of the Ancient One’s promise to keep them free from oppression, the flowers offering magical protection from demon fire.

				I briefly glance down at the familiar Ironflower trim worked into the hem of my sleeve, comforted by the flowers’ symbolic promise of safety.

				Next comes images of terrible battles: First Children slaying winged Icaral demons as the demons shoot fire from their palms; First Children soldiers combating bloodthirsty shapeshifters—wolf-shifters, fox-shifters and even a wyvern-shifter with slits for eyes and a forked tongue hanging from its mouth.

				Above all these images, the Ancient One’s light shines down.

				As I ponder the religious teachings of my youth, movement near the stained-glass wyvern-shifter catches my eye.

				Just above its reptilian head is a clear portion of glass, and I can make out two small eyes watching me through it. The eyes flick up and out of view, revealing a strong silver beak and then…nothing.

				A Watcher.

				Curious, I get up, walk toward the back of the church and exit through the mammoth front doors.

				As the doors swing shut behind me, I’m instantly aware of a strange current in the air. I stare down over the empty plaza, searching everywhere for the bird.

				There, in the plaza’s center, stands the huge stone statue of my grandmother. The plaza is eerily quiet, the normally raucous seagulls absent. The odd colors of the sky shift slightly, and I hear another small, far-off murmur of thunder. I look up to see dark clouds slowly lumbering toward the church.

				Halfway down the cathedral stairs, I see it. The white bird. It flies across the wide plaza and lands just behind my grandmother’s statue.

				I reach the statue of my grandmother and circle slowly around it, searching for the bird. Soon the huge marble monument completely blocks the cathedral from view. I pause in its shadow, riveted by it.

				The soft rumbling of thunder jostles the silence like a faint drumroll.

				My grandmother stands, larger than life, my identical features finely wrought by a master’s chisel, every fold of her billowing robes perfectly rendered, so lifelike it seems as if I could reach up and move the fabric. Her left arm is raised in a graceful arc above her head, her wand arm pointing straight down at an Icaral that lies prostrate at her feet, his face a contorted mask of agony.

				At this angle, it’s as if she’s pointing her wand not at the Icaral, but at me.

				The clouds move above her head in the direction of the church, giving the illusion that she’s the one moving instead, inclining her head toward me reproachfully, sizing up this fraudulent copy of herself.

				You could never be me.

				The white bird pokes its head over my grandmother’s shoulder, startling me, its eyes filled with alarm. It moves its head from side to side in warning, as if a bird could make such a human gesture.

				Suddenly, a strong, bony hand slams against my mouth. An arm flies around my waist and locks my elbows against my sides in a viselike grip. I fall backward onto a hard body, and a foul smell like rotted meat washes over me.

				My fear is a delayed reaction, like the pain that hesitates briefly when you touch something so hot it will burn and scar. Catching up, my heart begins to beat wildly as a nasal, taunting male voice hisses into my ear.

				“Don’t bother screaming, Black Witch. No one will hear you.”

				I struggle wildly, straining against the binding arm, kicking at him, but he’s too strong. I can’t wrench myself free, and I can’t turn my head to see the face of my attacker.

				The thunder becomes more insistent, the wind surging as the storm continues to move straight toward the cathedral.

				I desperately scream against his hand and scan the plaza for help. But there’s no one.

				A second figure springs from the shadows between two nearby buildings and scrambles toward me on long, sickly thin limbs. It’s bald and naked from the waist up, its flesh pale and emaciated, multiple gashes marking its chest and arms as if it’s been lashed repeatedly, its face contorted into an evil smile, red lips surrounding decayed and pointed teeth.

				But its eyes…oh, its eyes—they’re a swirling, opalescent white, devoid of humanity, devoid of a soul…like the living dead. And there are grotesque stumps jutting out from its shoulder blades. The stumps move in and out rhythmically in a disgusting mimicry of flight, and a terrifying realization washes over me.

				It used to have wings.

				It’s an Icaral demon. My screams turn to sobs of terror as I catch a glimpse of a dagger in its hand.

				I raise my palms in supplication, a silent, desperate plea for mercy as I begin to grow faint.

				The demon scuttles forward with surprising quickness and agility and grabs my wrist so hard, its long fingernails dig into my skin, piercing my flesh. I let out a muffled cry.

				It holds tight onto me, its soulless eyes widening in shock. “It is She! It truly is the Black Witch!”

				“Then do not hesitate!” snarls the creature restraining me. “Kill it, Vestus! Kill it before it can become like Her!”

				My knees buckle as the creature called Vestus pulls his dagger back and raises it above his head. Thunder smashes against the sky.

				“History will now be rewritten, Black Witch!” Vestus shrieks. “The Prophecy will be shattered, and the Icaral will live! You will die, and we will rise!”

				Everything seems to happen in slow motion. The creature’s hand jerks backward to ready his attack, but then a longer blade bursts through the creature’s chest. A fountain of blood spurts out, covering me, and I’m falling, falling, the creature behind me also falling away, freeing me. I slam into the cold, hard ground, aware of the overwhelming, ferrous smell of blood.

				And then a soldier is before me.

				Lukas!

				He pulls his sword out of the Icaral and pushes the creature forward, dead, its head slamming onto the stone tile inches from me with a sickening crack.

				I whirl around just in time to see one of my aunt’s guards dragging off the second Icaral, this one taller and more muscular than the other, but bloodied and unconscious. Thunder cracks loudly as the wind strengthens and pushes my blood-soaked clothing flat against my skin.

				A movement beyond my aunt’s guard catches my eye—just a small glimpse in a dark alley beyond the plaza, beyond the road.

				Another Icaral looks at me for a split second, then disappears from sight.

				A strong hand grabs my arm. I jump in fright and whirl around to see Lukas shouting something at me. I close my eyes tight and jerk my head from side to side, desperate to pull myself together, to focus. I open my eyes as all the sound around me rushes back in with a roar, like a dam opened.

				“There’s another one!” I cry to Lukas, pointing toward the alleyway.

				Lukas pulls out his wand and aims it in that direction. A burst of blue-green lightning spears from his wand’s tip and explodes into the alley. It incinerates the walls of the buildings on either side with a crackling boom that sends a sharp pain through my ears.

				Lukas yells to the guards as four other Mages run toward us, their wands drawn, their cloaks edged with rows of silver lines.

				Lukas calls out orders, and all of the Mages run off in the direction of the alley.

				“Are you hurt?” Lukas shouts at me as the heavens open up and the rain pours down, the water mixing with the blood of the Icarals, forming dark, violent puddles. I nod, and Lukas pulls me to my feet. He braces me with a strong arm around my waist, his other hand still gripping his blood-stained sword. I grip my throbbing wrist as he guides me across the plaza.

				Lightning flashes around us as we quickly make our way toward the cathedral. Soldiers fan out over the plaza, and a small crowd of Gardnerians, including my aunt and Echo Flood, look out from the open cathedral doors with horrified faces.

				Marcus Vogel stands amongst them, the calm eye of the hurricane.

				And the bird, the white bird, sits above the doorway in a hollowed-out, sheltered crevice, as still as the artwork adorning the cathedral.

				Watching me.

				* * *

				Lukas paces back and forth across the room like a caged animal, glancing over at me every so often, his jaw set tight, face ruddy, his brow furrowed with angry impatience. Like me, he’s soaked through with rain and blood, his sword sheathed and hanging at his side. His pacing is interrupted when one of my aunt’s guards comes in to speak with him, the two of them talking so low I can’t make out what they’re saying. Lukas’s hand is on his hip as he speaks to the man, both of them tense, the guard taking a subordinate stance as Lukas gives him a series of orders. The guard nods and leaves with a look of serious purpose.

				I’m sitting on a wooden chair in Priest Vogel’s cathedral sanctuary, shivering uncontrollably, feeling dazed and frightened, surrounded by black-robed priests.

				Vogel is looming over me, holding outstretched hands above my head, his eyes firmly closed as he intones a prayer in the Ancient Tongue. An image of dark Icaral wings and lifeless trees flashes behind my eyes and sends a vicious chill through me.

				The priest to the left of Vogel swings a gold ball filled with incense from a long chain. Pungent smoke wafts from holes in the sphere, burning my nose, my stomach clenching with nausea.

				Even though they’re closed, I can feel Vogel’s eyes.

				Echo sits next to me and holds my hand tight.

				“What’s he doing?” I ask, still in shock. This can’t be real. I’m trapped in a nightmare. None of this can be real.

				“Shhh, Elloren,” she whispers kindly. She gives my hand a squeeze of solidarity. “You have looked into the eyes of an Icaral. To do this is to pollute your soul. Priest Vogel is exorcizing the stain.”

				My wrist burns where the Icaral dug its claws into my flesh.

				“I want my uncle,” I whimper, tears starting to fall. I feel lost among all these unfamiliar people, and frightened by the need for ritual purification.

				And I’m scared of Vogel.

				My aunt stands in the doorway with two more priests, old men with snow-white hair. They speak in hushed tones, their expressions grave.

				I drop my face into my hands and begin to sob. My shivering gets worse as Priest Vogel drones on and on, rattling me with his remote chanting of prayers and the sense of his dark void swirling around me. I cry as the chanting falls away and the dark void subsides, only half aware of Lukas asking for a moment alone with me.

				The room grows quiet.

				“Elloren. Look at me.”

				I jump at the sound of Lukas’s stern voice and the feel of his strong hand gripping my arm. I straighten and pull my tear-soaked hands from my eyes.

				He’s down on one knee, his head level with mine, eyes full of fire. “Stop it.”

				His harsh tone stuns me into astonished silence.

				I choke back my tears as anger at his treatment wells up within me. Wasn’t he right there? Didn’t he see those…things? A dark fury takes root, replacing my fear with steel-cold anger.

				“That’s better!” Lukas snarls as I glare at him with as much hatred as I can muster. “You are not weak!”

				“How can you say that?” I spit out, wanting to strike him. “You’re wrong!”

				“No, I’m not,” he vehemently counters, still gripping me. “I can sense power in you. You look exactly like your grandmother, and her blood runs through your veins. Your uncle has done you a grave disservice by not preparing you for something like this.”

				“Don’t you dare speak against my uncle!” I cry. I try to jerk my arm away from him, but he holds on tight.

				“No, Elloren, it needs to be said. He did this to you by leaving you unarmed and ignorant!”

				An uncomfortable doubt rises in the back of my mind. I beat it back.

				“You don’t know anything about my uncle,” I say firmly. “You’ve never even met him!”

				“They were at your uncle’s house, Elloren.”

				I stop trying to wrench away from him. “What do you mean?”

				“The Icarals. Galen got a confession from one of them before he killed it. They escaped from the Valgard Sanitorium. One of them was an empath. He found out about you from a worker there—someone who knows your aunt. They were waiting for this, Elloren—for the next Black Witch to be found. They went straight to your uncle’s house, but you were gone. They found your uncle sleeping, and the empath read where you were from his thoughts by touching him. If your aunt hadn’t pulled you from there, you’d be dead right now.”

				I stare at him, wide-eyed and frozen. No, this isn’t happening. This isn’t real. “I’m powerless. Why would those…things think that I’m the Black Witch?”

				Lukas doesn’t answer. He just keeps his unwavering stare fixed on me.

				I already know the answer, though. It’s my blood. Her blood—that’s what the creature sensed. And I look just like her.

				“The third Icaral,” I finally say, my voice strangled. “Did they find it?”

				Lukas takes a deep breath. “No.”

				“And my uncle?” I ask, almost in a whisper.

				“He’s fine,” he says, his voice losing its angry edge. “They weren’t after him, Elloren. They were after you.” Lukas’s hand loosens then falls away from my arm. “We’ve sent guards to your uncle’s house as a precaution.”

				“But what about Rafe? And Trystan?”

				“I’ve already sent guards to find them and escort them across Verpacia’s border, if they haven’t crossed already.”

				“And once they’re across?”

				His lips turn up at the edges. “You won’t have to worry about them once they cross the border. It’s ward-magicked. Verpacia’s military force is formidable, and they have the help of the Vu Trin sorceresses. You’ll be safe there, as well. You’re safe now. The Icaral’s weak. Its wings were amputated long ago. Your aunt’s guards and I will escort you to University, and we’ve already sent word to the High Chancellor about what’s happened.”

				My wrist is beginning to throb. Miserable, I turn it over for his inspection, bloody scratches and gashes ringing it where the creature gripped me. I wait for Lukas to express some sympathy.

				He takes my wrist in his hand, his touch surprisingly gentle. His eyes meet mine and his expression goes hard. “You’re lucky,” he says. “It will scar and be a constant reminder to prepare yourself. These are battle scars, Elloren.”

				“Why are you so harsh?” I cry, wrenching my wrist away.

				“Because,” he grinds out as he grips both arms of my chair, “you do not need to be coddled!”

				“You don’t even know me!”

				He shakes his head from side to side and takes a breath. “You’re wrong,” he says, his voice gone low.

				He stands up, a horizontal line of blood splashed across the front of his tunic, short tendrils of wet hair plastered to his forehead. We’re both damp and sweaty and smell like blood. The image of Lukas slaying the Icaral demon flashes into my mind, rapidly deflating the remnants of my anger.

				He saved my life.

				Lukas holds his hand out to me, and I reach up to take it.

				“You are equal to this, Elloren,” he says firmly as he helps me to my feet.

				I raise my eyes to meet his. “I’m not the Black Witch, Lukas.”

				He sighs deeply and looks at me with resignation. “Let’s go,” is all he says.

				* * *

				A few hours later I’m in a carriage with Lukas, traveling to Verpacia, the two of us in clean, dry clothing.

				“Lukas will protect you,” Aunt Vyvian reassured me back at her mansion, as she directed Urisk servants to quickly pack my things into my travel trunk, plus an additional large trunk she’s provided for me. “You’ll be safer in Verpacia. Especially with Lukas as your guard.”

				She could barely hide her smug satisfaction at the way events have played right into her hands, pushing Lukas and me firmly together. But I’m too rattled to be anything but grateful for her assistance, and for Lukas’s help and protection.

				I think about how many things my aunt and the others tried to warn me about. It’s just as it says in our sacred text, just as the images on the stained-glass windows portray things to be. The Icarals are hideous things of great Evil, and need to be destroyed before they destroy us. And Sage’s baby, if this is its destiny—to turn into one of those things—then the Mage Council is right in wanting to take it from her, stripping it of its wings and its power.

				Killing it, even.

				I shudder to think of those creatures armed with overwhelming power at their disposal, and I know that if my attackers had been in possession of their wings, I’d be dead.

				And if my aunt is right about this, and about my need to leave home, if her intuition is so good, maybe she’s right about other things, as well. Maybe the Selkies are only dangerous, feral animals—just as horrible as the Icarals when they have their skins. And maybe she’s right about Lukas and wandfasting.

				I look over at Lukas as he sits in stony silence, staring out the window through the rain-battered glass, and a surge of gratitude washes over me.

				Oh, Uncle Edwin, I anguish, why did you leave me in the dark about what might be out here waiting for me? Did you have any idea? Why didn’t you protect me?

				He didn’t know, I realize. It turns out that my sweet uncle is dangerously naive about the world, cooped up in Halfix, isolated amidst his beehives and violins and childish good intentions.

				As much as I love Uncle Edwin, I’m forced to consider that he’s not only dangerously ignorant, but he may actually be wrong, too. About so many things.

				And Aunt Vyvian might be right.

				I resolve to find out the truth for myself.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				Verpacia

				I stare out at the sheeting rain as I cradle my bruised wrist. After several hours I lose track of how long we’ve been on the road, all the farms and towns bleeding into each other. Lukas is equally silent and deep in thought.

				My fear has settled into an anxious unease. I look over at Lukas and wonder what he’s thinking. He’s brooding and remote, but I feel a kinship with his aura of gravity that makes me feel less alone.

				Eventually we slow, and I make out one of the Ironwood outposts of our military. A cloaked soldier waves us through.

				“The border,” Lukas informs me.

				Three trade routes converge here, and we’re gradually stopped by the traffic, most of the horses pulling wagons heavily weighed down by goods.

				Thunder crashes, and I strain to see through the rain. A long, ivory wagon passes close by. It’s surrounded by a large contingent of ivory-cloaked soldiers astride pale steeds. The soldiers have white hair, and their eyes are silver.

				“Gold merchants,” Lukas says, noting my interest.

				Amazement cuts through my lingering haze of fear. “Are they Elves?”

				“You’ve never seen them?”

				I shake my head and look back out. The Elves’ ethereal whiteness is pristine, as if the dirt and grime of this stormy day hasn’t touched them at all.

				My eyes are drawn upward by the shifting winds.

				I can just make out the western edge of the Verpacian Spine, an impassable mass of vertical rock that borders the country of Verpacia. The white-gray rock seems to reach right up to the heavens and disappears into the storm clouds as the rain batters the bleached stone. Multiple guard towers are carved into the cliffs, hewn from the rock itself. Cloaked archers in pale gray uniforms the color of the Spine climb about the towers like nimble mountain goats. They appear to be keeping a close eye on the convergence of traffic seeking entrance into Verpacia through this break in the Spine.

				Our carriage door opens, and an archer pokes his head in. He has a bow slung over his shoulder and rain drips copiously off the edge of his hood. He looks like an Elf, his eyes gleaming silver, but his hair and skin are a silvery-gray only slightly darker than his eyes.

				“Lieutenant Grey,” he says congenially, the words heavily accented. He glances over at me, and his smile is whisked right off his face. He blurts out something in what must be the Elfhollen language, his tone one of shock.

				“Orin,” Lukas says carefully, as if trying to calm him, “this is Elloren Gardner.”

				“She’s not back from the dead, then?” Orin breathes, his eyes locked tight on mine.

				Lukas smiles. “Only in appearance.”

				Then, to my surprise, they launch into a serious conversation in Elfhollen. Orin gestures sharply toward me several times, his expression deeply conflicted. I stiffen, rattled by Orin’s confrontational tone.

				Lukas shoots him an incredulous look. “Do you honestly think I’d bring her here if she had any power?”

				I glance sidelong at Lukas, surprised. He’s told me more than once that he suspects I have power. My heart thuds nervously, realizing that there’s danger here. And he’s protecting me.

				Orin narrows his silver eyes at me one last time, shuts the door and waves us through.

				I let out a breath of relief, then turn to Lukas in amazement. “You speak Elfhollen?” Even if he’s well versed in languages, it’s still a surprising choice.

				Lukas smirks. “I have an odd talent for picking up the more obscure languages.” He eyes me appraisingly. “How much do you know about the Elfhollen?”

				I consider for a moment. “They’re half-Elf, right? With Mountain Fae blood? I’ve read a little about them.”

				“It’s a nice combination, really,” Lukas muses as he throws his arm along the back of his seat. “Deadly archers with perfect balance. It’s lucky for Verpacia that the Alfsigr hate mixed-breeds. The Alfsigr Elves were idiots to drive the Elfhollen from their land.” He flicks his finger in the direction of the sentry towers and the agile Elfhollen soldiers stationed in and around them. “They’re one of the only reasons Verpacia is able to keep control of the Pass. That, and the Vu Trin border wards.” Lukas bears his teeth. “And the Vu Trin sorceresses.”

				I look over at Lukas, surprised by his matter-of-fact way of discussing half-Elves and sorceresses. And his friendly demeanor toward one of them. Most Gardnerians are as distrustful of half-Elves as the Alfsigr Elves are. It’s understandable—we were almost wiped out several times. Of course we want to keep our race pure and intact.

				All around us, the Elfhollen soldiers brave the icy rain to search through wagons: looking under secured wax cloth, opening up barrels, questioning the drivers. Some of the soldiers are accompanied by heavily armed women garbed in black, their hair and eyes as dark as their uniforms. Their uniforms bear glowing blue rune-marks that are so beautiful, I can’t tear my eyes away,

				“Are those Vu Trin soldiers?” I ask Lukas, transfixed by the sight of the lethal-looking women and their shimmering rune-marks.

				Lukas nods, eyeing them with what looks like respect. “They’re a guest military force here. They control the western and eastern passes through the Spine. Their presence is part of the treaty agreement that formally ended the Realm War.”

				“It’s strange to me,” I say, marveling at the curved swords the Vu Trin carry at their sides and the rows of silver throwing stars strapped across their chests. “Women as soldiers.”

				Lukas seems amused by this. “The men of their race don’t have any magic. But the women more than make up for it, believe me.”

				A tall Vu Trin motions sharply for a group of Kelts on horseback to halt, her face steel-hard. Her uniform’s arms are marked with lines of circular ward symbols that glow blue. A smaller Vu Trin woman, with only one glowing sleeve ward, searches the Kelts’ saddlebags.

				“What are they looking for?” I wonder.

				“Smugglers.”

				“Of what?”

				Lukas shrugs. “Weapons, spirits…pit dragons.”

				Spirits don’t surprise me. Forbidden by our religion, they’re illegal in Gardneria. A number of passages in The Book of the Ancients touch on the evil of intoxication. But my eyes widen at the mention of dragons.

				“Pit dragons?”

				“They’re a particularly vicious type of dragon,” Lukas explains. “Used as weapons. And for sport.” He turns from the window to glance at me. “They’re pure dragon. They don’t shift.”

				I’ve only seen dragons twice. Both times were in Halfix, the dragons high in the sky. They were black Gardnerian military dragons, used for transport and as powerful weapons. But I know there are other dragons rumored to be somewhere in the Eastern Realm. Wyverns who can breathe fire and shift to human form. And Wyrm shapeshifters who breathe lightning and can control the weather.

				Our carriage hits a bump and jostles me from my thoughts. It’s all stop and go for quite a while, but soon the traffic lessens and we’re on our way.

				After a few hours the rain thins and I gasp as the tops of the northern and southern peaks of the Spine become visible, like two great walls bracketing the entire country of Verpacia. I’ve never seen anything as high as these snowcapped and intimidatingly beautiful peaks.

				I’m glued to the window for the rest of the ride. There’s so much to see, the thrill of the unknown lighting me up.

				We pass a busy horse market full of foreigners, our carriage slowed to the pace of walking by the heavy road traffic. Fascinated, I take it all in.

				Elves are showing off ivory mares, the Elves’ hoods down to reveal gracefully pointed ears and long, white hair decorated with thin braids. Near the Elves are a group of muscular women garbed in black pants, boots and red tunics that shine brightly with fiery crimson rune-marks. The glowing symbols remind me of the blue rune-marks used by the Vu Trin sorceresses, though these women are a far more mixed group. Some are pale with blond hair, and others have skin in varying shades of brown and a rainbow of Urisk hues.

				They’re as heavily armed as the Vu Trin sorceresses, and many have facial markings shaped like the runes on their clothing, as well as some piercings. A gleaming metal hoop is stuck right through the bottom of one red-haired woman’s nose, her ears sharply pointed and multiply pierced with dark metallic hoops.

				“Amazakaran,” Lukas informs me. “Horsewomen of the Caledonian mountains.”

				I stare at them, wide-eyed. “Are they as dangerous as the Vu Trin?”

				Lukas laughs. “Just about.”

				“They look like they aren’t really one race. Except they’re all dressed similarly.”

				“The Amaz allow women of any race to join them.” He smiles at me and motions toward them. “They’d let you in, Elloren. And train you to use an ax like that.”

				I gape at him, then look back toward the largest Amazakaran there. Her white-rose hair is braided and pulled back, and her face is heavily tattooed. She carries a huge, gleaming, rune-marked ax strapped to her back, and I jump slightly as the woman sets her fierce gaze on me, her eyes narrowed and dangerous. I whip my eyes quickly away from her, heart thudding, as the carriage gives a lurch forward and whisks the Amaz warrior from my sight.

				We press on, and soon we’re traveling through forest and down a winding road, the rain picking up. There’s a clearing up ahead, and the Southern Spine comes into view, the forest falling away.

				Rain-fogged Verpax appears, spread out before us, the countless domes and spires of the University city completely filling the immense valley. A haze of golden light from countless lanterns and torchlights hangs in the darkening fog. It’s a gated city, surrounded by a stone wall, the gates bracketed by guard towers.

				I stare out over the scene, excitement and trepidation rising in equal measure.

				Lukas turns to me, his mouth tilting into a wry smile. “Welcome to Verpax.”
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				PROLOGUE

				“We cannot allow the Black Witch to be in possession of the White Wand.”

				“The White Wand chooses its own path. You know that, Kam. To interfere would be to court disaster.”

				The two women stand in the guard tower at Verpax’s entrance gate. They watch through high-arched windows as an elegant carriage makes its way down the winding road that leads to the University. The carriage’s horses press on slowly, their heads bowed by the rain and howling wind.

				Every so often, thunder rumbles in the distance.

				One of the women, a Gardnerian, is still and calm, her dark green eyes narrowed behind gold-rimmed spectacles as she peers through the diamond-paned glass, her ebony hair tied back into a neat bun.

				The second woman, a Vu Trin sorceress, is garbed in a black uniform marked with glowing blue rune-marks. She wears a series of razor-sharp metal stars strapped diagonally across her chest, curved swords sheathed at her sides. Her eyes are dark, her skin a deep brown, and she wears her straight black hair tied into a tight, ropy coil, as is the custom of the Vu Trin soldiers.

				“If she is indeed the one, we need to strike her down immediately,” the sorceress says with fierce resolve. “Before she realizes her power. While there is still time.” She sets her cold gaze back on the carriage as a streak of lightning scythes through the sky, flashing against the steel of her weapons.

				The Gardnerian holds up a hand in calm protest as she watches the carriage. Thunder cracks overhead. “Patience, Kam. Patience. We must give the girl a chance.”

				The sorceress turns her head sharply to face her companion. “Have you forgotten the Prophecy?”

				“The Prophecy is vague. The girl has a choice, as we all do. Her future is not fixed. She might not choose the path of darkness.”

				“And what of this girl’s grandmother? What of her?” The sorceress’s face grows hard. “Was she not once just a girl, as well? A girl with a choice? A girl who chose to kill thousands of my people!”

				The Gardnerian takes a deep breath and slowly turns to face the sorceress, her expression one of grave sympathy. “I know how much you have suffered, Kam.”

				The sorceress’s face flinches. “No. You do not.”

				The words hang in the air for one long minute as the women regard each other.

				The Gardnerian places a comforting hand on the sorceress’s arm, but the sorceress remains military stiff, her hands clenched tight on her swords as if ready to attack the very memory of atrocities endured. After a moment, the Gardnerian lets her hand drop and turns back to the window. Thunder rumbles again to the west.

				“Now is not the time to strike her down, Kam,” the Gardnerian states. “The Wand has chosen her. We must wait a bit to find out why—to see what this girl is made of. I do not plan on making her life here easy. Curiously, I have her aunt’s cooperation in this.”

				The sorceress cocks a questioning eyebrow.

				“Vyvian Damon has her own motivation for putting some pressure on the girl,” the Gardnerian explains. “A wandfasting conflict. She wants the girl to fast to Lukas Grey.”

				“Rising star of the Gardnerian military forces. How fitting.”

				The Gardnerian chooses to ignore the comment.

				“My assassins are restless,” the sorceress cautions darkly. “I cannot promise you that the girl will be safe if they view you as complacent, not after what this girl’s grandmother did to our people, and what she would have succeeded in doing had the Icaral not cut her down. And this girl—” she gestures in the direction of the carriage with a sharp jerk of her chin “—if she is indeed The One, she is prophesied to be even greater in power than Carnissa, perhaps the most powerful Mage that has ever existed.”

				The Gardnerian’s mouth is pressed into a thin, hard line as she deliberates, the ticking of the clock on the wall reverberating in the silence. “I understand your dilemma,” she finally says. She straightens and turns from the window to face Kam Vin. “If the White Wand chooses to leave Elloren Gardner, or if she makes any move to contact the Amazakaran, the Kinh Hoang may strike.” Her eyes narrow, facing the sorceress down.

				The sorceress meets the Vice Chancellor’s intense gaze levelly, without blinking. “That will be sufficient for now,” she says, pausing for emphasis. “But take care. We will not be patient forever.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				Verpax University

				With a jerking, forward lurch, our carriage finishes its winding descent into the valley, the city’s lights glittering like jewels through the rain-soaked fog.

				We slow down at Verpax’s gated entrance, two stone guard towers bracketing it, and I crane my neck to take in the tops of the towers with their arching, diamond-paned windows. I can just make out two still figures standing inside the window, watching us. They’re garbed in black, but the rain streams down the glass and renders their features wavy and amorphous.

				“I’ll be right back,” Lukas assures me. He disembarks to talk with a pair of unsmiling Vu Trin sorceresses stationed at the gates, but my eyes are repeatedly drawn toward the watching figures.

				“They’ve warded the border,” Lukas tells me as he swings back into the carriage, his shoulders and hair damp from the rain. “You’ll be quite safe.”

				Our carriage makes its way through the gates, leaving the watching figures and the Vu Trin guards behind as we enter the University city.

				I’m instantly swept up in the exotic bustle of Verpax, even on this cold, rainy day.

				Colorful Guild crests and banners mark the Spine-stone buildings, their designs a bright contrast to the gray sky and stone. The cobbled streets are narrow, which puts my window close to shops, taverns and passersby. On either side of us, knots of cloaked Gardnerians, Kelts, Verpacians, Elfhollen, Urisk and Elves hurry through the rain, some wearing forest green professorial robes, their heads bowed against the weather like the carriage horses’.

				I’m wide-eyed over the sheer number and diversity of people.

				And the cornucopia of shops and taverns and crafthouses.

				There are glass merchants, cheese vendors, a Gardnerian wandcrafter’s shop, cheerful lodging houses and even a swordsmith from the Eastern Realm. My nose bumps the glass as I take in the golden rune-marked, embroidered tunic of the man selling jeweled swords under a sheltering canopy, a green headband marked with more golden runes round his head.

				And then I spot it—a gleaming apothecary shop, the Gardnerian Guild crest painted boldly on its front: a white mortar and pestle on a black shield, the mortar marked with a silver Erthia sphere, the image surrounded by a wreath of leaves. Neat bottles line the window, and I can just see the tight bunches of herbs hanging from the ceiling rafters in long rows. A smiling Gardnerian woman, her hair pulled back into a tight bun, talks with a customer.

				My spirits rise. That could be me someday. With a beautiful shop like that.

				Soon the road widens, we pass through the wrought-iron University gates and we’re there. Verpax University.

				We ride down several narrow streets, the crowds thicker here, more green professorial robes in sight. The carriage slows, and we come to a stop before a mammoth, multidomed building hewn from pure alabaster Spine stone—Verpax’s central White Hall.

				Craning my neck to take in the huge, rain-splattered dome, a wave of relief washes over me.

				“My brothers?” I ask Lukas, turning to him. “They’ll be here?”

				“They should be,” he says, then pauses. “I’ll take you to them. And later you’ll come with me. We’ll ride up toward the Northern Spine, away from all this, and I’ll wandtest you.”

				He says it calmly enough, but there’s something in his eyes that brooks no argument. I nod in assent.

				Satisfied, Lukas pulls his hood over his head, the carriage door opened for him by one of our guards. He steps out into the rain, turns and extends his hand for me to take.

				For a moment I hesitate, afraid to expose myself to the open, but Lukas’s aura of invincibility steadies me. I take his hand and pull my cloak tight against the icy rain.

				Lukas steers me through the needling rain toward a wide staircase that leads to an arching doorway. Anticipation lifts my battered spirit.

				Rafe. Trystan. Gareth.

				They’ll be there, just past the doors.

				Lukas pulls the heavy door open for me while he gestures for our driver and the guards to continue on. As our carriage pulls away, I slide into the building’s huge, torch-lit foyer and am quickly cast into confusion and deep alarm.

				A large contingent of Gardnerian soldiers, Elfhollen archers and Vu Trin sorceresses swarm around me.

				Lukas’s hand clamps tight around my arm as he pulls me backward and whips out his wand.

				A sickening metallic scrape tears through the air as the Vu Trin sorceresses unsheath curved, rune-marked swords and the Elfhollen nock arrows, all aimed at Lukas’s head.

				“Stand down!” orders one of the Elfhollen, his gray uniform marked with a single blue stripe down the center.

				“What’s this?” Lukas demands of a stern-faced Gardnerian soldier whose uniform bears the silver markings of our High Commander—a wide silver band encompassing his upper arms and silver fabric edging the bottom third of his black cloak.

				Lachlan Grey. Lukas’s father.

				Heart racing, I search the older man’s face for something of Lukas, but can find little resemblance, except in the line of his jaw and his identical, fierce green eyes.

				“It appears that Mage Elloren Gardner has never been formally wandtested,” Lachlan Grey informs his son with barely concealed anger.

				“That’s not true. I have been tested,” I protest shakily. “My uncle tested me more than once.”

				Which I don’t remember. And he lied about formally testing me this past year. A thread of dizzying fear worms through me.

				Lukas’s hand tightens around my arm.

				The Elfhollen commander steps forward. “She is on Verpacian territory, and I am taking her into custody,” he grinds out to Lachlan Grey, ignoring my protest.

				Lukas pulls me a fraction closer.

				Lachlan stares the Elfhollen down. “She is a citizen of Gardneria,” he counters. “You have no jurisdiction.”

				“She is potentially the greatest weapon in the Western Realm,” the Elfhollen insists.

				My mind spins in tumult, my heart hammering. This is impossible. I’m no weapon. I have absolutely no power.

				“Tell your son to stand down, Lachlan,” one of the Vu Trin puts in as she enters the foyer, her tone conversational. “You’re outnumbered.”

				Lachlan Grey is unmoved. “I insist on bringing her back to Gardneria.”

				“Not until she is tested,” the Elfhollen demands. “Right now. Under a joint guard.”

				A joint guard? To test…me? I look to Lukas imploringly, his hand still vise-tight around my arm.

				Lachlan Grey’s eyes cast around, visibly calculating the chances of successfully taking on so many Elfhollen and Vu Trin. “Stand down, Lukas,” he finally relents.

				Lukas’s face is fierce as his eyes dart around the room, wand still raised. I begin to feel weak in the knees.

				Commander Grey eyes him, furious. “Lieutenant Grey, I said stand down!”

				After a long moment of deliberation, Lukas resheathes his wand but keeps tight hold of my arm.

				My heart feels like it will pound straight through my chest.

				“Very clever, Lachlan,” the Vu Trin comments. “Hiding the girl in Halfix for so many years.”

				“Believe me, Commander Vin,” Lukas’s father replies as he glares at his son, “it was completely unintentional.”

				“No one was hiding me!” I insist with spiking alarm.

				Lukas’s quick look silences me, his eyes a warning.

				“If she is found to be powerful,” the Elfhollen puts in to Lachlan Grey, “we will be taking her into custody.”

				“No,” Lachlan firmly counters. “What’s to prevent you from killing her?”

				Killing me? My gut clenches, and I stifle a cry. I move closer to Lukas and clutch at the side of his tunic.

				“We could place her in the High Tower under a joint guard,” the Elfhollen offers, “until we come to an agreement regarding what to do with her.”

				“Dismiss half of your guard, and I will consent to the girl’s testing,” Lachlan capitulates.

				Commander Vin eyes Lachlan with amused suspicion, then gestures toward Lukas with her chin. “Dismiss him, and I will agree to it. We all know that your young lieutenant is equal to ten of us.”

				Lachlan’s eyes flick back and forth from Lukas to the Vu Trin guard. “Very well. Lukas, you are dismissed.”

				Lukas makes no move to release my arm.

				“Please,” I beg them, the word bursting out. “I just want to see my brothers.”

				“Silence, Gardnerian!” Commander Vin snarls. Her hostility sends me inwardly reeling.

				“Lukas,” Lachlan says firmly, his eyes belying a steely confidence, “you will accompany the Vu Trin guard to their western base.” He raises his brow at Commander Vin. “Agreed?”

				Commander Vin nods.

				Lukas stares hard into his father’s eyes. His hand loosens from my arm.

				I hold on to his tunic, heart racing. “No, please. Don’t leave me!”

				He turns to me and places both hands on my arms. “Elloren, they’re going to test you, and then they will talk. There’s enough of our Mage Guard here to ensure your safety.”

				“No!” I try to cling to him, but firm hands pull me back.

				There’s a flash of indecision in Lukas’s eyes, but then his face hardens and he turns away. I watch, despairing, as he strides out of the room flanked by ten Vu Trin sorceresses and a contingent of Elfhollen.

				Desperation takes hold. I struggle against the hands that restrain me, tears stinging at my eyes. “Let me go!” I insist. “My brothers are here. I need to find them…”

				And then Commander Vin is before me. She stares me down, her eyes narrowed to hostile slits.

				I stop struggling and shrink back from her.

				“Elloren Gardner,” she says, steel in her eyes, “you will come with us.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				Wandtesting

				They lead me to an underground military armory, the huge, circular room stocked with weaponry of every size. Swords, knives, terrifying razored chains and other objects of mutilation hang thick on the stone walls.

				“Elloren Gardner,” Commander Kam Vin orders as the door closes behind us, “you will explain the extent of your training.”

				“Training?” I croak out. What on Erthia is she talking about?

				The Vu Trin sorceress narrows her eyes at me. “Yes, your training. In the martial arts.”

				“I… I don’t understand,” I stammer, bewildered.

				She purses her lips and starts pacing, her black cloak billowing behind her, never taking her eyes off me, looking at me as though I’m a dangerous, unpredictable animal.

				“What kind of wandwork have you done, Mage Gardner?” she persists.

				I’m completely lost. “I don’t…we never had wands…”

				She stops pacing and points at me for emphasis. “Mage Gardner, answer the question! I will ask again. What type of wandwork have you done?”

				“None!” I cry, holding my hands out, palms up.

				“What about swordwork?” she asks slyly, as if she’s caught on to the game I’m playing.

				“None!” I insist. “Why are you asking me…?”

				“Knife magic?”

				“What? No!”

				“Caledonian stick fighting?”

				“No!”

				“Asteroth staff work?”

				She goes on and on through a list of about twenty more forms of fighting I have never heard of in my life. I’m lost in a wilderness of confusion.

				“No!” I finally cry in frustration. “I’ve never done any of these things!”

				She pauses and glares at me, her brow furrowing sharply before she continues pacing. “Your uncle, he has not given you any training in the martial arts?”

				My confusion spikes. “No, of course not. He’s a violin maker!”

				“But surely he must have given you a wand.”

				I shake my head vehemently. “He didn’t even allow them in the house.” The image of Sage’s white wand briefly flickers through my mind.

				The sorceress eyes me with disbelief, one hand placed squarely on her hip. “Do not play games with me, Elloren Gardner! Your uncle must have armed you in some way.”

				“He didn’t,” I bite out. “Uncle Edwin doesn’t like violence.”

				Commander Vin freezes in her tracks and looks at me like I’ve started speaking some unintelligible language. “What?” she spits out.

				“Uncle Edwin doesn’t like…”

				“I heard what you said!”

				“Then why did you…”

				“What have you been doing, then?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“At your uncle’s house!”

				I glare at her, frustration boiling over. “Tending the garden, taking care of the animals.” I’m careful not to mention the violins. Females aren’t supposed to apprentice as luthiers, and I don’t want to get Uncle Edwin in trouble with these horrible people. “I read, make herbal remedies. And…and sometimes I make wooden toys…”

				“Toys?”

				“Little animal figurines, mostly.” I shrug. “Sometimes doll furniture. My uncle sells them at the market…”

				The Elfhollen, who have been standing very still and regarding me coldly, venture small looks of surprise at each other.

				“You are being evasive!” the sorceress grinds out as she points an accusatory finger at me. “Arm yourself, Gardnerian!”

				One of the sorceress’s underlings steps forward and hands me a smooth, polished wand of Red Oak.

				Commander Vin points to a table across the room, where a small, unlit candle in a brass holder is placed. “You will now produce a flame.”

				I look down at the wand in my hand then back at her, dumbfounded. “How?”

				“Mage Gardner, do not feign ignorance with me! It is the simplest of spells!”

				“I don’t know any spells!”

				“Bring her the grimoire, Myn!” the sorceress barks in the direction of her underling.

				Myn brings me a book and flips the worn pages open. “Aim your wand and speak these words,” she instructs stiffly.

				I look the words over. They seemed vaguely familiar. Like something from a dream. A dream with fire.

				I lift the wand awkwardly and point it at the candle. “Illiumin…” I begin, my voice high and shaky.

				Commander Vin lets out a sound of impatient disgust. “Elloren Gardner!” she barks. “You are holding the wand incorrectly. You must make contact with the palm, or the wand energy cannot flow through you.”

				I rearrange the wand so that one end is pressing against my palm and point it at the candle once more. My hand shaking, I lift the grimoire and begin to speak the words of the candle-lighting spell.

				As soon as the words roll off my lips, a pure, crackling energy begins to prick at the balls of my feet, and the image of an immense tree bursts into the back of my mind. I gasp as a much larger jolt of energy shoots up through me toward the wand, slams against it and then violently and painfully ricochets backward through me.

				I drop the wand and it falls to the floor with a sharp clank.

				Stunned, I looked over at the candle.

				Nothing. Not even a tendril of smoke. But my arm aches as if it’s been burned from within.

				What just happened?

				Lachlan Grey and the other Gardnerian soldiers look heavily disappointed. The sorceresses and Elfhollen seem to be breathing sighs of relief. Only Commander Vin appears momentarily unnerved as she stares, eyes riveted on the painful wand arm I’m flexing to quell the discomfort.

				“Well,” Commander Vin begins, her momentarily rattled expression gone, her face once again impassive as she addresses Lukas’s father. “It would appear, Lachlan, that Mage Gardner is definitively not the next Black Witch.”

				“I did try to tell you,” I murmur, the pain in my arm having morphed into a throbbing ache. But that monstrous energy. What was that?

				“Elloren Gardner,” Lukas’s father formally announces, “you are hereby placed at Gardnerian Wand Level One.”

				The lowest level possible—no magic whatsoever.

				I stare at him as certainty rises within me like black water.

				I might not be able to access power, but it’s there. Some echo of the Black Witch. Deep inside me. Coursing through my veins.

				Possibly waiting for release.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Orientation

				When Echo Flood enters the room, the soldiers look relieved to be handing me off to her.

				My head spins with confusion. “Echo, why are you here? Why didn’t my brothers come for me? And Gareth?”

				“Lukas sent for me,” she explains, her large eyes solemn with concern.

				“My brothers,” I ask, feeling lost. “Where are they?”

				“They were delayed,” Echo explains. “They were caught in the storm, and Gareth’s horse panicked at the thunder. The horse threw him and he broke his leg. They had to double back to Valgard to find a healer.”

				“Oh, no.” I struggle to fight back tears. I need to see my family. I don’t want to be alone here.

				“Come,” Echo says softly as she places her hand on my arm. “The High Chancellor is addressing all of the scholars. We need to take our places with them.”

				

				* * *

				I stay close to Echo’s side as we step into the White Hall.

				It’s the largest interior I’ve ever seen, the vast sea of scholars momentarily overwhelming me, the smell of wet wool and lamp oil thick on the dank air.

				We’re in an open, curved walkway that rings the entire hall, the Spine-stone floor beneath us mottled with damp, overlapping bootprints.

				The domed roof stretches high overhead, a bat wheeling back and forth across the vast space, paintings of constellations on a night sky set high into the sectional dome, a ring of huge, arching windows just beneath. Colorful Guild banners hang below every window, a cacophony of primary colors, silver and gold, some of the banners marked with foreign words in exotic, curling alphabets.

				My eyes light on the Apothecary Guild banner. The Gardnerian Guild banners are easy to pick out with their black backgrounds.

				Like spokes on some great wheel, long aisles connect the external curving walkway to a central raised dais, where an elderly, white-bearded man stands before a podium. His dark green robe is distinguished by golden trim, his thin voice echoing off the stonework as he directs two latecomer Kelts toward empty seats up front.

				Echo leans in, her eyes set on the elderly man. “High Chancellor Abenthy.”

				Rows of green-robed professors flank the High Chancellor, their robes uniform, but their faces reflecting a multitude of races.

				“Come,” Echo prompts gently, motioning ahead. “I have seats for us.”

				I nod, my eyes furtively casting around. The storm-dimmed twilight seems to be seeping through the very walls, aisle lamps on long stands fighting against the shadows with small dandelion puffs of light.

				The scholars are heavily segregated into ethnic groups, the darkly clad Gardnerians standing out in sharp relief against the grouping of Elves, the Elves’ blindingly ivory cloaks illuminating their section of the hall.

				We start down a side aisle cutting through Gardnerian scholars to the left, Kelts to the right. Kicking up like dust, a small buzz of conversation follows me, my grandmother’s name whispered over and over, awed looks from the Gardnerian side, dark glowering from the Kelts. I stiffen, self-consciously aware of the unwanted attention.

				As I follow Echo by the Gardnerian sea of black, my eye is drawn to a subsection of slate gray–uniformed Gardnerians.

				Military apprentices.

				And within their grouping is a lone, uniformed female, a ring of black-clad Gardnerian soldiers seated around her.

				Fallon Bane. And her military guard.

				I catch her eye as we pass, and my stomach twists.

				She shoots me a dark grin and discreetly reaches for the wand fastened to her belt. She angles it toward me and gives it a small jerk.

				I exhale sharply as my foot painfully hits something solid and I trip over it, toppling down to the damp floor.

				Small sounds of surprise go up around me.

				The floor is cold and gritty and smells like the bottoms of wet boots, and my hands sting from smacking it. For a brief second I lay there as embarrassment washes over me.

				A strong hand grabs hold of my arm, effortlessly helping me to my feet.

				I look up into the most riveting eyes I’ve ever seen, even more so than the Valgard Selkie’s. They’re bright amber and glow in an inhuman way that seems almost feral.

				The eyes belong to a lean, sandy-haired young man wearing simple, earth-toned clothing. His calm, friendly expression stands out in bold contrast to those fierce eyes.

				“Are you okay?” he asks kindly.

				“Yes. Thank you,” I say, heart racing. My head whips around to see what I tripped over. There’s nothing there. The aisle is clear. I glance over at Fallon, who’s regarding me with a malicious grin, and a spasm of alarm shoots through me.

				She did it. She tripped me.

				Fallon’s smile curls even farther upward as she sees the growing dread on my face.

				I turn back toward the strange young man, gratitude washing over me.

				“Unhand her,” Echo orders him, glaring. “I’ll help her the rest of the way.”

				There’s a flash of hurt in his eyes before his face goes tight with offense. He releases me at once.

				Echo grabs hold of me and decidedly tugs me away.

				“He helped me,” I whisper as she firmly guides me along, accusation in my tone. “What’s wrong? Who is he?”

				She glances over at me, her eyes sharp. “One of the Lupines.”

				Startled, I look back to where the strange young man is now seated in with the Kelts. He gives me a small smile, which eases my alarm and piques my curiosity. Next to him sits a beautiful girl with long blond hair, plain clothing and the same wild, amber eyes. She sits like she’s royalty, her chin held high, and regards me with barely disguised contempt.

				The Lupine twins.

				I remember the sordid gossip, the shocking stories about nudity and public mating. About how Lupine males go after any women they can get their hands on. I glance back toward the Lupines and wonder if there’s truth in any of it. I’m so curious about them, but I also feel a twinge of guilt to be thinking about such indecent things.

				Finally, we reach our place and Echo guides me, to my immense relief, toward a seat between herself and Aislinn Greer.

				As I sit down, Aislinn puts her arm around me and hands me a stack of papers.

				“What’s this?” I ask, taking them.

				“Maps,” she says. “Your lecture schedule. Lodging and labor assignments. When I heard what happened, I went to the Records Master and got these for you.”

				“Thank you,” I say, touched. I look to Aislinn and Echo with gratitude.

				Echo pats my arm in solidarity, then focuses in with rapt attention as the High Chancellor begins his opening remarks.

				I resentfully look back toward where Fallon is sitting. I can’t see her through the thick crowd.

				“When I was walking up that aisle,” I whisper to Aislinn, “I think Fallon Bane tripped me…with magic.”

				“I can’t say I’m surprised,” she says, eyeing me gravely. “She’s not too happy about…um… Lukas and you.”

				Where is Lukas? I grasp the papers in my lap and bite worriedly at my lower lip. What’s he doing? Will he come for me at some point?

				“Can Fallon do that?” I ask anxiously. “Can she conjure invisible objects? And trip people with them?”

				“She’s a Level Five,” Aislinn replies with some incredulity. “Of course she can.” Perhaps seeing how upset I am, Aislinn pats my shoulder. “She won’t go too far, Elloren. You’re Carnissa Gardner’s granddaughter. If she hurts you, she’ll be dismissed from the Guard.” She eyes me ruefully. “Just…stay away from Lukas. Okay?”

				I nod, fuming over Fallon’s casual cruelty. But it’s all easier said than done. How can I possibly stay away from Lukas with Aunt Vyvian bent on my wandfasting to him?

				We fall silent as High Chancellor Abenthy begins lengthy introductions of each of the multitude of professors. He details their recent accomplishments to polite, scattered applause that blends in with the sound of the rain. The hall is so large, I have to strain to hear his thin, reedy voice.

				Distracted by the wide variety of scholars, I venture a glance across the aisle toward the large grouping of Kelts. They’re very varied in appearance, with a rainbow of light hair shades, eye coloring and skin tones.

				The Kelts are not a pure race like us. They’re more accepting of intermarriage, and because of this, they’re very mixed.

				I notice that the Kelts’ clothing is varied as well, although uniformly not very fine. These are work clothes, homespun garb best suited for farm chores—the type I wear at home for comfort.

				I suddenly feel weighed down and pinched in by my expensive layers of silk.

				I miss Uncle Edwin and the comfort of home.

				Does Uncle Edwin know about the Icaral attack? Has Aunt Vyvian sent out a runehawk to let him know what happened and that I’m okay?

				My eyes are drawn to a stern-faced Keltic youth sitting directly across from us. He’s lanky, with brown hair and starkly angular features. He’s staring straight ahead with a look of great resolve as if it’s taking a huge effort to focus on the High Chancellor and not on something else.

				He unexpectedly turns and fixes his startlingly golden-green eyes on me with a look of hatred so intense, I flinch back.

				I turn away quickly, my face growing hot, embarrassed to be caught staring at him and stunned by the violence in his emerald glare. I can almost feel the tension vibrating off him.

				“Aislinn,” I whisper, swallowing hard, “who’s the Kelt sitting opposite us? He’s looking at me like he wants to kill me.”

				Aislinn glances discreetly toward the young man.

				He’s turned away and is once again focused, with obvious effort, on the High Chancellor, his fists tightly clenched.

				“That’s Yvan Guriel,” she informs me. “Don’t let him rattle you. He hates Gardnerians.”

				Especially me, I think. Especially the granddaughter of the Black Witch.

				I venture another look in his direction. He’s still staring straight ahead, his jaw flexing with pent-up tension. I sit there for a moment, a disquieting tangle of emotions swamping over me. My foot still smarts from its encounter with an invisible object, my head and wand arm are now throbbing in time with my pulse and my wrist is stinging from the Icaral’s tearing grip. It’s a wonder I’m still upright.

				This Yvan Guriel doesn’t even know me, I lament, glaring resentfully at him out of the corner of my eye. He has no right to be so hateful.

				“What else do you know about him?” I ask Aislinn, feeling dejected.

				“Well,” says Aislinn, leaning in close, “he was almost expelled last year.”

				“Why?”

				“Practicing medicine without Guild approval. On some Urisk kitchen workers. He’s a physician’s apprentice.”

				I risk another glance at Yvan Guriel, surprisingly stung by this stranger’s undisguised loathing. He’s still focused militantly toward the front of the room, practically seething with hostility.

				Determined to ignore the hateful Kelt, I let my eyes wander back a few rows to a young man with deep brown skin who towers over everyone around him. There’s an impressive stillness to the way he sits that speaks of military discipline. His dark purple hair is cut short, revealing pointed ears pierced with rows of dark metal hoops. But perhaps the most striking thing about him are the swirling black rune-tattoos that cover his face, which mirror the glowing red rune-marks on his crimson tunic.

				“Who’s the tall, tattooed man?” I ask Aislinn.

				“Shhhh!” A slim, stern-faced Gardnerian chastises us with vast irritation, and both Aislinn and I shrink back, my face heating. We’re quiet for a long moment.

				“That’s Andras Volya,” Aislinn finally whispers.

				“He looks like he’s from the East,” I puzzle out, “but his ears are pointed, and he has purple hair.” I know many groups in the East have darker skin, but not pointed ears or purple hair.

				“He’s Amaz,” Aislinn clarifies. “They’re of all different races. Andras and his mother are part Ishkart, part Urisk.”

				I remember the tattooed women I saw at the Verpacian horse market and am confused.

				“But…he’s not a woman.” Amaz tribes are made up only of women. They kill men who wander into their territory. I lean in toward Aislinn. “And I thought they used rune-magery to only have baby girls.”

				“They do,” Aislinn concurs, “but it doesn’t always work. Every now and then, a male is born. By accident.” Aislinn gestures to the front of the room with her chin. “That’s his mother—Professor Volya.”

				I scan the green-robed professors sitting silently in rows behind the High Chancellor and quickly locate a woman who greatly resembles Andras. Her face is similarly rune-marked, though her hair is black with streaks of purple.

				“She refused to abandon Andras when he was a baby, so she was exiled from Amaz lands,” Aislinn explains. “For a while she and Andras lived on their own in Western Keltania, but then she came here. About ten years ago. Andras has pretty much grown up here.”

				“What does she teach?”

				“Equine Studies, of course. And Chemistrie. That’s one of your classes.” Aislinn reaches over and riffles through my papers, pulls one out and hands it to me. “I’m taking it, too.”

				I skim the paper.

				APOTHECARY SCIENCES, YEAR ONE

				Apothecarium I with Laboratory—Professor

				Guild Mage Eluthra Lorel

				Metallurgie I with Laboratory—Professor

				Guild Master Fy’ill Xanillir

				Botanicals I—Professor Priest Mage

				Bartholomew Simitri

				Advanced Mathematics—Professor Guild

				Mage Josef Klinmann

				History of Gardneria—Professor Priest Mage

				Bartholomew Simitri

				Chemistrie I with Laboratory—Professor

				Guild Master Astrid Volya

				There it is. Chemistrie. Professor Astrid Volya. I glance back over at Andras.

				“What’s her son like?” I wonder.

				“He’s quiet,” Aislinn whispers, looking over at him. “And he’s amazingly good at every sport: sword fighting, ax throwing, archery, you name it. And he’s a natural with horses, just like his mother. That’s his job. He cares for the horses stabled here. The Amaz can talk to their horses, you know—with their minds. He’s a skilled horse healer, too. Last year one of the Gardnerian military apprentices took a nasty fall on his horse, and the horse’s leg was broken. The animal was so wild with pain, no one could get near it. But Andras could. Within a week, he had the horse good as new.”

				“How do you know so much about everyone?” I ask, impressed.

				Aislinn smiles. “My own life is so incredibly boring, I have to live vicariously through everyone else’s.” She pauses and lets out a sigh for dramatic effect. “I suppose, seeing as how I’ll be fasting to Randall, perhaps the most boring young man on the face of Erthia, I will always have to amuse myself in this way.”

				Around us, scholars are beginning to talk and get up, the High Chancellor having finished his presentation. Aislinn and Echo stand up, and I follow suit, glancing down at my pile of papers. Aislinn helps me search through them and pulls out one from the middle.

				“You’re supposed to meet with the Vice Chancellor,” she tells me, handing the paper back to me. “Come. I’ll bring you to her.”

				Reluctantly, I say my goodbyes to Echo and follow behind Aislinn, trying my best to ignore the Kelt, Yvan Guriel, as he sets his fiery green eyes on me and shoots me a parting, hostile glare.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				Vice Chancellor Quillen

				Vice Chancellor Lucretia Quillen sits at her desk, efficiently finishing some correspondence as I arrive, motioning me in with a sharp flick of her hand. She’s Gardnerian, with straight black hair pulled into a tight bun, her dark tunic finely made.

				Her office is located high up in one of the White Hall’s many towers, the diamond-paned windows providing a panoramic view of the lamp-lit University city.

				I stare, amazed, at the breathtaking view of the entire valley and the mammoth Northern Spine beyond. It’s clearing outside, the gray clouds breaking up, stars pricking through. There’s a sea of domed Spine-stone roofs laid out before me, the cobbled streets like small paths from this height, a stone bridge below us connecting the third floor of the White Hall and another building.

				All stone and so little comforting wood, I lament. But still, it’s beautiful.

				It’s uncomfortably quiet, and I can make out the ticking of the clock that sits on the bookshelf behind the Vice Chancellor. There are framed maps of the Western and Eastern Realms hanging on the walls, as well as one of Verpax. A set of bookshelves below the windows holds a small library. The ceiling is a curved dome, much like the White Hall, and painted to resemble the night sky in a similar fashion.

				I’m positively leaden, so exhausted I’m barely able to concentrate around a now-vicious headache.

				The Vice Chancellor sets down her pen and regards me coolly over gold-wire spectacles. “You’ve had quite an eventful day, Mage Gardner,” she observes in a voice full of authority not easily questioned.

				My pulse throbs against my skull. “It’s been very difficult.”

				“Yes, I imagine it was.”

				“I’ll be happier when my brothers get here…and it’ll be good to get some sleep.”

				The Vice Chancellor hands me a sturdy necklace—a gold disc hanging from a linked chain. “This is your Guild insignia. It will get you into the Apothecary Archives.”

				I turn the disc over in my hand and run my thumb along its bumpy design. Warm excitement wells inside me over my new status as an official Guild apprentice. I slip the chain over my head.

				“You’re to meet with the Kitchen Mistress tonight,” she informs me levelly. “About your work assignment.”

				I riffle through the papers Aislinn has given me and find the one detailing my labor assignment. I hold it out for the Vice Chancellor’s inspection. She gestures dismissively to indicate that she’s already familiar with the details and does not need to see it. I lower it back into the pile of parchment on my lap.

				“I’m supposed to be living somewhere called the North Tower?” I mention tentatively.

				“Ah, yes,” she says, turning briefly and pointing toward the windows behind her. “It’s past the University’s northern grounds, just beyond the horse stables. You can see it from here.”

				I peer out. I can just make out a gloomy stone structure at the crest of a long hill, the open wilds visible at its back and the Northern Spine beyond.

				“It looks like a guard tower,” I say, heavily disappointed, wistfully remembering the richly lit lodging houses Lukas and I passed on the way in.

				The Vice Chancellor purses her lips. “You entered late, Mage Gardner. Our lodging houses were full. In any case, you won’t be alone. We placed you there with two other scholars.”

				“Ariel Haven and Wynter Eirllyn?” I ask, having seen them listed as my lodging mates on the papers I’ve been given.

				The Vice Chancellor’s eyes narrow at this, and a small smile twitches at the corner of her mouth. “Yes, they will be your lodging mates.”

				“Are they Gardnerian?” I wonder. Wynter is a strange name. I’ve never heard it before.

				She gives me a cryptic look—the same look my aunt gave me when she explained that Selkies are sometimes kept as pets.

				“Ariel Haven is Gardnerian,” she replies slowly. “Wynter Eirllyn is Elfkin.”

				An Elf. That’s unexpected, and despite my painful headache and aching wand arm, I find myself intrigued by the idea. I’ll be lodging with an Elf. “Oh,” is all I can think of to say.

				The Vice Chancellor is still studying me closely as if she’s trying to figure something out. “Your aunt was hopeful that you would someday follow in the footsteps of your grandmother,” she says stiffly. “Apparently, this will not be the case.”

				My disastrous wandtesting. Well, at least the truth is finally out. “I think, because I resemble her…”

				“You look exactly like her,” she corrects sharply.

				I’m thrown by her icy approach. “I’ve only seen paintings of her, and I was only three when she died, so…”

				“So you have no clear image of her,” she says, cutting me off. “Unlike you, I remember her quite well.” She pauses a moment to stare at me, her lips pressed into a thin, tight line.

				My brow creases in confusion. Why is she being so terse at the mention of my grandmother? Our greatest Mage. Our people’s Deliverer. Most Gardnerians worship her memory.

				She stands up unexpectedly and gestures toward the door. “Very well, Mage Gardner. It would seem that it’s time for you to report for your labor assignment.”

				For a moment I just sit there, blinking at her, then realize I’m been summarily dismissed. I gather up my papers and make my departure.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				The North Tower

				I follow my map to a long building near the White Hall, enter and make my way through the sizable dining area toward a door at the very end.

				An engraved wooden placard on the adjacent wall reads Main Kitchen.

				I push on the door, and it swings open on heavy iron hinges. The corridor it opens into is lined with shelves stacked full of cleaning tools, and the smell of soap is heavy in the air. I walk toward another door just ahead and peer through its circular window.

				Warm light emanates from the kitchen and spills out over me like a cozy blanket, the smells of food and well-banked fires filling me with comfort.

				It smells like home. Like the kitchen in my uncle’s cottage. As if I could close my eyes, and when I opened them, I’d be home, my uncle offering me a mug of warm, mint tea with honey.

				On a broad wooden table directly before me, a plump, elderly Urisk woman busily kneads a large pile of bread dough. She’s carrying on a quiet conversation with three other Urisk women doing the same. Almost all of them look like the seasonal laborers at the Gaffneys’ farm—rose-tinted white skin, hair and eyes. Members of the Urisk lower class.

				The women laugh every now and then, the fragrant herbs hanging in rows from the rafters above their heads giving the kitchen the look of a friendly forest. A number of young Kelts joke with each other amicably as they go about washing dishes, tending fires, chopping vegetables for tomorrow’s meals. A small Urisk child skips about, her rose-white hair braided, the kitchen laborers skirting around her, careful not to spill hot water or plates of food on her head. She can’t be more than five years old. The little girl is holding some twisted wire and a small bottle, pausing every now and then to blow bubbles at people, the bread makers good-naturedly shooing her and popping bubbles before they can land on the piles of dough.

				As I continue to watch the warm scene, relief washes over me.

				To think Aunt Vyvian imagined working here would be so terrible. This is work I truly welcome. Peeling potatoes, washing dishes, pleasant people.

				And then I see him.

				Yvan Guriel.

				The angry Kelt. The one who hated me on sight.

				But he doesn’t look angry now. He’s sitting in a far corner in front of a table. With him sit four young women—three of them Urisk, one a serious, blonde Keltic girl—all of whom look to be about the same age as me.

				There are books and maps open in front of them, and Yvan is talking and pointing to something on one of the pages, almost as if he’s lecturing. Every so often he pauses, and the Urisk girls copy something down onto the parchment in front of them. Two of the Urisk girls nod at him when he speaks, concentrating intently on what he has to say.

				These girls have rose-white coloration, like most of the Urisk in the kitchen, and are plainly dressed in aprons over work clothes, their hair pulled back into single braids. But the third Urisk girl is different. She reminds me of the Amazakaran—her hair worn in a series of beaded ropes, her posture defiant, her emerald eyes as intense as Yvan’s. And her hair and skin are as vivid green as her eyes.

				The small, bubble-blowing Urisk child runs over to their table, to Yvan, and throws her arms around him, spilling almost the entire bottle of the bubble liquid down his brown woolen shirt.

				I wonder what he’ll do, intense and angry as he seems to be.

				But he surprises me. He reaches up and puts a gentle hand on the small arm that’s still wrapped around him, the little girl grinning at him widely. Then he turns his head to her and smiles.

				My breath catches in my throat.

				His broad, kind smile transforms him into a completely different person than the angry young man I saw earlier. He’s dazzling—more boyish than Lukas, but devastatingly handsome. The flickering lantern light of the kitchen highlights his angular features, and his brilliant green eyes, so hateful before, are now so lovely to look at—brimming with intelligence and kindness. Seeing him like this sets off a sudden bloom of warmth in my chest.

				He says something to the Urisk child and squeezes her arm affectionately. The child nods, still smiling, and skips off with her bubbles.

				For a moment I can’t take my eyes off him, and I imagine what it would be like to be on the receiving end of such a smile.

				It’s all so wonderful. Friendship. Cooking. Children.

				And, the icing on the cake, a large, gray cat walks across the floor.

				It reminds me of home. And I know that once Yvan gets to know me, he’ll see that I’m not a bad person.

				Everything is going to work out just fine.

				I summon what little courage I have left, push open the swinging door and walk into the kitchen.

				As soon as I enter, every last trace of friendly conversation snuffs out like a candle doused with a bucket of cold water.

				My transient happiness evaporates.

				Yvan stands up so abruptly he almost knocks his chair over, the look of hatred back on his face, his eyes narrowing furiously on me. The fierce green Urisk girl and the blonde Kelt girl shoot up, glaring at me with pure, undisguised loathing. The two other Urisk girls at the table take on looks of terror, glancing from me to the books and maps in front of them as if they’re thieves caught with stolen goods.

				I blink at them in confusion.

				Are the books not allowed in here? And what about the maps? Why are they so afraid?

				One of the older Urisk women pushes the little girl behind her skirts, as if shielding her from me. Everyone in the room begins casting secret, furtive glances at each other, as if they’re trying, desperately, to figure out what to do.

				Everyone except for Yvan, the heat in his rage-filled glare radiating clear across the room.

				I struggle not to shrink back, an uncomfortable flush rising along my neck and cheeks.

				The plump, elderly Urisk woman who was kneading bread comes forward, a forced smile on her face as she wrings her flour-covered hands nervously. “Is there something I can do for you, dear?”

				“Um…” I hold out my papers to her with a quavering smile. “I’m Elloren Gardner. This is my labor assignment.”

				The blonde Kelt girl’s mouth falls open in surprise. Beside her, the fierce Urisk girl eyes me murderously, and the small child peers out from her hiding spot curiously.

				The elderly Urisk woman before me swallows audibly and keeps reading my labor assignment papers over and over, as if there’s been some mistake, and if she only reads it through enough times she’ll find it—as if my being there is just too awful to be true. The headache throbbing behind my eyes spreads out to my temples.

				I can feel Yvan’s glare boring into me. He’s taller than I originally thought, and all the more intimidating for it.

				“I’m supposed to find Fernyllia Hawthorne,” I offer.

				“That would be me, Mage Gardner,” the old woman says, attempting another fake, wavering smile before carefully handing my papers back. “I’m Kitchen Mistress.”

				“Oh, well… I’m ready to work.” I smile weakly at them, avoiding eye contact with Yvan. “Just let me know what you need.”

				“Oh, Mage Gardner, you’re really not dressed for it,” Fernyllia points out, gesturing toward my fine clothes.

				“Yes, I know,” I say apologetically. “I just got in and haven’t had a chance to change.” I look down at my intricately embroidered skirts. “My aunt bought these for me. These clothes. They’re not very practical.”

				“Your aunt?” Fernyllia says faintly, like she’s having a bad dream.

				“Yes, my aunt… Vyvian Damon.”

				Fernyllia and some of the other kitchen workers wince at the mention of my aunt’s name. Yvan’s scowl hardens.

				“Yes,” Fernyllia says softly, “I know of her.” She looks up at me imploringly. “I must apologize for my granddaughter being here, Mage Gardner.” She gestures in the direction of the child. “Her mother’s sick and…and I needed to mind her tonight. It won’t happen again.”

				“Oh, it’s okay,” I reply reassuringly. “I like children.”

				Why would it matter that the child’s here? Is there some reason she’s not allowed in the kitchen?

				No one’s expression budges.

				“And Yvan,” she explains nervously, gesturing toward him, “he’s getting a head start on his University studies. Such a good student he is. But I did tell him that he needs to get his work done elsewhere in the future. A kitchen is no place for books, what with all the things that can spill on them and such!”

				I smile and nod at her in agreement, trying to prove myself worthy of their acceptance.

				“I wish I was ahead in my studies,” I tell Yvan, attempting a smile as I turn to him and meet his intense eyes. “I’m already behind, it seems…”

				His glare goes scalding, as if he’s wildly affronted. I can feel the anger radiating off him in thick waves, bearing down on me.

				I swallow audibly, really hurt by his unrelenting, bizarre level of hatred. I blink back the sting of tears and turn to Fernyllia.

				Ignore him, I tell myself. Force yourself to ignore him.

				“So, what would you like me to do?” I ask with forced pleasantry.

				Fernyllia’s eyes dart around, as if she’s trying to figure something important out quickly.

				“Why don’t I show Mage Gardner what to do with the compost buckets?” the fierce-looking Urisk girl offers in a slow, careful tone.

				Fernyllia’s eyes flicker in the direction of the books and back to me again. She puts on another false, obsequious smile. “That’s an excellent idea, Bleddyn,” she agrees. “Why don’t you go with Bleddyn, Mage Gardner. She’ll show you what to do. You don’t mind being around animals, do you?”

				“Oh, no,” I respond with newfound enthusiasm. “I love animals.”

				“Good, good,” says Fernyllia as she wrings her weathered hands nervously. “Just follow Bleddyn out, then. The scraps need to go out to the pigs. She’ll show you what to do.”

				I feel like Yvan and everyone else in the room are holding their collective breath as I set down my books and papers and follow Bleddyn out of the kitchen and into a back room. A few large, wooden buckets filled with food scraps are lined up by a door.

				“Grab two and follow me,” Bleddyn orders icily, her eyes narrowed to slits. I notice that she makes no move to pick up buckets herself, even though there are several more waiting to be brought out.

				Bleddyn opens the door with more force than necessary, and it slams against the outside wall of the kitchen with a sharp crack.

				The door opens out onto a grassy pasture. Bleddyn grabs a lantern that hangs on a hook next to the door. It’s not raining anymore, but everything remains damp and cold, and I can feel the icy moisture of the grass seeping over the edges of my fancy shoes.

				Frost will come soon. I can smell it on the early-autumn air.

				As we trudge in the direction of a series of low barns and livestock pens, I find myself yearning for my mother’s quilt and a warm, dry room.

				Soon. This day will be over soon. And then Rafe and Trystan and Gareth will be here, and they’ll help me make sense of all the terrible things that have happened.

				The storm clouds are breaking up into slender, dark ribbons, a portion of the full moon appearing, then disappearing and appearing again, like some malevolent eye going in and out of hiding. With all the moving clouds and shifting light, the sky seems very large and oppressive, and I feel small and exposed. I think of the Icaral, out there somewhere, hidden like this moon, waiting for me, and a chill courses down my spine.

				Bleddyn’s fast pace is creating a yawning distance between us, and I hurry to catch up, not wanting to be caught alone in the darkness.

				I follow Bleddyn into one of the barns where pigs are being kept in a series of clean, spacious stalls that smell of mud, fresh hay and food scraps. It’s poorly lit, and I can barely see my way around.

				Bleddyn opens the latch on the gate to one of the stalls. She points to a far corner, where a long trough stands, along with a sow nursing a number of snorting, snuffling piglets jockeying with each other for position.

				“There,” she says, gesturing toward the trough. “Dump the scraps in there.”

				I tighten my grip on the two scrap buckets and walk into the stall, my shoes sinking into something soft. I make a concerted effort to ignore it.

				I’ll clean myself up later. And besides, I don’t want this stern Urisk girl to think I’m some pampered Gardnerian who can’t pull my weight. They’ll soon see that I’m as hard a worker as any of them.

				As I pull up one foot, the shoe makes an unpleasant sucking sound.

				A hard kick to my rear sends me sprawling.

				I fall forward into the mud and pig manure, the scrap buckets falling out of my hands and tumbling over, food remnants scattering everywhere, one of my shoes coming loose. The pigs oink excitedly as they frantically scramble about for the food.

				I push myself up onto my knees and round on Bleddyn, my heart racing. “Did you just kick me?” I ask, incredulous.

				Bleddyn is leaning against a wall, smiling darkly at me.

				“Why did you kick me?” I demand as I pull myself up.

				The blonde Keltic girl who was standing with Bleddyn in the kitchen walks in.

				“She kicked me!” I exclaim to the blonde girl, pointing at Bleddyn.

				“I didn’t kick her,” Bleddyn sneers. “She tripped. She’s quite clumsy.”

				“I did not trip!” I vehemently contradict. “I was kicked!”

				The blonde girl shakes her head from side to side. “Isn’t that just like a Gardnerian? Blaming the help.”

				“They’re all the same,” Bleddyn agrees. “Bunch of black Roaches.”

				I flinch at the racial insult. It’s a horrible name that mocks the black of our sacred garb. “Get away from me!” I spit out, turning to retrieve my shoe.

				I should never have turned my back on them. Another kick sends me flying back down into the muck.

				“Why are you doing this?” I cry, scrambling around to face them, my heart pounding. A curious piglet comes over to snuffle at my skirts.

				“I cannot believe she tripped again!” Bleddyn exclaims.

				“She really is dreadfully clumsy,” the Kelt agrees.

				“I think she needs a new labor assignment.”

				“Something that doesn’t require walking.”

				They both pause to chuckle at this.

				I’m stunned. Why are they being so cruel? I’ve done nothing to deserve it.

				“Oh, and look, she’s soiled her pretty, pretty dress,” Bleddyn observes.

				“Leave me alone!” I insist as I pull myself once more to my feet, every muscle tensed. “If you don’t get away from me, I’ll… I’ll report you both!”

				“Shut up!” the Kelt girl barks as she bursts into the stall, fists clenched.

				I shrink back from her.

				“Now, you listen to me, Gardnerian!” she snarls at me. “Don’t think we don’t know why you’re here!”

				“I’m here because I need money for University!”

				A swift slap across my face sends me flying backward and into a state of shock. I’ve never been struck in my entire life.

				“I told you to shut up, Roach!” she bellows.

				Bleddyn stands behind her, smirking.

				“How stupid do you think we are?” the blonde girl continues, her tone acid as I cradle my cheek.

				“About what?” I cry, bursting into angry tears. “I’m here so I can pay my tithe. Just like you!”

				“Liar!” she snarls. “They sent you here to spy on us, didn’t they?”

				Spy? What kind of strange world have I landed in?

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I choke out at her.

				I think of the books. The maps hastily cleared away. What are they all involved in here?

				“Look at me, Gardnerian!” the blonde girl demands.

				Afraid of being struck again, I comply.

				The blonde girl points an unforgiving finger at me. “If you so much as mention to anyone that you saw a child here, or any books or maps, we will find you, and we will break your arms and legs.”

				“I think it would be quite easy,” Bleddyn observes, sounding almost bored. “She’s very weak-looking. So willowy.”

				“Very willowy,” the Kelt agrees.

				“Not much she could do about it, either. She’s a Level One Mage, did you know that?”

				“How embarrassing.”

				“Her grandmother would be so disappointed.”

				I feel a spark of anger rise at their mention of my grandmother. I push it down and watch them carefully.

				They eye me for a long moment. I wonder if they’re done beating on me as I cower by the wall, exhausted, filthy and fighting back the tears.

				“Anyway,” the blonde girl finally says, “I think we’ve made ourselves clear. See you in the kitchens, Elloren Gardner.”

				“Bring back the buckets,” says Bleddyn as they both turn to leave, “and try not to trip again.”

				After they leave, I sob for a minute or two before my anger sparks anew.

				They can’t treat me this way. They can’t. I roughly wipe the tears from my face. I may be powerless, but I can report them to the Kitchen Mistress. I won’t let them scare me into submission.

				My outrage burning away at my fear, I take a deep breath and drag myself back to the kitchen.

				

				* * *

				I enter and am met by the same unified silence I departed from.

				Bleddyn and the blonde Kelt girl stand bracketing Fernyllia and are both glaring at me menacingly.

				Yvan looks momentarily stunned by my appearance.

				Fernyllia and the others seem shocked, too, but they quickly recover, masking their dismay with carefully neutral expressions.

				Only Yvan’s eyes remain a storm of conflict.

				I notice that the child is gone, and so are the books and maps that were on the table.

				“They tripped me and slapped me!” I tell Fernyllia, my voice breaking with emotion as I point at Bleddyn and the Kelt girl.

				“Now then, Mage, you must be mistaken,” Fernyllia says in a conciliatory tone, but there’s a hard edge of warning in her eyes. “I’m sure Bleddyn and Iris meant you no harm.”

				“They beat on me and threatened me!”

				“No, Mage,” Fernyllia corrects. “You tripped.”

				I gape at her, stupefied. They’re all a united front—united against me.

				Head spinning, I grasp for what to do. I could go to the Chancellor and turn every last one of them in. But first I have to get out of here safely.

				“Why don’t you take the rest of the night off, Mage Gardner?” Fernyllia offers, but there’s a hint of a command behind her polite, subservient tone. “Get yourself settled in. Your shift here tomorrow begins at fifteenth hour.”

				My outrage collapses into an exhausted, browbeaten misery, everything around me going blurry with tears.

				I grab my paperwork, which Fernyllia’s holding out to me, and look squarely with undisguised accusation at Yvan.

				He’s holding himself stiffly, not looking at me now, his hands on his hips, his jaw tight, doggedly making his loyalties known.

				Against me.

				A flood of tears threatening, I turn away from all of them and flee.

				

				* * *

				Stumbling as I go, silent tears falling, I struggle to find my way toward the North Tower.

				Shelter. Shelter’s all I want right now. A place to sleep and hide until tomorrow, when I can find my brothers and get help.

				The hatred in Yvan’s eyes reverberates in my mind, but I feel better the farther from the kitchens I get.

				Outside, the clouds have continued to thin and now resemble hundreds of slow-moving, dark snakes, the moon partially hidden by the shifting serpents. I make my way through the winding University streets and its small knots of cloaked strangers, past the Weavers’ Guild building and then a series of damp fields, the cold air and brisk walk gradually calming me.

				Some of the fields are home to sheep, huddled by feeding troughs in muddied masses, while others are horse pasture adjacent to long boarding stables.

				And then I’m past it all, my steps halting as I stare up across a broad, barren field, the sloping expanse of it scrubby and deserted. A thin wind whistles.

				The North Tower lies before me.

				It sits clear across the field, a poorly maintained stone path winding up to it. Like a sentinel guarding the forest, this old military post is a last-chance stop before being enveloped by the wilderness to its back and sides, a weathered archer’s turret placed high on the roof.

				My new home.

				It’s gray and cold and foreboding—everything made of Spine stone, no wood. Nothing at all like Uncle Edwin’s warm, comforting cottage. My heart sinks even lower at the sight of it.

				Resignedly, I trudge through the huge field, the tower looming over me as I approach.

				I open the sole door at the base of the tower, and it creakily swings open to reveal a small foyer, a spiraling staircase to the left and a storage closet to the right. The door to the closet is open and, by the dim light of a wall lantern, I can see it’s full of buckets, rakes, extra lanterns and a variety of cleaning supplies. I’m heartened to see that it also holds both of my travel trunks and my violin.

				I let out a long breath. See, it’ll be all right, I reassure myself. And I’m rooming with a Gardnerian and an Elf. No hateful Urisk or Kelts. Things will be just fine.

				I decide to leave my belongings in the closet for the moment and make my way up the staircase, the heels of my shoes almost slipping a few times on the polished stone, my steps echoing sharply throughout the eerily quiet tower.

				When I reach the top, another door opens into a short hallway, also lit by a wall lantern. There’s a stone bench placed against one wall and, on either end of the hallway, windows look out over the surrounding fields, the moon peering in. A metal ladder is bolted to the wall before me and leads to the archers’ tower, the ceiling entrance long since nailed shut. There’s another door at the end of the hallway.

				That has to be my new lodging.

				I wonder if my new lodging mates are asleep or absent, as I can’t make out any light around the door frame. I walk down the deserted hallway toward the door, slightly unnerved by the quiet.

				I pause before opening the door and glance out the window, the moon still watching, cold and indifferent. I stare at it for a moment until it’s covered in the shifting clouds, the outside world plunged into a deeper darkness. I turn back to the door, curl my hand around its cool, metal handle and push it open.

				The room is pitch-black, but I can make out a large, oval window directly before me.

				“Hello,” I say softly, not wanting to startle anyone who might be trying to sleep. The clouds shift, and moonlight spills into the room.

				And that’s when I see it. Something crouched just below the window.

				Something with wings.

				The blood drains from my face, and I’m overcome by a rush of fear so strong that it paralyzes me, rooting me to the spot.

				An Icaral.

				It’s gotten in somehow. And I’m about to be killed. The thing in front of me emits the same smell of rotted meat as the Icarals in Valgard.

				Slowly, it rises and unfurls ragged, black wings. And it’s not alone. To the right of it, I see movement on top of what appears to be a dresser. Another winged figure, also crouching like it’s waiting to attack.

				Holy Ancient One, there’s two of them.

				“Hello, Elloren Gardner,” the Icaral under the window says in a raspy, malevolent voice. “Welcome to hell.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				Ariel

				A jolt of energy shoots though me, wrenching me out of my crippling haze of fear as the Icaral advances toward me.

				Terrified, I find my footing and bolt out of the room, down the short hallway, bumping against the stone bench, taking the spiraled stairs three at a time, almost falling.

				When I jump to the bottom, jarring my ankle, a realization dawns on me with nauseating clarity.

				Nowhere is safe.

				If they’re here, they’re probably everywhere. Probably waiting for me outside, as well.

				I throw myself into the cleaning closet, slam the door shut and begin barricading myself in with an old shelf, my travel case and finally my feet as I brace my legs against the barricade for leverage. I’m shaking with terror as I sit in the dark, the cold stone floor beneath me, the only light a faint glow rimming the door from the dimly lit foyer and the slight shimmer of my skin.

				It’s quiet.

				Deathly quiet.

				So quiet that my heavy, panicked breathing sounds obscenely loud, my heart audible as it beats wildly against my chest. But I know they’re out there. Waiting for me.

				“I’m not the Black Witch!” I shriek at the door, spittle flying from my mouth.

				For a moment there’s no response. Only more quiet. When the reply finally comes, it’s close.

				“Oh, yes, you are,” the thing hisses mockingly.

				Oh, Holy Ancient One, it’s on the other side of the door.

				My trembling intensifies, and I begin to recite a prayer from The Book of the Ancients over and over again in a desperate whisper.

				Most Holy Ancient One, In the Heavens Above, Deliver me from the Evil Ones…

				As I beg for my life to be spared, the demon begins to scrape its nails down the length of the door. Very slowly. Again and again.

				Then more silence.

				A hard force slams up against the door, jolting me through the barricade, through my legs. I cry out and begin to sob.

				“I will kill you,” the voice snarls, “and slowly.”

				The scraping begins again, but this time sharper, as if the wooden door is being gouged by a knife.

				“You have to sleep sometime, Gardnerian,” the cruel thing sneers. “And when you do, I will cut you…”

				The sound of wood being gouged intensifies, and I can feel the rhythmic pressure through my legs. The thing is dismantling the door, taking as much time doing this as it will when it kills me.

				My panicked thoughts run wild in my head, like a crazed stallion. Images of Rafe, Trystan and Gareth arriving at school to find me dead in this closet, torn to shreds by Icarals. Images of my uncle’s heart giving out when he discovers what’s happened to me. Of Fallon Bane being overjoyed at my fate. And Sage’s wand being found…

				The wand!

				I scramble around in the dark, feeling for the straps on my travel trunk, throwing it open, ripping the fabric liner with wildly shaking hands to get at the wand. Sage said it was powerful—maybe so powerful that it will work even for someone as weak as me.

				I hold the wand in the way Commander Vin instructed, the end pressed against my palm, and point it toward the scraping sound. I can’t recall the words to any spells. I can only remember some magic words from the tales of my youth. I try them all, tears streaming down my face.

				Nothing.

				I throw the wand on the floor and lose myself to fear’s icy, suffocating grip. The scraping goes on and on late into the night, and I feel myself falling, falling, until everything fades to black.

				

				* * *

				I’m running through the North Tower’s upstairs hallway.

				It goes on and on so far, I can’t see what lies at the end until finally, I come to my new lodging. This time the door is open, and the room is lit with a soft light that glows unearthly red. Heart pounding, I step inside.

				Sage Gaffney stands near the window, a single candle with a blood-red flame beside her, casting the room in long shadows. She has a blank look, her eyes hollowed-out sockets.

				“Sage,” I say, confused. “Why are you here?”

				She doesn’t answer, only opens her dark cloak to reveal the bundle that’s hidden underneath. Something moves inside the tightly wrapped blankets, and she holds it out to me.

				I approach her warily, the bundle full of rippling movement, like a baby lizard about to break out of its soft eggshell, straining to be born. I feel a strong sense of revulsion.

				Her baby.

				The Icaral.

				A macabre curiosity drives me on. After a moment’s hesitation, I reach down and pull back the blanket.

				A crippling fear seizes me as I face the monster Sage has given birth to, its head that of the Icaral in Valgard, its eyes white and soulless. The creature unfurls foul, black wings, pulls its mouth back into a snarl and lunges…

				

				* * *

				“No! No!” I scream as a woman’s voice cuts through the image before me.

				“Wake up, child!”

				The dream fades like mist at daybreak, replaced by the face of an elderly Urisk woman kneeling before me, her broad, blue face so deeply lined it resembles a raisin, a brown kerchief holding back her gray hair.

				I recoil from the wizened, bony hands that clutch at my shoulders. She releases me and leans back on her heels, her expression one of wary concern. I shake my head hard from side to side, trying to quickly rid myself of the lingering fuzziness.

				Did I pass out?

				Confused and disoriented, I glance wildly around.

				I was dreaming. Was it all a nightmare?

				The Urisk woman’s eyes flicker over to something on the floor to the right of me. “You dropped your wand,” she points out.

				My heart leaps into my throat.

				I grab up the wand and shove it back under the inner lining of my travel trunk, relieved that she doesn’t seem suspicious that I would be in possession of an expensive wand. “I was attacked by Icarals,” I inform her breathlessly.

				She doesn’t look surprised. Instead, she tilts her head, regarding me levelly.

				“That would have been Miss Ariel, I suppose.”

				I shake my head vehemently. “No. They were Icarals. I’m sure of it.”

				“Miss Ariel and Miss Wynter are Icarals,” she replies matter-of-factly.

				I gape at her in confusion. I shake my head at her again, refusing to believe her. “No. That can’t be. The Vice Chancellor told me that Ariel Haven is a Gardnerian and Wynter Eirllyn is an Elf.”

				She lifts her eyebrows. “That is true, Mage Gardner. But it is also true that they are both Icarals.”

				The blood drains from my face. “No. That’s impossible,” I say in a whisper, feeling like the room is beginning to spin out of control. “They…they can’t be my lodging mates! They want to kill me!”

				“Now, now, child,” she chides, like I’m somehow overreacting. “You’re making yourself hysterical. Miss Wynter wouldn’t hurt a fly. Gentle as can be, that one. Now, Miss Ariel, she can come off a bit scary upon first meeting…”

				“A bit?” I cry. “She clawed at this door all night long, telling me every way she wants to kill me!”

				“I’m sure she didn’t mean it, Mage Gardner,” she reassures me.

				I can’t believe it. How can she be so blasé about Icaral demons?

				“Where are they?” I demand, looking beyond her into the foyer.

				“Gone, Mage. In class, I suppose.”

				“They’re scholars here?” I cry, not believing this can be happening. But then I remember Aunt Vyvian talking about two Icaral demons. Here at the University.

				My lodging mates.

				The realization sets my head spinning.

				The Urisk woman gets up off the floor and offers me a hand.

				I ignore her and get up myself, not trusting her. Not trusting anything.

				She lowers her hand, shoots me an unreadable glance, grabs a mop and bucket and waddles out into the foyer.

				I hesitantly move toward the door of the closet, half expecting the Icarals to be crouched behind the walls bracketing the door, but when I see the Urisk woman setting down the mop and bucket, humming a tune to herself, I poke my head out of the closet.

				The foyer is empty, except for us.

				Sunlight streams through a long window halfway up the spiraling staircase. I can see puffy white clouds working their way across a crystal-blue sky. I venture out of the closet on shaky legs, glancing wildly around, listening intently for sound. Then I turn around and close the closet’s door and immediately feel light-headed.

				The scratching I heard, the gouging—it was all real.

				The door is completely covered in writing etched deep in the wood by some sharp tool or knife. Over and over, the Icaral wrote “HATE” and “KILL” and a variety of obscenities that cover the entire door. I turn to the Urisk woman.

				She’s ceased her humming and is leaning on her mop, studying me calmly.

				“Do you see this?” I ask her shrilly.

				She makes a clicking sound with her tongue and shakes her head from side to side. “Miss Ariel’s work, by the looks of it.”

				How can she be so calm?

				“Ariel,” I repeat incredulously. “My new lodging mate. The demon.”

				“She’s a bit high-strung, Mage.”

				High-strung? Is this a University or a sanitorium?

				“Don’t you worry, Mage,” she clucks. “I’ll have that door replaced…”

				Not able to stomach any more of her infuriating calmness I stalk past her, fleeing from the North Tower as fast as I can.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				Tournaments & Tests

				I stumble out into the sunshine, my eyes smarting from the glare.

				It’s late morning, the sun high in the sky, and the fields, which were so gray the day before, are green and cheerful, rimmed by trees highlighted with the beginnings of vibrant fall color.

				I rush down the broad, scrubby field that separates the North Tower from the rolling horse pastures, squinting into the sunlight.

				A few curious sheep raise their heads as I hurry past their partitioned fields, the dirt path moist beneath my feet, the scent of mud and greenery on the air. The clacking of multiple looms and the buoyant sound of female conversation waft from the Weavers’ Guild building, the doors propped open to let in the fresh air. Blonde Verpacian and silver-haired Elfhollen girls are coming and going, newcomers lugging baskets of brightly colored yarn. I fly past them all onto the cobbled walkways of the University city, the occasional groupings of scholars, laborers and professors breaking off midsentence to gawk at me.

				There are flags flapping everywhere, affixed to buildings, streaming from windows, hanging from belts and saddles. Verpacia’s four-pointed star on gray seems to dominate, with Gardneria’s silver Erthia sphere on black a close second. The streets are crowded, the passersby in a celebratory mood, and uniformed soldiers of every stripe are out in force.

				I suddenly remember that this week marks the beginning of the Fall Tournaments. My brothers told me about them, the contests ranging from archery and sword combat to weaving and glasswork. Competitors come from all over Erthia to show off their expertise and impress the various Guilds.

				Breathless, I stop in front of the stately Merchants’ Guild, the flags of Gardneria and the pure white flag of the Elfin Alfsigr lands bracketing the entrance. I’m jostled as the crowd surges around me. My eyes dart from building to building as I try to find my bearings in this sea of people, but nothing and no one looks familiar.

				“Are you all right?”

				I turn to find a young, pointy-eared Elfhollen soldier staring at me with his bright silver eyes.

				“No,” I tell him.

				“Can I help you?”

				I glance around blankly. “I need to find the Lodging Mistress.”

				“You’re just across the street from her.” He points to a squat building festooned with Gardnerian flags. “It’s over there.”

				Relief floods through me as I dodge pedestrian and horse traffic to get to the office of Mage Sylvia Abernathy, the woman in charge of the scholar housing.

				She’s a fellow Gardnerian. She’ll understand the gravity of the situation, and I’m sure she’ll help me.

				

				* * *

				A short while later I’m in a stuffy office sitting opposite Mage Abernathy, a pinch-faced woman, our flag prominently displayed behind her long desk. Like the Urisk cleaning woman, she’s oddly unsurprised by my appearance or by my story, and regards me with cold, calm eyes.

				“You’ll help me, won’t you?” I plead, thrown by her composure.

				For a moment she holds her pen in suspended animation over the stack of papers in front of her. “Why, that’s entirely up to you, Mage Gardner,” she says as she resumes her writing.

				“I don’t understand.” I struggle to remain composed.

				“Well, Mage Gardner,” she replies absently, “your aunt has been in touch with me about your lodging arrangements. She sent a runehawk with instructions yesterday morn. Of course it would be possible to move you into a room with…more amiable roommates.”

				More amiable roommates?

				Why isn’t she outraged? I’ve been placed in a room with Icarals! And they tried to kill me!

				I force myself to take a deep breath. I need to stay calm, even if all of the people here are completely unhinged.

				“How soon can I move?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady and even.

				She stops writing, sets down her pen, folds her hands and meets my gaze. “Why, as soon as you’re wandfasted, Mage Gardner.”

				Oh, Holy Ancient One. My heart begins to hammer against my chest. Aunt Vyvian…

				Everyone has a breaking point, Elloren. Don’t force me to find yours.

				“I can’t wandfast yet,” I say, my resolve wavering.

				“Well, then,” she responds unsympathetically, “I suppose you’ll just have to find a way to deal with your situation.”

				Desperation rises inside me. “I’m going to send word to my uncle.”

				She eyes me shrewdly. “Your aunt also instructed me to inform you that your uncle has fallen ill. Weak heart, she said.”

				Shock blasts through me. “What?” I can barely get the words out. How could Aunt Vyvian have kept this from me? “Is he all right? How long has he been sick?”

				“Oh, it seems he’ll recover in time,” she says dismissively. “He has a local physician tending to him, but she feels it would be quite stressful for him to get involved in all of this.” Her eyes are steady on me, giving her words time to sink in.

				I stare back at her as my misery slowly coalesces into a white-hot ball of anger.

				“Then I’m going to speak to the High Chancellor,” I say, my voice hardening.

				She makes a sound of derision. “The High Chancellor doesn’t concern himself with petty problems such as these. Besides, your aunt has already spoken to the Vice Chancellor regarding your lodging arrangements. I think you will find that everyone is in complete agreement as to how things stand.”

				So that’s it.

				I can’t leave Verpax University because I’m at risk of being killed by a demonic, monstrous, wingless Icaral, and I have no alternative but to live with two demonic, monstrous winged Icarals and work in a place where people want to break my arms and legs.

				Or I can pressure my sick uncle to let me wandfast, against his wishes, to a man I barely know.

				I stand unsteadily, so angry I’m trembling. “Thank you for meeting with me. Everything is clear to me now.”

				“You’re quite welcome,” she says, not bothering to get up. “Please let me know if I can be of any further assistance.”

				My legs unstable, I turn to leave.

				“Oh, Mage Gardner,” she says mildly, stopping me in my tracks. “What should I tell your aunt if she asks how you are? She can relay your answer to your sick uncle.”

				I turn to face her again, swallowing back my angry tears. I square my shoulders and look her straight in the eye. “Tell her,” I say, my voice gone cold, “that I’m fine, and to tell my uncle not to worry—that sending me to University was the best thing he ever did.”

				She meets my gaze steadily for a moment then turns her attention back to the lodging book and resumes writing.

				

				* * *

				I have no idea where to go next, so I begin aimlessly wandering down the University streets, not caring about my disheveled state and numb to the shocked stares of the passing scholars and professors, following the flow of the festive tournament crowd.

				I’m soon outside the central grounds, past the buildings, and finally come to a crowded series of tournament fields, a variety of flags flapping in the cool breeze. An archery competition is visible up ahead, a line of Elfin archers frozen in place with arrows set, their field densely rimmed with spectators. Perfectly in sync, their arrows shoot forth toward oval targets placed on thin poles. They hit the targets with a loud thwap.

				“Cael Eirllyn!” the Match Master calls, a young Elf on a white steed riding forward to claim his prize.

				Desperate for my brothers, I turn away from the match, weaving through the boisterous crowds, looking everywhere for a familiar face. And then I find one, but not the one I would have ever wanted to find.

				Gardnerian military apprentices are competing in a wandwork contest the next field over. A female in the middle of the line of contestants catches my eye. She’s the sole apprentice, the other eight Mages clad in soldier black, Level Five silver stripes on all of their arms.

				Fallon Bane.

				She’s the only female in their group, everyone’s wands in hand to take aim at the circular wooden bull’s-eye targets that face them across the small field.

				I jolt back as fire surges forth from a Mage’s wand, the flames streaking toward the target, exploding into the bull’s-eye in a small, churning ball of fire.

				Applause and cheers rise from the mostly Gardnerian spectators. A grouping of Kelts watch the contest, arms crossed in front of their chests, unsettled looks in their eyes.

				The rest of the male Mages take turns sending out fire with similar results.

				Fallon is last. She raises her arm and waits for the crowd to quiet to a hush. Then she whips her arm forward and sends a white spear of ice coursing toward the target.

				I flinch as her spear knifes into the target with an earsplitting crack, and the target explodes into a giant ball of white, smaller side spears impaling every other target in the row, shattering them to the ground.

				There’s silence as a cloud of icy snow settles over the destroyed line of targets.

				“Called!” the Match Master booms. “For Mage Fallon Bane!”

				The Gardnerians erupt into cheers, some military apprentices launching into our national song with boisterous, off-key voices.

				The last of my courage seeps out of me. I pull away from the jostling crowd and stumble toward a distant, sheltering tree. I plop down on the damp, shadowed grass, let my sleep-deprived head fall into my hands and cry.

				

				* * *

				“Elloren.”

				I startle as a hand makes contact with my shoulder. I look up to find Aislinn and Echo crouched by me, their faces shocked and full of concern.

				I don’t know what to say. It’s just so awful.

				“What happened?” Aislinn says. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you. When you didn’t show up for breakfast, we got worried.” She reaches up to gently touch my face, her brow tightly knotted. “Heavens, Elloren. You’re bruised. Did someone hit you?”

				Sobbing pathetically, I tell them about the Icarals and the kitchen workers as they sit down on the damp grass beside me.

				Aislinn shakes her head from side to side. “I can’t believe your aunt could be so cruel.”

				“It’s a test, Elloren,” Echo informs me gravely.

				“I know it’s a test,” I reply, agitatedly pulling at grass with both fists. “To see how much I can take before I back down and get fasted to a man I barely know.”

				“No,” Echo says, her eyes wide and sure. “It’s a test sent down by the Ancient One. You are Carnissa Gardner’s descendant. There’s a reason you look so much like her. You are meant to descend into this pit of Evil. Just like Fain in The Book. He was visited upon by every manner of evil and misfortune, remember? But it was all a test. Fain remained true, and in the end, he prevailed and was rewarded by the Ancient One. You, also, are meant to confront the Evil Ones, and you will prevail!”

				“I’m not the Black Witch, Echo,” I point out, swiping at my tears. “I’m a Level One Mage. Just like you. How exactly am I supposed to prevail against Icaral demons?”

				“You have the power of the Ancient One on your side,” she assures me. “If you remain true to His teachings, you will prevail!”

				This is of no comfort whatsoever.

				Magically, I’m a complete and utter weakling. I need help. Preferably from a Level Five Mage.

				I sit bolt upright, struck by inspiration. “Where’s Lukas?”

				Aislinn’s face lights up. “I know where he is, Elloren,” she says, getting up and holding out her hand to me. “I saw him earlier. He’s here for a few weeks to oversee the Second Division apprentices—that’s Randall’s division. Come on.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				Weapons

				I cling to Aislinn’s arm as we wind our way through the tournament fields, my wretched appearance attracting more than a few curious stares.

				I spot Lukas up ahead, and a nervous jolt of energy shoots through me.

				He’s surrounded by a crowd, fencing with an Elfhollen lieutenant, the Gardnerian military apprentices periodically cheering him on. Lukas’s eyes are as focused as a hawk bearing down on a small rodent as he points his sword at his opponent, a confident smile on his face.

				As we approach, Lukas’s eyes flicker to meet mine, causing him to momentarily lose concentration. His opponent mock-stabs him with a capped sword tip just above the heart.

				Lukas seems oblivious to the sounds of surprise going up around him and the look of shocked triumph on his opponent’s face. He cocks his head to the side, takes in my wretched appearance then turns and shakes hands with his victorious opponent, leaning in to say something to the man in the Elfhollen language. The Elfhollen laughs and responds in the strange tongue. Lukas sheathes his sword and strides over to meet us, another Gardnerian lieutenant taking his place on the field.

				“Elloren, what happened to you?” he asks as he approaches. “You’re filthy.” He pulls his head back sharply. “Did someone strike you?”

				“I’m in a really bad situation,” I tell him breathlessly. “I don’t know what to do.”

				He narrows his eyes, then glances over at Aislinn and Echo. “Can I speak with her privately?”

				“Of course,” Echo responds without hesitation. Aislinn gives me a small, encouraging smile.

				Echo and Aislinn walk off as Lukas leads me to a nearby bench set under a wide tree. He gestures for me to sit down and I do. I eye his sword—the same sword he used to cut down the Icaral in Valgard. And his wand, attached to his wand belt. I’m glad to see him armed.

				“I was attacked,” I tell him. “First in the kitchen, when I reported for my labor assignment—”

				“Wait,” he interrupts, holding up a hand, “why are you working in the kitchen?”

				“Aunt Vyvian,” I explain. “She won’t pay my tithe, so I have to work—”

				“Why?” he cuts in, confused.

				I hesitate before answering. He’s looking at me expectantly. There’s no way out. I have to talk about this. I take a deep breath before answering him. “She won’t pay my tithe until I’m wandfasted.”

				He nods with dawning understanding. “But…” he says, in a low, affronted tone, “you don’t want to be wandfasted.”

				I hold out my hands to him in supplication. “It’s nothing personal. My uncle…he’s sick.” My voice catches. “And I promised him I’d wait for two years…”

				“Two years?” he spits out, incredulous.

				“Until I’m done with my University studies.”

				It’s clear from his expression that he thinks my uncle is an idiot, and that I’m an even bigger idiot for agreeing to this.

				“Lukas,” I say, wanting him to understand, “we barely know each other.”

				He’s quiet for a tense moment, regarding me with no small amount of irritation.

				“I really didn’t mean to offend you.” I grip at the cool Spine-stone of the bench for support. “And I promised my uncle I’d wait to fast before I even met you.”

				Lukas studies me for a long minute, one eyebrow cocked.

				“Will your parents be very upset?” I reluctantly venture.

				“Yes,” he says.

				“I never meant…”

				“They don’t realize how sheltered you’ve been. It’s becoming common for girls to be wandfasted at thirteen. Were you aware of that?”

				“I’ve only just found out,” I reply weakly.

				“And most people don’t get to meet first. Their parents make all the arrangements, and they meet at the fasting.”

				“I…I didn’t know that.” I grip harder at the bench’s edge.

				“We’re older than average, you and I. How old are you? Eighteen?”

				“I’ll be eighteen in a few weeks,” I tell him, realizing something. “But that’s just what I’m talking about. I don’t even know how old you are. Regardless of how common this is, I’ve only just met you. I don’t even know you.”

				He laughs at this. “Oh, I don’t know,” he says, his lip curling up at the edge, “we seem to get on pretty well.”

				I color at this, remembering my aunt’s party. His lips on mine. It seems so long ago, but it’s only been a few days.

				Back before my whole world fell apart.

				“How old are you, Lukas?” I ask.

				“Twenty.”

				“Sounds like you’ve been putting off wandfasting, as well,” I point out.

				His face grows hard. I can tell he’s not used to being challenged.

				Why is he so touchy about this? And why isn’t he already fasted?

				“Who attacked you?” he asks, completely ignoring my last comment.

				“A Kelt girl named Iris, and a scary-looking Urisk girl named Bleddyn.” I describe everything that happened in the kitchen.

				“That’s easily managed,” he says with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Anything else?”

				I’m momentarily silenced by how blasé he is, how confident he is that this impossibly disastrous situation can be rectified.

				“I was also attacked by two Icarals,” I continue. “Ariel Haven and Wynter Eirllyn. My new lodging mates.”

				One of his eyebrows goes up at this. “They placed you with the two Icarals? After what happened in Valgard?”

				I nod my head miserably. “They won’t let me move until I’m fasted.”

				He lets out a short laugh, as if amused and impressed by my aunt’s tenacity. “Your aunt really wants you wandfasted to me, doesn’t she?”

				“Apparently.”

				“You do realize that all of these problems would just disappear if we marched over to Mage Abernathy’s office and agreed to be fasted? You wouldn’t need to work to pay your tithe. And you’d have your choice of lodging.”

				The generosity of his offer catches me completely off guard, giving me serious pause. He’s made it to twenty unfasted, yet he’s willing to drop everything and fast to me. The incredible flattery of this fills me with a heady disbelief.

				But it’s still much too fast.

				“I can’t,” I say, shaking my head. “Believe me, it’s tempting, but I just can’t.”

				He gives me the once-over and sighs. “Well, I guess it’s a bit of relief. No offense, but you look truly awful. Is that manure you’re covered with?”

				I’m suddenly struck by the sheer outrageousness of this situation. I’m covered in barn refuse, and the most eligible man in Gardneria wants to wandfast to me.

				A short laugh escapes me, and I shoot Lukas a resigned look. “Yes, it is.” I let my head fall into my hands. After a moment I’m aware of him taking a seat next to me, his arm warm against mine.

				“Did the Icarals hurt you?” he asks.

				I look over at him. “I didn’t give them the chance to. I blockaded myself in a storage closet.”

				Lukas spits out a laugh. He straightens and fingers the hilt of his sword. “They’re easily managed, as well.”

				“Easily managed?” Is he kidding? “They’re monsters!”

				“No, they’re not.”

				“They have wings! Which means they have their powers! They’re even worse than the ones in Valgard!”

				“No, they’re not,” he says again.

				I’m starting to feel at wits’ end. “How can you say that?”

				“Well, for starters, Wynter Eirllyn is the daughter of Elfin royalty—”

				“I don’t care if she’s a royal princess,” I vehemently counter. “It doesn’t change the fact that she wants to kill me.”

				“Wynter Eirllyn is harmless,” he calmly disagrees. “She has about as many evil powers as I do.” Lukas smirks. “Probably fewer.”

				This is just too much. “Don’t you believe in your own religion?”

				“Not really.”

				Well, that’s unexpected. “Does your family know that?” I ask, amazed.

				“No.”

				His candor surprises me. “Why are you telling me this?”

				“I don’t know, Elloren,” he says shortly, seeming exasperated with himself. “I feel a compulsion to be honest with you. I really don’t know why.” He looks away and leans back against the bench, staring off into the distance, wrestling with some private thought. After a time he turns back to me, a look of resignation on his face.

				I knit my brow at him. “If you were here all this time, why didn’t you come find me after the wandtesting?” I’m unable to keep a hint of blame out of my tone. “If you’d been with me…”

				“I’ve only just returned,” Lukas says, seeming amused by my discomfiture. He leans in close. “Someone caused a minor diplomatic crisis. The Elfhollen were not amused by my initial refusal to leave you.” His tone takes on a cutting edge. “Neither was my father. There was some talk of imprisonment.”

				“Oh,” I say, feeling contrite. I notice he’s in a different military tunic, the silver Level Five bands on his sleeve thinner and close together. “Your uniform. It’s different.” I trace my finger along one of the silver bands, immediately aware of the intimacy of the gesture. Mortified, I jerk my hand away.

				When I venture a look up at him, his smile is slow and seductive, his eyes intent on mine. He raises his wrist slightly, glancing down at the edging. “I’ve been temporarily demoted, for the usual reason,” he says, his voice like velvet.

				I gulp. “What’s that?”

				His smile darkens. “Insubordination.” He traces his finger lightly over the back of my hand. “And as further punishment,” he goes on, “I’m being forced to spend two months here training Gardneria’s most talentless soldier apprentices.”

				“Sorry,” I mumble, distracted by the slow, sultry way he’s playing with my hand.

				Lukas lets out a short laugh, sits back and eyes me with amused speculation.

				I take a deep breath. “So you think Wynter is harmless,” I finally say.

				“Completely. She’s an artist. Spends all her time drawing, sculpting, writing poetry. Hardly ever speaks. Seems afraid of her own shadow. Ariel Haven, on the other hand…”

				“The demonic one,” I finish for him.

				He laughs, but I fail to see the humor in it.

				“She’s a real nuisance,” he continues. “Should have been sent back to the Valgard Sanitorium a long time ago.”

				“Back?” I cut in, horrified.

				“She spent most of her childhood there.”

				“Oh, Ancient One…”

				“She was almost expelled last year. Seems she has a penchant for setting fire to things. And to people who annoy her.”

				I can feel myself blanching.

				“Relax, Elloren. No one’s going to set you on fire.”

				I gawk at him, stupefied. “How can you say that? I spent most of last night cowering in a closet while Ariel etched profanities and threats into the door.”

				“And that was your choice. You let her have the upper hand. Ariel is about as weak and harmless as Wynter is. She just makes a big show of being threatening. And you completely fell for it.”

				“She had a knife!”

				“Here,” he says, pulling his sword out and handing it to me. “Now you have a bigger one.”

				I push the sword back at him. “I don’t have any idea how to use it.”

				He places his sword back in its sheath with one graceful movement. “You probably have about as much skill with my sword as Ariel does with a knife.”

				“She’s completely demonic!”

				“Maybe so, but I doubt she’ll do anything to harm any scholar this year. If she does, she’ll be arrested, expelled from Verpacia and sent back to the Valgard Sanitorium. Her wings will be cut off and she’ll be thrown into a cell, where she’ll rot out her days. She’d be as good as dead. Ariel knows this, and it terrifies her. Don’t let her fool you.”

				“I don’t understand why the Mage Council hasn’t cut her wings off and locked her away already,” I grouse.

				“Verpacia is bound by international treaty to surrender only male Icarals to Gardneria. Because of the Prophecy.”

				“And she’s not male.”

				Lukas nods resignedly. “Imprisonment of female Icarals is still voluntary, and at the discretion of the Icaral’s family. For now. There are some on the Mage Council who hold romantic ideas about Icaral ‘rehabilitation,’ but they’re slowly being voted out.”

				“Good.” I shake my head. “So why didn’t Ariel’s family have her committed?”

				“Her father. He left her wings intact to punish his unfaithful fastmate. So Ariel’s mother has to face the fact that she gave birth to a winged demon as a result of her evil.”

				“Charming.” I let out a deep breath. “And the other Icaral? The Elf?”

				“If you were to complain to the Elfin hierarchy about Wynter Eirllyn, she’d be cast out of Alfsigr lands and never allowed to return. The Elves hate the Icarals as much as the Gardnerians do. The only reason she hasn’t been cast out already is that she has a brother who’s fond of her.

				“And there’s something else. Something you can use to your advantage,” Lukas confides. “Ariel is very fond of Wynter Eirllyn. She fancies herself Wynter’s protector and doesn’t want to leave her. So, you see, you have the upper hand.”

				I slump down on the bench. “I really don’t feel like I have the upper hand.”

				“Elloren,” he cautions, “you can’t be weak here. You’ll be eaten alive, especially with your appearance, your connections.”

				“But I am weak. I have no magic whatsoever.”

				A magic-free Level One. But still, there was that feeling of power during my wandtesting. Coming up from the earth.

				He’s thoughtful for a moment. “I was surprised by the results of your wandtesting.” Lukas shrugs. “I have a good sense about these things, and I can sense magic in you. I still think it’s there, perhaps dormant.”

				“You’ve only just met me,” I observe, feeling defeated and not powerful in the least.

				“Doesn’t matter,” he says with a shake of his head. “I can feel it. I can hear it in your music, and…” He hesitates for a moment before continuing, his voice gone low. “I can feel it in your kiss.”

				Coloring at his words and the memory of his fiery kiss, I lower my eyes. My skirts are filthy. Covered with dirt, and Ancient One knows what else. And my wrist, my head and the side of my face ache.

				Now is not the time to be thinking about kissing Lukas again.

				I groan and let my head fall into my hands. “So what am I supposed to do, Lukas?”

				For a moment he’s silent.

				“Wands aren’t the only tools of power, Elloren,” he says, his voice level. “Find your enemies’ weaknesses. And become dangerous.”

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				Balance of Power

				Later that afternoon I walk to the kitchen, bolstered by the fact that I’m being escorted by a Level Five Mage in full military regalia whose father is the High Commander of the Gardnerian Mage Guard.

				After our talk, Lukas brought me to Aislinn’s lodging, so I’m now cleaned up and wearing one of her conservative tunics over a clean, long black skirt. I’m curvier than Aislinn, and my hips and bust strain a bit at the black silk, but the clothes fit me reasonably well.

				Lukas walks ahead of me through the small storage foyer leading to the main kitchen. He strides toward the door ahead and throws it open so hard that it slams against a wall, instantly getting everyone’s attention. They all grow silent and freeze as we walk in, their expressions of fear more intense, more stark, than those inspired by my arrival the day before.

				Only Yvan glares openly at Lukas, slowly rising from where he’s just finished loading wood into the cookstove, moving with the slow caution one uses around a predator.

				It’s clear that they all know exactly who Lukas is.

				There are no books or maps strewn about today. No small children running around. The smell of hearty soup hangs thick in the air.

				Lukas looks around, taking his time surveying the scene, taking in every last detail with hard, dark green eyes.

				“Good afternoon,” he finally says, his tone and posture showing his displeasure.

				“Good afternoon, Mage Grey,” Fernyllia Hawthorne responds. She looks positively stricken.

				Lukas glares at her with disdain. “I’d like to speak with Fernyllia Hawthorne, Iris Morgaine and Bleddyn Arterra.”

				Fernyllia nervously wipes the flour and bread dough from her hands, visibly trying to collect herself before approaching. Iris and Bleddyn march over, shooting threatening glares at me as they do so. I feel myself withering under the force of their combined hatred and glance over at Lukas. He doesn’t seem the least bit impressed.

				“I don’t really believe much in small talk,” Lukas states curtly, “so let’s just get to the point, shall we? Iris Morgaine. I understand your parents are still farming.”

				I jerk my gaze toward Lukas, surprised. Where is he going with this?

				Iris also looks thrown by the unexpected turn of the conversation, her brow knitting tightly as she glares at Lukas with confusion. “Yes,” she says warily.

				“And their farm is right on the Gardnerian border?” Lukas continues.

				“It is.”

				“Right next to the Essex military encampment, I believe?”

				“Yes.”

				Everyone has the same puzzled expression. Everyone, that is, except for Fernyllia and Yvan, the former looking flat-out scared, and the latter more furious by the second.

				“I’m sure you’re aware that the location of the border there is a matter of some dispute between your government and ours,” Lukas continues.

				Iris is silent, her face a picture of dawning horror.

				Lukas continues to stare her down. “It would be a shame if our military decided to requisition your parents’ farmland. It would also be a shame if something went amiss during military training exercises, and your parents’ home was fired upon…by accident, of course. These types of occurrences are, luckily, very rare, but they do happen from time to time.”

				Iris’s mouth opens a few times as if she wants to say something, but no sound comes out. Lukas appears amused by Iris’s discomfiture.

				A cold unease pricks at the back of my neck.

				“I will alert my father, Lachlan Grey, High Commander of the Gardnerian Military Forces, as to the whereabouts of your parents’ home, to make sure such an unfortunate event does not occur.”

				“Thank…thank you,” Iris finally manages, her voice shaky now, all defiance shattered. “Thank you, sir.”

				Lukas nods, pleased with her response, and turns to Bleddyn. “And you, Bleddyn Arterra. You have a mother who labors on the Fae Islands.”

				Bleddyn narrows her eyes at him, a blood vessel at her temple becoming more pronounced, her face and body growing rigid with tension. It’s clear that she wants to lash out at us, that she’s struggling to rein in her anger.

				“She’s been ill, hasn’t she?” Lukas prods Bleddyn.

				Bleddyn doesn’t say anything, but the side of her mouth twitches, her eyes murderous.

				“It would be bad for her if it were found that she had been distributing Resistance propaganda amongst the other laborers,” Lukas says smoothly. “That could be grounds for getting her transported to the Pyrran Isles. It’s difficult to survive there if a person is of a healthy constitution. Your mother might not fare well in a place such as that.”

				My mind spins, almost dizzy with conflict. The Pyrran Isles—a storm-lashed military prison and war camp—are where we sent our enemies at the end of the Realm War.

				Bleddyn’s face collapses. Lukas’s mouth curls up on one side, like a cat immobilizing a mouse.

				“There’s no need to look so worried,” he assures her. “Even if your mother were found to be dabbling in the Resistance, I’m sure that a lot could be overlooked if her daughter were to exhibit model behavior, having been so generously granted work papers by the Gardnerian government. Am I making myself clear?”

				“Yes,” Bleddyn croaks out, almost inaudibly.

				Lukas cranes his head forward as if he hasn’t heard her completely. “Yes, what?” he asks.

				She seems to be struggling with her jaw for a moment. “Yes, sir,” she finally manages.

				Lukas smiles. “That’s better.”

				I gape at Lukas, both in awe and troubled by how ruthlessly and efficiently he wields his power over them.

				Lukas turns to Fernyllia. “And you, Miss Hawthorne. You have a granddaughter here, don’t you?”

				As if on cue, the back door swings open, and the little Urisk girl, Fern, runs in, giggling and hugging the big gray kitchen cat in her small arms. Immediately sensing the tension, her smile evaporates. She sets down the cat and half hides behind her grandmother’s skirts, nervously peering out at us. Fernyllia seems momentarily devastated.

				Guilt pricks at me.

				But they hit you, I remind myself. They beat you and threatened you. And Fernyllia did nothing to stop them.

				“Please, sir,” Fernyllia pleads, “the child is only here because her mother’s ill. I told her to stay out of the kitchens, not to disturb the laborers…”

				Lukas smiles benignly. “Relax, Miss Hawthorne. The child can stay. I’m sure she’s useful around the kitchen, and I’m prepared to turn a blind eye to her presence.”

				Fernyllia lets out a deep breath and bows her head submissively. “Thank you, sir. You’re very kind—”

				“No, don’t make that mistake,” Lukas shoots back. “I’m not the least bit kind. A child of her age, with hands as small and nimble as hers, would be a very useful laborer on the Fae Islands.”

				Little Fern begins to sob, looking up at her grandmother in desperation, pulling at her skirts as she lets loose a stream of panicked pleas in Uriskal.

				Fernyllia doesn’t take her eyes off Lukas, the way you don’t take your eyes off a very dangerous animal. “Fern, be quiet,” she snaps.

				Fern, possibly shocked by her grandmother’s harsh tone, quiets down to a soft whimper.

				Lukas glances around at everyone, his expression stern and unforgiving. “I want to make myself very clear,” he begins. “If Mage Gardner trips again, or bumps her arm on a pot, or accidentally spills boiling water on herself or so much as scuffs her shoe, I will see that the child is on the next ship to the Fae Islands. Is there anything about this that is in any way not clear?” He looks back down at Fernyllia, who is regarding him squarely now, but with no small measure of fear.

				“No,” Fernyllia replies. “No, sir. I think we all understand your meaning.”

				Lukas nods at her. “Good.” He turns to me, his expression softening. “Elloren, I’ll meet you here at the end of your shift. I’m sure you’ll have a much more pleasant work experience.”

				“Thank you,” I say, my voice stifled. I feel sick as I watch him leave, my mind in tumult.

				Fern is crying softly into her grandmother’s skirts, clutching them with tiny fists. “Don’t let them send me back,” she whimpers miserably as Fernyllia, looking stressed and distracted, attempts to calm her, stroking her head with a weathered hand.

				“Shhh, now. No one’s going to send you anywhere.” Fernyllia turns to me, the haze of fear still on her face, showing through her attempt at fake pleasantry. “Mage Gardner, you look tired. Why don’t you ice the spice cakes over there?”

				I nod mutely, then go over to the sheets of brown cake, my stomach clenched into tight knots as everyone around me silently does the harder, heavier work.

				For the rest of my shift, no one meets my eyes.

				Except for Yvan.

				Every time he brings a load of wood in to fuel the cooking fires, he shoves it into the stove, slams the iron door, then glares at me with a hatred as sharp as the kitchen knives.

				I find myself withering under his hostile stare, my shame spiking when little Fern is quickly ushered out of the kitchens, countless worried glances cast my way.

				I plop a pile of sticky frosting down on the sheet of cake and begin to slather it around as tears sting at my eyes.

				I wish Lukas hadn’t threatened everyone so mercilessly—especially the child. I wish he hadn’t threatened to harm their families.

				My sickening shame stiffens my movements as I work, Fern’s terrified sobbing fresh in my mind.

				But what’s the alternative? To let them bully me? To let them kick me and slap me and threaten me with further violence? No, it’s better to make idle threats, if they now fear me.

				I may be devoid of magic, but I’m Carnissa Gardner’s granddaughter, Vyvian Damon’s niece and favored by Lukas Grey.

				For the rest of the shift, I try to cling to my roiling fear and anger to bolster myself and justify Lukas’s actions, but it’s impossible to hold back a fierce wave of sickening guilt. And I’m careful not to meet anyone’s eyes for the rest of the shift.

				Especially not Yvan’s.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				Confrontation

				After my shift is over, I leave without saying goodbye to anyone, and no one says goodbye to me.

				The large dining hall outside the kitchen is crowded with scholars and professors and tight groupings of military apprentices sitting at marshwood tables, a steady hum of conversation reverberating throughout the hall, the clinking and clanking of silverware and serving spoons creating a noisy din.

				Dusk is descending, the stream of pedestrians passing by the windows fading to dark silhouettes. One of the Urisk laborers busily lights the wall torches and table lanterns.

				I scan the vast room, worriedly searching for Lukas’s face.

				And that’s when I see the Icarals.

				They’re seated at the far edge of the hall, the tables around them deserted as if all the other scholars are actively avoiding them.

				My lodging mates—Ariel Haven and Wynter Eirllyn. I didn’t get a very good look at them last night, but I know it has to be them.

				Wynter is similar in appearance to every other Elfin maid in the room. Like them, she has silver eyes and long white hair decorated with tiny braids, pale skin, gracefully pointed ears and ivory clothing. But unlike them, her clothing is modified in the back to make room for thin, black wings. She sits slumped, her wings wrapped tight around herself like a blanket.

				She looks weak and sad.

				Ariel, on the other hand, looks like something out of a nightmare. She’s dressed in complete, screaming defiance of the Gardnerian dress code. Instead of a tunic, she wears a tight black top, laced haphazardly up and down her back. The lacing makes room for wings that are ragged and torn, making her seem like a crow that has suffered a run-in with a clawed predator. She wears pants like a boy, and large clunky boots, and her hair is chopped very short, standing out at odd angles in greasy-looking black spikes. Her eyes are darkly rimmed with black kohl, making her pale green eyes seem almost as white and soulless as those of the Icarals in Valgard. Unlike Wynter, whose wings are low and now folded discreetly behind her, Ariel seems to be making a show of flapping her wings menacingly. She crouches over, as if dodging a blow, her eyes narrowed and angry, scanning the room darkly.

				There they are. My tormentors. Sitting there, eating spice cake.

				It all comes flooding back—Ariel’s demonic show, the scraping on the door, my terror when I thought I was about to die.

				Lukas might have been too harsh with the kitchen workers, but these creatures—they deserve everything they get and more.

				I forget about fear as anger rips through me.

				My fists balling, I stalk down a side aisle, straight over to their table, and snatch the cake out from under them. They both look up at me with wide-eyed surprise.

				“The denizens of hell do not get to eat cake!” I snarl, heart racing.

				Ariel shoots up to a standing position, her hands supported by rigid, spindly arms crisscrossed with what look like fresh and healing knife marks. She screws up her face into a frightening grimace and lunges at the cake.

				I step quickly aside and she loses her footing, crashing down onto the table, plates and food scattering everywhere. Wynter’s hands fly up to ward off the stray food and drink as sounds of surprise and shock go up around us.

				“What’s going on here?” an authoritative male voice says from behind me.

				I whirl around and come face-to-face with a green-robed professor—a slightly disheveled Keltic man with messy, shortish brown hair and spectacles.

				The professor’s eyes go momentarily wide with shock.

				My resemblance to my grandmother. That’s what’s stunned him so. I can see it in his eyes.

				The broad room has gone nearly silent, except for some astonished whispering, almost everyone staring at us.

				Ariel, now covered in food and drink, pushes herself off the table and points a long finger at me. “She took our food!”

				The professor’s shock morphs to extreme dismay then barely concealed outrage.

				He glares at me. “Give that scholar back her food!”

				That “scholar”? Is he kidding?

				“No,” I refuse, stepping away from him, guarding both slices of cake protectively. “She does not get to terrorize me all night long and then get to eat the cake that I iced!”

				The professor turns to Ariel, who’s flapping her moth-eaten wings agitatedly. He eyes her suspiciously. “What’s this about, Ariel?”

				Ariel? He’s on a first-name basis with her?

				“It’s not my fault!” Ariel cries. “She shows up in our room last night, says she can’t lodge with filthy Icarals and throws herself into a closet! I tried to get her to come out, but she kept yelling about how she’s a Gardnerian and the granddaughter of Carnissa Gardner and can’t mix with Icarals or Elves or Kelts! That we’ll pollute her pure blood! She kept going on and on about how the Gardnerians are the superior race, and how everyone else is an inferior Evil One, and how she’s the next Black Witch!”

				I’m momentarily paralyzed with shock and outrage.

				The Keltic teacher turns to me with an odd, pained look before his expression goes hard.

				“That’s…that’s a lie!” I sputter as Ariel’s face behind him morphs from that of the traumatized victim to a dark, calculating grimace. “She stalked me! Terrorized me! I had to barricade myself in a closet! And then she spent most of the night scratching at the door with a knife!”

				The professor looks back at Ariel appraisingly then back at me, his eyes cold, his lips set in a tight line.

				I’ve lost. Of course he’s on her side. He’s a Kelt.

				“Mage Elloren Gardner,” he orders, his face tensing as if my name pains him. I’m not surprised that he knows my name. Everyone knows my name. “Give those scholars back their food.”

				The sheer injustice of this roils through me. “Fine!” I snarl, throwing the cake down on the table so hard it bounces off the plates, adding to the general mess.

				“Thank you, Professor Kristian,” Ariel says with wide, puppy-dog eyes.

				I want to strike her.

				“Elloren,” I hear a familiar voice say from behind me, “aren’t you done with your shift?”

				I turn to see Lukas approaching me.

				His eyes flicker over to Professor Kristian and the Icarals disdainfully then back to me again, his sword and wand at his side. I straighten and set my jaw forward defiantly.

				Good. I have backup. Real backup. A Level Five Mage. Not some useless Kelt teacher who’s too ready to believe lying Icarals instead of me.

				I turn to Professor Kristian, who’s glaring icily at Lukas, and feel a bitter surge of triumph.

				Lukas holds out his arm to me. I take it and walk out without another glance back.

				

				* * *

				I walk halfway back to the North Tower with Lukas, the two of us pausing near a small grove of trees in the center of a small courtyard.

				I lean back against the tree trunk behind me, my hands finding the cool bark. I close my eyes, breathe in deep and let the wood of the tree relax me.

				Mmm. Rock Maple.

				The wilds rattle me, but lone stands of trees, cut off from the forest, soothe me, rounding out my sharp edges like calming waters.

				When I open my eyes, Lukas is watching me closely, his head cocked with curiosity, his hand also on the tree, his fingers languidly rubbing at the bark.

				“Can you feel it?” he asks. “The roots?”

				I swallow. These odd leanings of mine—I’m not supposed to speak of them. But clearly, Lukas feels them, too. “They run deep,” I hesitantly answer.

				He smiles at me. “Mmm.”

				“Thank you,” I tell him, rubbing at the bark, the tree strong at my back. “You’ve…you’ve been a good friend to me.”

				He looks me over boldly, then smirks. “Yes, well. I have ulterior motives.”

				I roll my eyes at this and sigh. He lets out a short laugh, and I can’t help but smile.

				But a lingering unease tugs at me.

				“Lukas?” I hesitantly ask.

				Lukas leans into the tree’s strong trunk, his sword’s hilt reflecting some nearby lamplight.

				“Hmm?” He looks down at me, his face unreadable, a faint shimmer to his skin in this dark.

				“Was it…was it necessary to threaten the child?”

				He narrows his eyes. “I just did them a favor, Elloren.” He gives a quick look around to check if we’re mostly alone, then, seeing that we are, he turns back to me, his voice going low. “The child’s here illegally. They need to do a better job of hiding her.”

				“Oh,” I say, chastened. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

				But what about when he threatened Iris’s family and Bleddyn’s sick mother? He certainly wasn’t doing anyone any favors there.

				“Elloren, you have to choose what side you’re on,” he says, shaking his head. “It’s always been that way. It will always be that way. Dominate, or be dominated. Those are your choices. You saw what happened to you when everyone thought you wouldn’t fight back, that you couldn’t fight back. How much compassion did they show you?”

				He’s right. Of course he’s right. But I just can’t shake the image of little Fern crying.

				“She was just so scared of being sent back to the Fae Islands.”

				They’ve been part of Gardneria since the Realm Wars. We let the Urisk settle there and provide them with homes and work to do. So why was little Fern so scared?

				Shame tugs at me over the part I played in her terror. Yvan’s sharp, accusatory glare flashes to mind.

				Unsettled, I wrap my arms around myself for warmth, the chill of encroaching autumn creeping into the air.

				Lukas eyes me thoughtfully. “The Fae Islands are a work colony, Elloren. And the Urisk are expected to work. Quite hard. But you need to keep things in perspective. The Urisk women are better off now than they were when their own men were in charge, or when the Sidhe Fae ruled them, for that matter.”

				“Still, it seems as if they must be treated…harshly.”

				Lukas looks slightly irritated by my observation. “And how did the Urisk or the Fae or the Kelts treat us when they were the major power in the region?”

				I already know the answer to that. Worse. They treated us much worse.

				The Fae subdued the Urisk, and later, the Kelts subdued the Fae in what seemed like an endless cycle of warfare and violence. And throughout it all, my people were oppressed and abused by all three.

				Until recent history.

				“Maybe you or I wouldn’t want to work in the Fae Islands’ labor camps,” Lukas goes on, “but believe me, it’s a step up for them.”

				“I guess I don’t know enough to make sense of it all,” I admit.

				I have so much to learn about these different cultures. About how the world works.

				“You’ll learn,” he assures me. “In time.” He glances around at the gathering darkness. “It’s getting late.” He turns back to me. “And you need to confront some Icarals.”

				My stomach clenches at the thought of yet more confrontation. “Lukas?” I ask tentatively, looking up at him.

				He raises a brow questioningly.

				“Are you still relieved that you don’t need to wandfast to me?”

				An easy grin spreads over his handsome face. He gives me a once-over. “No, I am not relieved,” he says smoothly. “Now that you’re no longer covered in dirt, I think it’s quite a pity we’re not wandfasted.”

				I swallow, my face warming at his close proximity. My eyes dart down his chest to the sleek wand fastened at his waist. I remember Fallon’s ball of ice. “Show me something,” I say, gesturing toward his wand. “Show me some of your magic.”

				His smile is slow as his eyes flick over me. He pulls the wand into his hand in one smooth motion. Holding it loosely, he steps back and points it at me, murmurs words in the Ancient Tongue, then takes a deep breath and straightens up, as if pulling power up from his feet.

				Translucent black lines curl out from the wand tip, fluidly making their way toward me.

				I gasp as they flow and curl around my body. At first I feel a gentle pressure from them, tickling at my skin, teasing.

				And then they tighten.

				It’s impossible to resist as the swirling lines pull at my waist, my arms, my legs. I find it both exciting and disconcerting to be so much in his power. My feet skid over the grassy ground as he pulls me closer, until I’m right before him. Once there, he flicks his wrist, and the black lines dissolve as he languidly wraps his arms around me.

				“That’s amazing,” I breathe, in awe of him.

				Lukas smiles and brings his lips to mine.

				

				* * *

				It’s late when Lukas finally walks me the rest of the way to the North Tower.

				I watch him as he leaves, striding down the sloping field toward the University city’s twinkling lights, his cloak flapping behind him like dark wings.

				I reach up to absentmindedly touch my mouth, my lips still warm and swollen from his fevered kisses. But my feelings of bliss begin to evaporate like smoke as I watch him disappear from view.

				Darkly resolved, I take a deep breath, turn and make my way into the tower.

				

				* * *

				When I enter my room, it’s dark and they’re there, waiting for me. I can see Ariel’s outline, crouched below the window as she was the night before. Wynter huddles on her bed, appearing as if she wants to be anywhere but where she is, silver eyes peeking out over her wings, wide with fear.

				I hesitate, Wynter’s terror giving me momentary pause.

				Stop it, I tell myself. These aren’t Urisk children. These are Icaral demons.

				I ignore Ariel and walk over to the lamp on one of the desks, lighting it quickly with Bornial flint, the Elvish stones sparking to a small flame when tapped together.

				An eerie, reddish glow soon covers the room, making Ariel look even more demonic. She creeps toward me slowly, perhaps expecting the same reaction she got out of me last night. I turn to face her, my hand flat on the desk, eyeing her calmly, trying to control the anger welling up within me and the trembling of my hands.

				“It would be a shame if the Gardnerian girl caught fire while she was sleeping,” Ariel whispers as she straightens up, unfurling her tattered black wings. She takes another threatening step toward me. “Burning is so painful. I wonder how long she would scream. How long it would take a Gardnerian to die…”

				Something snaps within me as Ariel unexpectedly lunges forward. I push her away from me so hard, she falls onto the floor.

				It’s a shock to see her there. I’ve never pushed anyone over in my entire life, and my own violence frightens me for a moment.

				Ariel hisses up at me, her eyes in tight, evil slits.

				“Leave me alone!” I warn, bumping against a bedpost as I back away. “If you so much as come near me, I will go straight to the Mage Council. They will throw you back in the sanitorium, where you belong, and cut off those foul wings of yours. You’ll spend the rest of your life rotting in an empty cell, going even crazier than you already are!”

				“Then do it, Gardnerian!” she snarls with as much venom as she can muster. “It would be well worth hearing you scream!”

				“I’ll also go to the Elves!” I cry, pointing at Wynter. “I’ll tell them that Wynter Eirllyn attacked me, as well!”

				“Wynter won’t be the one to attack you!” Ariel screams as Wynter lets out a small cry and cowers on her bed. “I will!”

				“They won’t know that!” I threaten. “Just like that Kelt professor believed you, they’ll believe every word I say.”

				As my words register, her attempt to look frightening collapses in on itself, morphing into one of sheer horror, her wings falling to hang limply behind her.

				She’s afraid of me. Just as Lukas said she’d be.

				“I need a bed,” I demand, nervously seizing on my advantage, pointing to the bed behind me. Ariel scuttles over to it and hurriedly retrieves her things, taking out her aggression on her belongings, throwing them viciously on the bed next to Wynter’s, muttering to herself darkly the whole time.

				She turns to glower at me. “You can keep me from hurting you, Gardnerian,” she vows, “but you can’t keep me from hating you!”

				“The feeling’s mutual!” I snipe back.

				I strip the bed of Ariel’s sheets, disgusted by the idea of sleeping on anything that’s touched an Icaral’s skin, and toss them forcefully in her direction. Then I retrieve my things from the downstairs closet and set them by my new bed. I fish out my pen set and some rolled-up parchment, then plop down at my desk and set my writing implements out before me.

				I don’t feel powerful, even though Lukas says I am. I feel small and scared and intimidated. And I can feel the Icaral demons watching me.

				My eyes stinging hot with tears, I begin to write.

				Dear Aunt Vyvian,

				Please let me move to different lodging. I know you’re trying to do what you feel is best for me, and I’m thankful for your good intentions, but the Icarals are frightening and dangerous—more than I think you could have ever imagined.

				I agree to be courted by Lukas Grey with the intention of fasting to him. I never closed the door to that possibility. I know that is not exactly what you want, but please, Aunt Vyvian, please don’t leave me here with these horrible creatures. I beg of you.

				Your Faithful Niece,

				Elloren

				I dry the ink, fold the parchment and seal it with wax, then snuff out the lamp.

				* * *

				That night, after I cry myself to sleep, I dream that I’m far away from the North Tower. In my dream, I’m strong and fierce and feared by everyone around me.

				My name is Mage Carnissa Gardner.

				I’m locking a large metal cage in the bottom of a dark dungeon, a ring of black keys heavy in my hand. The only light comes from some dim Elfin lumenstone hanging on the walls at intervals, casting a swampy, greenish glow over the scene.

				In the cage are Icarals: Ariel, Wynter and the Icarals from Valgard. Iris from the kitchen is there, too, and Bleddyn Arterra.

				I hear a sharp snap as the internal metal hooks engage each other. I’m just about to turn away, relieved they’re all safely locked up in prison, when I hear a child cry. I squint at the far corner of the cage. Little Fern and the Valgard Selkie are cowering on the floor. The Selkie looks up at me, her ocean eyes full of sadness.

				I motion for her to approach and put the key back in the lock. “You two can come out,” I tell them, fiddling with the key, having a hard time with it.

				The Selkie doesn’t move. She remains there on the ground, her arms around the sobbing child. “It’s too late,” she says mournfully, “you’ve already locked it.”

				I break out in a cold sweat, the other creatures in the cage having disappeared, only the Selkie and Urisk child remaining. “It can’t be too late,” I insist, straining with the key.

				But the lock won’t give.

				It’s a mistake. It’s all a mistake. I hear a noise behind me and turn.

				A Watcher, perched on an outcropping of stone, white wings glowing in the green light. Its avian eyes full of sorrow.

				I turn back to the Selkie and the child. “It’s not too late,” I insist. “I’m going to get you out.”

				For the rest of the night I struggle with the lock, but try as I may, it refuses to give.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				The Gardnerian

				I’m awakened the next morning by a knock at the door.

				I jolt awake, fear washing over me. Heart thudding, I look around, wildly disoriented. I recoil at the sight of Ariel splayed out on her bed and Wynter curled up in a tight ball, completely buried under her stained bed covering.

				“Elloren?”

				When I hear Rafe’s voice through the door, it’s as if the entire world has suddenly righted itself. I spring out of bed, burst out into the hallway and throw my arms around my brother.

				Rafe chuckles as he staggers backward. He quickly finds his footing and hugs me tightly. “You sure know how to shake things up, don’t you, Ren?” he observes, grinning widely.

				I laugh and cry at the same time, overjoyed to be with family again. Suddenly, nothing seems as bad.

				His grin fades as he takes in my bruised face. He reaches up to lightly touch my cheek. “Have you seen a healer for this?”

				I shake my head against his hand. “I’m okay. It’s better than it was.” I search past him, down the narrow hall. “Where’s Trystan? And Gareth?”

				“Downstairs,” he says. “Aislinn and Echo are with them.”

				“They’ve put me in with Icarals,” I tell him in a low, cautioning voice. I gesture toward the door behind me.

				He nods grimly. “Aislinn and Echo told us everything.”

				I wipe at my tears and smile shakily. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

				“Go get dressed,” Rafe urges with an affectionate squeeze to my arm. “You look drawn. We should get some food into you.”

				* * *

				The bleak, gray room is startling in the daylight. It’s filthy and smells foul, like the Icarals in Valgard—sour and rotting. And the Icaral demons are awake.

				Ariel is now crouching in a corner, still as a gargoyle, watching me carefully through slitted eyes. Wynter’s perched on the sill of the large, circular window, her thin, black wings tight around her, only the top of her head poking through like some oversize turtle.

				They look rattled and beaten down.

				They’ve been living barely a step above animals. The fireplace is a mess, with ashes spilling out onto the floor. Torn black clothing, books and other ratty belongings are strewn about the room. White bird droppings litter the floor, prompting me to glance upward, squinting at the ceiling and the supporting rafters for signs of avian life, but I can’t make anything out.

				The bed I’ve claimed is pressed against the left wall, near the entrance to a small washroom and privy. Ariel’s and Wynter’s beds lay haphazardly against the opposite wall, bracketing the fireplace. The furniture is a motley mix of old, beat-up pieces. There’s no rug on the floor, and no tapestries on the walls to stave off autumn’s encroaching cold. Throughout the night, I had to wrap myself in both my woolen winter cloak and my mother’s quilt to stay even marginally warm.

				It’s almost like living in a cave in the woods.

				I’m guessing that this old archery post was a convenient place to house the Icarals away from the other scholars, especially the Gardnerians, who view meeting the gaze of a winged one to be spiritually polluting.

				Apparently, my aunt doesn’t care how spiritually polluted I become, as long as I buckle and wandfast to Lukas Grey.

				I search through my travel trunk and pull out some of the fine Gardnerian attire my aunt purchased for me—a shiny onyx silk tunic and long skirt. The resentment I feel toward my aunt does not overshadow the fact that, in one day, I’ve been forced to learn where my loyalties must lie. I need to be strong and look strong. I’ve seen firsthand what the Urisk, the Icarals and the Kelts are really like. They consider me an enemy, and I need allies against them—Gardnerian allies. And I need to look powerfully Gardnerian.

				Lukas’s words hang in my mind. Dominate, or be dominated.

				I wash up quickly, dress in the small washroom, comb my hair and make up my face. I glance at my reflection in the scratched mirror before me. Although my face is bruised and dark half-moons anchor my eyes, I’m regal in the elegant clothing.

				Just like my grandmother.

				I pause in the bedroom, gathering up my books and papers and stuffing them into my book bag. I eye the two Icarals warily as I do so, feeling the weight of Ariel’s hostile stare pressing against me. Her gaze shifts to my violin case, and I narrow my eyes at her in suspicion.

				I made that violin with my own two hands—there’s no way I’m leaving it here with Ariel. I grab the handle of the case, deciding to store it somewhere else for now, and make a hasty exit from the repulsive living quarters and my even more repulsive roommates.

				* * *

				Waiting for me and Rafe outside the door are Trystan, Gareth, Echo and Aislinn. I’ve gone from being completely on my own to having a supportive crowd around me.

				It’s a vast improvement.

				Cool dew coats the fields, reflecting the morning sun like millions of tiny mirrors, giving the long grass a silvery sheen. The silver in Gareth’s hair glints along with the dew as he leans into Trystan for support, his right leg splinted and bandaged.

				I rush to Trystan, who’s decked out in his gray military tunic, five silver stripes on his sleeve. Trystan gives me a one-armed hug. “Are you okay, Ren?” he asks, quietly searching my eyes.

				I nod bravely, my hair lashing about in the chilly wind that’s kicking up. I reach over to embrace Gareth, and he pulls me into a warm hug and kisses the top of my head.

				“We were so worried about you,” he says into my hair.

				I laugh against the scratchy wool of his cloak. “I was worried about you. How’s your leg?”

				He smiles, then winces as a strong gust of wind hits us, almost knocking him off-kilter. Trystan redoubles his efforts to brace him. “I won’t be dancing a jig anytime soon,” Gareth wryly says, “but the healer said I’ll be fit for my deportment in a few weeks.”

				“We would have come up,” Echo informs me gravely, her voice raised to compete with the wind, “but we wanted to avoid the Icarals.” She glances up at the tower worriedly. “You should go to evening service with Aislinn and me, Elloren. The priest can exorcise their evil.”

				I shake my head in dismay. “I’m living with them, Echo. I’m going to absorb their evil every single day. I’ll need an army of priests at that rate.”

				I remember the priests exorcising me in Valgard. Their droning chants and pungent incense. How frightened I was.

				And Vogel.

				I squint up at the North Tower looming over us, bleached almost white by the bright sun. The wind changes direction and a stiff breeze slaps against the unyielding stone as we depart.

				* * *

				The dining hall is densely crowded. Urisk laborers dole out a variety of hot porridges, breads and cheese, the food arranged on long wooden tables. The air is thick with the warm smells of strong tea, hot cider, roasted chestnuts and nutty grains.

				I throw my cloak over a bench and set down my bag and violin, the heat a relief after being chilled all night, then further chilled by the wind. I warm my hands at one of the many stoves dotting the room, their pipes snaking along the low ceiling rafters. The radiating warmth uncoils my knotted muscles and gradually sinks into my bones.

				Most of the hall is heavily segregated, with small groups of Gardnerians, Verpacians, Elfhollen, Elves and Kelts scattered about, some dressed in the military garb of their respective countries. I catch a glimpse of Fernyllia setting out baskets of rolls, and the sight of her causes a tremor of distress to run through me.

				Trystan helps Gareth into a seat and props his splinted leg up on the bench as Rafe goes to get food for all of us. I take a seat next to Aislinn, the stove to my back, and am surprised when Echo remains standing.

				“Aren’t you going to eat with us?” I ask.

				She peers over at Gareth uncomfortably, her hands clutching a leather-bound text. “I…can’t. I have to go.” She glances across the room, toward a group of young Gardnerian women dressed as primly as she is. “I’m glad you found your family, Elloren.” Her faint smile evaporates as she casts an unfriendly look at Gareth before leaving.

				My heart sinks. I know what Echo’s recoiling from.

				Gareth’s silver-tipped hair.

				Echo joins the gaggle of young women, all of them immediately leaning in to whisper to each other and casting furtive, disapproving glances toward Gareth, who seems blessedly distracted by his splinted leg.

				Trystan shoots me a jaded, knowing look.

				I inwardly rail against Echo’s prejudice. Gareth is Gardnerian. So what if his hair has an odd silver glint to it? He’s one of us.

				“Your friend is here,” Aislinn whispers, distracting me from my thoughts. There’s warning in her tone.

				I follow her gaze and see Fallon entering the rustic hall, flanked by her brothers and four armed Gardnerian soldiers.

				Wooden chair legs scrape in unison against the stone floor as every Gardnerian military apprentice in the dining hall, save Trystan, rises to pay her homage, their fists going over their hearts in salute.

				I watch her closely through slitted eyes.

				Go ahead, Black Witch, I glower. Try something with my brothers here. Trystan’s a Level Five Mage. Just like you.

				Fallon and Sylus Bane have on their slate-gray military apprentice uniforms, in contrast to Damion’s full-fledged soldier black.

				“Her older brother,” I ask Aislinn, “what’s he like?”

				Aislinn shoots me a look of deep caution. “Damion? He makes Fallon seem like a pussycat.” Aislinn regards them warily as she bites at the side of her lip. “He likes…hurting people.”

				I watch as Damion grabs the arm of a passing Urisk serving girl and jerks her backward. She lets out a startled cry of surprise and nearly drops the large basket of muffins she’s carrying. Damion smiles unkindly and leers at her as Fallon and Sylus pick out some muffins, the two of them chatting and ignoring the girl completely. Damion grabs a muffin, releases the girl’s arm and pushes her off with a manic smile.

				I turn back toward Aislinn with alarm.

				“Maybe you should fast to the ship captain’s son, Elloren,” she whispers, glancing over at Gareth. “Seems the safest course of action. Pursue Lukas Grey, and you set yourself up against the Bane clan. Wait too long to fast, and you could find yourself fasted to someone like Damion.”

				I’m about to protest when Trystan distracts me.

				“His splint’s come undone,” Trystan remarks from where he kneels by Gareth’s leg, fiddling with the bandages.

				I look over at Gareth, who seems worse by the minute. I’m about to suggest that we bring him to see the University physician when I notice Wynter shyly making her way into the hall, her black wings pulled in tight around her. It’s a shock to see her there in the light of day.

				“That’s her,” I breathe to everyone. “That’s one of the Icarals.”

				Aislinn, Trystan and Gareth all follow my gaze.

				Wynter shuffles toward the serving tables, head bent, eyes focused on the floor a few feet in front of her. Groupings of Elves cast disdainful looks in her direction and hide their whispers behind graceful hands. The Gardnerians give her a wide berth, avert their eyes and touch fists to heads then hearts to ward off her evil.

				The Icaral-Elf takes a bowl and timidly approaches one of the Urisk kitchen workers. The elderly woman sneers, then slops some bright green porridge into her bowl.

				I’ve seen them preparing this in the kitchen—ground Alfsigr acorn meal. Staple grain of the Elves. There are so many odd foods in the kitchens with foreign smells and exotic spices, each culture partial to certain dishes.

				Wynter turns, bowl in hand, searching for a place to sit. Spotting an empty table at the far corner of the room, she starts for it.

				Fallon’s, Sylus’s and Damion’s eyes narrow in on Wynter.

				Fallon whispers something to Sylus. They both laugh as they munch on their muffins, a cruel glint in their eyes. Fallon reaches over and inconspicuously slides her wand into her hand, flicking it slightly in Wynter’s direction.

				Wynter trips forward, her porridge spilling all over the floor before she lands, stomach down, on top of it.

				I instinctively move to get up, aghast at Fallon’s behavior, the memory of how she tripped me stark in my mind. Falling in front of all those people—it was frightening and humiliating.

				But…that horrifying night, when Ariel attacked me… Wynter made no move to help…

				Rafe, across the room, shows no such hesitation. He strides over to help Wynter as everyone else around her steps away. He kneels down and gently takes hold of her arm to help her up. The moment he touches her, her head jerks up and her eyes fly wide-open.

				“Get your hands off my sister, Gardnerian!”

				The dining hall grows quiet as an Elfin male pushes through the surrounding scholars and quickly makes his way toward them. He has backup—a younger, willowy Elfin lad, the two of them armed with bows and quivers slung over their shoulders, Elfin blades strapped to their belts.

				Two Elfin archers—some of the most dangerous warriors on all of Erthia.

				Worry spears through me. Rafe’s competent, to be sure, and skilled with a variety of weapons. But he’s no match for Elves.

				Rafe immediately releases Wynter’s arm. She’s risen to her knees, green porridge all over her ivory garments. She stares at Rafe, wide-eyed.

				“Stay away from my sister!” the older Elf snarls, the words heavily accented as he takes a threatening step toward Rafe and reaches for his knife. “Stay away from our women!”

				Rafe holds his hands palms out to the Elf. “Relax, friend, I was only…”

				“I am not your friend!” the Elf hisses through gritted teeth.

				Rafe carefully steps back and bows. “I was only trying to help her. With respect.”

				“Your kind don’t know the meaning of respect!”

				Rafe takes a deep breath as he warily regards the Elf. He turns back toward Wynter, who’s still kneeling on the floor. “Are you okay?” Rafe asks, careful not to touch her this time.

				Wynter looks up at him and nods slowly.

				Wynter’s brother pushes past Rafe and helps Wynter to her feet before turning to glare at my brother. “Don’t ever speak to her again. Do you understand?”

				“You’ve made yourself quite clear,” Rafe replies calmly.

				The Elf shoots Rafe one last, withering glance before leading Wynter out of the dining hall, the two of them trailed by the other Elfin archer.

				Fallon is looking at Wynter, a pleased expression on her face, her brothers talking with each other, already having lost interest.

				And then she turns her head and looks straight at me.

				Her smile is slow and malicious, and it sends a chill down my spine. She leans to say something to her brothers, and they both glance over at me with the same dark smiles. I inwardly recoil as Fallon lightly pats her wand, then laughs and leaves the dining hall with her brothers.

				I slump down in relief.

				A few moments later Rafe returns to our table. He’s carrying a stack of small bowls and a large, steaming bowl of oatmeal coated with a generous helping of roasted chestnuts, honey and sweet butter.

				“Stop attacking the Elfin maidens,” Trystan wryly advises Rafe as he fusses with Gareth’s splint.

				Rafe shoots Trystan a look of mock scorn as he sets out the stack of wooden bowls for us and spoons oatmeal into them.

				“You’re going to get yourself shot,” Trystan warns. “With one of those long arrows of theirs.”

				“I guess that’s what you get when you try to help Icarals,” I say stiffly as Aislinn accepts a bowl of oatmeal from Rafe.

				“The girl’s brother is rude,” Rafe says as he hands me a full bowl, “but his hostility is not completely unjustified.”

				“How can you say that?” I snipe. “He should have thanked you. Ancient One knows, she doesn’t deserve your help.”

				Rafe’s brow tightens, and he pauses in his serving. “I thought Ariel was the one who attacked you.”

				“She was, but Wynter made no move to help me, all night long, knowing I was being terrorized.” I feel a fresh prick of angry tears.

				Aislinn puts a comforting hand on my arm.

				“Even so,” Rafe says as he pours himself hot cider from a ceramic pitcher, “she’s an outcast among Elves and Gardnerians, and Kelts as well, to some extent. That puts her in a dangerous situation. Her brother’s just trying to protect her.” He sits down and stirs his oatmeal. “I shouldn’t have touched her. I forgot that their etiquette is different.”

				“It’s best to stay away from non-Gardnerians,” I comment bitterly.

				Rafe and Trystan shoot me looks of alarmed censure.

				I color. “I don’t mean Gareth. Gareth, you know I don’t mean you. You’re Gardnerian.”

				Gareth winces as Trystan tightens the bandage. “It’s okay, Ren. I know you’re not talking about me.”

				I look to Trystan for reassurance. My quiet younger brother is always long on listening and slow to judge. Trystan gives me a small, encouraging smile, but Rafe is still blinking at me with concern.

				“They hate me,” I defend myself to him, feeling lost. “They all hate me just because I look like our grandmother.”

				Rafe takes a deep breath and reaches across the table to put his hand on mine. “I’m sorry about what happened to you. I wish we’d been here.”

				“I know,” I mumble.

				Rafe squeezes my hand in solidarity and smiles resignedly. Quiet for a moment, he glances down at the table. When he looks back up at me, his expression has grown strained. “Ren, Uncle Edwin…” His voice trails off.

				“I heard,” I say sadly. “The Lodging Mistress told me he was ill. Do you have any news? Is he getting better?”

				“Aunt Vyvian has him under a physician’s care.” Rafe is quiet for a moment. “Ren, he’s lost use of the left side of his body.”

				I can feel myself growing lightheaded as the weight of this new reality sinks in.

				“Will he get it back?” I force out.

				“Maybe. A little.”

				I swallow, my throat gone dry. “Enough to make violins?”

				Rafe pauses before answering. “No.”

				“Oh, no. Oh, Ancient One, no…” I hang my head as the tears come.

				Aislinn hastily fishes a handkerchief out of her pockets and I absentmindedly take it. A thousand memories swirl around me. Uncle Edwin teaching a small me to make braided holiday bread with his nimble fingers. Uncle Edwin guiding my tiny hands on my violin. The sweet sound of Uncle Edwin playing by the fire on cold winter nights. A jagged fear rides in close on the heels of these images from my happy childhood.

				Uncle Edwin will lose his business. We’ve never been well-to-do, but now we’ll be poor. And beholden to Aunt Vyvian.

				Perhaps I’ve no choice. Perhaps I’ll have to fast to wealthy Lukas Grey.

				“In two years Trystan will be able to earn a wage as a Weapons Mage, and you’ll be apprenticed to a physician,” Rafe says, as if reading my mind. “You’ll make a good wage, as well. And you’ve work to pay off your tithe.”

				“Rafe,” I say, my voice low. “Lukas Grey…he wants to fast to me.”

				Rafe’s face darkens. “You’d be a fool to fast to Lukas Grey. Especially for money.”

				“I’ve already told him no.” For now. I feel a twinge of guilt at not being completely honest with my brother, but it quickly curdles to a defensive frustration with his unasked-for opinions.

				Relief washes over his expression. “Good.” He pats my arm. “Wait to fast. It’s what Uncle Edwin wants. Unless…” Rafe casts a sidelong glance toward Gareth, who’s distracted by Trystan’s efforts to retie the splint bindings.

				I glance over at Gareth, as well.

				A mariner’s fastmate. Beholden to his pleasant, seafaring family instead of Aunt Vyvian. Gareth once suggested that we fast as friends.

				But Gareth and I don’t love each other that way.

				I do want to fast someday. But not to someone I’ll only ever see as a friend. I want to fast to someone I feel strongly about. In every way.

				I turn back to Rafe, and I know that he can see my true feelings in my expression.

				“Wait to fast,” Rafe tells me, squeezing my arm. “Wait until you’re sure.”

				“I’m going to help him to the physician,” Trystan says to Rafe, getting up. “I’m making a mess of this splint.”

				I move to get up, but Rafe gestures for me to stay. “No, Ren. Stay. Eat. We’ll tend to Gareth.” He smiles at me. “Maybe he’ll actually listen to the physician’s instructions this time.”

				“What are you going to do?” I ask Rafe, worriedly. “Where will you apprentice?”

				“Well,” he said, straightening, “I’ll finish off the year, and then I’ll apprentice myself to the military. I know it’s not what Uncle Edwin wants, but it’s the only way. We’ll go see him in a few weeks. Trystan and I,” Rafe tells me reassuringly.

				I feel a stab of hurt. “Me, too,” I insist.

				“No, Ren. You need to stay here, where you’ll be safe.”

				Tears sting at my eyes. The Icaral. I have to stay because of the Valgard Icaral. The one that’s stalking me. “All right,” I relent miserably.

				As I watch Trystan and Rafe leave, Gareth supported between them, anger eats into my sadness.

				Icarals.

				It’s all their fault. If it wasn’t for them, I could visit my uncle, and I wouldn’t be living in nightmarish lodging.

				Aislinn puts her arm around me. “It’ll be okay, Elloren. You’ll see.”

				I barely hear her as hatred flares inside me, searing any speck of compassion I might have felt for Wynter Eirllyn and rendering it to ash.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				Metallurgie & Mathematics

				I unfold my University map and stare at the roughly inked parchment, the layout of Verpax resembling an intricate wheel, the White Hall its center. Mammoth spokes radiate out from the White Hall, lecture halls and laboratories dotting the length of each of them, the spokes alternating above and below ground to make way for Verpax’s cobbled street.

				Not too difficult to navigate, thank the Ancient One.

				Knots of scholars of every race and green-robed professors crowd the White Hall’s vast foyer, their conversation and footsteps echoing hollowly off the domed ceiling, morning light streaming down in thick rays from the ring of arching windows necklacing the dome.

				I follow the Scientifica spoke, keeping my map in hand as my anchor, quickly locating the correct side hallway marked with Metallurgie Hall engraved on a golden plate.

				I’ve got all my subjects today, back to back, each class abbreviated and jammed together into one orientation day—Metallurgie lecture, then Mathematics, History and Botanicals, Chemistrie, Apothecarium and finally, kitchen labor—no break, no lunch, save the scones and cheese I set aside from breakfast, wrapped in a cloth napkin and tucked into my tunic pocket.

				I’m a jangling mass of nerves, my cumbersome black skirts swishing around my ankles.

				Three reed-straight Elves in front of me start their descent down a spiraling staircase, and I keep close to their heels, tunneling down through one of the thick underground lines of Spine stone that run beneath Verpacia. I remember poring over geological maps with Trystan when he was home for the summer, marveling at the intricate web of thick Spine stone running under the University, a network of hallways and lecture halls cut right into it.

				I gasp as I enter the Metallurgie lecture hall, intricately carved stone arches gracing the entrance, a line of spiraling columns on both sides of the hall.

				But the ceiling.

				It’s curved and made of thick, metallic-violet crystals, as if I’ve stepped into an enormous geode, the crystals glittering spectacularly with golden stars of reflected lamplight.

				My heart lifts.

				It’s like magic.

				To my left, glass-fronted cabinets are cut right into the walls, lined with a rainbow of crystals, stones and metal chunks, all neatly organized. To my right are long tables covered with laboratory equipment, every shape of glass vial and retort, as well as three fully outfitted smith stoves, their chimneys rising straight through the crystal ceiling.

				The chalky smell of minerals, as well as the acrid tang of Bornial flint, hang in the air, but it’s freshened by the cool, clean scent of Spine stone, and I breathe it all in without reserve.

				I’ve been placed in an odd section of this class to make room for my kitchen labor. I scan the hall and realize I’m the only female here.

				Half the hall is filled with Elves, already seated in neat, attentive rows. To the left are a smattering of Kelts, Elfhollen and a much larger grouping of Gardnerian military apprentices. Some of the gray-clad apprentices are seated. A knot of them are standing and notice me right away, shooting me cool, wary looks.

				Fallon’s friends, I realize, my heart sinking, recognizing them from Aunt Vyvian’s dance. Still, I’m begrudgingly impressed by how quickly Fallon’s soured things for me here.

				I sit down near one of the Gardnerians, a relaxed youth sitting at a casual angle with his arm thrown across the back edge of his chair. He watches me with friendly amusement as I pull out my writing implements, parchment folder and text.

				“Hullo, Mage Elloren Gardner.” He greets me heartily. The three standing apprentices shoot him a look of annoyance. He grins back at them.

				He’s attractive, with dancing dark green eyes and a wide, rakish smile. I glance down and take in the fasting lines that mark his hands—that seem to mark most young Gardnerians’ hands, with few exceptions.

				Aunt Vyvian’s right, I think with resignation. All the good ones are being quickly snatched up.

				Inwardly sighing, I extend my hand to him. “Well met…”

				He holds out his own hand and gives mine a cordial shake. “Curran. Mage Curran Dell.” He has four silver lines decorating each of his sleeves.

				I slump down, my eyes darting toward the unfriendly apprentices. “I suppose Fallon’s told you all about me.”

				He laughs. “Oh, yes. She has. Apparently you’re the worst person to ever walk Erthia.”

				I slump down farther. “Oh, that’s just great.”

				He eyes me with exaggerated displeasure. “And you’re betraying your grandmother’s legacy by having no power.”

				“My aunt’s already given me an earful about that,” I comment bitterly.

				He laughs again, his gaze full of mischief. “I suspect you simply…how shall I put this…interfered with Fallon’s all-consuming quest for Lukas Grey.” He gives me a significant look. “That’s like getting between a lion and its prey, that is.” He smiles again then grows more serious and looks closely at me. “Seriously, though, you should consider staying away from Lukas. Crossing Fallon Bane…” He takes a deep breath and shakes his head. “That’s seriously not good for your health.”

				An icy chill pricks at the back of my neck, sliding around my throat, working its way under my tunic. I shiver and hug myself tight.

				“Drafty in here,” I say to Curran. Of course it is. So much cold stone. So far underground.

				He looks at me quizzically. “I think it’s quite warm. There’s Verpacian Elm stoves all around us…”

				He’s cut off by the sound of smart footsteps on stone floor outside, followed by the creak of the door’s hinges.

				We join the class in sitting at attention, faces turned to the front.

				Our green-robed professor sweeps down the center aisle, and I’m thrust into immediate confusion by the long, green hair that flies out behind him like a pennant.

				I riffle through my papers, checking.

				Professor Xanillir is supposed to be an Elf. A white-haired Elf.

				The professor swoops around his desk and podium, turns to face us and the entire hall lets out a collective gasp.

				He has the long hair and sharp features of an Elf. The gracefully pointed ears and silver eyes.

				But he’s scaled. Completely covered in small, emerald scales that catch the lamplight and reflect back every shade of green, his hair a slightly deeper green than his shimmering skin. And the Elfin-styled tunic that peeks out from under his robe is forest green, covered with sweeping rune-marks that glow as if lit up from behind.

				He’s one of the Smaragdalfar. A Snake Elf.

				I look to Curran with confusion, but he’s busy gaping at our professor.

				Snake Elves are mine Elves. Deep-earth Elves. Dangerous Elves locked in their underground cities by the Alfsigr, controlled with mine demons and pit dragons.

				And I’ve never seen one. Ever.

				How did this one get out? How did a Snake Elf come to stand in front of a lecture hall? In professorial robes?

				I reach back and pull my cloak from the back of my chair, over my shoulders. It’s so cold in here.

				“I am Professor Fyon Hawkkyn,” the Smaragdalfar says, his voice elegantly accented, his star eyes full of hard, searing light, a row of golden hoops pierced through each ear. “Professor Xanillir has resigned in protest of my appointment by Vice Chancellor Quillen. If any of you wishes to move to another section of this lecture, you may speak with the registrar.”

				The Elves rise in one gleaming white motion and silently glide out of the hall, the entire left side now emptied.

				The Snake Elf’s expression remains unflinchingly hard.

				The Gardnerians murmur uneasily amongst themselves, shifting about before settling back down to attention.

				Professor Hawkkyn’s star eyes sweep coldly over our side of the room. They catch on me and bore in. Recognition lights, like Bornial flint catching fire.

				“It seems we have a celebrity amongst us,” he marvels, his mouth tilting with incredulity, his eyes tight on me with unnerving intensity. “The granddaughter of the Black Witch.”

				An amorphous dread washes over me, pooling, and I’m overcome by the sense of real danger—something silent, waiting to bare its teeth. I pull my cloak tighter around myself and stare back at the Snake Elf.

				“There will be no preferential treatment here, Mage Elloren Gardner.” The words are matter-of-fact, but etched in stone.

				“I wouldn’t expect it,” I reply, my voice reedy from the hollowing cold. I glance at the stove closest to me, its red coals glowing hot. I can barely feel its heat.

				The feeling of dread grows, like I’m being watched, even after the Snake Elf takes his eyes off me.

				“We’ll begin with Section Four, gold alloys,” he says with efficient grace, opening the text before him as we all follow suit. “Beginning next class, I’ll group you according to Guild apprenticeship and tailor your Metallurgie study accordingly. We’ve groupings of weapons-makers, smiths, jewelers and a single apothecary.” His eyes flit coldly to me. “Mage Gardner, you’ll work directly with me.”

				“Yes, Professor Hawkkyn,” I say, repressing a shiver, the cold and the dread growing.

				He begins to write out a listing of gold alloys on the chalkboard behind him, and I ready myself to take notes, dipping my pen into its inkwell.

				My pen clinks hard, the inkwell almost tipping over from the force, like I’m tapping on solid glass instead of thin black ink. Confused, I pull the inkwell toward me then rapidly let go of it, the glass so cold it burns to touch it. Alarm building, I lean forward and tap my pen back into the ink, a subtle rise of cold fogging up from the container in a small, white puff.

				Frozen solid.

				Curran’s watching me sidelong, his head tilted in question. “What’s wrong with your—”

				The realization hits us both at the same time, Curran’s skin visibly paling.

				Stomach dropping, going light-headed, I glance around, immediately focusing in on the young woman two rows back with the wide, vicious smile, a patient hatred burning in her stunning eyes.

				Fallon Bane.

				I quickly turn back to the front, heart racing, as Professor Hawkkyn’s chalk taps out a broken rhythm, a new thread of icy cold gently winding its way around my throat.

				After class I leave quickly, giving Fallon and her ever-present military guard a wide berth. I notice Curran does the same, the two of us avoiding eye contact with her, treating her as one would treat a rabid animal. I’m uncomfortably aware of her ring of cold still encircling my throat, the icy chill not dissipating until I’m clear out of the Scientifica Wing.

				Every step to the Mathematics lecture hall is filled with frustrated, trembling alarm that slowly gives way to a mounting anger.

				My first lecture, and already Fallon Bane’s set me behind—no notes to study from, only what’s in the text and my memory.

				Fine, you evil witch, freeze my ink, I seethe. Chill my throat. I will not cower before you again.

				She can’t actually hurt me, I reason with myself. She’d be thrown right out of the University, and out of the military and promptly sent to prison. Using magic against a fellow Gardnerian is a major, major crime.

				I grit my teeth and resolve to never slink out of class like a beaten dog ever again.

				I’m still fuming as I take a seat in Mathematics, relieved Fallon is nowhere to be seen in the sea of young Gardnerian men, all of them blessedly civilian.

				I breathe out a long sigh of relief when no one pays much attention to my arrival. My eyes light on the sole Kelt in the room, a young man two rows in front of me, his brown shirt in sharp contrast to our Gardnerian black.

				He turns, and we both flinch as our eyes meet. His posture goes rigid with tight offense as he narrows his green eyes at me with fiery venom.

				Oh, wonderful. The icing on the cake.

				Yvan turns away and I drop my forehead into my hands, railing against my snowballing bad luck.

				First Fallon in Metallurgie, now Yvan Guriel in Mathematics. What next?

				I look back up and glower at his strong back, his hand grasping the side of his desk so hard, his tendons stand out in rigid cords.

				I can almost feel the simmering heat of his hatred, and it sears through me like a fresh wound, cutting me to the core. Tears sting at my eyes.

				Why do I let him rattle me so? I don’t care what he thinks of me.

				An angry heat rises along my neck, and I silently curse him for his ability to upset me so thoroughly.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				Gardnerian History

				After Mathematics I doggedly avoid Yvan Guriel’s hurtful, scathing looks and scurry away to get to my History class on time, tired of being in class with people who openly despise me.

				At least History is clear away from the White Hall complex. It’s a relief to be briefly walking outside, the sunlight warming my face.

				I’m braced for more hatred when I enter the sunlit lecture hall built just off the Gardnerian Athenaeum—braced for ice magic and eviscerating stares and yet another well that Fallon has preemptively poisoned.

				Instead, I’m immediately enveloped by goodwill—solitary scholars and convivial groupings slowly realizing who I am, blinking, murmuring and then blessedly smiling warmly at me.

				It’s all Gardnerians here, no hateful Kelts. And no Gardnerian military apprentices.

				And best of all, no Fallon Bane.

				Every muscle in my body relaxes in relief.

				The scholars are a mix of male and female, every set of hands marked with swirling fasting lines, most holding steaming cups of tea and snacks on small napkins, a long sidetable overflowing with refreshments interspersed with potted orchids.

				It’s like I’ve stumbled off the battlefield and into a genteel party.

				“Welcome, Mage Elloren Gardner,” a tall young woman says warmly, gesturing toward the table of refreshments, an Erthia orb and a third-year scholar’s apothecary pendant hanging from her necklace. “We’re thrilled you’re joining us. Please, have some food and tea.”

				I take in the incredible spread set out for us, head spinning over the sudden change in atmosphere and overwhelming luxury. There’s a full tea service, several types of cheese, seeded crackers, a bowl of grapes, sliced bread, butter rosettes, a variety of jams and a bowl of oatmeal cookies.

				An almost irrepressible laugh bubbles up inside me. I smile back at my fellow scholars.

				Everything will be okay, I comfort myself. Fallon’s a paper dragon. She can’t hurt me. I’m Carnissa Gardner’s granddaughter and Vyvian Damon’s niece.

				Immensely grateful for this better turn of events, I set my books down on a desk and pour myself some fragrant vanilla black tea from the elegant porcelain teapot, my hands slowly steadying. The china is decorated with delicate vines, and I can feel my nerves beginning to smooth out the moment the warm, rich tea slides over my lips.

				“I’m Elin,” the tall woman says warmly as I walk back toward my desk. She makes a string of introductions, drawing me into their pleasant circle, and I nod and smile, struggling to remember names, slowly letting go of the remembrance of cold encircling my neck.

				Fallon can’t hurt you. Let it go.

				I glance around the hall where I’ll be taking not only Gardnerian History, but also Botanicals, both taught by Priest Mage Simitri. Rows of exotic orchids are set on long shelves beneath a wall of curving windows. The windows extend to a diamond-paned skylight that forms half the roof, sunlight raining down on us. Pen and watercolor renderings of orchids dot the walls, as well as oil paintings of pivotal moments in the history of my people. One wall is made up entirely of bookshelves lined with weighty history and botany texts. A glass door leads right to a small, domed greenhouse bursting with flowering vegetation.

				And the Gardnerian building is wood. All wood. Not the cold, lifeless Spine stone.

				I breathe in the rich smell of the Ironwood that surrounds me. Heartened, I glance at the nearest watercolor, drinking in the beautiful depiction of a pale pink river orchid. It’s signed Mage Bartholomew Simitri.

				He’s so talented, this new professor of mine. Not just a well-known author of historical and botany texts, he’s evidently an accomplished artist, too.

				A slim Urisk girl darts in bearing another platter full of artfully arranged petit fours in a repeating pattern. Elin and the other friendly Gardnerians around me grow quieter and shoot small, wary glances at the pointy-eared, blue-skinned girl.

				The girl keeps her head ducked submissively down, works silent as a ghost and barely causes a ripple in the air as she leaves.

				The smiles and conversation resume.

				Unease pricks at me over the subtle, collective dislike of the girl, but I remember my own harsh treatment in the kitchen and push the feeling away.

				As I take my seat, the lecture hall’s door opens and our black-haired, hook-nosed, bespectacled professor glides in, his slight portliness and the crinkle of laugh lines fanning out from his eyes giving away his age. He’s neatly put together and sets his books down in precise lines on his desk before looking up and beaming at us like we’re long-lost and much-beloved relatives.

				He’s dressed in Gardneria priest vestments, a long black tunic marked with a white bird—one of the Ancient One’s many symbols.

				His eyes light on me and take on a reverential glow. He sweeps around his desk, makes his way down the aisle and bends down on one knee beside me, his hand resting gently on my arm.

				“Mage Elloren Gardner,” he says with deep respect. “Your grandmother, may the Ancient One bless Her, saved my entire family.” He pauses, as if searching for the right words. “We were being herded up for execution when She swept in and freed us. It was Her, and your father, who liberated us and brought us to Valgard.” His eyes glaze over with emotion. “I owe my life to your family. And I am so honored to now have you, Her granddaughter, in my classroom.” He pats my hand and smiles at me as he rises, then, as if overcome, pats my shoulder, as well.

				I’m deeply touched, tears pricking my own eyes. So relieved to be amongst only Gardnerians and embraced by them.

				Priest Simitri looks around, as if overjoyed by the sight of all of us. “Please, Mages, turn to the first section of your history text.”

				I open the book, the first page bearing the title and the author—Priest Mage Bartholomew M. Simitri.

				He opens his arms wide, as if embracing all of us. “Let us begin, Mages, with the beginning. With the blessed Ancient One’s creation of Erthia, the very ground we stand upon. It is the story of every Gardnerian First Child. A story of Good versus Evil. Of Erthia bequeathed to all of us by the Ancient One above. It is…your story.” He speaks with theatrical grace, and a genuine enthusiasm that’s contagious.

				I feel myself becoming instantly caught up in his grand sweep of Gardnerian history. And liking this professor of mine a great deal.

			

		

	



		
			
				CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				The Lupines

				Vastly heartened, I catch up with Aislinn in the White Hall after History.

				“Fallon’s in my Metallurgie class. And Yvan Guriel’s in Math,” I breathlessly say to her then relate all that’s happened, desperately relieved to be back with my newfound friend. Scholars pass every which way around us on the way to their next classes, sunlight streaming from the dome overhead.

				I tell her about Fallon’s ice.

				Aislinn knits her brow in concern, hugging her books tight, a heavy bag slung over her shoulder. It seems like my archivist friend is always lugging around a small library, enough books to weigh down a sturdy mule.

				“You need to stay away from Lukas Grey,” she cautions once again.

				“Well, that’s rather difficult,” I counter, “seeing as how Aunt Vyvian has made it her life goal to see us fasted.”

				Aislinn shakes her head. “Elloren, Fallon’s really not to be trifled with.”

				“She froze my ink,” I blurt with outrage. As if that’s reason alone to defy her to the wall.

				“That’s not all she’ll freeze if you don’t stay away from Lukas,” Aislinn warns with deep concern.

				I blink at her. How do I explain to this friend of mine who abhors kissing what it’s like to kiss Lukas Grey? And that’s not the point, really. Why does Fallon get to bully everyone in sight?

				“I’m from just as powerful a family as she is,” I grouse. “More powerful.”

				“Not anymore,” Aislinn reasons, sighing as if I’m a child who just won’t listen and keeps putting her hand in the stove fire. “And she might be the next…”

				“Black Witch, yes, I know.” I cut her off petulantly, frustrated by my damnable lack of magic. I take a deep breath and look back at Aislinn. “My Metallurgie teacher’s a Snake Elf.”

				Aislinn’s eyebrows go up. “How can that possibly be?”

				I shake my head. “I don’t know, but I’ll be studying with him directly.” The Snake Elf’s bizarre appearance reverberates in my mind. “He’s covered in green scales. They look like jewels.”

				“I’d transfer immediately,” Aislinn states emphatically. “The Alfsigr Elves keep the Snake Elves locked underground for good reason.” She gives me a significant look.

				“Well, I can’t transfer,” I grumble. “There’s no room in my schedule to move. So I’m stuck with a potentially demonic Snake Elf as a professor, and Fallon Bane torturing me through every class.”

				Aislinn gives me an appropriately pitying look, which makes me feel a tad better.

				“How’s History?” she finally asks.

				“Fantastic,” I tell her, fishing a small, napkin-wrapped bundle out of my pocket. “There’s an overabundance of cookies. It’s the one bright spot in my life right now. That, and new friends.” I smile gratefully and hand her an oatmeal cookie.

				Aislinn laughs and gives me a sweet smile before taking a dainty bite out of the cookie. “C’mon,” she says, hoisting her bag, “we’ll be late for class.”

				* * *

				I follow Aislinn back toward the Scientifica Wing, keeping a close eye out for Fallon as we go down through a series of lamp-lit underground tunnels, up a staircase and through a long, arching hallway toward the Chemistrie Guildhall.

				Outside our laboratory classroom, groupings of scholars linger—mostly Gardnerians, with a smattering of Kelts and Verpacians, but no Fallon Bane anywhere.

				I breathe a deep sigh of relief.

				Some scholars sit on stone hallway benches, some stand in tight clusters. All of them appear agitated, their hushed conversations full of distress. They look to me with some surprise, but my presence is clearly overshadowed by some dark happening.

				A conservatively dressed Gardnerian girl passes by, clearly upset.

				“What’s happened, Sarill?” Aislinn asks, confused. “Where are you going?”

				The girl pauses, her eyes lighting briefly with recognition at the sight of me. She attempts a wavering smile, then turns back to Aislinn. “The male Lupine,” she says with a flustered wave toward the laboratory entrance. “He’s in there.”

				Aislinn blanches. “He can’t be.”

				“Oh, he’s in there, all right,” she insists darkly. “And I’m leaving. You should too, Aislinn.” She looks to me. “Both of you should.”

				The girl rushes away, and she isn’t alone. Groups of Gardnerians and a few Kelts, most of them female, began to peel off and make their escape from the science hall.

				I peer through the laboratory’s open door.

				They’re both there. The blond Lupine twins. Talking to Professor Astrid Volya, the tall, tattooed Amaz professor with the pointed ears. Actually, the female Lupine is doing all the talking, her hand haughtily placed on one hip. The young Lupine male stands by, watching the two of them with his wild eyes.

				I turn back toward Aislinn. She looks like she’s about to cry.

				“Aislinn?”

				“This can’t be happening.” She stares at the Lupines, her eyes glassing over. “It just can’t be happening. I have to take this class. I can’t finish my archivist studies without it.” She turns to me, her voice gone small and dazed. “I can’t take a class with a Lupine male, Elloren. Father’d never allow it. He’ll make me leave University.” Her eyes dart around as if searching for a way out. “I can’t leave before year’s end. They’ll make me fast to Randall. I have to finish my studies before I fast to Randall. If I don’t…he’ll never let me come back.” Her lip starts to tremble as she tries to swallow back the tears.

				I place a hand on her arm, concerned for her. “Oh, Aislinn…”

				Her hand shaky, she fishes a handkerchief from her pocket and dabs at her eyes. “I’m the only female in my family to have ever attended University, Elloren.”

				“I don’t understand why you need Chemistrie to become an archivist,” I say, defensive on her behalf. Archivist studies is all literature. Books and more books.

				Aislinn sniffs back her tears. “Book preservation. Chemistrie’s required. It’s useful for us…” She trails off, gazing sadly at the classroom. “Well, at least…it would have been.” She turns back to me, her expression full of open longing. “I love books, Elloren. I love them. Sometimes I wish…” Her voice trails off, and her face darkens as if she’s admitting to something scandalous. “I wish I didn’t have to get fasted.”

				I’m shocked by her admission. But then I grow sad for her, and this serious dilemma she’s in.

				“What would you do,” I ask her gently, “if you didn’t have to?”

				A spark flares in her eyes. “I’d work in the University archives. I’d curate the old books collection. Oh, Elloren,” she says, a hungry passion in her voice, “the Alfsigr archives are having an exhibit of the Rilynnitryn botany series. It’s the most amazing work on botany on all of Erthia. The Elves have this painting technique…it allows them to capture light in a three-dimensional way. You have to see it.” Aislinn makes a gesture with her hand, like a flower blooming. “It’s like you can pick the flowers off the page. They’re that real. They just…leap off the page.” She stops herself. “Oh, Ancient One,” she says, chastened, “don’t tell anyone you heard me talking like this.”

				“Why?” I question, confused.

				She stares at me as if it should be obvious. “Because Elves are heathens, of course. It sounds as if I’m…glorifying their culture.” She gives me a wan smile. “At least, that’s what Father would say.”

				I’m thrown by the strict rules her family holds her to. Uncle Edwin has never been so narrow-minded with my brothers and me.

				“Aislinn, I’m sure we’ll be fine if we go in. Professor Volya looks scarier than they do. And the male Lupine, when Fallon set her magic on me…he was so kind.”

				“You shouldn’t let your guard down because of that,” Aislinn counters, unmoved. “They’re viciously strong. The male alone could take down the entire class. Easily.”

				She’s right. Lupines are supposed to be incredibly strong. And immune to wand magic.

				Aislinn peers over at the Lupines through narrowed eyes. “Did you know that Echo and Fallon are being forced to lodge with the female?”

				“You’re kidding.”

				Aislinn shakes her head. “Paige, too. Echo told me about her. She said…” Aislinn pauses. She looks toward the Lupines uncomfortably, her cheeks flushing.

				“What? What did she say?”

				Aislinn leans in, her brow tight. “She told me,” she says, her voice low, “that the female walks around…naked.”

				My mouth falls open. “Completely?”

				She nods. “They’re wild, Elloren. Like animals. And the males are immoral and dangerous. I don’t know what to do.”

				I take a deep breath, considering this. “Well, I don’t have a choice. There’s no room in my schedule to take a different section. Not with my kitchen labor. I have to take this class, Lupines or not.” I glance over at the laboratory entrance, sure that the Lupines can’t be anywhere near as bad as my Icaral lodging mates.

				The remaining scholars are filtering in. I turn back to Aislinn. “I think we should just sneak in and take a seat near the back. I doubt the Lupines will even notice us.”

				Aislinn casts a sidelong glance toward the twins, deliberating.

				“My father’s away for a few months,” she says, staring over at the wolf-shifters as if calculating the risks. “By the time he gets back, the class will be over.” She turns back toward me with shaky resolve and wipes the tears from her eyes. “All right, Elloren. Let’s go in.”

				* * *

				We creep in as unobtrusively as we can, sliding past Professor Volya and the Lupines, making our way toward the back of the room. We’re soon approached by a young Elfhollen apprentice, the Chemistrie Guild crest hanging from his neck.

				“Names?” he asks with cold formality, his pen poised over a class list. We quietly tell him who we are. He checks us off and moves on, blessedly ignoring my pedigree.

				There are a series of distillations on the long tables behind us, the sound of their steady bubbling soothing to the ear, and I find myself instantly fascinated by the equipment. The end product, an oily yellow liquid, is giving off a sour smell that’s mildly sulfurous. A set of arching windows on the opposite wall are partially blocked by rows of shelves. They’re stocked with vials and bottles filled with substances in every state. Lab tables are set about the room, covered with a kaleidoscope of glassware and burners, the metallic tang of Bornial flint on the chemical-laden air.

				By now, most of the scholars are silently standing along the walls, their eyes fixed on the exotic Lupines. The Elfhollen lab assistant walks around the room, quietly directing people to their seats, two to a table.

				“This is completely unacceptable,” the Lupine female is saying to Professor Volya, her voice all haughty arrogance. “Why can I not partner with my brother?”

				Professor Volya is staring daggers at her with coal-black eyes, and I’m sure that look would make most people back down. She’s very intimidating—almost a head taller than the Lupines and of a solid, strong build. Her numerous piercings and heavily rune-marked face only add to the effect.

				“Diana,” she says through gritted teeth, “you and your brother will not become integrated here if you only speak with each other.”

				Diana places one hand on her hip, swings her lustrous blond hair over her shoulder and lifts her chin. “What if he’s the only person here worth speaking to?”

				Professor Volya pulls herself up to her full height and looms over Diana.

				“Miss Ulrich, this is my class, and I will run it as I see fit.” She grabs the papers from her Elfhollen assistant and scans them, her mouth a tight, unforgiving line. “Well,” she announces, “our numbers are reduced, which will allow us to move at a faster pace.” She glares over at the Lupines. “Diana Ulrich,” she says in a deep tone that brooks no argument. “Your research partner will be Mage Elloren Gardner, and Jarod Ulrich, you will partner with Mage Aislinn Greer.”

				Aislinn’s eyes go wide, her obvious terror dwarfing my own shock. She opens her mouth to say something, but seems unable to speak. Instead, she stands stone-still, her mouth agape as the Elfhollen points toward a pair of adjacent tables in the back row.

				Jarod Ulrich is watching Aislinn very closely with fierce eyes, his expression unreadable, and I think I see his nostrils flare. I feel alarmed, but at the same time, I remember how kind he was—how he helped me up when Fallon tripped me.

				I walk back to my assigned table, sympathetic stares following me as I go. Diana plops down on the stool next to me with an annoyed huff, like someone forced to entertain fools. I watch Aislinn as Jarod takes his seat next to her. She’s gone rigid with tension.

				Professor Volya opens a large text and begins to read from it.

				Watching him out of the corner of my eye, I see Jarod glance over at Aislinn every now and then, his brow slightly furrowed. Aislinn continues to focus straight ahead, her hands clasped so tight her knuckles are white.

				Partnered with a Lupine male. This isn’t good.

				I turn to my own partner. She’s glaring at Professor Volya, her face tight with irritation.

				She’s arrogant, this girl. But her brother was kind to me. Maybe these Lupines aren’t as bad as they’re made out to be. It’s not ideal to be forced together like this, but perhaps it makes sense to make the best of things and try to get along.

				“I’m Elloren Gardner,” I whisper to Diana, holding out a hand for her to shake, eager to get the awkward introductions out of the way.

				She turns to me, seeming affronted, then glances down at my outstretched hand quizzically, as if she doesn’t quite know what to do with it. She flicks her hair proudly over one shoulder and stands up to face me, her chair screeching loudly along the floor as she does so. She clears her throat ceremoniously. “I am Diana Ulrich of the Gerwulf Pack,” she announces quite loudly. “Daughter of the Alpha, Gunther Ulrich, and his wife, the healer Daciana Ulrich, sister of Jarod Ulrich and Kendra Ulrich, paternal granddaughter of…”

				Professor Volya stops lecturing, one long black eyebrow cocked with surprise. I want to crawl under the table. Diana Ulrich goes on and on through three generations, like a queen reciting her noble lineage, until her brother interrupts her, his voice low.

				“Diana.”

				She turns to look at him, annoyed at the interruption. “What?”

				“They don’t do that here.”

				“Do what?”

				“Establish ancestry as a greeting.”

				She blinks at him. “Why ever not?” she finally says, clearly appalled.

				“It’s just not their custom.”

				She folds her arms in front of her chest and huffs at him.

				“Besides,” he whispers, gesturing to the front of the room where Professor Volya stands menacingly still as if she’s contemplating the most expeditious way to murder Diana. “We should probably pay attention now.”

				“Why?” Diana asks like a spoiled child.

				“Because,” he says, raising his eyebrows at her meaningfully, “lecture has started.”

				Diana frowns at Professor Volya and then at everyone else before finally plopping back down into her seat next to me. Professor Volya shoots her one more stern look before focusing in on the rest of us and resuming her lecture on distillation techniques.

				I’m surprised when Diana turns to me and starts whispering. “I have already read this book,” she complains stridently. “I do not need to listen to her rehash it. It is a waste of my time!”

				I don’t know what to say. Besides, it’s so hard to resist staring at her flashing amber eyes. The color is mesmerizing.

				“The forest is beautiful today, is it not?” she says wistfully, looking toward the line of windows and the orange-and-gold-tipped trees beyond. She sighs longingly. “I love how the trees smell this time of year. And the dried leaves, so sweet. I wish I could be out there now. Such a day for hunting. Do you hunt, Elloren Gardner?”

				“No,” I reply, still trying to get my mind around the fact that I have a wolf-shifter for a research partner. “But my older brother, Rafe, does.”

				“Does he?” she asks, seeming curious.

				“He’s an excellent archer,” I whisper. “Do you have a bow?”

				Diana laughs at this, a little too loud, causing Professor Volya to shoot her a quick, irritated look. “I don’t need a bow,” she says, grinning incredulously.

				“What do you hunt with, then?” I ask.

				She fixes her wild amber eyes on me. “My teeth.” She smiles widely, displaying her long, white, glistening canines. The hairs on the back of my neck go up in alarm.

				“Oh,” I say, swallowing nervously. “You mean when you turn into a wolf?”

				“Not necessarily,” she says, still smiling dangerously.

				Holy Ancient One in the Heavens above.

				I gulp and turned back to face the front of the room.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				Tierney Calix

				I enter the main teaching area of the Apothecary Guildhall breathless, having raced here from Chemistrie. To my dismay, the wooden lab tables filling the long, low-ceilinged room are already populated by pairs of young women hard at work chopping and mashing ingredients, the hiss of steam distillations and the low gurgle of boiling liquid soft on the air.

				It reminds me loosely of the Chemistrie laboratory, the walls and tables covered with glass jars, vials and distillation retorts. But here flinty, sulfurous smells do not dominate the room. Instead, there’s an all-encompassing, earthy scent, deeply rooted in the forest realm, the containers surrounding me stocked with dried herbs and flowers, powdered bark and wood. My apprehension is tempered as I take in the rich scents, separating them out one by one in my mind—pine sap, birch ashes, cedar shavings. Bunched herbs hang from the ceiling, as well. I breathe deep, detecting nettlewood, briarsweet and black-cherry leaves.

				Something inside me settles, contentment washing over me. Unfortunately, that feeling is short-lived, as I catch the eye of a furious-looking young woman storming in my direction.

				“You’re late,” she chides me angrily, and I immediately panic at the sight of the gold pendant of a Lead Apprentice dangling from her necklace. Two scholars standing at a nearby lab table mirror her contemptuous glare. Society girls, all three of them, wearing finely embroidered silks under their long black lab aprons.

				“I’m so sorry. There was a situation…with a Lupine…”

				A low murmur of alarm goes up in the room, young women pausing to look up from their labors. There are no Keltic scholars here, no Elves, no Elfhollen. Gardnerian females dominate the apothecary trade, especially those with a little bit of Magecraft.

				“It doesn’t matter,” the apprentice snipes, cutting off my explanation. “It doesn’t matter if there’s an army of Lupines on your tail. Guild Mage Lorel expects you to be on time. As correction, you’ll stay after class and scour all the retorts.” Her eyes bear down on me, white-hot. There’s something vaguely familiar about them.

				A sick, sinking feeling pulls me down. This sensation is something new. Desperation. Now that Uncle Edwin is ill, I need this trade. And I need the Lead Apprentice to like me.

				“Yes, Mage…” I shuffle through my papers, searching for her title. “Mage…”

				“Bane,” she says, with unpleasant emphasis. “Gesine Bane.”

				The sinking feeling pulls me deeper, weakening my voice as I take note of the wand hanging from her waist. “Might you be related to…”

				“I’m Fallon’s cousin.” She flashes a quick, brittle smile. “We’re quite close.”

				All heads turn as the lab door opens and our professor strides in, the smattering of whispering snuffed out. Gesine immediately takes on a studious, deferential manner.

				Our professor, Guild Mage Eluthra Lorel, sets her thick stack of well-scuffed botany texts down with a thump, then glances at some papers Gesine holds out to her. She wears conservative attire under her open professorial robe, an Erthia sphere dangling from a silver chain, along with a gold Apothecary Guild Master pendant, and slim, silver glasses set upon a finely chiseled nose.

				“Mage Gardner,” she says as she reads over the papers, pausing to acknowledge me with a quick glance and nod. “It is a pleasure to have you with us.” There’s no pleasure in the statement. Only cool formality. She turns to Gesine, a slight hint of reproach in her eyes. “Why isn’t Mage Gardner working on her Pertussis Elixir?”

				“I was late, Guild Mage,” I put in, quickly explaining what happened and how I had to stay late to convince my Chemistrie professor to pair a traumatized Aislinn Greer with a Gardnerian research partner instead of a Lupine.

				Professor Lorel’s jaw tightens. “I don’t tolerate lateness, Mage Gardner,” she snaps, then shakes her head as if reconsidering. “But you were helping a fellow Gardnerian avoid a potentially dangerous situation. And that is commendable. So I will overlook your lateness. Once.”

				“Thank you, Guild Mage Lorel.”

				She goes back to looking through her papers. “You will read chapters one through three of your Apothecary text this evening, Mage Gardner, and be ready to present tomorrow.”

				My stomach drops through the floor. “Present?”

				Everything grows still. Guild Mage Lorel raises her head slowly, her eyes gone flinty. When she speaks, her voice is soft and even. “You will recite every medicinal in the first three chapters—their origin, uses and cultivation. Tomorrow morn. From memory.”

				I swallow uncomfortably as all hope of sleep flits away. “Yes, Guild Mage Lorel.”

				Guild Mage Lorel waves her hand lightly at her Lead Apprentice. “Gesine, pair her up.”

				Our professor launches into her lecture as I follow Gesine toward the back of the room.

				“There,” Gesine says with a flick of her hand as if throwing me toward a refuse bin. “With Tierney Calix. We’re arranged by wand level.” She shoots me another quick, disdainful smile. “The powerless in the back.” Then she turns on her heel and strides away toward the front of the room.

				Several young women take turns glancing over at me, some with open dislike, some with wary concern. There’s some nasty sniggering, and my heart sinks like a stone. This class is bound to be torture with Fallon’s cousin as Lead Apprentice.

				I walk around a maze of tables to the very back of the laboratory, self-consciously embarrassed over my lack of power. In wider Gardnerian society, my wand level is a common thing, but not here. These are the best of the best apothecary scholars.

				Most of the young women sport military-style silver bands pinned around their arms—almost all of them Level Two.

				My lab partner comes into view.

				She’s hunkered down over her preparations, and I immediately give a start at the sight of her.

				Tierney Calix is, by far, the ugliest Gardnerian girl I’ve ever laid eyes on. Reed-thin, her face is sharp, her nose unevenly hooked, her straight hair oily and uncombed. And she appears bent, her back twisted to the side, trapping her into an odd, unforgiving posture. Like a spider protecting her webby lair, she seems to shrink down at the sight of me, drawing around her experiment protectively as she glares up at me through resentful eyes.

				I set my book bag down and force out a perfunctory hello as I adjust to her unpleasant appearance. She ignores me and turns back to the equipment on the table, as if it can form a wall between us, her book open to the formulation of the Pertussis Elixir, her face tight with tension, as if wishing me away. She makes no move to make space for me at the table.

				I sit down near the table’s edge and push my violin under it. I pull out my Apothecary text and open it to the correct page as anger flares.

				“Are you friends with Fallon, too?” I challenge in a tight whisper. I instantly regret how petulant and weak I sound.

				She glares at me as she begins to effortlessly milk liquid out of a pile of large glassberries with nimble fingers. “I lodge with her.”

				“Oh, wonderful,” I say darkly. I grab up some berries and a ceramic bowl, push her text over to make some room for myself and attempt to mimic her deft milking. My bowl is quickly filled with a useless, coarse mash.

				I glance over in jealous wonder at Tierney’s skill, her bowl already topped off with glossy, syrupy liquid, the berry pulp neatly discarded to the side. She’d clearly done this before. Disheartened, I glance around the room. Many of the young women have their wands out and seem to be drawing liquid smoothly out with spells.

				In a huff, I pull my book open for guidance and am instantly disheartened by the complexity of the preparation. Clearly, Guild Mage Lorel believes in forcing us to learn on our feet, the elixir involving a cold-water maceration, a complicated distillation and a decoction involving eight different powder ingredients. Pertussis Negri is a nasty illness, afflicting mostly infants, and often fatal. It’s called the Black Cough because of the dark sputum it produces, and the elixir we’re preparing today is its only known cure.

				I grab at some nigella tree bark and feel its familiar tingle on my fingers—winding black limbs graced with deep purple leaves sputter into view toward the back of my mind. It can lull you, this tree, its sap rich and slow as warm molasses.

				Instinctively aware of its grain, I slice the nigella into strips and began mashing each line into a fine, dark powder. Tierney glances over at my work and I see her do a quick double take. I notice her own nigella powder is badly prepared, lumpy and mottled with strings of gummed-up bark.

				Tierney grabs up my fine powder and pours it into a pot of water she has brought to an even boil. Then she pours her berry liquid into the first of a series of bulbous glass retorts. Eager to keep up with her, I light the flame below the first retort, fiddling with its intensity as the berry juice begins to boil unevenly.

				“I know about you and Lukas Grey,” Tierney says as she stirs the concoction, watching as the roiling water turns deep purple. The scent of hot, ripe plums fills the air.

				“Not surprising, if you live with Fallon,” I snipe as I jiggle the distillation flame, increasingly frustrated by everything, hitting at the burner when I can’t get the steam to flow in the right direction.

				Tierney takes it from me, inches the flame higher and effortlessly positions it in just the right spot. A strong, steady jet of steam bursts through the entire series of retorts.

				I slump back, defeated. It’s no use. Everyone in the room is more advanced than me. Most have the advantage of magic at their disposal, and everyone seems to be friends with or afraid of Fallon Bane.

				I sit there, demoralized, watching Tierney as she works.

				“I hope you fast to Lukas,” Tierney says as she stirs at the purple liquid, adjusting the flame by a fraction. She speaks so low, I’m sure I’ve heard her incorrectly.

				I lean in toward her, mystified. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

				Tierney measures out some thistle oil and adds it to the liquid, the deep purple quickly morphing to indigo and sending up a sour, lemony scent. “I hope Fallon sees you two together,” she whispers as she stirs, “and I hope it rips out whatever shred of a heart she has left in her vile body.”

				I blink at her, thrown and at a loss for words.

				Ignoring me, she keeps working, methodically and efficiently measuring out ingredients and monitoring the flames.

				“I never properly introduced myself, and it was rude of me,” I tell her, extending my hand, feeling dazed with surprise. “I’m Elloren Gardner. Which, of course, you already know.”

				She glances over, shooting me an incredulous look. She does not take my hand, but she does move over a fraction, as if deciding to share an edge of her web after all.

				“You prepare the powders,” she says grudgingly. “I’ll keep an eye on the distillate.”

				I go to work, grinding up burdock root with a stone pestle, quickly and effortlessly rendering it to fine powder.

				After class ends, I remain behind, scouring out glass retorts with a thin wire brush, my aching hands quickly caked with oily residue. My stomach rumbles and clenches, adding to the thick knots of tension already there, fatigue beginning to drag me down. I’ve never gotten so little sleep, and it’s making me brittle and edgy.

				I look up as a small, corked jar sealed with wax is slid in front of me.

				“Goldenseal liniment,” Tierney says, pointing to the jar then gesturing along her hollowed-out cheek with a frown. “It will clear up the bruising on your face.”

				I blink up at her, surprised. “Thank you.”

				She spits out a laugh, her homely face scrunching up into a grim frown. “It’s not because I like you,” she scoffs. “I just want you to be pretty. Prettier than her.” Tierney’s expression grows darker. “I want her to lose. I hate her. And I want you to win Lukas Grey.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

				Shards of Ice

				After I finish my lab scut work, I leave with a small box of medicinal vials tucked under one arm, under orders from the Lead Apprentice to deliver them to the University infirmary.

				As I approach the Physicians’ Guildhall, I slow, finding myself transfixed by the sight of the Astronomy Guildhall’s domed observatory. It dawns on me that here, at University, I might get the chance to see the moon and constellations close-up. It’s enough to lift my bedraggled spirit.

				I glance down at the box of vials and back up at the dome, making a split-second decision.

				What harm can it do just to have a peek?

				* * *

				The observatory’s ceiling is adorned with a breathtaking depiction of the major constellations, highlighted by a blue that swirls so dramatically it almost gives me vertigo. The floor is marked with a giant compass rose, and telescopes encircle the deserted room, evenly spaced in front of huge, arching windows. A panoramic view of the Northern and Southern Spines lit golden by the setting sun takes my breath away.

				A tremor of excitement courses through me as I run my hand along the length of one of the smooth, black-lacquered instruments.

				My elation is quickly cut short as Fallon Bane sweeps into the observatory, flanked by four Gardnerian military apprentices and, behind them, her military guard.

				Former thoughts of bravado instantly forgotten, I shrink back behind the telescope, my heart speeding, praying that Fallon doesn’t spot me.

				“I can’t believe they’ve got you rooming with the Lupine bitch,” a thin-nosed apprentice crows as Fallon claims the next telescope over.

				“She won’t be here long.” Fallon sits down on the windowsill’s edge, her ebony wand gleaming at her waist. “She seems easily provoked.”

				“Are you trying to provoke her, then?” The young man seems amused by Fallon’s daring.

				“I enjoy provoking anyone who doesn’t belong here.” Fallon glances at the nails of one hand as if bored. “Lupine bitches, Snake Elves…” She looks straight at me.

				Reflexively, I slouch farther behind the scope.

				Fallon’s mouth turns up in a wicked smirk. “Well, if it isn’t Mage Elloren Gardner.”

				I force myself up, struggling not to be cowed by her.

				“Enjoying your new roommates?” Fallon jibes.

				Anger flares within me. “Not as much as I’m enjoying spending time with Lukas Grey,” I reply evenly, surprising myself with my audacity—and my overwhelming stupidity.

				The young men surrounding Fallon go quiet and wide-eyed.

				There’s a flash of murderous rage in her eyes, but Fallon quickly collects herself. She sniffs the air, her lovely nose crinkling. “You smell vile,” she tells me with a mocking smile. “Like an Icaral.”

				The young men smirk, a laugh bursting from the thin-nosed apprentice. One of the other apprentices grimaces and waves the air in front of his face to more chuckling.

				I surreptitiously inhale and realize Fallon’s right. Some of Ariel’s foul odor clings to my clothing.

				Not only do I have to live with Icarals, but now I smell like them, too.

				My face heats as Fallon revels in my humiliation, and my temper flares, making me reckless. “Well, at least my stench is a temporary situation, unlike Lukas’s disinterest in you.”

				Fallon gapes at me as she coughs out a stunned laugh, her hand grasping her wand.

				Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. My heart hammers out. Have you lost your mind?

				Fallon turns to her companions. “She’s a mouthy one, isn’t she?” She pins me with her gaze, her eyes flicking toward the young men then back to me. “She’d make a nice ice sculpture, don’t you think?” A rancid venom is creeping into the edges of her tone. “It would cure both the stink and her…mouth.”

				Incensed, I glare back at her. “It’s against Gardnerian law to threaten another Mage with magic.”

				She spits out a jeering laugh. “Oh, you’re barely a Mage.” She looks me over with disgust. “Level One, isn’t it? Your family must be so proud.” She’s smiling jovially, but there’s an off-kilter rage in her eyes that shoots a chill clear up my spine.

				I’m starting to wonder if my constant sleep deprivation is seriously compromising my judgment. A Level One mouthing off to a Level Five. With two Level Five brothers.

				Smart move, Elloren.

				Fallon pointedly turns her back to me, focusing again on the young men vying for her attention. Scholars begin to filter in, followed by the class’s long-bearded Gardnerian professor, and I make my escape.

				I rush down the stairs and through the building’s dim hallways.

				In my haste, I take a wrong turn and quickly find myself lost and disoriented in a deserted part of the building, paintings of the night sky on the dark walls illuminated by torchlight. Hearing voices around a bend up ahead, I start forward.

				The ground beneath me suddenly becomes unbelievably slick, my feet scrambling until I completely lose my footing. I fall forward against a stone wall, my books and papers scattering everywhere, the box of medicinal vials crashing to the ground in a shower of broken glass and pungent odor. My hands slap the floor with a cold sting, and I find, to my astonishment, that I’m lying on solid ice.

				I lift my head and wrench myself around to see Fallon leaning against a wall, regarding me with a satisfied grin as she twirls her ebony wand between dexterous fingers.

				“So, that’s it?” I spit out foolishly. “Your incredible Level Five powers? Frozen ink and a thousand and one ways to trip people?”

				She lifts her wand in the air and murmurs something unintelligible as she watches me like a hawk zeroed in on its prey. Something translucent appears, hovering next to her head on both sides.

				Four sharp, icy stakes streak toward my face, catching my hair as they impale themselves through the stone wall behind me with a sickening crack.

				Terrified, I tug away from the icicles, some of my hair pulling out of my scalp as I do so.

				Fallon twirls her wand, the corner of her mouth turning up. “We don’t have to be enemies, Elloren.”

				“We don’t?” I croak out.

				“Of course not,” she croons.

				Her obnoxious, entitled tone kindles my anger. “You know, Fallon, if you want to be friends, you’re really going about it the wrong way.” I glare at her. “Where I’m from, people generally don’t hurl ice daggers at people they’re trying to be friends with.”

				Her lips curl with contempt. “It’s simple. Just stay away from Lukas, and I’ll stay away from you. Understood?”

				You mean, bullying witch.

				I cough out a sound of disbelief and shake my head at her, anger burning hot at my neck. “You should be thanking me, you know that?”

				“Really,” she spits out. “How so?”

				I find my footing and rise. “Without me on his mind, Lukas might be undistracted enough to see you as you really are. And I think it’s safe to say that would make you quite a bit less attractive.” I straighten and look her square in the eye. “As if that were even possible.”

				She’s on me in a flash, her wand to my neck, and I suck in a tight breath, pressed up against the stone wall.

				“Play this game with me, Gardner,” she seethes. “See how it ends for you.”

				The echo of footsteps starts on the stairs and down the hallway, coming in our direction.

				Fallon smiles darkly at me and removes her wand from my throat.

				Fallon’s military guard stops short at the sight of me standing in a large puddle, shattered vials and books scattered all over the wet floor.

				“Oh, dear,” Fallon croons, shaking her head with a sigh as she glances at the vials. “Guild Master Lorel won’t be happy you’re so clumsy. Wait until she hears.” She looks at me with mock concern. “You might want to clean up the mess you’ve made.”

				She shoots me one last evil grin before she turns briskly on her heel and leaves.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

				Of Violins

				It’s dark by the time I finish my kitchen labors, and I’m glad to leave, worn-out by the work and from enduring the hostile silence and forced politeness of the other workers. I go straight to the archives to complete my assignments and pore over Apothecarium texts for several bleary hours, dismay spiking as complicated formulations refuse to stay put in my sleep-deprived head.

				Exhausted, I drag my feet toward where Rafe, Gareth and Trystan are lodging. Gareth’s only with them until week’s end, when he’ll travel back to Valgard with the other Maritime apprentices, and from there to the sea.

				My brothers’ lodging house is a long wood-and-stone building with multiple chimneys that sends up River Maple–scented puffs of smoke into the chilly night air.

				I’m enveloped by warmth upon entering. Tapestries adorn the walls of a welcoming common area that houses a roaring fireplace, several benches and a number of chairs. There’s wood flooring instead of stone, and it’s soothing to my tired feet. The male scholars, most of them Gardnerian, mill about talking, eating and studying. I feel a sting of jealousy.

				You could be living somewhere pleasant like this, I can almost hear my aunt say. You could be with your own kind, in the plushest of lodging houses. If only you would agree to fast to Lukas Grey.

				And get an ice pick through my head? No, thank you. I shake away thoughts of Aunt Vyvian and stifle the memory of Lukas’s hot kisses.

				I approach the House Master’s desk, get permission to meet with my brothers and make my way down a dim hallway. I count down to the correct room and knock briskly on the door.

				The door opens, and surprise slams into me.

				Yvan Guriel is looming over me, his brown hair tousled and sticking out at odd angles, like he’s run his hand through it in irritation one too many times.

				I can see from his expression that he’s just as surprised to find me there.

				“What are you doing here?” I demand, struggling to keep my composure in the face of his hostility.

				“I live here,” he replies caustically.

				Thrown, but undaunted, I try to look around him into the room. “Where are my brothers?”

				He doesn’t answer, just glares at me hotly.

				“Well, if this is where my brothers lodge, I need to drop off my violin,” I say testily, lifting the instrument’s case.

				“Your violin?” he sneers, like I’ve said something offensive.

				“So that the Icarals I’m being forced to live with don’t set it on fire,” I explain stiffly, trying to ignore how infuriatingly good-looking he is.

				He flexes his angular jaw, and his intense green eyes burn into mine.

				“Can I please just leave it here?” I finally ask, exasperated.

				Reluctantly he opens the door wide, shoots me a look of hatred, then turns his back on me, stalking over to a broad desk lit by a small lamp. Thick physician texts are open on it, along with what must be an essay in progress.

				Recognizing Rafe’s things, I slide my violin under my brother’s bed.

				“Thank you for your hospitality,” I say to Yvan’s back, shooting him an angry look that I know he can’t see. Then I walk out and slam the door behind me.

				* * *

				Lukas is leaning against a tree, hidden by the shadows, as I walk out of the lodging house.

				“You went in strong last night, I can tell.” His voice is silky smooth and warm with approval.

				I stop in front of him as I let the startled feeling settle. It’s hard to make Lukas out, only the metal hilt of his sword and the gilded edge of his cloak catching the faint moonlight. My eyes adjust, and I can barely make out the subtle shimmer of his skin.

				“I did,” I reply evenly.

				“And? Are the Icarals afraid of you now?”

				“Yes.”

				“Good.” He pushes himself away from the tree and strides toward me.

				I step back and hold up my hands to ward him off. “Oh, no. I need to stay far away from you.”

				His grin widens. “No, you don’t.”

				I step back farther. “No, I really do. Or Fallon’s going to kill me.”

				“She won’t kill you. She’ll just make your life miserable. But it’s worth it, don’t you think?”

				Before I can comment on his audacity, he flicks his wand, and I’m bound and pulled straight into his arms. The bindings dissolve as he embraces me and kisses my neck. I halfheartedly push at him, and he gives a low chuckle. My resolve weakens, carried away on the cool night air.

				“Why is she so obsessed with you?” I ask breathlessly.

				He gives me a sly, dark smile. “You have to ask?”

				I frown at him and move away a bit. “I thought your affinities clashed.”

				He cocks his head. “They do. It’s like I’ve told you. She thinks it’s exciting. I find it off-putting.”

				“And our affinities?” I wonder, his hand caressing the small of my back.

				He pulls me in closer, his breath warm on my ear. “All that fire. And wood. We match up quite nicely, don’t you think?”

				My breath goes uneven, my palm on his chest. He’s so warm.

				Lukas grins and steps back, holding out his arm to me.

				“Where are you taking me?” I ask with some wariness as he leads me back in the direction from which I came earlier.

				“Trust me,” he says. “I want to show you there’s more to this place than crazy Icarals.”

				* * *

				We wind our way through the torch-lit University streets, past lodging houses and crafter’s Guildhalls. We finally come to a stop in front of an elegant building adorned with impressive wood carvings, scenes from The Book of the Ancients adorning every arch and crevice.

				It’s a museum of Gardnerian art.

				The young military apprentice on guard duty immediately comes to attention when he sees Lukas and hands him a ring of keys without question.

				We enter the building, and Lukas leads me through the deserted exhibit hallways, lighting lamps with a tap of his wand as we pass. I follow him past sculptures and paintings and into a circular exhibit hall.

				As Lukas illuminates the room, I marvel at the instruments on display here, many protected under thick glass cases. A grand piano stands in the center of the hall, covered in carvings of trees and different species of birds, flying about the dark, ebony branches.

				I’m immediately drawn to one of the violins sheltered under protective glass.

				“This is a Dellorosa violin,” I breathe, amazed. They’re the most expensive violins in all of Erthia. Magicked to be perfectly in tune, the bow strings are made from the hair of Asteroth steeds, the swirling decorations wrought from pure gold.

				Lukas pulls out his wand, murmurs a spell and points it at the case. A thin green light illuminates the lock before it clicks open. He lifts the glass cover, pulls out the open case and offers the violin to me.

				I put my hands up to fend him off. “I…I couldn’t…”

				He pushes the magical instrument toward me, insisting. “It was meant to be played, not stuck in a glass case.”

				I relent and take the violin from him, the thrill of doing this forbidden thing coursing through me. I hold the exquisite instrument like a fragile newborn, feeling like I’m a child again and have just been given my most longed-for Yule gift.

				Lukas goes to the piano and beckons for me to follow.

				“What are we playing?” I ask in breathless anticipation.

				He smiles and runs his fingers lightly over the glossy piano keys. “You’ll recognize it.”

				Of course I do. Filyal’s Deep Forest Dream.

				Everyone knows this piece, but played on these instruments, in harmony with each other, it becomes something altogether different. Gone is the nervousness I displayed at my aunt’s party. Here, alone with him, I dive into the music and wind the violin part around the piano music sinuously, as if we’ve played together all our lives. The music is one long, slow kiss, his fingers sliding the deep notes of his song against mine. I lose track of time as we play, his face serious as he moves his fingers deftly over the keys.

				Much later, after Lukas brings our final piece to a close and his hands to rest on his knees, I lower the violin and smile at him. He smiles back and I can feel the heat in his gaze. Flustered, I turn away and lower the instrument gently back into its case.

				I’m arranging the bow when Lukas comes up behind me. He wraps his arms around my waist, his breath warm against my cheek. “That was beautiful.”

				My hands freeze in place on the bow. He begins to nuzzle my neck, untwining one hand from around my waist to gently pull my hair aside so he can kiss me just under it.

				That’s when I stop breathing.

				I release the bow in my hands and turn around, my back resting against the piano.

				He twines his arms around me once more and brings his lips to mine. Lulled by the music, I let myself fall into his kiss, into the deep, warm pool of his caresses. As he kisses me, a strange, delicious tingle starts at the soles of my feet and dances around my ankles. I shift my weight, reveling in the sensation as Lukas pulls me closer. He smells wonderful—like pine boughs in deep forest, warm as midnight fire. I sigh and let myself fall deeper.

				I run my fingers back through his hair. I can feel his smile on my lips as I lightly trace along the thick hair of his sideburns, the soft, bare skin just behind his ear. Lukas groans and kisses me harder.

				Suddenly the sparking around my ankles pulls in tight, and the image of a tree made of dark lightning flashes through my mind, power arcing from the soles of my feet to the tips of my fingers in a fierce, branching wave of pleasure. I shudder and cry out, overwhelmed by the powerful sensation.

				I push away from Lukas.

				“What was that?” I gasp as a dark echo pulsates hot in my core, my legs now unsteady.

				Lukas holds on to me, his eyes full of surprise. “I don’t know,” he says, his voice deep and ragged. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.” His expression shifts from shock to hunger.

				He lunges at me, claiming my mouth, and pushes his body hard against mine.

				I gasp as the image of the tree flames back to life, dark sinuous branches snaking through my body, his hands all over me.

				But it’s too much. Too fast. Like being caught in the ocean’s undertow.

				I try to move away from him, to push away from the black fire, but he tightens his hold on me. I wrench my mouth from his.

				“Lukas,” I force out. “Stop. I want to go.”

				He pulls back, just barely, and gives me a look so feral that it fills me with serious alarm.

				My eyes dart nervously toward the exit.

				Abruptly, Lukas steps away, eyes predatory. He holds up his hands in mock surrender as his mouth curls into a slow, dark grin. He bows to me and holds out his hand for me to take.

				I hesitate, wary of him now. Wildly conflicted and acutely aware of my vulnerability.

				I place my hand in his, unsure of what he’ll do. But he simply leads me, wordlessly, back out of the museum, past the young guard and out into the cool night air.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

				Unforgiving

				Two Elves are waiting for me in the hallway outside my room when I return to the North Tower.

				Wynter’s intimidating brother and the willowy Elfin lad who was with him this morning are leaning against the windowsill. They straighten as I enter, both of them armed with bows and well-stocked quivers.

				“Elloren Gardner,” Wynter’s brother says, his face grave, his words heavily accented. “I am Cael Eirllyn, brother of Wynter Eirllyn, and this is my second, Rhys Thorim.” He makes a slight, reluctant bow before continuing. “I need to speak with you.”

				My heart picks up speed. “You need to leave,” I insist as I glance nervously toward the door behind me. “It’s not appropriate for you to be here.”

				Cael makes no move to comply. “My sister told me of the threats you have made against her,” he says, stepping forward. “I have come here to respectfully request that you leave my sister alone.”

				He must be joking.

				“Perhaps the Icarals should avoid attacking and abusing people if they wish to be left alone,” I counter, pointing an accusing finger at our room.

				His eyes widen, incredulous. “My sister? She attacked you? Wynter has never attacked anyone in her entire life. In fact, I’ve never heard her utter so much as an unkind word, even against those who have treated her ill.”

				I tense at the injustice of it all. “Ariel Haven attacked me my first night here,” I reply. “I cowered in a closet all night long, thinking I was about to be killed, and your sister didn’t lift a finger to stop her.”

				“My sister…” Cael tries again, softening his tone with what looks like great effort. “If you knew her…she is decent and good. The Deargdul, or the Icarals, as you know them, they are as despised by the Elves as they are by the Gardnerians. Our holy book, The Elliontorin, speaks about the evil of the winged, demonic ones. Many of our people seek to see my sister exiled forever. Some would like to see her imprisoned…or worse. She is here because she has nowhere else to go. If you make trouble for her, if you decide to spread lies about her, no one will take her side, save myself and Rhys Thorim.”

				I hesitate, momentarily conflicted. But then I remember where weakness got me. I can’t afford to be weak.

				Dominate, or be dominated. I can almost hear Lukas whispering in my mind.

				I gather my resolve. “Well, that puts me in a very convenient position, don’t you think?”

				Cael stiffens and anger flashes in his eyes. “I should have known better than to expect compassion from a Gardnerian.”

				My blood boils at his words. “You should have known better than to expect that I would roll over and play dead when abused by Icarals!”

				Cael is clearly furious, but Rhys’s eyes fill with such raw hurt that it gives me serious pause.

				“You have made your feelings quite clear, Elloren Gardner,” Cael says with cold formality. “We will not take up any more of your time. Good eve.”

				He gives me a quick, perfunctory bow, and both Elves depart.

				* * *

				“Why is there a chicken in this room?” I cry as I step into my foul lodging.

				A chicken runs around the room, bird feed scattered in a messy pile, droppings littering the floor.

				Ariel glares at me with a look of seething hatred, scoops up the chicken and hugs it protectively to her chest.

				“Get the chicken out of here now!” I demand.

				Ariel springs up, the chicken in her arms. “No! You come near Faiga, Black Witch, and I will set your belongings on fire!”

				“It has a name? You named the chicken? You stole it from the dining hall poultry yard, didn’t you?” I take a threatening step toward her.

				“I’m warning you, Gardnerian! Get away from my chicken, or your bed goes up in flames!”

				“Go ahead, try it,” I challenge her. “You’ll be expelled!”

				Ariel steps toward me, threatening in turn. “I’ll be expelled if I set you on fire,” she rages, “not your things!” A slow, evil grin forms on her face. “And believe me, Black Witch, that’s the only thing keeping me from setting you on fire.”

				I know I should continue the fight. To keep the upper hand, no matter what threats I have to make. But I suddenly feel overwhelmingly tired and beaten down. “Fine!” I relent, shooting her a look of disgust. “Keep your stupid chicken. This room couldn’t get any more disgusting anyway. It’s like living in a barn.”

				“With a Gardnerian pig!” Ariel snarls.

				“Shut up, Icaral.”

				Wynter winces at the word, her wide, silver eyes now peeking out above her wing wrapping. Shame pricks at me as I watch Wynter cowering, but anger and fatigue override my conscience.

				I’ll find a way to bring Ariel down. All I need is a few solid nights of sleep.

				* * *

				I’m awakened in the middle of the night by the sound of singing. I open my eyes just enough to see.

				It’s Ariel.

				She’s sitting on her bed, singing softly to the chicken and murmuring to it in turn. Gone is her usual evil, slit-eyed look. Her whole face is open, like a child’s. The chicken is staring back at her, making a contented, low clucking sound, almost as if it’s murmuring back to her.

				It’s an oddly gentle scene, and it makes me feel unsettled and slightly embarrassed to witness.

				Wynter is sitting at the foot of the bed, a large piece of white parchment laid on a thin wooden board in front of her. She’s sketching Ariel and the chicken, her thin black wings folded neatly behind her. She has a shiny white stylus in her hand and holds it at angles as she works. Her picture is oddly beautiful, the unusual art tool not only able to draw in multiple colors, but also able to capture the firelight so that it actually flickers on the page. I remember Lukas mentioning that Wynter is an artist.

				Stop, I caution myself.

				I force myself to remember the terror of my first night here, how Ariel attacked me, how I cowered in the closet, how Wynter never tried to stop her. How the Icarals in Valgard almost killed me.

				I push all my thoughts aside and drift back to sleep.

				* * *

				She comes to me again in a dream that night.

				The Selkie.

				She’s following me in the woods, trying to keep up with my relentless pace. Autumn leaves crackle beneath me with each step.

				I look the part of the Black Witch, my long, elegant cloak billowing out behind me.

				The Selkie is trying, desperately, to tell me something in a language I don’t understand, that I have no interest in understanding. She runs up beside me, only to fall back again as I refuse to slow down for her, refuse to acknowledge her, seeing her only as a flicker in and out of my peripheral vision. Ignoring when she trips and falls back yet again.

				As the dream fades to black, I’m left with an uncomfortable gnawing sensation that by refusing to slow down and look at her, really look at her, I’m missing something.

				Something of vital importance.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER NINETEEN

				Spiraling Down

				My world spirals down into an ever-worsening ordeal of endless work, extreme sleep deprivation and relentless abuse.

				Fallon freezes my ink every Metallurgie class, so I take to carrying a few sharpened pencils. I forget them one day, and Curran Dell quietly slides a pencil to me with a surreptitious look of sympathy, his dislike of Fallon Bane covert but palpable.

				No longer able to prevent me from taking notes, Fallon soon decides to move on from freezing inkwells. Instead, she freezes my chair to the floor so I have to struggle to get out of my desk, freezes the back of my cloak to the chair and frequently snuffs out the flames I kindle for my laboratory experiments. She keeps the abuse subtle enough that our professor doesn’t notice, and there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it.

				And she grins all the while, like it’s one big, fun game.

				* * *

				The workload for an ordinary apothecary apprentice is staggering in and of itself, with countless hours of rote memorization and preparation of medicines. I have the added burden of laboring in the hostile kitchen, enduring Yvan Guriel’s green-eyed glare, as well as the extra tasks piled on daily by Fallon’s cousin.

				“I’m staying away from Lukas,” I blearily tell Gesine one afternoon as she watches me scrub down charcoal-encrusted vials.

				She looks up from her papers, unimpressed, and narrows her eyes at me. “Well, we’ll just have to keep you busy, to make absolutely sure of that.”

				* * *

				On top of everything else, my Icaral roommates continue to be a trial to live with.

				Every night Ariel hovers protectively about her chicken. If I even get near the animal, she screams something unintelligible about cages and setting me on fire. Under her bed, she keeps a stash of foul-smelling black berries. They’re foreign to me, and I make a mental note to find out what they are once I have the time. Ariel chews them for hours on end, staring at the ceiling apathetically. At other times, she seems to lose herself in studying thick animal husbandry texts, most of them detailing how to care for birds.

				Wynter remains an unsettling ghost, often perched on the windowsill, hiding in her wings. She never says a word in my presence, and I’m beginning to wonder if she’ll ever speak to me at all.

				The two of them don’t seem to get cold and never bother to make a fire. Even being as frozen as I am, I avoid going over to the filthy fireplace, since it’s on their side of the room and I don’t want to provoke Ariel’s wrath. But as fall settles in, the room grows colder and colder, and I’m running out of layers of winter clothes to wear under my quilt.

				Almost every night the Selkie from Valgard haunts my dreams, and I wake up in a cold sweat, feeling lost and alone and scared. At such times the only thing that can calm down my racing heart is the warmth of my quilt and the memory of being wrapped safe in my mother’s arms.

				And the wand. The white wand.

				I’ve hidden it in my pillowcase, and I’m strangely compelled by it. It’s become like a talisman, my hands drawn to it through the fabric. Initially a blank page, the wand is gradually revealing its source wood to me more and more. Every night now, I surrender and let the wood of the wand send snow-white branches into the back of my mind. They unfold within, smoothing out my worry and fear, lulling me as white birds nestle deep in the wand’s secret hollows.

				And sometimes I fancifully muse—what if this truly is the White Wand of legend?

				* * *

				A letter from Aunt Vyvian comes.

				To my niece,

				I received your correspondence, and it has become clear to me that you are in a situation that is quite horrifying.

				I have arranged to have you moved to lovely housing in Bathe Hall. You’ll have a private room waiting for you there, and will only need to share the spacious common area with a quiet Gardnerian scholar and one Elfin girl (to fulfill the University’s ridiculous integration rules).

				Both the room and the common area boast a beautiful view of Verpax’s Central Gardens. You’ll have your own lady’s maid, as well as a private dining area with the menu of your choice. It’s warm and comfortable in Bathe Hall—nothing like the North Tower with winter fast approaching, I would imagine.

				After you move, I will promptly take over your University tithe, which will relieve you of any need to work in the kitchens.

				All you need to do is fast to Lukas Grey.

				Once you are safely fasted to Lukas, you can put this unfortunate and frightening chapter behind you as a harsh but necessary lesson in the realities of the world we Gardnerians are faced with.

				Please do not write again until that felicitous occurrence has taken place. Once it does, the Lodging Mistress has instructions to move you to your new lodging immediately.

				Your attentive aunt,

				Vyvian

				I crumple the letter in my fist and toss it out the North Tower’s hallway window.

				Stubbornly set on the harder path, I shoulder on.
				

				* * *

				One evening I spot Lukas with Fallon Bane outside the main dining hall, her military guard hanging back a bit. I feel a stab of jealousy so strong, I almost drop the basket of warfrin root I’m lugging.

				You’ve no reason to be jealous, I chastise myself. You’ve no claim on him.

				Quickly spotting me, Fallon gives me a once-over as she takes in my mussed appearance—my flyaway, sweat-soaked hair and hands stained warfrin green right up to the wrists. She shoots me a gloating, triumphant look and makes a point of putting her hand on Lukas’s shoulder.

				Maybe he’s decided to view her magical affinities as exciting after all, I bitterly consider. It’s been over two weeks since I last saw him and vowed to stay away, intimidated by his aggression and his fiery magic, as well as Fallon’s territorial claim on him.

				Lukas turns and catches my eye.

				My stomach clenches into a tight knot as I remember the warm, seductive feel of his kiss, the overwhelming power of his magic. I force my gaze from his before he can detect any of the hurt in my expression and hurry away.

				A few nights later I find a bundle of violin music waiting for me on the stone bench in the North Tower’s hallway. It’s by a composer Lukas knows I admire, written out in the composer’s own hand and signed with a flourish. I feel a sharp pang of regret as I hold Lukas’s gift in my medicine-encrusted hands.

				We fit together, Lukas and I. Fire to fire. Branches twining tight.

				I think back to Aunt Vyvian’s letter and how much my situation would improve if I gave in and fasted to Lukas.

				But that black fire of his. It’s too much.

				I shake my head as I flip through the music ruefully.

				It’s no use. Rafe is right about Lukas Grey. Affinity match or no, he’s too powerful, too unpredictable. And too worldly for me.

				He belongs with Fallon Bane.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY

				Revenge

				“It is the nature of Icarals to draw evil and tribulation into the world,” Priest Simitri gently tells me as I wipe away tears, once again lingering behind after his lecture has ended.

				I love Priest Simitri’s classes. Unlike Guild Mage Lorel, who is fair but dauntingly stern, Priest Simitri is refreshingly full of smiling excitement for both his subjects, ecstatic over all things flora as well as the grand sweep of Gardnerian history.

				And he’s not only an enthusiastic and patient teacher, he’s become my supportive confidant, as well—as kind to me as Uncle Edwin.

				Sniffling, I look past Priest Simitri’s shoulder to the oil painting that dominates the lecture hall—two Gardnerian soldiers, wands drawn, boldly facing off against four red-eyed Icarals with black wings unfurled. Outnumbered by Icarals. Just like me.

				I sniff again and nod, keenly aware of how exhausted I am, like an anchor sunk to the ocean’s great depths. “The Icarals frighten me,” I tell him. “I’m…I’m not sleeping well.”

				He nods in grave understanding and squeezes my arm. “Stay strong, Elloren. The Golden Age is coming. The Black Witch will rise, and she will smite them all. The Icarals, the Kelts, the shapeshifters—all the infidel races.”

				Yes, but if it’s Fallon Bane, she might smite me, too.

				His eyes are fixed on me, intent on my absorbing the full weight of the Prophecy. I want to take solace in his words as I rub at the scar encircling my wrist. I want to believe that there’s another Black Witch on her way to usher in a world without cruelty and evil. But I can feel myself succumbing to doubt and a darker and darker melancholy.

				Reluctant as I am to go against my uncle’s wishes, I know that if nothing changes, I will eventually buckle and fast to Lukas Grey—or practically anyone my aunt wants—just to get out of my North Tower dungeon.

				* * *

				That evening I find myself passed out in the kitchen, the side of my face down on a blueberry tart I’m supposed to be assembling. The sticky berry jam is all over my cheek, temple and hair as my eyes flutter open. I’ve no idea how long I’ve been lying there. Everyone is long gone, save Iris Morgaine. Yvan enters the kitchen from outside, a load of wood in his arm for tomorrow morning’s fires. I freeze, not wanting to alert them to my presence.

				Iris bounds over to Yvan as he drops the firewood onto the kitchen’s wood rack. “Here, taste this,” she playfully flirts, offering up a piece of pastry to him.

				“My hands are filthy,” he says with a slight smile.

				“Just open your mouth,” she cajoles, her voice sultry. She leans into him and holds the food up to his lips.

				He awkwardly complies, and she slides the food into his mouth, letting her thumb linger on his lower lip to wipe away a small smear of berry.

				He’s so attractive when he’s not busy glaring at me, his full lips so at odds with the sharp lines of his face, his eyes like sunlight through green glass. I’m momentarily overwhelmed by how handsome he is.

				I remind myself that he’s a Kelt, likely no different from the boy who seduced Sage into breaking her wandfasting. There’s also the undeniable fact that he can’t stand the sight of me.

				“What do you think?” Iris asks, still leaning into him.

				“It’s good,” he mumbles through the food, his eyes intense on her.

				“Would you like more?” It’s clear from her tone that she’s not only offering up the pastry.

				Yvan swallows as if mesmerized.

				“Oh, I got some on your chin,” she purrs.

				He steps back a fraction. “It’s okay.”

				Undaunted, she reaches up with one hand to stroke pastry crumbs off his chin, then leans in to playfully nuzzle his neck.

				He freezes uncomfortably and looks to be fighting off a whole range of powerful emotions. “Iris…”

				A surge of hateful jealousy courses over me, seeing them like this.

				Here I am, with a whole pan of berry tart stuck to my head and my tongue stained blue from boswillin tincture to ward off a persistent chest cold from sleeping in an icy tower. My general appearance is a shambles these days—even the fine clothes Aunt Vyvian bought me can’t disguise the sorry state I’m in. Watching Iris Morgaine, the girl who once attacked me, having so much fun with absurdly gorgeous Yvan Guriel adds a spark to a resentment so raw, its force surprises me. I want to burst into tears and throw the bowl of jam at them all at the same time.

				As if sensing my rancid thoughts, Yvan’s gaze shifts to rest hard on me. A mortified flush sears my face.

				I pull my head off the tart, humiliated by the indentation my face has left in the jam and dough.

				Iris spots me as well, every trace of playfulness erased from her expression. She whispers something into Yvan’s ear.

				“No, I didn’t know she was here,” he says, his eyes still riveted hard on mine.

				Iris hisses something else at him and then storms out, slamming the door behind her.

				Yvan is still glaring at me hotly, reveling in my wretched state, no doubt—the powerless granddaughter of Carnissa Gardner, brought so terribly low.

				I glare back at him, tears pooling in my eyes, my lips trembling, suddenly unable to disguise my naked hurt.

				Yvan’s expression turns momentarily conflicted then unexpectedly concerned.

				The softening of his vivid green eyes sparks a powerful ache deep inside me, and then a sudden, fierce resentment of him and Iris and how they all belong.

				Feeling shaky and struggling to fight off my humiliating, angry tears, I avert my eyes from him, grab up a damp cloth and roughly wipe the jam from my face.

				I will not give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

				Everything around me beginning to blur, I throw down the rag and flee. I run all the way back to the freezing North Tower, throw myself into bed, shut my eyes tight to block out the hateful Icarals and cry myself to sleep.

				* * *

				A crash wakes me up the next morning. I’m shivering and mentally reeling from yet another Selkie nightmare. Disoriented, I look around. Ariel and Wynter are gone, but Ariel’s chicken is on my desk, pecking at my pens and papers, haphazardly pushing things down onto the desk chair and floor. My eyes slide down to find the ceramic portrait of my parents cracked to smithereens on the floor.

				My only likeness of my parents.

				Anger crashes through me like an avalanche long straining for release. I launch myself from my bed, rush toward my desk, stoop down and pick up a small slice of the portrait, my mother’s eye still visible on the tiny sliver as tears streak down my face.

				I’ll never see my mother and father’s faces again.

				My anger grows and grows, until it becomes a vicious tide.

				That’s it. It’s time to fight back. Let Ariel try to set me on fire. It will be well worth it. Then I can go to the High Chancellor’s office and get her sent back to the insane asylum she grew up in.

				I get up and throw on some clothes.

				Then I pick up Ariel’s chicken, bring it outside and set it roughly down on the blue-frosted grass.

				I know her chicken probably won’t survive long on the University grounds. It’s likely someone will pick it up and return it to the poultry yard. Or it will be eaten by some predator.

				I beat down a small stab of guilt and go to class.

				* * *

				My classes grind by slowly. And through all the lectures and laboratory work, I find it impossible to fight a mounting unease.

				She deserves it, I angrily remind myself as I grind roots and help Tierney prepare a new distillation. And it’s just a chicken. Stolen from the poultry yard. It should have long ago graced a supper plate or been served up as soup.

				* * *

				Late that afternoon I make my way back to the North Tower, wanting to drop off my heavy shoulder sack before going to my kitchen labor. I push through the blustery, gray day as I trudge up the long hill, a light, icy rain pricking at my skin, anger at Ariel spiking with every step.

				When I finally reach the North Tower, I’m mentally girded for battle, ready to take her on.

				I march up the tower steps, each stomp smashing away at my guilt.

				She deserved it. She deserved it. Over and over on each new stair.

				As I reach the upper floor and make my way through the oddly quiet hallway, I notice a strange smell—something charred, like an old cook fire. With nervous trepidation, I grasp the cold handle of our lodging’s door and pull it open.

				All the blood drains from my face when I see what she’s done.

				My quilt. My most beloved possession.

				It lays in the middle of the deserted room, reduced to a charred heap, only a small portion still on fire, the flames crackling and disintegrating the dry fabric.

				I run to it, a cry tearing from my throat. I stomp at the flames and burn my fingers as I grab at the last remaining scrap, feeling faint when the piece falls apart in my hand.

				She’s destroyed it.

				I fall to my knees in front of the smoking ashes of my only remaining link to my mother and sob.

				* * *

				“I want her gone.”

				Lukas turns from where he stands watching a long row of military apprentices shoot arrows through the cool, damp air toward circular targets. Twilight is descending, torches being lit around the range. Lukas does a double take when he sees my expression.

				“Who?” he asks, eyes narrowing.

				“Ariel.”

				He searches my face for a long moment, then takes my arm and leads me away from the archery range. “What happened?” he asks.

				“It doesn’t matter,” I tell him, my voice unforgiving. “I just want her gone. I don’t care what you have to do.”

				I expect him to tell me to fight my own battles. At that moment I’m ready to hate him forever if he does. But instead, his expression turns calculating.

				“The only way to get her out is to get her to attack you,” he cautions.

				“I don’t care.”

				He draws a deep breath and motions toward a nearby bench. “Well, then,” he says, a dark smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. “Sit down. Tell me everything you know about Ariel Haven.”

				I’m bolstered after a long talk with Lukas, sure he’ll find a way to help me get Ariel kicked out of University and sent far away from me. But almost as soon as I’m alone again, I think of my destroyed quilt and quickly descend back into misery.

				I go to my kitchen labor in a fog of despair, distracted and unable to focus even on the simple task Fernyllia Hawthorne gives me of stirring a pot of gravy, unable to hold back the tears as I stand beside the large cast-iron stove.

				Iris and Bleddyn find it hard to hide their pleasure at seeing me so beaten down, the two of them shooting each other smiles full of dark satisfaction.

				“Oh, the Roach is sad,” Bleddyn mockingly remarks to Iris in a low voice, the two of them increasingly bold, as if testing the waters.

				“Awww.” Iris glances sidelong at Bleddyn, her face screwed up in a mimicry of sympathy, as she plucks hot biscuits off large trays and arranges them in a series of wide baskets.

				Bleddyn brings her cleaver down harder than necessary onto the cooked chicken carcass she’s dismembering. I jump at the sound, and the huge Urisk girl smirks, her eyes narrowed caustically at me.

				Iris spits out a laugh.

				Yvan comes into the kitchen carrying a load of wood. He pauses in annoyed surprise when he catches sight of me, green eyes piercing. “Why are you crying?” he asks harshly.

				“My quilt,” I choke out as I watch my tears plop down into the gravy. “It’s been destroyed.” I have no idea why I’ve bothered to confess this to him—it’s not as if he truly cares about why I’m upset.

				His face screws up with disgust. “You’re crying over a blanket?”

				“Yes!” I sob, hating him, hating Iris and Bleddyn, hating all of them.

				“It must be nice to be Gardnerian,” Yvan sneers as he smacks down the stove’s iron lever and throws in some logs. “It must be nice to live such a charmed life that the loss of a quilt constitutes a major tragedy.”

				“That’s us,” I counter, my voice stuffy. “We Gardnerians live such charmed lives.”

				His lips curl up into an obnoxious sneer. “I am so sorry for your loss.”

				“Leave me alone, Kelt!” I snarl.

				Iris’s eyes flit toward Yvan with a knowing look that he briefly returns.

				“Gladly,” Yvan replies, glaring at me. He loads more wood into the cookstove and slams the iron door shut.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

				Kindred

				That evening I trudge back to the North Tower, lugging books and notes. A rancid, churning hatred fuels my every step. I picture hurling Ariel across the room, ripping at those foul wings of hers.

				My hands balled into tight fists, I storm up the tower’s spiraling staircase, enter the hall and freeze.

				Ariel is lying passed out on the floor, her wings limp behind her. Wynter is cradling her, frantically murmuring in Elvish. She looks up at me, wide-eyed and horrified.

				Ariel’s chicken is dead.

				Lukas found it somehow.

				It hangs from the door, two stakes driven through its breast, its head dangling. Its severed wings are staked on either side of the animal’s body. Blood streaks down the door and pools on the floor below.

				“Oh, no,” I breathe. “Oh, Ancient One.”

				“She passed out,” Wynter tells me, her heavily accented voice strange to my ears. “It was too much to bear. The winged…it was a kindred.”

				I’m reeling in confusion. “A kindred?”

				“The wingeds. We can speak to them. With our minds.” Silent tears begin to streak down Wynter’s pale face. “Ariel loved this one,” she says, crying now. “Elloren Gardner…why did you do this?”

				My throat goes dry. “I…I never meant for this to happen.”

				“This could break her. Make her turn.”

				My head is spinning. “Make her turn?”

				Ariel suddenly convulses in Wynter’s arms, her body writhing, her face contorted with misery. Then Ariel’s eyes fly open, and she swivels to face me. She recoils at the sight of me at first, but quickly recovers, her eyes taking on a frightening glow. She slowly pushes herself away from Wynter, her gaze fixed tight on mine as Wynter frantically murmurs to her in Elvish.

				Wings slowly unfurling, Ariel rises.

				My heart pounds as I back away.

				“I. Will. Kill. You!” She pushes Wynter aside and leaps at me.

				My world descends into chaos as Ariel slams me to the ground. Her fists, her nails, her kicking feet are everywhere all at once, punching me, scratching me, beating me as I frantically try to fight her off. The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth as fear courses through my system. Wynter frantically yells something at Ariel as she tries, unsuccessfully, to pry Ariel off me. But Ariel is strong and scrappy. My flailing, grasping arms are only able to slightly lessen her blows, not stop even one of them.

				And then, as she kneels on top of me, my hands tight around her wrists, Ariel abruptly weakens. Her lips curl back into a terrifying hiss as her green eyes mist over like frost forming on water, until they’re nothing but opaque windows into nothing. Her eyes flash back to green, then white, back and forth as I watch, horrified.

				And then Wynter’s arms are around Ariel, struggling to haul her backward, dragging her across the cold stone floor, away from me. Ariel’s body stiffens and her eyes roll back into her head. She seems to be unconscious again, lost in some private hell. As Wynter pulls her past the door, Ariel’s eyes snap open.

				“Get her down!” she screams as her butchered kindred comes into view. She wrenches herself away from Wynter and hurls herself at the door. She slides to her knees, her hands clawing at the trails of blood streaking the wood.

				“My sweet one!” she shrieks. “What have they done to you?”

				Wynter moves toward me, her eyes wide. “You should leave, Elloren Gardner.”

				I teeter from side to side as I rise, dizzy from so many blows to the head. Wynter reaches out to steady me.

				The minute her hand makes contact with my arm, Wynter’s mouth flies open, her eyes roll back in her head and she falls backward onto the floor, grasping at her hand as if it’s been burned.

				“What’s the matter?” I cry.

				“When I touch people…” Her thin voice trails off, her eyes fixed on me with an expression of sheer terror.

				I gasp. “You’re an Empath, aren’t you?” I remember the Icaral in Valgard, the one who could read people’s minds just by touching them.

				So that’s why Wynter’s brother was so angered when Rafe touched her.

				She nods slowly, her expression one of awful shock.

				Why is she so scared of me? What did she see?

				Wynter’s horrified daze is broken by the sound of Ariel screaming. “You need to leave,” she pleads as she forces herself up.

				I find my bearings and flee.

				I stumble blindly down the staircase, my heart beating wildly. I steady myself against the wall, legs quivering, my vision blurry. I slide down the cold stone to the floor, dazed. I can feel my eye beginning to swell where Ariel repeatedly punched me. I reach up to touch the wound. When I lower my hand, there’s blood all over it.

				This is my chance. The one I asked Lukas for.

				If I go to the High Chancellor’s office now, Ariel will be removed from the University, sent back to the Valgard asylum and stripped of her wings. People will thank me for getting rid of her, and the North Tower will become a much more pleasant place to live.

				I’m distracted from this train of thought by the soft rustling of wings and give a start when I look up.

				A Watcher.

				On the sill of the arching window.

				It’s like falling into a crystal clear pool, staring into the serene, sad eyes of the Watcher. Memories come rushing in, visions of things I’ve tried to ignore.

				Ariel singing to her kindred at night, petting it lovingly. Ariel being laughed at and ridiculed wherever she goes. People everywhere turning their heads away, refusing to look at her.

				In a month’s time, unlike me and even unlike Wynter, Ariel has never received a letter or a visit from a family member, never heard a kind word from anyone save Wynter and Professor Kristian.

				She’s an Evil One, a voice inside me insists shrilly. There is nothing good in her.

				But the way she cared for her bird, the bird that’s now dead and staked to the door. She was so tender with it; so loving.

				The question forces itself to the surface, even as I struggle to keep it down.

				Is she really completely evil?

				I realize I don’t know the answer, and staring into the sad, soulful eyes of the Watcher, it suddenly seems vitally important to find that answer before sealing Ariel’s fate.

				* * *

				“How could you torture her pet like that?”

				I find Lukas in the dining hall supping with some other Gardnerian soldiers. I try to ignore the gasps and shocked murmuring of the soldiers and other scholars as they take in my battered appearance. The murmuring grows as kitchen laborers begin to notice me, as professors look up from their long table by the windows to see what all the commotion is about.

				A slow grin forms on Lukas’s face as he gets up and looks me up and down. “Worked, didn’t it?”

				“It was cruel!”

				I can see by his expression that he’s thrown by my reaction. He takes my arm and roughly pulls me off to the side.

				“You asked for my help,” he reminds me.

				I jerk my arm away from him. “It was too much!”

				He leans in close. “You told me you wanted her out,” he says. “Now look at you. Here’s your chance. Go to the professor of your choice. Tell them who attacked you. Get her out. No one here will miss her.”

				I don’t even need to seek out a professor. To my dismay, a number of them have already risen from where they’re sitting and are making their way toward us, Vice Chancellor Quillen among them.

				“Holy Ancient One!” Priest Simitri exclaims, his black robes flapping behind him. “Elloren…who did this to you?”

				I glance around wildly. Yvan, Fernyllia, Iris, Bleddyn and several other kitchen laborers have streamed out of the kitchen to gawk at the beat-up Gardnerian.

				“Who attacked you, Mage Gardner?” Vice Chancellor Quillen asks.

				I look into her unflinching green eyes and bite at the inside of my cheek to steady myself, feeling as if the room is closing in on me. Everyone grows silent as they wait for my answer. I have to say something. Anything, before Lukas does.

				“I tripped.”

				Priest Simitri’s face screws up in confusion. “You…tripped?”

				I nod. “Down the North Tower’s staircase. I’m terribly clumsy. I even tripped here my first day.” I motion toward the kitchen staff and narrow my eyes in their direction. “Ask them.”

				Yvan’s eyes fly open with surprise. Iris and Bleddyn both gape at me in confusion.

				“You need a healer.” Priest Simitri steps forward to gently take my arm. “I’ll bring you there.”

				As the priest leads me away, I turn to face Lukas.

				Something irretrievable has broken between us. It was too much, what he did. I don’t think I can ever forgive him.

				As if reading my thoughts, Lukas shoots me a look of disgust and strides off.

				* * *

				Late that evening I’m out by the chicken shed, fumbling in the darkness to find the latch on one of the cages, a burlap sack in hand. Even after a healer’s care, my left eye is still slightly swollen, and it throbs along with my head.

				“What are you doing?”

				Yvan’s stern voice makes me jump. I can just make out the silhouette of his tall, lanky form, a large scrap bucket in each of his hands.

				“I’m stealing a chicken,” I snap, my heart thumping against my chest. “For Ariel.”

				“The Icaral,” he says flatly, disbelieving.

				“She can speak to them with her mind.”

				His black shape stands there for a long minute, and I can begin to make out those intense green eyes of his.

				“Are you going to turn me in for theft, or are you going to leave me alone?” I demand in challenge. “Because I’d really like you to choose one or the other.”

				His brow goes tight as if deeply troubled, and he opens his mouth to say something but then closes it again in a tight, uncertain line.

				My bravado collapses in on itself.

				“I made a mistake,” I tell him, my voice breaking. My anger is gone, only raw shame remaining, leaving me suddenly unguarded. “I was wrong. I never meant…”

				I stop, afraid I’ll burst into tears. My face tensed tight, I look away.

				When I turn back to him, his eyes have gone wide, unguarded as well, and I feel a warm rush of shock, so strong is this brief sense of inexplicable kinship.

				Yvan tenses and shakes his head as if to ward me off. But he stares at me for a moment longer, conflict raging in his eyes, before abruptly turning and stalking away.

				

				When I return to the North Tower, Wynter is sitting on Ariel’s bed, murmuring to her and gently stroking her head. Ariel lies there limply, her back to me.

				The dead kindred is gone, but the blood stains on the door remain as dark reminders of what happened.

				I release the chicken from the burlap sack. The animal immediately makes its way over to Wynter and Ariel and flies up to roost against Ariel’s side.

				Wynter views the bird with surprise. She looks up at me, her face softening.

				I sit down on my bed, chastened by guilt. “I never meant for this to happen.”

				“I know,” Wynter says, her expression pained. She sighs and looks down at Ariel. “It is my curse to know.” She turns to face me once more. “This is not all on your shoulders, Elloren Gardner. This is but one terrible cruelty in an endless string of terrible cruelties stretched out over all her years.” She goes back to stroking Ariel’s hair. “Her mother had her committed to the Valgard asylum when she was but a young child. She was so horrified that she had given birth to one of the Deargdul…an ‘Icaral,’ as you call us. The asylum kept Ariel in a cage. She was two years old.”

				I swallow hard, my throat going dry. The desire to avert my eyes is gone. I need to see this for what it is.

				“It there anything I can do?” I ask hoarsely.

				Wynter looks back down at Ariel and mournfully shakes her head from side to side.

				And so I do the only thing I can do.

				I sit in silence as Wynter sings to Ariel in High Elvish, standing vigil with her, the room softly lit by a single, guttering lamp, a Watcher briefly appearing on the rafter above.

				We remain by Ariel’s side all through the night, waiting for her to come back to herself. Wynter sings, and I silently pray. And we wait.

				Until a few hours before dawn, when Ariel’s green eyes finally flicker open, dazed, but whole once more.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

				Poetry

				I’m more aware of the changing season this year than in years past. My breath now puffs out in small clouds as I scurry over the fields from the North Tower to the University grounds, knuckles smarting from the icy air.

				Perhaps it’s the furious pace of production in our apothecary lab—autumn is prime time for apothecaries. The Black Cough, lung fever, chilblains, suffocative catarrh, the Red Grippe—they all creep in with the cold, reveling in the stale air of crowded, stuffy rooms with windows shut tight.

				In Metallurgie, the Snake Elf forces me to work at a breakneck speed, allowing me scant time and inconvenient hours to prepare metal powders for chelation agents in medicines, grading my papers (barely passing) with a stern hand. The dislike for all of the Gardnerians in his class is subtle, but quite evident in his star eyes—and his dislike for me is the most intense of all. Only Curran’s small kindnesses—sliding notes toward me, quietly sharing lab results—make the class semibearable. Especially with Fallon’s continuous, low-grade bullying.

				Mathematics and Chemistrie are also demanding, although Professor Volya is uniformly fair. Only Professor Simitri remains magnanimous and forgiving in his approach, my classmates in his lectures reserved, but blessedly cordial.

				And regular letters continue to come from Aunt Vyvian, describing how easy, luxurious and happy my life at University could be if I would just agree to wandfast to Lukas. My cloak pulled tight in my constantly chilled lodging, I take each letter and throw it into our messy fireplace, taking advantage of the fire’s brief flare to warm my hands.

				Early morning has a strange stillness to it now, as if the entire world is holding its breath, waiting for something. Only the great Vs of geese break the silence, sounding out their distant call.

				Flee while you can. Winter is looming.

				* * *

				“How are things with the Icarals?” Aislinn asks one day in Chemistrie lecture.

				About a week has passed since Ariel’s kindred was killed, and my North Tower lodging remains a tense but newly silent place. My bruises and cuts are mostly healed, thanks to the ministrations of Priest Simitri’s personal physician and a strong healing liniment I mixed up in the apothecary workroom.

				“I only go back there to sleep,” I tell Aislinn. “And Ariel’s gotten very quiet. Mostly she just lies around. She never speaks to me. Never looks at me.” I glance furtively around the mostly deserted Chemistrie lab, my voice low, scholars slowly filtering in. “Seems to like the chicken I stole for her, though.”

				“Do you think she’s safe to be around?” Aislinn asks, concerned.

				“I don’t know.” I pull out some parchment and my pen and ink. “Wynter stays close to her. She seems to be able to keep her relatively calm.”

				Wynter and I are increasingly on speaking terms, although I try to give her space, not wanting to have my mind read. She is, in turn, extraordinarily careful not to touch me. We exist in a polite, wary orbit of each other. I’m becoming increasingly curious about her, however, finding excuses to wander past as she draws. She no longer waits until I’m asleep to work on her art, and I steal glances of her beautiful sketches, which are mostly of Ariel and the chicken or of Elfin archers.

				“I hardly ever see Ariel anywhere but in the North Tower,” I tell Aislinn. “But she turned up in Mathematics a few days ago.”

				Aislinn’s eyes widen at this. “You’re kidding.”

				I shake my head. “It was a huge surprise.”

				“What happened?” she asks, and I launch into the story.

				* * *

				I was quietly taking my seat as Professor Mage Klinmann’s chalk clicked out a staccato rhythm on the wall slate, a steady rain pelting the long, arching windows. He’s a Gardnerian, my Mathematics professor, and pleasant enough to me. But it’s hard to warm up to such a rigid man. I’m always uncomfortably aware of the glint of cruel bitterness ever present in his cool green eyes when he looks at anyone of another race.

				I had just finished setting out my pen, ink and notepaper when a collective gasp went up from the Gardnerian scholars around me. I glanced up from my desk.

				To my great surprise, Ariel was standing in the doorway, her wings flapping around herself agitatedly.

				Mage Klinmann turned his head to look at her, then quickly jerked it away, as if the sight of Ariel burned his eyes. All of the scholars looked away as well, murmuring to each other unhappily.

				Everyone except Yvan, the only non-Gardnerian in the class.

				“For what reason do you interrupt my class, Ariel Haven?” Mage Klinmann questioned. His voice was calm when he said it, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking out at his fellow Gardnerians, catching their sympathetic glances as they, also, pointedly tried to avoid looking at Ariel.

				“They said I’m too smart for the class I was in,” Ariel spit out, self-consciously, her eyes darting around as she fidgeted from one foot to the other. I could see her fighting off the urge to cower, her posture that of someone braced for an attack. She thrust out a piece of parchment at Mage Klinmann. He must have seen it out of the corner of his eye—his lip twitched and he turned farther away from her.

				“And how do I know you did not fool your professor in some way, Icaral?” he asked, almost sounding bored. “I’m told that your kind are very crafty.” He smiled at this, still not looking at her.

				I’d seen people avert their eyes from Ariel and Wynter before, but only as they passed, never during conversation. It was strange and demeaning and filled me with an intense discomfort.

				“You should look at me!” Ariel cried, her pockmarked face reddening, her hands balling into tight fists.

				“Excuse me?”

				“I’m talking to you! You should look at me!”

				Professor Klinmann sniggered lightly. “And why, exactly, is it so important that I look at you?” He eyed the other scholars, as if they all shared an inside joke she was excluded from.

				“Because I’m talking to you!” she cried, her eyes blazing with humiliation.

				This prompted outright, incredulous laughter from some of the Gardnerian scholars.

				Professor Klinmann seemed to be valiantly trying to ward off a smile. “Now, now, Icaral. To look at you would be against my religious beliefs. You’re well aware of that. It’s not a personal slight, and it would be foolish of you to take it as such. So you shouldn’t let your feathers get all…ruffled.” His eyes shot up to the Gardnerians before him, twinkling, and the scholars obliged him by breaking out into polite laughter, everyone studiously continuing to avert their eyes from Ariel.

				Ariel flinched back as if struck, then turned and stormed out of the room.

				I half rose, almost ready to go after her, then remembered that she hates me, and slowly sank back down.

				I’d never seen anything like this.

				I listened to the laughter of the scholars surrounding me in horror, suddenly nauseated. I turned to Yvan, who was seated across the aisle from me. He was the only other person in the classroom not smirking or outright laughing. He looked just as horrified as I felt.

				Perhaps sensing my stare, Yvan turned to me, his eyebrows knit tightly together in anger. The moment his intense green eyes met mine, he gave a start, possibly surprised that I wasn’t laughing like the others, the two of us instantly united in this sickening outrage. We held each other’s gaze for a long moment as the anger in his face gave way to something akin to astonishment.

				As if he was seeing me for the first time.

				* * *

				“It seems like it would be terrible to always have people looking away,” Aislinn considers as I finish telling her my story. Her brow tenses. “I never really thought about it before.”

				“And now,” I tell her, “Yvan doesn’t flat-out hate me anymore. He still won’t speak to me, but the other day during my kitchen labor, when no one else was looking, I was having trouble picking up a large bucket of water, and he helped me. He grabbed the bucket out of my hand and walked off with it, cursing under his breath and acting like he was angry at himself for even doing it, but he helped me nonetheless.”

				“Strange.”

				“I know.”

				The other scholars in Professor Volya’s class are trickling in, including our rune-marked professor herself, so we cease our conversation and turn our attention toward the front of the room.

				Aislinn and I are not only fast friends by now, but research partners, as well. Not able to partner with a Lupine, on the second day of class Aislinn simply took a seat next to me, sitting as far away from Jarod Ulrich as possible. Diana smugly and wordlessly took the seat next to her brother, shooting a triumphant look at Professor Volya. Professor Volya pursed her lips unhappily, but decided to ignore the slight. Jarod’s face, however, remained tense and troubled for the rest of the class.

				Aislinn, for her part, doesn’t spend much class time taking notes, as I’m generous in sharing mine. Instead, Aislinn hides classic novels and poetry books in her Chemistrie text and reads discreetly through every lecture. The class we’re currently sitting in is no different from any other, and after Professor Volya begins her lecture, Aislinn plasters a studious expression on her face and dives into her secret book.

				I, in turn, dive into furiously scribbling notes on the distillation of essential oils. We’re about half an hour into the lecture when a neatly folded piece of parchment is tossed onto my papers from the direction of the Lupines. I look at it curiously.

				It reads Aislinn, in neat, attractive script.

				Confused, I glance over at the Lupines. Diana seems clearly annoyed about something, and Jarod appears to be concentrating on the lecture.

				I hand Aislinn the note, needing to elbow her to break her reading haze. Her brow furrows in puzzlement as I give it to her.

				Aislinn quickly opens the neatly folded note. It reads:

				What are you reading?

				Jarod Ulrich

				We both give a start, Aislinn’s eyes flying open wide. We glance over at the Lupines in unison. Jarod is focusing straight ahead at Professor Volya with an expression of unbroken concentration. I turn back to Aislinn. She’s now staring sideways at Jarod uneasily.

				I can’t imagine that she’ll respond. After all, she’s afraid of him. He tried to help her twice, once when she dropped her books, another time when she spilled a vial of Ornithellon powder. Both times, he appeared wordlessly by her side, and both times, his attentions made Aislinn obviously fearful and uncomfortable.

				But this time she surprises me.

				Aislinn quickly writes the name of the poetry book on the paper, as if she has to act fast before she loses her nerve, then places the note firmly before me. I gape at her, dumbfounded, wondering if she’s taken complete leave of her senses. She gestures sharply toward the Lupines with her chin to spur me on, her brow knit hard with tension. For a few seconds we silently argue, but she remains resolute. I sigh deeply in reluctant surrender, shooting her a look of utter disbelief. The next time Professor Volya turns her broad back to us, I pick up the note and toss it onto Diana’s papers.

				Diana glares at me, rolling her eyes disapprovingly, then hands the note to her brother.

				Jarod takes it nonchalantly, his eyes never leaving the front of the room. He opens the note without looking at it, then lets his eyes flicker down briefly, his expression neutral. He pulls out a fresh piece of paper and begins to write as if he’s taking notes from the lecture. Aislinn and I watch him out of the corners of our eyes as he folds the note and places it in front of his sister, ignoring Diana’s irritated huffing as she defiantly folds her arms in front of herself, letting the note just sit there, unmoved. She shoots her twin repeated, hostile looks, but he calmly keeps his eyes straight ahead. Finally, when I think I’ll die from curiosity, Diana gives in, picks up the note and throws it at me.

				I immediately pass the note to Aislinn and she eagerly unfolds the paper. “What is it?” I whisper.

				A look of amazement spreads across her face. “Poetry!” she gasps.

				I glance over at Jarod. He’s still pretending to be engrossed in the lecture.

				Aislinn impatiently flips through her poetry book, biting on her lip in consternation, until she finds what she’s looking for. Then she places the note on the open book and moves them both toward me for my perusal.

				The poem Jarod has written, an ode to the beauty of autumn, is identical to the one on the printed page. I look over at Jarod again, and there’s a small smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. Aislinn carefully refolds Jarod’s note, places it as a pagemarker in her book and pretends to focus in on the lecture, her eyes glazed over with surprise.


				* * *

				I turn to Aislinn at the end of class, dumbfounded. “I cannot believe you are passing notes with a Lupine male.” I stare at her, amazed. “I thought you were terrified of them.”

				Aislinn turns to me, her silver Erthia sphere necklace catching the light, her expression riddled with conflict, as if faced with a world suddenly turned clear on its head. “There’s been a mistake. There has to be some mistake.” Her eyes flicker to where Jarod stands with his sister. She looks back to me and shakes her head, but her gaze is full of certainty. “Elloren, it’s impossible to be evil and uncivilized and love the poetry of Fleming. I’m sure of this.”

				I look toward Jarod just in time to see him briefly and discreetly meet Aislinn’s gaze and smile. Aislinn returns his smile shyly, colors then quickly turns away, hugging her poetry book close to her heart.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

				Stick Magic

				“There’s something strange about you and wood.”

				I pause, my hands coated with esmin bark powder.

				Only the drip, drip, drip of condensation from a distillation tube breaks the silence of the deserted lab. Tierney and I are the last scholars here at this late hour, finishing up work that takes twice as long without wand magic.

				I’ve known for some time that Tierney’s noticed. It’s like something in me is waking up, and it’s more than just the echo of my grandmother’s power in my blood. I’ve always had fanciful imaginings about source trees, but the more time I spend in the apothecary laboratory, and especially in the attached greenhouse, the stronger my strange leanings have become.

				And Tierney’s noticed.

				She noticed when the small, potted Gorthan trees from the inaccessible northwestern forests opened their flowers at the brush of my hand. How a fiddlehead fern once reached up to curl lovingly around my finger, the small plant’s waves of adoration washing over me. She knows that I don’t have to label any ingredients that come from trees now. That I’ve learned to read mixtures intuitively, and can easily and effectively stray from the stated formulas more and more.

				I level my gaze at Tierney. “Yes, well, there’s something strange about you and water.”

				A flash of fear crosses Tierney’s face.

				Whereas I know Tierney has been surreptitiously watching me, I also know she hasn’t realized that I’ve been doing the same. On several occasions, I’ve peered into the lab, late at night, and have caught sight of odd things. Things that left me blinking and wondering if my ongoing sleep deprivation is playing tricks on my mind. Tierney absentmindedly playing with water rivulets, the streams and balls of water following her swirling finger like playful kittens. Tierney directing steam with her fingers. Tierney holding a ball of water in her hand.

				I’ve been forced to come face-to-face with the truth of it—like Gareth, there’s no doubt that Tierney and I have mixed blood.

				Fae blood.

				For a long moment Tierney and I stare at each other in edgy silence.

				“Have you noticed,” Tierney ventures, “that we’re the only two people in class without white armbands?”

				More and more Gardnerian scholars have begun wearing these armbands, showing their support for Marcus Vogel’s rise to High Mage in the spring referendum, Fallon Bane being one of the first. I can’t bring myself to wear one, no matter how important it is to fit in. The thought of Vogel as our next High Mage fills me with a powerful dread I can’t explain.

				“Oh, I don’t get involved in politics,” I tell her with forced lightness. “That’s my aunt’s domain.”

				Tierney shoots me a look of hard appraisal, her mouth inching up in a coldly sardonic smile.

				It makes me uncomfortable, her look. Like I’m being harshly judged and found lacking.

				“I’ll need your help with the vials,” Tierney uneasily blurts out. “Carrying them, I mean. With this crook in my back—I can only carry a little.”

				I nod, eager to let all these threads of conversation drop into oblivion. I take my bowl of powder and shake it into the viscous syrup that’s simmering before us. The rich scent of cedar and cloves flavors the air.

				“They’re in my room,” she adds.

				I cough out a sound of disbelief as I wipe the bark powder from my hands. “I can’t go to your room. What if Fallon sees me there?”

				“She won’t,” Tierney says with a shake of her head. “She has military drills most evenings.” She shoots me a significant look. “Weapons training.”

				A dark laugh wells up. “Oh. Weapons. Is that all? So she’ll be well practiced when she walks in and slays me.”

				Tierney cocks a shrewd eyebrow and regards me evenly. As if waiting for me to get this humor out of my system.

				I let out a long sigh. “I cannot run into her, Tierney.”

				“Fallon’s a fanatic about her schedule,” Tierney states evenly. “She won’t be there for a few more hours. I’m sure of it.”

				* * *

				I stare at Diana Ulrich, blinking.

				She’s dozing on one of the four beds in Tierney’s crowded room, belly down, one arm dangling listlessly off the bed, snoring loudly.

				Completely naked.

				Tierney notices me gaping at Diana as she packs soft cloths around each vial in the first of two long, partitioned wooden boxes. She shrugs. “It’s shocking at first. But I’ve gotten used to it.”

				Diana makes a snarfling sound and rolls over, her legs splayed apart. I blush and turn away.

				Tierney sends me a thin smile. “I’m almost done.”

				I glance around the room as Tierney works, curious. “So which bed is Fallon’s?”

				Tierney snorts and gives me an incredulous look. “You think she’d sleep out here? With all of us?” Tierney jabs her thumb in the direction of a side room. “Her bed’s in there.”

				I cautiously step into the adjacent room as Tierney begins loading the second tray of vials. It’s dramatic, as I expected it would be—done up in deep red and hard black, an expansive four-poster bed in its center, expensive sheets thrown about, a half-eaten plate of fruit spilling onto the white undersheet.

				I note, with some petty satisfaction, that Fallon Bane is a slob.

				I guiltily pad into the room, feeling like a thief in the night, curiosity getting the better of me. She has an impressive spellbook collection. Rows of brand-new grimoires, leather-bound with crisp gold-embossed titles, are housed in a locked bookshelf, its diamond-paned glass reinforced with iron latticework. Silver knives and swords with bejeweled handles and a cunning bow hang from the walls. An expansive fireplace with a grate of wrought iron worked into the shape of dragons’ claws cranks out a delicious warmth. And to top it all off, a real-life dragon skull hangs over the mantel.

				I walk over to her bed and run my hand over the silky down comforter, feeling a stab of jealousy over the luxury she basks in every night. The jealousy digs its claws deeper when I spot a small ceramic portrait on her night table.

				Lukas Grey.

				It’s a good likeness—handsome as sin.

				I hear a terrified squeak behind me and jump, the portrait falling from my hands, landing on the tile flooring with a sharp crack that sets me wincing.

				It’s Olilly, one of the Urisk workers from the kitchens. Like green-skinned Bleddyn, her coloration stands out there, as she’s not the usual rose-white, but lavender. She’s framed by the doorway, hugging a pile of clean, folded sheets to her chest.

				“Beg your pardon, Mage,” she forces out, ducking her head as if I might swipe it off.

				“It’s all right,” I stammer, heart racing. “It’s fine.”

				She’s a fragile slip of a girl with a sweet, easily frightened nature, barely a day over fourteen, if I had to guess. I notice her amethyst eyes are a sickly red around the edges.

				My eyes flick to Lukas’s portrait, which is now split right down the middle.

				Oh, Ancient One. Fallon cannot come back to find this broken.

				I pick up the cracked portrait of Lukas, smile at Olilly as if nothing is amiss and stuff the pieces into my cloak pocket.

				There’s the jostling click and small creak of a door being opened, a flurry of troubled murmuring and then a familiar voice rises above the others.

				“Holy Ancient One! She is such a filthy animal!”

				My heart drops through my feet and straight to the ground.

				Fallon.

				I recoil back behind the door, my legs quickly rendered to jelly, the breath sucked clear out of my lungs.

				What will she do to me? My heart feels as though it will pound straight through my chest. I glance through the slit by the door frame to see Echo, Paige and Fallon standing in the room, and another spasm of fear shoots through me. Tierney is frozen by her desk, regarding them with barely concealed panic.

				Olilly eyes me with abject horror, quickly realizing that I’m not supposed to be here.

				“I can’t do this anymore!” Echo cries with a morally outraged wave of her hand toward the naked Diana. “She’s disgusting. Look at her! We can’t be expected…we’re Gardnerians! Not filthy, heathen whores!”

				Fallon throws a blanket roughly over Diana. Diana snorts a few times, turns over and resumes snoring. “There,” Fallon says to Echo. “Better?”

				“No, Fallon. No,” Echo rejoins. “Only her leaving here for good would make it better.”

				Fallon laughs and throws her cloak onto a nearby chair. “She sounds like a snuffling pig.” Fallon’s smile disappears as she takes in Tierney’s frozen expression.

				“What are you looking at?” she demands. “Ancient One, you’re like a ghoul.”

				I shrink farther back behind the door.

				Fallon glances around, as if sensing something amiss, her eyes lighting on Olilly. Her face goes hard. “What are you doing here?”

				Eyes wide with terror, Olilly opens her mouth but no sound emerges.

				Fallon sighs as if she’s dealing with an unruly dog. “Get over here,” she demands, straightening and pointing to a spot on the floor before her.

				Olilly rushes to her, head down, hugging at the sheets.

				Fallon narrows her eyes at the girl, slides out her wand and lets it rest in the palm of her hand. “What did I ask you to be?” she asks calmly.

				The girl mumbles something, her eyes on the floor.

				“I can’t hear you,” Fallon says.

				“Invisible,” the girl mumbles.

				“What’s that?” Fallon asks, holding a hand to her ear.

				“Invisible,” Olilly mumbles a hair louder, her voice choked with fear. “I beg your pardon, Mage Bane, I didn’t expect you…”

				“No, no, no,” Fallon grinds out slowly. “To be invisible, you have to sound invisible. Do you sound invisible?”

				“Y…yes, Mage Bane. I mean, no, Mage Bane,” the girl stammers.

				“Well, which is it?”

				The girl just stands there, mired in confusion.

				“Get out,” says Fallon, sounding bored.

				Fuming, I glower at Fallon, watching her through slitted eyes. Wishing I had a wand and the power to use it.

				Hugging the clean sheets, the girl flees.

				Fallon blows out a sound of disgust and leans back against a desk. She lifts her wand, murmurs a spell and absentmindedly creates a roiling, blue ball of smoke that whooshes to life over the wand’s tip.

				I cringe at her casual showing of power. The ball morphs into a sapphire swirl and then into a puff of gray smoke.

				Fallon turns to Echo with a sly smile. “Did you hear about Grasine Pelthier?”

				“No,” Echo replies.

				Fallon’s grin turns malicious. “She’s to be fasted. To Leander Starke.”

				Tierney’s hands freeze on the vials.

				Who’s Leander?

				“The glassmaker?” Paige chimes in. “He apprentices with Tierney’s father, doesn’t he?”

				Pain slices across Tierney’s features, the soft rain outside hardening into a pelting downpour.

				“Oh, that’s right,” Fallon says to Tierney with mock concern. “I heard something about your fancying him.”

				My neck burns with frustrated outrage.

				Tierney doesn’t move, doesn’t look up at Fallon. Muted thunder rumbles and the heavens open up, a sheet of rain now obscuring the window’s view.

				“He kissed her,” Fallon crows to Paige and Echo.

				Tierney’s head rises, hatred burning in her eyes. Lightning flashes, and the rain beats down harder.

				Fallon sighs. “She said he has lips soft as silk.”

				Lightning flashes again, the windows rattling as if they’ll blow in. Tierney grasps at the desk’s edge, her eyes as dark as the storm. I worriedly look toward the window and wonder if Tierney’s distress is somehow influencing the weather.

				“Don’t worry, Tierney,” Fallon croons. “Fasting’s soon to be mandatory. I’m sure the Council will even find someone for you.” Fallon turns to Echo and Paige, fighting back the laughter. “Someone they want to punish.” Fallon can’t help herself; she laughs openly and glances sideways at Paige, who’s fighting back a giggle. Echo shakes her head as if they’re being impossibly childish.

				Disgust wars with surprise inside me.

				Fasting soon to be mandatory? When was that decided?

				Losing interest in Tierney and ignoring the storm that’s blown up out of nowhere, Fallon grabs up the package she’s come in with. “Look what I’ve got,” she crows. She pulls off the wrapping paper and brown string.

				A new military uniform spills out. The darker gray of a Lead Apprentice; no more lower apprentice gray. Five wide stripes of silver are embroidered around the sleeve.

				“Oh, Fallon,” Paige gushes. “You’ve got your new uniform! The cloak, too?”

				Fallon hangs her uniform on a wall hook, then unfurls a new cloak edged with another five stripes of silver.

				Fallon throws the cloak on and swirls around.

				Envy jabs at me as I take her in.

				She looks dramatic and powerful and beautiful—the image of everything the Black Witch should be.

				Fallon grins smugly. “And they’re promoting me to full soldier at year’s end. Twelfth Division.”

				“Oh, and that’s Lukas’s division!” Paige giddily enthuses. “You’ll be together again!”

				Of course they will be, I think bitterly. A perfect match in both power and cruelty.

				“I’m not surprised they’re promoting you early,” Echo says with approval. “We need our Black Witch. And you’re our best hope. Someone needs to put down that awful Resistance movement before it gets any more out of hand.”

				Out of hand? I wasn’t aware the fight against the weak and shadowy Resistance had escalated.

				“They attacked the Sixth Division Base only last week,” Echo continues. “Dressed as our soldiers!”

				Fallon spits out a dismissive laugh. “Oh, we’ll take care of the heathens’ little Resistance,” she boasts, her hand jauntily on her hip. “We’ll roast a few Keltic villages if they keep it up. The Resistance will be routed out and struck down soon enough.”

				My heart thuds high and hard in my chest.

				Fallon swirls again, then grows petulant and plops down on Paige’s bed. “He left today.”

				“Oh, how can you bear it?” Paige cries.

				“You’ll be fasted in no time,” Echo assures her. “All that worry about Elloren Gardner for nothing. I told you to ignore the rumors.”

				Fallon glares at Echo accusingly. “Well, you were certainly friendly with her for a time.”

				Echo purses her lips at Fallon. “Yes, well, that was before I realized she was intent on being friends with a half-breed.”

				A spike of outrage over the slight to Gareth cuts into my debilitating fear.

				Fallon pulls out her wand and sends up a puff of ice crystals from it. “What I would give for an excuse to freeze her blood.”

				Fear renewed, I shrink back against the wall.

				“Fallon!” Echo chastises her sharply. “Don’t joke so. She’s a Gardnerian.”

				“She smells like an Icaral,” Fallon snipes back with a smirk.

				Diana snorts, still asleep, and kicks off her blanket.

				Echo eyes Diana with horror. “She’s so…disgusting! And arrogant!”

				“And the way she tosses her hair!” Paige puts in, eager to be included.

				Fallon rises, picks up a set of shears from the desk and grins at Echo. “I think it’s time to teach the Lupine bitch a lesson.”

				Paige chews at her lip nervously. “Oh, I don’t think that’s such a good idea…”

				Grinning widely and moving as stealthily as a cat, Fallon slides off her cloak and creeps toward Diana. I hold my breath as she kneels down on one knee, takes a thick bunch of Diana’s hair and places the shears around it…

				Fast as a blur, Diana leaps out of bed and slams Fallon to the ground. Paige lets out a scream, and Tierney and I fall back.

				The next thing I know, Fallon is belly down on the floor and Diana is astride her, grasping both of Fallon’s wrists in one hand, the shears in the other. Fallon cries out as Diana wrenches her arms behind her back and throws the shears toward the wall to impale Fallon’s new uniform with a sharp thwack.

				“You dare attack the daughter of an alpha?” Diana snarls. “You fool! Do you not think I can sense your attack? Even in my sleep?”

				Diana holds her free hand in front of Fallon’s face, and we all watch in complete horror as her hand morphs into a wild, hairy appendage with curved claws.

				“If you ever try to attack me again, I will mark you. To remind you what happens to those who challenge the daughter of an alpha.” Diana morphs her hand back, reaches under Fallon and grabs hold of her wand. “And your attempts to use your pathetic stick magic bore me!” She takes the wand in hand, snaps it in two and tosses it aside.

				Fallon cries out as Diana gives her arms a final wrench, then, in another blur, Diana is off Fallon and looming over her. Fallon forces herself quickly to her feet, her face red and furious. She grasps at her forearms, wincing in pain.

				Fallon shoots Diana a murderous look. “I’ll be back for you!” she cries before fleeing from the room with Echo and Paige.

				Diana tosses her blond mane over one shoulder and pads over to her bed. She grimaces at the blanket, throws it to the floor, then plops down onto the bed and curls up, her naked back to us.

				Tierney turns toward my hiding place, her voice hoarse. “She’s gone.”

				“Of course she’s gone,” Diana mumbles into her pillow. “She’s a coward without her stick. You can come out now, Elloren Gardner.”

				My head jerks back with surprise. I look to Diana with dumbfounded awe.

				“Elloren.” Tierney pushes a box of vials toward me as I come back into the room. She gestures at the door with her chin, her eyes urgent.

				Legs unsteady, I take the vials and let Tierney tug me out of the room.


				* * *

				“Who’s Leander?” I ask Tierney once we’re back in the deserted lab.

				Tierney’s work is uncharacteristically sloppy and slipshod as we rush to finish our project, topping off each vial with warm syrup.

				It’s full dark now, the apothecary lab’s arching windows black as slate.

				“Nobody,” she says testily, not looking at me.

				I wait, unmoving, until she finally relents.

				“He works for my father.” She shrugs, her mouth trembling. “He’s…nothing to me.” Her mouth turns down and she begins to cry, then sob, shoulders heaving, her head bent low. “He’s nothing. I don’t care… I don’t care what happens to him…” Her arm comes up to cover her eyes, and she’s momentarily unable to speak coherently through her tears. “Why did they do it?” she moans. “Why did they have to make me so ugly?”

				Suddenly, water explodes from the few open containers in the room, flying to Tierney, swirling around her in a great rush.

				My hands fly up to ward off the liquid. The swirling lines abruptly fizz into a great cloud, obscuring the view before me.

				I can just make out Tierney’s ghostly face in the white haze. She’s staring at me, wide-eyed and terrified.

				Fae. She’s full-blooded Water Fae. That’s the only explanation.

				And someone “made” her ugly. Which means someone glamoured her. Her real hair is probably blue. Her skin, too.

				And I’m bound by Gardnerian and Verpacian law to turn her in. Sheltering Fae is punishable by imprisonment.

				I force the idea from my mind as the cloud falls to the ground in a thin puddle.

				Maybe she isn’t Fae. Maybe she’s like me. Like Gareth. All of us Gardnerian, but with some Fae blood, maybe. That’s all. Her Fae blood is just…extraordinarily strong.

				No, I finally admit to myself, the crushing truth settling in. She’s Fae. She’ll be sent to the Pyrran Isles if she’s discovered.

				And she’s done nothing to deserve any of this.

				“Elloren…” Tierney starts, her throat hoarse. Gone is her usual guarded cynicism. She looks small and lost and afraid.

				“No.” I cut her off, bringing my hand up to stop her. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me. Let’s just not speak of it. Whatever it is.”

				I meet her eyes, and her face is an open book, filled with overwhelming, stunned gratitude.

				Something shifts between us in that moment, and I can feel the beginnings of real friendship start to take root.

				“Here,” I say, grabbing a rag. “Let me help you clean this up.”

				Tierney nods stiffly, and I can see her fighting back more tears. She wordlessly picks up a rag, stoops down and together we clean up the floor.

				* * *

				Outside the rain has stopped, and a cold mist hangs in the air. As we start to walk away from the lab complex, we’re approached by a young Gardnerian military apprentice with the tree insignia of the Twelfth Division.

				He bows and hands me a letter. “I’m to give this to you, Mage,” he says. He bows again stiffly and takes his leave.

				I look down at the letter. My name is written on it in clean, elegant script. I break the wax seal, the Twelfth Division’s River Oak, and pull the letter open as Tierney looks on over my shoulder.

				I’m to rejoin my division at Essex.

				I’ll be back for you. At Yule.

				Lukas

				My heart speeds up, warmth flushing my face, then indignation.

				The sheer arrogance of him.

				How could he possibly think, after what happened with Ariel, that we could still go to this dance together? And yet…it’s flattering that we could be so at odds, and still he’s trying to pursue me.

				“At Yule?” Tierney queries, pulling my thoughts back to the present.

				“There’s a dance,” I explain, conflicted. “I promised to go with him.”

				Tierney’s brows fly up in amazed surprise. “Oh, ho!” she crows, wickedly delighted. “Looks like Fallon Bane’s going to wish she’d frozen your blood after all.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

				Diana Ulrich

				Diana Ulrich slams her books down on the Chemistrie lab table, and Aislinn and I both jump, our eyes snapping up.

				It’s early the next morning, class about to start, two sleepy Kelt scholars shuffling in, followed by a straight-backed Elf.

				Diana falls into her seat with a loud huff. Her brother looks over at her, raising his eyebrows.

				“You would not believe what I had to deal with this morning!” she cries to him, her voice as loud as usual.

				The Kelts turn and blink at her, the Elf shooting her a quick look of annoyance.

				“What happened?” Diana’s brother asks her calmly.

				“I’ve been put on warning!”

				“But why?”

				Diana snorts indignantly. “Because of Fallon Bane, that stupid Gardnerian I am being forced to live with against my will!”

				Aislinn and I shoot each other quick looks of surprise.

				“I don’t understand,” Jarod says.

				“Last night,” Diana snipes, “Fallon Bane thought she would amuse herself by cutting my hair off while I slept.”

				Jarod whistles to himself and laughs softly. “Poor Fallon.”

				Diana’s whole posture stiffens. “Poor Fallon?” she exclaims self-righteously. “She’s a bully!”

				Jarod makes a valiant attempt to rein in his amusement and look serious. “And I can just about imagine how you reacted,” he says, suppressing a smile.

				“I reacted with extraordinary restraint!” Diana proclaims, clearly annoyed that her brother isn’t taking this more seriously.

				“Does she still have four limbs?” he asks, not completely in jest, it seems.

				“I simply gave her a warning.”

				“That was very diplomatic of you.”

				“And I broke her wand.”

				“Oh.”

				“And now I’m on academic warning! For ‘interfering with the peaceful integration of cultures.’ After that fool Mage tried to attack me in my sleep!” Jarod opens his mouth to say something, but Diana cuts him off. “I think Father was mistaken about these Gardnerians. There is no way to learn to live with them! They are pathetic and worthless and weak!”

				Aislinn uncomfortably averts her eyes as I gape at Diana.

				Jarod clears his throat and glares at his sister, his eyes flickering meaningfully over at Aislinn and me.

				“What?” Diana snaps in annoyance.

				Jarod sighs and rubs his forehead, gesturing toward us. “We happen to be sitting right by some Gardnerians,” he points out.

				Diana glances over at us, undaunted. “I don’t mean Elloren and Aislinn. You two aren’t the least bit pathetic and worthless. You’re both somewhat pleasant. Unlike the vast majority of your race.”

				Jarod stops rubbing his forehead and just lets his head fall into his hands.

				I’m surprised and oddly amused by Diana’s reluctant compliment and Jarod’s futile attempt to rein his sister in. I turn to Aislinn, who’s regarding Diana and Jarod with equal amazement.

				Jarod glances over and shoots us an apologetic look. He’s been nothing but kind and diplomatic for weeks now. It seems foolish to keep our distance any longer.

				“It’s all right,” I say, more to Jarod than to Diana, who doesn’t seem the least bit sorry for the slight. “I’d be careful about Fallon, though. She’s pretty vindictive.”

				Jarod looks over at me, clearly surprised that I’m addressing him directly.

				“She’s a bully,” Diana says with a dismissive wave of her hand, “but she’s too weak to be an effective one. With me, at least.” She pauses to narrow her amber eyes at me. “She does seem to be obsessed with you, though, Elloren Gardner.”

				“Oh?” I say, trying to sound innocent.

				“She doesn’t like the fact that you look like your grandmother. It threatens her. She’s also territorial about Lukas Grey. She wants him as her mate, but is afraid you will claim him first.”

				I color at her blunt statement. “I… I’ve only known Lukas for a couple of months,” I stammer defensively.

				“What does that matter?” Diana says with a snort. “My parents knew they were destined for each other when they first inhaled each other’s scent. They took each other to mate that same day.”

				“They did?” I’m shocked by her bluntness.

				Diana nods matter-of-factly. “That was twenty-five years ago.”

				That brings me up short. “That’s a long time,” I concede, chastened.

				“Mmm,” she agrees. “Well, Elloren Gardner,” she says, “I hope you are the one to claim this Lukas Grey. Fallon Bane is a fool, and even though you are a Gardnerian, you seem nice. Aislinn, too. Nicer than the others.”

				I swallow uncomfortably, thinking of Ariel’s dead kindred. A situation I caused.

				No, Diana’s mistaken. I’m not nice. And even if I did want Lukas Grey, claiming him seems akin to playing with dragons.

				* * *

				I ponder Diana’s precarious lodging situation as I walk back from my kitchen labor the next night. A full moon shines overhead, and the air is crisp and clear. Pulling my cloak tight to fight off the chill, I walk alongside a small, scrubby side field that borders the wilds. The field lies near a long series of men’s lodging houses, and I can hear men’s voices up ahead. Small knots of dark figures linger outside a half-open doorway, talking and laughing, most windows of the low, thatched-roof lodging houses warmed by the deep golden glow of lamplight. Squinting over at the men, I strain to see if I can make out one of my brothers.

				A rustling from the forest catches my ear, and I turn to see Diana emerging from the trees.

				Completely naked.

				Seeing me, Diana breaks into a wide, exhilarated grin. She strides toward me, oblivious to the two Gardnerian men down the path who halt to gawk at her.

				The moonlight shines on Diana’s bare skin, rendering her almost blue-white. Her body is long and slender, all lean muscle, but curvaceous enough to interest any man. She isn’t the slightest bit self-conscious as she approaches.

				“Hello, Elloren,” she says casually.

				I am absolutely mortified on her behalf, my mouth agape. “Why…why are you naked…out here?” I stammer.

				She looks down at herself as if she hadn’t noticed, her face registering some confusion at the question. “I just came back from a run in the woods.” As if her reasoning should be obvious.

				“Without clothes?” My voice comes out high-pitched.

				Diana laughs and looks at me as if I’m a child who just babbled something very silly. “Of course without clothes,” she replies, smiling. “I can’t very well Change in my clothes. They’d be destroyed.”

				I’m stunned by her outrageous nudity.

				My eyes dart to the men. I hurriedly pull my cloak off. “Here,” I urgently offer, “put my cloak on. I’ll walk back with you.”

				“I don’t need a cloak,” she says, refusing it, perplexed by my stridency. “Anyway, my clothes are right over there on the bench.”

				“You mean you undressed here? In full view of the men’s lodging?”

				Now she’s regarding me like I’m mentally unhinged. “Really, Elloren, it’s as good a place as any.” Diana’s face takes on a rapturous look. She lifts her head into the cool night air and inhales deeply. “You should have seen the forest tonight. It was so beautiful! The moon is so bright. There’s a lake about an hour’s run in.” She motions happily in the direction from which she came. “The moon’s reflection on the lake was dazzling, like liquid silver on water. And the hunting here…it’s glorious!” Diana grins widely, her strong, white teeth glistening in the moonlight like a set of dangerous pearls. She regards me for a moment as if she feels a little sorry for me. “It’s a pity you can’t see the forest like we can.”

				The small knot of men by the lodging house has stopped talking and are now focused in on Diana, one of the men gesturing for someone inside to come out and see. My panic for her rises.

				“Please put my cloak on. Those men are staring at you.”

				Diana glances around as if noticing them for the first time. “I don’t care,” she says dismissively, swatting the air with the back of her hand. “Besides, I’m hot from my run. I want to cool off first.”

				“You can’t… Diana, you’ve got to put some clothes on!” Ancient One, she’s stubborn.

				She’s beginning to look irritated. “Why? Really, why? It’s ridiculous that this means so much to you people.”

				“Because being unclothed is not allowed. You could seriously get kicked out for this. I think…it means something here that maybe you’re not aware of.”

				“What?”

				“They’ll think you want to sleep with them!” I blurt out, mortified by my own scandalous words.

				She looks over at them, irritated. “I am not tired. I always feel energized after I hunt.”

				“No, no. That’s not what I mean. I meant that they might think you want to…to be with them.”

				She stares at me blankly. “I do not understand.”

				“They’ll think you want to have relations with them!” I can feel my face burning. Gardnerians just don’t speak about these things.

				“Are you saying—” she puts a hand on one of her hips and motions to the growing audience “—that they’ll think I want to take one of them as my mate?”

				“Yes! Exactly!” I cry.

				“Oh, please, Elloren, you must be kidding! Not one of them is worthy to be my mate.” She shoots the watching men a look of utter contempt. “They are weak. I am strong and magnificent. I need an equally strong mate, one of my kind. Besides, your men have too many strange ideas. I don’t understand them.”

				“Please take my cloak!” I’m growing desperate.

				Ignoring me, Diana starts for the bench just as Echo and some other young Gardnerian women round the corner and look over to see what all the men are staring at. They spot me, then gasp in horror when they catch sight of Diana. They hide their eyes and quickly hurry away.

				I open my mouth as if to call out something in my defense, embarrassed over being caught near a buck-naked Lupine.

				I catch up with Diana, who’s now standing near the bench stretching, her hands high above her head, bending this way and that as she stares contentedly at the moon.

				Just then, my brother Rafe comes around the bend, his bow and quiver and hunting bag thrown over his shoulder. He does a complete double take when he sees Diana, his eyes going wide, then narrowing as he looks around, taking in the entire situation, his brow furrowing in concern. As he walks quickly over to us, I feel my face growing even hotter, not knowing which way to look.

				“Hello, Elloren,” he says, greeting me, his expression devoid of the usual grin.

				“Hi, Rafe,” I say weakly, at a complete loss.

				He turns to Diana, who’s regarding him with some curiosity.

				I motion to Rafe weakly. “Diana, this is my brother, Rafe.”

				“You must be the Lupine girl,” he states matter-of-factly, like there isn’t a stark-naked female in front of him. This really is completely surreal, and the most wildly mortifying thing that has ever happened to me.

				Diana inhales deeply, closing her eyes for a moment. She opens them and looks at Rafe intently. “You smell nice. Like the forest.”

				“Yes, well… I spent the last few days as a hunting guide around the Verpacian range.” Rafe motions toward the mountains behind him.

				“Did you see the lake tonight? The one to the east, about an hour’s run in?” Diana enthuses.

				I listen, completely dumbfounded as they launch into a conversation about the beauty of the forest, the abundance and health of the game, the best hunting areas. My brother is speaking to her as if he’s completely oblivious to her lack of attire, keeping his gaze militantly focused on her eyes.

				Rafe glances over at our audience.

				Diana follows his gaze, a look of annoyance crossing her features. “Why are they still staring at me?”

				“I don’t think you realize it,” says Rafe politely, “but it’s really not acceptable to go without clothing here.”

				“Oh, I’m just about to put them on,” she says unhurriedly. “I’m just cooling off from my run.”

				“I understand that,” he says. “I’ve read about your people, so I’m familiar with some of your ways, but it is really important, Diana, that you put on some clothing. Now.”

				Diana narrows her eyes at him and seems, at last, to infer that there could be something serious at stake here, as ridiculous as it seems to her. “All right,” she says warily, still looking closely at Rafe.

				I quickly wrap my cloak around her, hearing some murmurs of disappointment from a few of the men. At my urging, Diana gives in and goes back into the forest to throw on her clothes before emerging once more, only fully clothed this time. The young men shoot her dark looks, then quickly disperse.

				“I’m thirsty,” Diana announces imperiously.

				“Well, then,” says Rafe, “why don’t we all go over to the dining hall and get something to drink?”

				* * *

				“It is not our custom to be unclothed,” Rafe explains as I bring over a tray with hot tea and dried fruit from the kitchens.

				“Yes, yes, I know, but it’s ridiculous,” Diana counters. “How do you bathe? You don’t smell bad, so you must bathe. My ridiculous roommates are very crazed about no one walking in on them in the washroom, but I assume there is bathing going on.”

				Rafe smirks at this. “Yes, we bathe, but it’s unacceptable for us to be unclothed around other people.”

				“Even little children? Even babies? Do they always need to be clothed?”

				“Yes. Everyone needs to be clothed. Especially older children and adults. And they can’t ever be unclothed around people of the opposite sex.”

				“Ever?” Diana screws her face up in wry disbelief. “How do you mate? There are quite a lot of you, so you must mate at some point.”

				Rafe lets out a surprised laugh, spitting out some of his tea as he does so. Diana smiles at him smugly.

				“I would assume…there is, in fact…the removal of clothing,” Rafe concedes, his eyes swimming with amusement as he stumbles over his response. “But in all seriousness, Diana, I know it seems ludicrous to you, but there are…religious beliefs that condemn it.”

				“What?”

				“Nudity.”

				“Religious beliefs?”

				“Yes,” he tells her. “There are people who would assume that because you’re comfortable being naked, that you have no morals…and that you would…mate with any man.”

				“That’s ridiculous,” Diana says, waving her hand in the air. “We mate for life.”

				“I know. But here, there are men who would mate with you who have no desire for a life bond. They wouldn’t even have to like you.”

				Diana pauses and stares at Rafe for a long moment, her mouth agape. “That is very shocking. This is extremely immoral.” Diana purses her lips in disapproval, glowering at my brother. “You are a strange people.” Someone across the room catches Diana’s eye, and she holds up a hand to get his attention. “Jarod,” she calls to her brother.

				Jarod sees her, smiles and approaches our table.

				“What we heard about their people is true,” Diana says to him, with no lead-in. She motions to us with a wave of her hand. “These people will mate with people they don’t even like.” She’s clearly appalled.

				Rafe holds up both hands at Diana, as if warding off this accusation. “I meant that some Gardnerians and Kelts are like this, not all,” he vehemently clarifies.

				Jarod’s face takes on a shocked expression as he sits on a chair next to Diana, straddling it backward. “Really?” he asks his sister in a low voice, ashamed on our behalf. “I thought that was just a nasty rumor.”

				“As did I,” Diana agrees. “I thought Father was exaggerating.” She turns to me censoriously. “Have you mated in this way, Elloren?”

				I nearly spit out all the tea in my mouth. “Me? No! I’ve never…” My voice gets smaller and tighter with each word.

				“And you.” Diana jabs a finger at Rafe. “Have you mated in this way? With someone you don’t even care for?”

				“No!” Rafe says defensively, his hands flying up again. “Like my sister, I haven’t…” He trails off.

				Diana relaxes her accusatory posture, sits back in her chair and sighs deeply. “I have not yet taken a mate, either, although I am greatly looking forward to it.” She smiles happily at the prospect, then points to Jarod with her thumb. “My brother has also not yet taken someone to mate.”

				Jarod grins brightly at us. “I, too, greatly look forward to it.”

				“You must be looking forward to taking a mate, Elloren,” said Diana, her tone conversational. “You’re almost of age.” She and her brother smile at me expectantly, and I begin to wonder how hot my face can get before it causes some type of physical problem. I desperately want to crawl under the table and disappear.

				“Listen,” says Rafe, leaning forward toward Diana, grasping his mug with both hands. “I happen to agree with you that it is morally wrong to…be with someone you don’t care for. I just want to clarify that.”

				“You know,” I say to Jarod and Diana, “I’ve heard quite a few rumors about Lupines, as well.”

				They both lean forward with interest.

				“Really?” asks Diana. “What type of rumors?”

				I instantly regret saying it. There’s no way out now. I take a deep breath and spit it out. “I heard you sometimes mate…as wolves.”

				Neither one of them so much as bats an eyelash.

				“That’s true,” Diana brags. “My parents conceived my brother and me as wolves.” She smiles thinking about it. “That’s why I’m such a good hunter!”

				“It’s true,” agrees Jarod. “She’s one of the best hunters in the pack.” Diana’s smile brightens at her brother’s praise.

				I’m speechless for a moment, then manage to collect myself enough to continue. I can’t get any more embarrassed than I already am, so I figure I might as well lay all the cards out on the table. “I also heard,” I continue, hesitantly, “that sometimes you mate when…your men are in wolf form…and your women are in…human form.”

				They both stare at me blankly, their mouths agape.

				Finally, Jarod turns to Diana, an incredulous look on his face. “Would that even be physically possible?”

				Diana continues to stare at me. “That’s ridiculous,” she spits out, her tone clipped.

				“Some interesting conversations you’ve been having with the morally upstanding girls of Gardneria,” muses Rafe, grinning widely at me. I shoot him an annoyed look.

				“Let me guess,” he speculates. “Did that one come from Echo Flood?”

				“Fallon Bane,” I admit.

				“Figures,” he says, chuckling to himself.

				“What other rumors have you heard about us?” asks Diana. “That last one was very creative.”

				“I really don’t want to offend you,” I say.

				Diana waves her hand in the air dismissively. “Your people’s ignorance reflects badly on them, not on us.”

				“I was told you mate in front of your entire pack.”

				Again the blank stares.

				“That’s just simply untrue,” said Diana, sounding truly offended for the first time.

				“Mating is a private thing,” Jarod adds, looking at us like we’re foolish to need this explained.

				“Where would they get such ideas about us?” Diana asks, perplexed.

				“I think nudity gets our people’s minds going off in all sorts of strange directions,” offers Rafe.

				“Well,” says Diana with a sigh, “I’ve heard lots of fantastic rumors about your people, as well.”

				“Like what?” I ask, curious if hers are as colorful as ours.

				She leans forward, her voice low. “I heard that you force girls as young as thirteen to choose a mate.”

				“That’s actually true,” I say, thinking of Paige Snowden. “It’s called wandfasting. It’s a magical way of binding people together as future mates. It creates the marks that you see on the hands of most of the Gardnerian women here. Sometimes the girls are quite young.”

				Jarod and Diana stare at me gravely.

				“But you can’t possibly be old enough at thirteen to choose your life mate,” counters Diana, shaking her head.

				“They’re chosen for you, usually,” I clarify, thinking of Aislinn.

				Jarod and Diana glance at each other, disapproval written all over their faces.

				“But what if you don’t love the person? What if you don’t care for their scent?” Diana seems greatly upset by the prospect of such a thing. “Do you still have to mate with them?”

				“Well, yes,” I say, realizing how awful this must sound to her. It is awful.

				“That is truly terrible,” murmurs Diana. She glances at my hands then Rafe’s. “Yet neither of you are fasted.”

				I share a quick glance with my brother. “My uncle wants us to wait,” I tell Diana. “He thinks we should be older.”

				“You absolutely should,” Diana states with an emphatic nod.

				“I heard that your men mate with seals…even if they have life mates,” Jarod blurts out.

				Diana turns to her brother, a mortified expression on her face. “Jarod!”

				“That’s what I heard,” he says, shrugging his shoulders defensively at her.

				Rafe sighs. “Some of our men do this. The seals are called Selkies, and they can take human form.”

				“What?” I choke out, really shocked. “Aunt Vyvian told me people kept them as pets.”

				Rafe cocks an eyebrow and shoots me an uncomfortable look. “They’re not pets, Ren.”

				Disgust washes over me as the obscene truth of things falls into place.

				“This is very sordid,” mutters Diana, embarrassed for us. “Perhaps these shocking things would not come about if you mated at a reasonable age with people you care deeply for, like we do. This is very unnatural, the way you mate.”

				“There are happy Gardnerian couples,” I counter defensively. “My parents loved each other very much.”

				“Which is why you and your brother have good morals, unlike the others of your kind,” Diana states emphatically.

				“What happened to your parents?” Jarod asks softly, catching my past tense where Diana did not.

				“They died when we were very young,” I reply, staring down at my tea. When I glance up, Diana’s face is filled with sadness.

				“I am so sorry to hear this,” she says.

				I just shrug, momentarily at a loss for words and suddenly aware of how late it is and how tired I feel. I think about my quilt and how much I wish it was still here so that I could wrap myself up in it. Diana’s hand gently touches my arm.

				“You must come home with us the next time we visit our pack,” she says, her voice kind. “They would like you very much. I think you would find many friends there.”

				I’m startled to find my eyes filling with tears. Blinking them back, I struggle to maintain my composure. “Thank you,” I say, my voice cracking as I keep my eyes focused on my mug. “That’s very kind of you to offer.”

				Diana gives my arm a warm squeeze before releasing it. I look up at her, her face an open book like her brother’s, devoid of guile. Aside from the uncomfortably blunt questions about mating, I have a sudden feeling that I would actually like Diana’s people.

				* * *

				“It seems as if we may have been mistaken about them,” Aislinn tells me a few evenings later as we sit on a bench outside, staring up at the waning moon and discussing the Lupines. We pull our cloaks tight around us as a cold breeze rustles the dry autumn leaves clinging to the tree above us, our heavy book bags on the ground next to us.

				“I know,” I agree.

				“But really, Elloren,” she says, “some of their behavior. It’s still…really shocking.”

				“But not evil, really.”

				Aislinn is silent for a moment, considering this before speaking again. “But I just don’t understand. I overheard my father telling my mother about the Lupines once. The Mage Council sent him on a diplomatic mission to the Northern packs. While he was there, a male Lupine suddenly announced to the entire pack that he was going to mate with one of the females, and then he just…well, he dragged her out into the woods. Why would my father say something so shocking if it wasn’t true?”

				“I don’t know,” I admit, my face tensing at the puzzle.

				“Maybe the Northern packs are different,” Aislinn says hopefully. “Maybe Jarod and Diana’s pack is more moral.”

				“Perhaps.”

				“I just can’t imagine Jarod doing something so shocking.”

				I look back up at the moon, small gray clouds drifting lazily around it.

				“You know,” Aislinn furtively admits, “Jarod gave me a poem today. About the moon.”

				I’m not surprised by this. What began as a small trickle of stealth correspondence in Chemistrie lab has quickly become a steady stream, so much so that Diana flat-out refused to be a courier. Instead, she and I rearranged ourselves so that Jarod and Aislinn could have the aisle seats.

				Aislinn opens one of her stealth books, fishes a neatly folded piece of paper out of it and hands it to me. I open it and read Jarod’s flowing script by the thin lamplight.

				It’s a poem about loneliness and yearning, the moon a bright witness to it.

				“It’s beautiful,” I tell her as I refold it, feeling as if I’m intruding on something private.

				“I know,” she acknowledges, her voice dreamy, far away.

				“Aislinn,” I venture with some hesitation, “I saw you and Jarod together. In the archives last night.”

				They were sitting, a book open before them as they huddled together, their heads and hands almost touching. They seemed oblivious to the rest of the world, enthralled with each other, both of their faces lit up as they talked in animated, hushed tones. Unable to hold back their shy smiles.

				Aislinn blushes and looks down at her lap. She shrugs. “I guess we’re becoming…friends of sorts. Strange, isn’t it? Me. Friends with a Lupine.” She looks up at me. “It’s all perfectly innocent, you know. Jarod’s family is bringing him to visit the Northern packs this summer so he can look for a mate, and he knows I’m about to be fasted to Randall. We’re just…friends.”

				“I know,” I said. “I just worry.”

				Aislinn’s brow knits tight. “If my family knew I was on speaking terms with him…my father would pull me out of University. That’s why we only meet late in the evenings. It’s just that we both love books so much. It’s so nice to have someone to discuss literature with who’s so…insightful. He’s incredibly well-read.”

				“Seems he’s as well-read as you,” I concur.

				“You know, Elloren,” Aislinn says, her voice tentative, “talking to Jarod…it just makes me wonder if…if our people might be mistaken about some things.”

				I settle back, catching sight of a familiar constellation through the branches. “I know what you mean.”

				We’re quiet for a moment, looking up at the stars.

				Chilled, I slide my hands into my cloak pockets. My hand scrapes against hard, jagged pieces.

				Lukas’s broken portrait. I’d completely forgotten about it.

				I fish it out of my pocket and hold it in my opened palm. I push the two pieces together to form his ridiculously handsome visage.

				Aislinn gapes. “You have a portrait? Of Lukas Grey?”

				I nod, resigned. “I broke it by accident and lifted it from Fallon’s room.” I fill Aislinn in on everything that happened, including Diana’s outrageous nudity and how effectively she dealt with Fallon Bane.

				Aislinn struggles to keep down the incredulous laughter that’s bubbling up, and I start to laugh, too.

				Aislinn shakes her head as she fights back her grin, gesturing toward the portrait. “Fallon will freeze you if she finds out.”

				I slide the pieces back into my pocket and pat the side of my cloak. “Not if it’s safely hidden away, she won’t.”

				My fingers worry the portrait pieces through my cloak as trepidation pricks at me.

				She’ll never find out. How could she?

				* * *

				It’s later that same evening when Ariel finally speaks to me again.

				The room is a completely different place than it used to be. Wynter and I have cleaned it up, and the majority of the room, except for Ariel’s third of it, is now neatly swept and organized. A small rookery that Rafe has thrown together now sits by Ariel’s bed. It houses two stolen chickens and an owl with a broken wing that Ariel has been nursing back to health.

				I have to admit, I’m a bit fascinated by the owl and enjoy watching the smooth way it can rotate its head almost completely around, as well as looking into its beautiful, wide eyes. I’ve never been so close to one before.

				Ariel is an apprentice in animal husbandry, her desk a haphazard jumble of books devoted mainly to avian medicine. As unfocused and unhinged as she is around people, with animals, she’s calm and skillful. She loves birds especially, even to the point where she refuses to eat them.

				I lie on my bed in the warm room, studying, a mountain of books and notes surrounding me, a fire roaring in the fireplace and casting a soft glow over everything. The owl and the chickens are perched on Ariel’s bed next to her, and Wynter is sitting on the floor, sketching the owl, while Ariel pats it gently.

				Ariel unexpectedly looks over at me, eyes narrowed, her head resting on a pillow. “You could have had me sent away.”

				The sound of her rough voice startles me, and Wynter’s sketching hand freezes in place.

				It takes me a moment to find my voice. “I know.”

				“I hurt you,” she insists. “You were bloody and covered in bruises. You could have had me sent to…to that place.”

				“I know,” I say again, ashamed and uncomfortable. “I decided not to.”

				“But,” she presses, becoming angry, “you were bloody…”

				“I told everyone that I tripped down the stairs.”

				She continues to stare at me as her eyes take on a glazed, pained expression. “I still hate you, you know.”

				I swallow and nod. Of course she does. I deserve it. She destroyed a precious belonging, but I caused the death of something living, something she loved.

				“I don’t expect you to ever stop hating me,” I finally say with effort. “But I want you to know… I’m sorry for what happened to your kindred. I didn’t know Lukas would do that… I didn’t think… I was so angry at you. I’m sorry.”

				“It doesn’t matter,” she says flatly, cutting me off and rolling onto her back, staring blankly at the ceiling. “She’s better off dead than here. I wish I was dead.”

				I’m shocked. “Don’t say that.”

				“All right,” Ariel amends, her mouth curling up into an angry sneer. “I wish you were dead instead. And every other scholar here. Except for Wynter.”

				It’s a fair enough sentiment, and I let it hang in the air unchallenged as Wynter regards Ariel with sad understanding and then turns to me, her expression softening to a warm look of approval.

				I turn my attention back to my text, unexpectedly touched. And, oddly enough, I feel, for the first time since I’ve come to the University, a small sense of peace blooming inside me.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

				Trystan

				“Where’s Rafe?”

				“Rafe’s out,” Trystan says absently as he lies on his bed, not bothering to look up from the large Physiks text he’s engrossed in.

				The eleventh month has come, and with it a killing frost, the trees suddenly laid bare, the fire in the North Tower now a necessity.

				It’s late, the end of another week, and I’ve spent the last hour wrestling with my History of Gardneria text, new questions clamoring for my attention as I read and reread parts of the large volume. Things aren’t adding up, and I want to talk to Rafe about it.

				We’re supposed to be Gardnerians, the Blessed Ones, the First Children, blameless and pure. And all of the other races are supposed to be the Evil Ones, the Cursed Ones. But more and more it seems as if life has the disturbing habit of refusing to align itself into such neat columns.

				It’s all extremely confusing.

				“What’s Rafe doing?” I ask as Trystan continues to read.

				“Hiking. As usual,” he says absently.

				“Oh.” That’s disappointing. Rafe’s always out and unavailable lately.

				“He’s hiking with Diana Ulrich,” Trystan says as an afterthought. “He’s been out hiking with her every night this week.”

				My eyes widen. “He has?”

				Trystan glances up at me, perplexed by my surprise.

				“She’s the Lupine girl,” I point out.

				“I know,” he says calmly, looking back down at his book, as if the idea of Rafe spending so much time with a shapeshifter is somehow normal.

				I think back to that night in the dining hall, to the way Rafe and Diana seemed to instantly fall in with each other. The look on her face when she glanced back at him, just before leaving.

				“Don’t you think that’s a little…strange?” I prod.

				Trystan shrugs. “Life is strange.”

				My worry spikes. Rafe can’t become interested in a Lupine. He’ll bring the wrath of two powerful races straight onto his head. And hers, too.

				“Do you think they…like each other?”

				“Maybe,” Trystan says flatly.

				I blink at him, really concerned now. “She’s a shapeshifter.”

				Both his eyebrows go up. “Translation: ‘she’s an Evil One’?”

				“Sweet Ancient One, no,” I sputter, sounding shrill and defensive to my own ears. “Of course I don’t think she’s evil, but…but Rafe can’t like her that way. Our people aren’t exactly on good terms with each other.”

				Trystan smirks, his tone bitter. “So you think affection respects diplomatic pettiness?”

				I fume at his sarcasm. “Perhaps it should. When it’s hazardous to your future.”

				Trystan rolls his eyes and goes back to reading.

				“How can you be so calm?” I don’t know why I’m asking him that. Trystan is always calm. And right now it’s driving me up the wall.

				“Ren, maybe they’re just friends.”

				I snort derisively at this. “Have you even met her?”

				“No,” Trystan replies, his tone clipped. “I haven’t.”

				“Well, she can be infuriating. And arrogant.” And brave. And kind. But she’s placing our brother in potentially serious danger. “And she runs around naked half the time!” I insist. “And now she’s trying to steal our brother away from us.”

				There are things I’m growing to truly like about Diana, admire even, but I push them roughly to the back of my mind. I know I’m being wrongheaded, and I’m ashamed of my words even as I say them, but this is a road that could lead to disaster. There’s just no way around that fact.

				Trystan’s eyes flicker up briefly from his book. He looks at me like I’m becoming mentally unhinged. “Do you honestly think someone could steal…Rafe?”

				“She has bewitched him with her beauty.”

				Trystan rolls his eyes at me. “They’re probably just walking around in the woods, Ren.”

				How can he be so infuriatingly blind? “No. She’s trying to sink her claws, and I do mean claws, into him.”

				Trystan smiles slightly at this.

				I plop down on the bed behind me and glare at him in consternation, my arms crossed tightly in front of me. He goes back to reading his text, doing his best to ignore me as I sit there stupidly fuming.

				Just then Yvan barges in, a bag slung over his shoulder, a pile of large texts under one arm. He stops dead in his tracks when he sees me and freezes, his expression rearranging itself into the familiar intense appearance he always wears when I’m around.

				“What?” I snap at him, stung by his persistent unfriendly behavior.

				He doesn’t answer me, just stands there looking mortified, spots of color lighting both his cheeks. I suddenly realize, in complete embarrassment, that I’m sitting on his bed.

				“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I quickly apologize, grabbing my books and bag as I shoot up, my face also coloring deeply. Gardnerian and Keltic girls do not sit on men’s beds, not unless the man is a brother. This is a huge breach of etiquette.

				Yvan stiffly pulls off his dark woolen cloak and throws it on the bed, along with his bag and books, as if marking his territory, and fixes me with another intense, green-eyed glare. Then he grabs some texts and stalks over to the desk near his bed.

				I, in turn, take a seat at the foot of Trystan’s bed, my back slumped down against the wall behind me, my face hot and uncomfortable. The room has become claustrophobic, but I’m determined to stay so that I can confront Rafe about all this gallivanting with Diana. I pull my own books out, and the three of us retreat into the transient escape of study.

				Every now and then I glance over at Trystan, and am surprised to catch him peering at Yvan’s back, his expression a bit odd, almost liquid, like he’s slipping into a dream state.

				Feeling my stare, Trystan quickly looks back down at his book, and I nonchalantly peek at Yvan out of the corner of my eye to try and figure out what, exactly, Trystan is seeing.

				Yvan is resting his forehead on his hand as he reads, his body stiff and ill at ease. It’s a Physicians’ Guild text, and I can make out surgical diagrams on the pages he’s open to.

				Yvan cuts a nice figure, I reluctantly admit. He’s long and lean, and when his piercing green eyes aren’t tense, they’re stunning. My eyes are increasingly drawn to him in the kitchens, his strength and lithe grace tangling my thoughts and setting my heart thudding harder. I can’t help but remember how he looked when he smiled at Fern on my first day in the kitchens—how dazzling that smile was, how devastatingly handsome I found him to be.

				I bite the inside of my cheek in annoyance.

				Why does he have to be so distractingly good-looking? And why do I have to find him so attractive when he clearly doesn’t like me at all? And besides—he’s a Kelt!

				But I can’t help but notice that his hostility toward me has lessened lately. I catch him in the kitchens, sometimes, eyeing me back with those intense green eyes of his. As if he’s trying to figure me out. It always sends an unsettling warmth prickling through me. But soon after our eyes meet, there’s always that searing flash of anger as he glares at me, then looks sharply away.

				After about an hour of tension-filled silence, Yvan abruptly shuts his book, gets up, grabs the bag on his bed and storms out of the room, slamming the door behind him. The thick, uncomfortable tension in the room leaves with him, and I breathe a deep sigh of relief at his going.

				“I don’t know how you can stand living with him,” I tell Trystan. “He’s so intense.”

				Trystan doesn’t say anything. His eyes flicker up to meet mine for a brief second before making their way back down to his book.

				“Hey,” I say suspiciously, “why were you staring at him?”

				Trystan doesn’t say anything for a moment, continuing to focus on his book as I wait impatiently for his response.

				“Because he’s beautiful,” Trystan finally says, his voice so low it’s almost a whisper.

				The words hang in the air between us, and I can feel the weight of them pressing down on me. I have a sudden, uncomfortable feeling that things I’ve long been ignoring are becoming undeniable.

				“What do you mean?” I ask slowly.

				He doesn’t answer me, only stiffens and continues to stare at his book.

				I’m misinterpreting him. I have to be. Yvan is beautiful. Achingly so. Trystan’s just stating an obvious fact. But the way he said it.

				Unwelcome thoughts begin to assert themselves. Whereas I’ve often seen Rafe flirting with girls and noticing the pretty ones walking when we’d travel to the large, open-air winter markets, I’ve never once seen Trystan notice a girl. He’s always been happy to just spend time with Gareth.

				Trystan’s eyes flicker up to meet mine again, his expression sad and defiant at the same time. I’m barely breathing, my mouth agape.

				“Oh, Trystan. Please tell me you’re not saying…”

				His mouth tightens into a hard line, his expression pained.

				“You can’t really think he’s…beautiful. You can’t think that way. Trystan, tell me you don’t mean it that way.”

				He doesn’t respond and plasters his eyes to a spot on his book as panic rears up inside me.

				“Holy Ancient One, Trystan, does Yvan know?”

				Yvan can’t know. No one can know this.

				“I think so,” Trystan says stiffly. “Maybe that’s why he’s so careful not to undress around me.”

				“Oh, Trystan,” I breathe, panic clamoring at the edges of my thoughts, “this is really bad.”

				“I know,” he admits tightly.

				“The Mage Council…they throw people in prison who…”

				“I know, Ren.”

				“You can’t be this way. You just can’t. You have to change.”

				Trystan continues to stare rigidly at the book. “I don’t think I can,” he says softly.

				“Then you can’t tell anyone,” I insist, shaking my head for emphasis. “No one can know.”

				“Don’t you think I know that?” His voice is still calm, but I can hear pain breaking through. And an edge of anger.

				“Who else knows?” I ask, my thoughts spinning out in all directions.

				“I think Rafe’s figured it out.”

				“And what does he think?”

				Trystan lets out a deep breath. “You know Rafe. He goes his own way on practically everything. And lets others do the same.”

				“What about Uncle Edwin?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“And Gareth?”

				“Gareth knows,” he says succinctly.

				“You told him?”

				Why did he tell Gareth and not me? I feel a sharp pang of hurt.

				“He figured it out.”

				“How?”

				Trystan finally abandons the pretense of reading and closes his book. “He knows because I tried to kiss him.”

				My face flies open in shock. “You tried to kiss…Gareth?” For a moment I just gape at him. “What…what did he do? When you tried to…”

				“When I tried to kiss him?” he cuts in sharply. “He told me he was sorry, but he was only attracted to women.”

				We stare at each other for a long moment, the ramifications of his being this way like a dark storm brewing.

				I rub at my aching head. “Oh, Trystan,” I say, stunned. My religion has just been turned into a weapon. Aimed straight at my brother. “They’ll see you as one of the Evil Ones. If anyone finds out…”

				“I know.”

				I shake my head, feeling dazed. “I seem to be collecting them these days, you know.”

				“Evil Ones?”

				“Icarals, Lupines—” A hidden Water Fae. “—and now you.”

				Trystan shrugs slightly in response, suddenly looking very tired.

				I gently nudge his foot. “I know you’re not evil, you know,” I softly tell him.

				He nods back at me, seeming momentarily at a loss for words.

				I sigh deeply, pressing my head back hard against the wall, staring up at the play of shadows on the ceiling rafters from the flickering fireplace and lamplight.

				“I’m beginning to think it’s all hogwash anyway,” I tell him. “All this stuff about Evil Ones. But that doesn’t change the fact that everyone else seems to believe it.” I swivel my head on the wall to look at him with concern. “Trystan, I’m really worried about you now. I can’t…” Tears prick at my eyes as an unbidden image forms of Trystan being taken away, thrown into prison somewhere. A fierce urgency wells up inside me, accompanied by a very justified fear for my brother’s safety. “You’ve got to keep this secret.”

				“I know, Ren,” he says softly.

				“I’m not kidding. This is very dangerous. Promise me. Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”

				“I promise. I’ll be careful,” he assures me, and I know he’s being serious and humoring me at the same time. But it will have to be enough for now.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

				History

				Over the next few days Yvan’s intense and aloof manner toward me begins to seriously chafe at my nerves, made worse by my sharp fear that Yvan knows Trystan’s secret. I take to nervously carrying on one-sided conversations with Yvan, desperate to engage him and win his favor.

				This particular evening, we’re both cutting up a large pile of turnips, just about my least favorite kitchen task. Iris is kneading bread dough on the next table over, her flaxen hair tied up into pretty braids. I can feel her territorial attention on me, her eyes flitting up to glower at me every so often—a Gardnerian so unforgivably close to her Yvan.

				It stings to see Iris and Yvan together sometimes. To hear them laughing in a corner, to witness their easy camaraderie, her casual touches on his shoulder, his arm, his hand. It’s clear they’re old friends, but is there more?

				Do they kiss in the shadows? Sneak off late at night to the barn’s dark loft?

				I immediately chastise myself for having such thoughts.

				Yvan’s a Kelt, and one who dislikes me intensely. I need to ignore how just the sight of him can set my blood racing. Being attracted to a Kelt is pointless enough. In this case, it’s more than a little bit dangerous.

				Thoughts of Lukas suddenly come to mind, and I flush, wondering what he’d make of me privately mooning over a Kelt.

				Ignoring Iris’s nasty looks, I lever my knife down on the hard root before me with a loud thwap. I find dealing with these starchy vegetables to be as enjoyable as trying to slice through rocks.

				I’m relieved a few minutes later, when Iris finally wipes off her hands and steps out. Now is my chance to talk to Yvan, to try to win him to our side—to convince him not to reveal my brother’s secret.

				My eyes flit toward him. “So, how are you this evening?” I ask in the most pleasant, honey-coated voice I can muster. Predictably, he just glowers at me briefly before focusing militantly on chopping up the turnips in front of him.

				In desperation, I babble on and on about the weather, what I had for lunch, anything inane I can think of to spark his interest as Urisk kitchen workers come and go around us in the flurry of activity almost always present here.

				“…And my aunt Vyvian just sent me some new dresses. I think she feels guilty about lodging me with Icarals.” I throw waxy turnip peels into a large, wooden bowl. “It was quite a surprise to get her gift,” I prattle on. “I think she’s trying to win me over via pleasant means, since punishment isn’t working. I’m wearing one of the dresses now. Isn’t it lovely?”

				The dress is lovely, with delicate Ironflowers embroidered in deep blue all over the midnight-black silk.

				Yvan stops slicing turnips and pauses, stone-still, the newly sharpened knife clenched tight in his hand. “What?” he asks, his eyes two furious slits.

				An actual response. Amazing. Though his tone isn’t exactly what I’d hoped it would be. “My dress,” I repeat congenially. “Isn’t the embroidery lovely?”

				Yvan sets the knife carefully down on the table and swivels around in his chair to face me. “No,” he says, his voice heavy with disgust. “I think it’s revolting.”

				I blink at Yvan in shock. Angry hurt pricks at my insides like tiny pins, and my face starts to flush. My eyes go hard on him. “You overwhelm me with your charm sometimes, do you know that?”

				“Those clothes,” he continues caustically, gesturing sharply at my dress, “were made from the blood and sweat of slaves.”

				“What are you talking about?” I counter. “Aunt Vyvian got them from a dress shop in Valgard.”

				“Do you have any idea who actually makes your fancy silks?”

				“No…no, I don’t…but…”

				He leans in toward me confrontationally, and I shrink back slightly, intimidated. “Embroidery that intricate? It was done by Urisk workers. On the Fae Islands. Many of them children. Working for practically nothing, beaten if they try to protest.”

				He’s lying. He has to be. He’s just trying to be mean.

				I glower at him, nervously biting at my lip, but his steady glare doesn’t waver, and I have the overwhelmingly uncomfortable feeling that he’s telling me the truth.

				“I… I didn’t know…” I croak out defensively.

				“You don’t want to know. None of you want to know,” he spits back. “So, no, I don’t like your dress. I think both you and your dress are revolting.”

				A sharp pain stabs at my temple, and my stomach clenches as his words cut through me to the core, tears stinging at my eyes. He’s so mean and unforgiving. Why does he have to go out of his way to be so awful to me? And why do I even let him bother me?

				Stupid, idiotic Kelt.

				But what if he’s right? Could it be true? My mind is a troubled whirl, and I fight back the tears.

				No, I won’t let him make me cry.

				I grab at my knife, desperate to shut him and his disturbing words out, and turn my full attention to the rhythmic motion of slicing through the turnips’ thick, unyielding flesh.

				* * *

				“Priest Simitri,” I venture the next day as I tentatively approach him. It’s the end of class, and Gardnerian scholars are filtering out of the stately lecture hall.

				“Mage Gardner.” He greets me warmly, his robes smelling pleasantly of incense, a white Vogel band around his arm. “I have something for you.” He reaches down behind his desk and draws out a beautiful Ironwood tree seedling in a glazed black pot, handing it to me.

				“Thank you,” I say, touched by his thoughtfulness.

				“It will cleanse your room of the demon stain,” he tells me paternally. He leans in as if we share an unfortunate secret. “The Icarals may not love this, but I think you will find it soothing.”

				I inwardly stiffen. They have names, I think. Ariel and Wynter. But I don’t voice anything to indicate my newfound change of heart. “Thank you,” I say instead, taking the small tree from him. It’s heavy in my hands. But as much as I love seedlings, I don’t want it. Not if it will make Wynter—or even Ariel—uncomfortable.

				“I’ll help you repot it when it gets a little larger,” he tells me brightly. “The roots are delicate. They need room to spread out.”

				“Thank you,” I say again.

				Perhaps sensing my unease, he smiles encouragingly. “What can I do for you, Mage Gardner, on this fine day the Ancient One has blessed us with?”

				“I was wondering, Priest Simitri,” I say hesitantly, shifting my weight from foot to foot, “if you could tell me if there’s any truth to a rumor I’ve heard.”

				He leans back against his desk, clasps his hands together on his lap and gives me his full attention. “The world is full of rumors, Mage Gardner. It is wise to seek out the truth of the matter.”

				I smile, feeling bolstered. “Is it true,” I begin cautiously, “that the fabric my clothes are made of might have been made by Urisk on the Fae Islands? Workers who are treated like slaves?”

				His expression turns solemn. “It is true that your dress’s fabric may have been made by Urisk workers. It is not true that they are treated like slaves. What is true is that before the Gardnerians took over the Urisk lands, by the grace of the Ancient One, the Urisk were living like savages, worshipping stone statues of false gods, the men taking multiple wives. They waged war on each other almost as much as they waged war on others. They were uncivilized and very dangerous. Now, because of our intervention, the Urisk women lead quiet lives of morality. Are their lives full of hard work? The answer would be yes, but hard work, especially if it can help keep a people from devolving into savagery…well, it can only be a help to them.” He smiles encouragingly at me.

				“So,” I press, uncomfortably, “there aren’t any children working there?”

				Priest Simitri turns thoughtful. “If there are, I’m sure it’s out of the goodwill of their overseers—so that their mothers can keep an eye on them. Don’t let yourself be sentimental, Elloren. Urisk children are not like Gardnerian children. They are not First Children. They need structure and hard work to rein in their baser instincts. They lack the intelligence, the sensibility…the soul of our people.”

				My mind immediately wanders to an image of Fern laughing and blowing bubbles in the kitchen.

				No, she’s just like any other child. Just like a Gardnerian child, in fact.

				Priest Simitri points to the history book tucked under my arm. “Why don’t you go read the history of the Urisk race in your text. I’m sure what you find there will enlighten you.”

				But he wrote the history text. And I’ve already read it. No. I’m not getting the whole story.

				I bid Priest Simitri goodbye and depart the lecture hall in search of answers.

				There’s only one history professor that I know of who isn’t a Gardnerian. Professor Kristian. The Keltic professor who defended Ariel when I took her spice cake.

				* * *

				Professor Kristian sits at a small, battered-looking desk in his disheveled office, its door wide-open. Equally worn wooden shelves line the walls, stuffed to the brim with books and papers, some shelves containing double rows of books crammed into them every which way. There are still more piles of large, well-read volumes stacked on his desk and on the floor by the walls.

				He sits, engrossed in writing, several books open in front of him. He pushes up at his wire-rimmed glasses every now and then as they repeatedly slip down his nose.

				The gesture and the office make me think of Uncle Edwin. My uncle has the same habit of always having to push his glasses up, and a similar tendency to attract clutter, especially books and stacks of violin music.

				I cough uncomfortably to get his attention.

				He looks up and does a double take.

				There’s a brief storm of emotion in his eyes, there and gone again as he regards me with wary caution. He pushes his glasses up and blinks at me several times before saying anything. “Mage Elloren Gardner.”

				I try to smile, but it comes off more like some bizarre, crooked lip tightening.

				He continues to blink at me as I stand there in the door frame.

				“I…I have a question,” I stammer awkwardly.

				More blinking.

				The words come out in a tangled rush. “I was told…that my clothing, or the cloth anyway…might have been made by slaves. Is there any truth to that?”

				He inclines his head to one side, looking perplexed. “Why are you coming to me with this question, Elloren Gardner?”

				“I thought you might give me an honest answer. I went to Priest Simitri, but his answer seemed…biased.”

				Professor Kristian makes a contemptuous sound and removes his glasses. He grabs a cloth on his desk and peers up at me as he cleans the lenses, eyes narrowing. Replacing the glasses on his nose, he sits back, folds his arms in front of himself and considers me squarely as I hover in the door frame.

				“Your clothes, Elloren Gardner,” he begins, “were most likely made by Urisk women on the Fae Islands. Some of these workers may have been children, but all were most certainly paid barely enough to survive and are laboring in conditions akin to out-and-out-slavery. They have no freedom of movement, no means of leaving the Islands for a better life, as they are heavily guarded. They can get off the Islands via pirates who will smuggle them out for a steep price, often delivering them to a worse master who will forever hold deportment or time in prison over their heads. Or they can get off the island by becoming indentured servants to the Gardnerians, which is, again, little more than glorified slavery with the threat of deportment always hanging over them. So, Elloren Gardner, if you are asking me whether your dress is made not of the finest silk, but of the oppression and misery of countless others, the answer would be a firm yes.”

				I swallow hard. He certainly doesn’t mince words. His blunt manner of speaking makes me uncomfortable, and I have to remind myself that I haven’t come here looking for more dancing around the truth.

				“Thank you for being honest with me,” I tell him, feeling ashamed, thinking of little Fern and her fear of returning to the Fae Islands.

				The hard edge of his expression softens a little. His brow knits together, his eyes full of questions. “You’re welcome.”

				Having heard more than enough for today, I turn and walk away.

				* * *

				The next day in the kitchen, I take my place lugging piles of dirty plates and trays from the open dining hall counter to the sinks. I’m in my old, comfortable clothing from home—the brown woolen garb dark enough to pass muster as Garnderian clothing, but just barely. I look more like a Kelt than a Gardnerian. But I feel like myself again. My old tunic and skirt are a far cry from elegant, much too loose to show off even a hint of my figure, but I’m finally able to move and breathe.

				My new attire has attracted a good many confused and disapproving stares from my fellow Gardnerians, and even more disapproval from non-Gardnerians.

				“You must be kidding,” Iris snaps when she enters the kitchens, her eyes immediately lighting on me as I transfer a pile of plates.

				Heat stings the back of my neck, but I attempt to ignore her and keep working.

				Bleddyn almost drops the sack of flour she’s lugging when she comes in. “So she’s a Kelt now, is that it?” She spits at the floor, her mouth twisted into a disgusted sneer, her eyes hot on me. She looks to Fernyllia, outraged.

				Fernyllia shrugs and glances at me, then gestures discreetly with flour-dusted hands for Iris and Bleddyn to stop.

				Olilly, the sickly waif of a serving girl with the lavender skin, eyes me with fearful confusion, looking to Fernyllia for reassurance. The Kitchen Mistress gives the small Urisk maid a comforting smile before her eyes dart warily back to me.

				“No matter,” Iris whispers loudly as she takes the flour from Bleddyn, glaring at me with courageous swagger. “You could dress a Roach like a princess, but she’s still a Roach.”

				Fernyllia shoots Iris a sharp look of censure, which only partially dampens the dark smiles now on Iris’s and Bleddyn’s lips. The two young women leave for the storeroom, and I can hear them burst into laughter the moment they step out.

				Neck burning now, I settle in to vigorously scrubbing plates in the broad sink.

				When he finally arrives, Yvan ignores me completely, not even looking over as he takes his place by my side to scrub dishes and pots with a coarse, bristled brush. Eventually he glances over at me, then quickly glances again, a brief flash of surprise in his eyes, before he focuses back on scrubbing pots.

				I’m aware of my face going red, imagining what he probably thinks. Braced for more abuse.

				“I didn’t stop wearing my other clothes for you,” I awkwardly explain, sounding irritable, the sting from the harsh words he had for me the day before still smarting. “I really couldn’t care less what you think of me.”

				He glances over at me again with his usual silent intensity as he scrubs the pot in front of him vigorously.

				“I asked Professor Kristian if what you said was true,” I explain defensively, really not wanting Yvan to think that he has any influence over me whatsoever. “He said it was, so I decided I liked my own clothes better, the clothes I grew up wearing. I’m more comfortable this way anyway. That’s the real reason I changed.”

				Yvan stops scrubbing for a moment as he stares at the wall in front of us, the muscles in his face and neck tensing. With a sigh, he returns to his work and says, “You look better this way.”

				I give a start. A compliment from Yvan?

				I’m unexpectedly touched by his words, a warm flush washing over me. His voice, when he’s not angry or irritated, is deep and surprisingly kind.

				I stare at him sidelong as he continues to focus only on the pot in front of him.

				* * *

				I go to visit Professor Kristian’s office again a few days later, questions multiplying like shadowy rabbits in my mind. I’m hungry for answers, wanting to know the truth about things.

				Professor Kristian blinks a few times as I enter the room, raising his eyebrows in what looks like surprise at my seeking him out again. He leans forward and peers out into the hallway from which I’ve come, perhaps expecting to see someone else out there. Then, seeing no one, he sits back in his desk chair and eyes me thoughtfully.

				A shadow crosses his expression, there and gone again, his brow tensing. “You look just like your father,” he muses. He clears his throat, stiffening. “And your grandmother, of course.”

				I blink at him in amazed surprise. “You knew my father?”

				His eyes become guarded. “I knew of him. Many people did.”

				“Oh,” I say, disappointed.

				“What brings you here, Mage Gardner?” he inquires, his tone now suspicious. “More questions?”

				I nod, and after a long, tense moment, he resignedly gestures to the wooden chair in front of his desk.

				I close his door and sit down, feeling awkward and nervous.

				“I notice you’ve changed your dress since our last discussion,” he notes, and I think I detect a small glimmer of approval in his eyes.

				“Yes, well…um…” I stammer. “I prefer my old clothing anyway.”

				He raises his eyebrows at this, releases the papers he’s holding and folds his hands in front of himself, giving me his full attention. “What would you like to know?” he asks.

				I bite my lip and let out a long breath before answering. “I want to know about the history of Gardneria.” I hold up my history book. “The real history of Gardneria. Not this.”

				The side of his mouth twitches. “That is considered a well-respected text—”

				“It’s the Gardnerian history of Gardneria,” I clarify.

				He nods. “You are, perhaps, looking for a Keltic history of Gardneria instead?” he asks, wry amusement in his tone.

				“No, I’m looking for a factual history.”

				He purses his lips and gives me an appraising look. “History is a tricky thing, Mage Gardner. What is written about it is usually subjective, and it’s often very difficult to find the truth of the matter.”

				“Well, then,” I persist, “what’s your history of Gardneria?”

				He coughs out an uncomfortable laugh in response. “Professors aren’t supposed to teach that way, Mage Gardner. My opinion hardly matters.”

				“Please, Professor Kristian,” I press with some vehemence. “It’s important to me. Please just tell me what you know.”

				He looks down at his desk for a moment, his brow knits as if deliberating with himself how best to answer me before meeting my stubborn gaze once more.

				“It could take some time,” he cautions.

				“I have the time,” I reply, undaunted. I settle back against the chair.

				He stares at me for a long, uncomfortable minute, perhaps waiting to see if I’ll give up and go away. “Very well, Mage Gardner,” he finally says, leaning toward me. “The story of Gardneria rightfully begins with Styvius Gardner, your people’s first Great Mage. He was your grandfather…about six generations back, I believe?”

				I nod in assent.

				“That’s quite the bloodline you have,” he observes, eyeing me shrewdly. “Not only Carnissa Gardner, The Black Witch, but Styvius Gardner, as well—both of Gardneria’s Great Mages in one family.”

				I consider this. “I didn’t really know just how revered my family is. And hated. Not until I left Halfix anyway.”

				“And I’m sure you know that Styvius was born to a Mage mother back when the Kelts were the region’s ruling power?”

				I inwardly stiffen, aware of Professor Kristian’s Keltic ethnicity. “I know that the Kelts hated my people and were horrible to them.”

				“And do you know why your people were hated?” Professor Kristian asks.

				I eye him squarely. “Prejudice.”

				“Quite so,” he says, sitting back and nodding. “They were treated very badly. Abused in every way. Treated like slaves. Sometimes even killed at birth. The Kelts saw them as half-breeds polluted by Fae blood.”

				I bristle at the slur, then think uncomfortably about Gareth, Tierney and my own hidden attraction to wood.

				He tilts his head. “Haven’t you ever wondered where you get that slight shimmer to your skin?”

				“It’s the mark of the First Children,” I tell him. “Set down on us by the Ancient One in blessing.”

				He lets out a short, unsurprised laugh. “A lofty notion, indeed. And complete fiction. It’s more likely your people are descended from the union of Kelts settled at the Northern Forest border and Fae Dryads.”

				I gape at him, stunned. “What? The Tree Fae?” That’s ridiculous. We’re a pure-blooded race.

				“It would explain why your kind possess some weak branch magic, and the Dryads were said to have skin that glimmered in the night,” he says.

				I arch my brow at him, eyeing him with deep skepticism. There’s no telling what the Tree Fae looked like—they were killed off by the Kelts long ago. And Gardnerians have wand magic. Not crass branch magic. I clutch at the wooden chair under my hands.

				River Maple.

				I pull my hands away from the smooth wood and set them in my lap.

				“The ancient Kelts had good reason to despise the Fae,” Professor Kristian continues. “When they first set foot on this land, around the year 2000 D, the Fae attacked and enslaved them. But the Kelts quickly discovered that they could gain the upper hand with iron weapons.”

				This I already know. The Kelts came here fleeing a war, the distant Keltic lands now impossible to return to, a thick band of kracken-infested sea making it treacherous to travel there. The Kelts came, jammed onto ships, half starved, to the shores of the Western Realm. They were immediately set upon and promptly enslaved by the Fae. Until the Kelts realized that the iron they are impervious to is death to the Fae.

				I know that iron-wielding Kelts then annihilated most of the Fae and took over a large chunk of the Western Realm.

				An unbidden image of Tierney enters my mind—her ever-present lab gloves, her careful, focused expression when handling iron lab equipment. I push the thought to the back of my mind.

				Professor Kristian leans forward. “Styvius Gardner was born a half-breed into Keltic society, one of the despised Kelt-Dryad Mages.”

				I blanch. Professor Kristian could be imprisoned if he uttered such outrageous blasphemy in Gardneria. “It’s dangerous to talk like that,” I warn him sharply.

				He smiles, his eyes steely. “Perhaps, then, it’s good that my door is shut.”

				I stare back at him, amazed by his boldness.

				“Shall we continue?”

				I swallow and nod.

				“The Dryad Fae had been killed off long ago, but Dryad blood lived on in the Mage line, giving the Mages their characteristic black hair, and shimmering skin. And branch magic lived on as well, although at a very weak level—only intricately laminated wooden wands could bring forth a fraction of the same magic Dryads could access through simple branches.

				“Styvius Gardner was a different sort of Mage, however. His magic wasn’t weak. From early on, it was apparent that the magic in his veins was much stronger than any Mage who had ever been born. He could summon fire with a ferocity never before seen and create tornadoes out of small breezes.”

				I settle back in my chair. This is not new to me. This I’ve heard.

				“When Styvius was only eight years old,” Professor Kristian goes on, “he came upon a Kelt overseer viciously beating his Mage mother.”

				“I know,” I tell him flatly.

				Professor Kristian nods. “Horrified at the sight of his bloodied mother, Styvius killed the overseer, setting him ablaze with wand magic. The Kelts responded by sending out soldiers to kill young Styvius. They murdered his beloved mother as she needlessly tried to shield the boy. The Kelts planned on killing every Mage in the village to teach them a lesson in obedience.

				“But Styvius stopped them. Driven mad by the death of his mother, he killed every soldier in sight.”

				This I also know. The priests speak of it in church. I know the story of how Styvius took his vengeance on the Evil Kelts, slaying his mother’s cruel tormentors.

				“Then he set out and killed every Kelt in his village and all the surrounding villages,” Professor Kristian continues.

				This part catches me off guard. “Wait. What?”

				Professor Kristian nods gravely. “Everyone. Men. Women. Children. And then he slaughtered everyone in the village next to that one. And the next. And the next.” Professor Kristian pauses, his expression darkening. “He quickly developed a predilection for torture.”

				I tense my face at him in disbelief. “What? No. That can’t be right…” My voice trails off as I try to make sense of what he’s saying.

				“The Kelts repeatedly tried to kill Styvius,” Professor Kristian goes on, “but he was invincible, able to summon shields to protect himself and throw huge balls of fire. Eventually, the Kelts fled from northern Keltania, sending the beleaguered Mages to settle there in an effort to placate the child. The Mages, of course, loved Styvius. He liberated them, gave them a homeland and exacted vengeance on their Keltic tormentors. That was the beginning of Gardneria.”

				I sit there, dumbfounded. It’s bizarre to hear this familiar story told so starkly, stripped of its religious underpinnings. And in my people’s story, they were pure-blooded Mages created by the Ancient One from the seeds of the sacred Ironflowers and gathered up as His First Children.

				“When he reached adulthood,” Professor Kristian continues, “Styvius became a religious zealot. He took the Kelts’ Book of the Ancients and decided that the Mages weren’t Kelt-Dryad half-breeds after all, but the First Children talked about in The Book, the rightful owners of Erthia. The Mages, beaten down and abused for generations, were eager to hear this new take on the old religion. Styvius began to claim that he was the Ancient One’s prophet, and that the Ancient One was speaking directly to him. He wrote a new last chapter to The Book and called it ‘The Blessed Mages.’ Then he renamed his people ‘Gardnerian Mages,’ declared northern Keltania to be ‘The Republic of Gardneria’ and installed himself as High Mage.”

				I’m inwardly drawing away from him, my people’s cherished history being roughly stabbed at and picked apart by his words.

				“So, you don’t believe Styvius was actually a prophet?” I inquire, acutely aware of how blasphemous the question is.

				Professor Kristian doesn’t blink. “I think he was a madman.”

				I sit there, struggling to make sense of it all.

				“Styvius set out to populate the entirety of Erthia with nothing but Mages,” Professor Kristian continues. “He set down in ‘The Blessed Mages’ the commandment that Gardnerian Mage women are to wandfast to Gardnerian men at an early age to keep their magic affinity lines pure and their Mage blood untainted. Styvius himself created the highly protected spells that are still used for the Gardnerian sacrament of wandfasting. Women who broke their wandfasting commitment with non-Gardnerians were to be struck down as brutally as possible, along with their non-Gardnerian lovers. The men’s families were also killed, as a lesson to all. A Banishment ceremony was required to exorcise the Evil of the woman from her family.”

				“My neighbor, Sage Gaffney, was Banished,” I tell him, inwardly cringing at the thought.

				“And how did you feel about that?” he asks.

				I remember Sage’s bloodied hands, her terrified appearance and Shane’s stories of how her fastmate had beaten her.

				“I’m very troubled by it,” I reply.

				“Shall I continue?” he asks gently, perhaps noticing my discomfort.

				I nod in assent.

				“For a number of years, the Gardnerians kept to themselves, quietly increasing their numbers—”

				“And then the Keltic War came.”

				A shadow falls over his expression. “Yes. Styvius’s power had grown. And magic was becoming stronger in a number of your men, more prevalent with each passing generation. Styvius led his Mages to invade Keltania, taking over half of the Keltish lands and ruthlessly annihilating the population of those lands. Styvius planned to continue his conquest until the entire Western Realm was claimed for the Mages.”

				“But then Styvius was killed.”

				“By a Vu Trin sorceress.”

				“And the war ended.”

				“After a drawn-out battle.” Professor Kristian pauses to pour himself some tea, asking with a hand gesture if I want some, as well. I nod, and he pours me a cup. I sit back and sip at the bitter tea. “The Gardnerians had to cede some of the land they had annexed,” he tells me, “and my people reclaimed about half of what had been taken from them.”

				His people, I note smugly. This has to be a biased account.

				“What happened next?” I ask, wanting to catch him in a blatant half-truth.

				He sips at his tea. “Many years of peace ensued. It was a time of growth for the Guilds, for trade. Verpacia once again became a major trade crossroads. The University was formally established. And Keltic society became more open to the point where even Icarals were tolerated.”

				I stop him here. “Where did the Icarals come from?”

				He tilts his head, considering. “No one knows for sure. They’ve popped up in virtually every race as far back as can be remembered, and are hated by almost everyone in the Western Realm.”

				It’s true. It seems that practically everyone’s religious traditions cast the Icarals as demonic beings.

				“Why are they hated so?” I wonder.

				He shrugs. “Like the Fae, they can be full of unpredictable power. They’re often dangerous as children. It’s probably because they have wyvern blood.”

				“Wyvern? You mean dragon-shifters?” I try to wrap my head around this. Are Ariel and Wynter part…dragon?

				“Well, they do share the western wyverns’ feathered, black wings,” he says, his mouth tilting up. “And their fire power and fire magic.”

				Wyverns. Not demons at all. It makes sense. “So…the Icarals are hated because of their wyvern blood?”

				Professor Kristian spits out a disdainful breath. “I would postulate that they’re hated because you can’t hide wings.”

				I scrunch my face up in confusion.

				“All that wyvern blood floating around,” he explains, “interferes rather inconveniently with cherished ideas of racial purity. Which, in and of itself, is probably the greatest myth of all time.” His eyes gleam with mischief. “Gardnerians are touchy about racial lines not being clearly drawn. The Elves are even touchier. It’s easier to cast the Icarals as evil and shun them at birth than it is to admit that every race is a mix.”

				I grasp at my mug, thoughts swirling as he stirs some honey into his tea and glances sidelong at me, giving his words ample time to sink in.

				He sits back, a question in his eyes. “Shall we continue?”

				I nod.

				“Where were we, then?” His brow knits tight as he focuses into the middle distance.

				“It was a time of peace.”

				“Ah, yes,” he says, taking another sip and eyeing me poignantly. “So…enter Carnissa Gardner onto our historical stage.”

				“My grandmother.”

				“Yes, your grandmother. She was the long-awaited one. The powerful Great Mage of Prophecy, born with magic more powerful than Styvius’s. At a time when Mages saw their borders shrinking as the Kelts reclaimed lost land, purging that land of any Mages they could find.”

				“You mean murdering them,” I flatly state.

				He gives me a sober look. “Yes, Elloren. Rounding them up and murdering them.”

				I sit back, cross my arms and wait for him to continue.

				“Your grandmother, Carnissa, set out not only to avenge the Mages, but also to finish what Styvius had started. As she honed her power, the Mages secretly built a dragon army to rival the Urisk and Keltish forces—the Gardnerians were aided in this by the despised Urisk underclass, the Uuril.”

				“The light-colored Urisk?” I question. “Like some of the kitchen workers? They have pinkish hair.”

				“They would be part of the Uuril underclass,” Professor Kristian affirms.

				I think of little Fern and her bubbles, troubled by her low-class status.

				“Carnissa invaded Keltania and quickly annexed it,” Professor Kristian continues. “Then she aligned herself with the Alfsigr Elves, shipped the remaining Fae—as well as anyone with even a drop of Fae blood—to the Pyrran Isles and took over the Fae Islands. Like Styvius, she didn’t plan on stopping there. By that point she had turned into a cruel, religious zealot who wanted to wipe out every race in the Western Realm, save the Gardnerian Mages.”

				This isn’t how I know this story. “She was protecting my people,” I protest. “The Kelts wanted their land back so they could enslave my people again.”

				“It may have started out that way,” he counters, “but it certainly didn’t end that way. Your people wanted revenge. And they needed more farmland. They didn’t want just some of the land, they wanted all of it.” He pauses, perhaps seeing how much this is upsetting me.

				He’s wrong. He has to be. My grandmother wasn’t some bloodthirsty, land-grabbing monster. She was a great warrior. She saved and protected us all.

				“Elloren,” he says, his expression conflicted. “Your grandmother wanted to kill everyone who wasn’t Gardnerian.”

				“Because they wanted to attack us,” I say, my voice tight and strained. My parents fought with her. They died fighting for her. Fighting for all of my people. They were heroes.

				Professor Kristian tightens his lips as if holding back a counter-argument. After a short pause he speaks again. “An Icaral rose up during your grandmother’s push east. He killed her and died doing it. The Icaral was a Keltic healer who gave his life to save Keltania, a society that still harbored lingering prejudice against his kind.” He sets down his tea. “So, here we are.”

				Here we are. A Kelt and a Gardnerian, calmly discussing the whole thing. Calm enough on the surface at least. My mind is a tumult of warring emotions.

				“Your people and the Alfsigr Elves are currently the major powers in the region,” he continues. “With only a few very fragile checks on their power. There’s the Vu Trin guard at the Western and Eastern passes, positioned to keep Gardnerian and Alfsigr power confined to the Western Realm. There’s also the loose threat that war could force an alliance between the Lupines and the Amaz. And both groups are formidable opponents on their own.”

				“And there’s the Resistance,” I add.

				He narrows his eyes at me. “Yes, there’s a scattered Resistance movement. The Resistance being the only group willing to defy the Gardnerians and Alfsigr Elves at the moment.”

				I hold his level stare. “You think opposition will grow?”

				He tilts his head in consideration. “Perhaps. Especially with Priest Marcus Vogel poised to take control of the Gardnerian Mage Council.”

				A thread of fear tightens in my gut at the mention of Vogel.

				“I’ve met him,” I tell Professor Kristian.

				He eyes me appraisingly. “And did you like him?”

				I remember the dark tree, the feel of the black void. “He scared me,” I admit.

				“He should,” Professor Kristian warns. “And you should start paying attention to what your own Mage Council is doing.” He rubs at his temple, then looks back at me. “Vogel’s a Level Five Mage, but he lacks the power of Styvius and Carnissa.”

				“So he’s no Great Mage.”

				Professor Kristian shakes his head. “No. But something is working in his favor—another Prophecy, echoed by the seers of several races, making everyone fearful and reactionary. It speaks of the imminent arrival of another Black Witch, the greatest Gardnerian Mage yet. It also speaks of the rising of another Icaral—a male—who will challenge her. According to this Prophecy, this new Black Witch will need to kill the Icaral, or an age of darkness will descend on Gardneria.

				“Of course, the enemies of Gardneria see darkness for Gardneria as a good thing, so there are already assassins roaming the lands, desperate to locate the Black Witch of Prophecy. And, of course, the Gardnerians are desperate to locate both the Black Witch and the Icaral who is supposed to rise up and challenge Her. There have been some rumors that an Icaral baby boy was recently born to a Gardnerian girl, and that both the baby and the mother are on the run from the Gardnerian Mage Council.”

				Sage’s baby. The Icaral of Prophecy—an unbroken Icaral who could come into his full powers. An Icaral who might keep his wings and possess unspeakable magic. And a new Black Witch—Fallon Bane.

				For a moment we’re both silent as I digest all this new information.

				“So…the next Black Witch,” I venture. “What if it’s true? What if she comes?”

				He grows quiet, his eyes grave with foreboding. “The Gardnerians have built the most powerful army they have ever had, with more dragons at their command than ever before. If another Black Witch rises, it is likely that the Gardnerians will succeed in taking over every land that exists on our maps, crushing the Resistance and making everyone who is not a Mage into a slave, with the exception, perhaps, of the Lupines.” He leans toward me, his voice low. “Is that what you want, Elloren Gardner?”

				I think of Fern and her bubbles. I swallow hard, feeling off-kilter and troubled. “I’m a Level One Mage,” I say, struggling to keep my tone light. “It hardly matters what I want.”

				“Perhaps, but I’m still curious.”

				“I don’t know,” I say, my worldview like shifting sand unsteady beneath my feet. “Lukas Grey told me that you have to dominate or be dominated. That all of history is like this.”

				He considers this, nodding with a look of sad resignation. “Much of history is like that,” he agrees. “But perhaps there is another way.”

				“Like what?”

				“I don’t know, Elloren Gardner. I don’t know,” he says sadly, shaking his head. “But for me, life would not be worth living without at least having faith in that one thing—that there is another way, a path of justice, if you will. And that there is at least a very small sliver of hope that this path will one day be discovered.”

				“So you think there’s hope for something better than all of this fighting? Some other future that’s possible?”

				“A future of fairness? A future of justice? A future where resources are shared by all peoples instead of fought over? Yes, I think it’s possible, but I think it will all come down to the choices of individuals.”

				“Even powerless individuals?”

				“I like to think so, yes.”

				I sigh and slump down. “It all seems very confusing.” I eye him piercingly. “And I’m not sure if I even believe everything you say.”

				Unexpectedly, Professor Kristian stands up and pulls several books from the shelves lining his small office. I read the front covers as he hands them to me one by one.

				The Annotated History of Keltania, by the Keltic historian Mikael Noallan

				A History of the Alfsigr Realm, translated from High Elvish by Ital’lyr Ciarnyllir

				A Comprehensive History of the Faekin, translated from Asrai Fae by Elfhollen historian Connor Haldash

				The Amazakaran Worldview, by the Keltic historian Mikael Noallan

				Lupine Societies: A History, by Lupine historian Dolf Boarg

				“But these will all be from different points of view,” I say as he once again takes his seat. “I’ll be even more confused than I already am.”

				He smiles slightly. “Who said confusion is a bad thing? I have found that confusion can be a very good thing. Often you have to fall into the blackness of utter confusion before you can emerge to see even the smallest glimmer of the truth. My heartfelt wish is that you read these books and are thrown into a complete tailspin of befuddlement.”

				I frown at him. “I came here for answers.”

				He laughs at this, pushing up his spectacles. “Good history professors have only questions. You will have to find your own answers, Elloren Gardner.”

				I stand up, my arms wrapped around the heavy volumes. “Thank you,” I say to him, my voice uncertain as I look down at the thick books he’s given me.

				“Don’t thank me,” he says, all amusement gone. “Real education doesn’t make your life easy. It complicates things and makes everything messy and disturbing. But the alternative, Elloren Gardner, is to live your life based on injustice and lies.”

				I bite at my lower lip, not liking what he’s saying. Hating some of it.

				He abruptly glances back down at the papers on his desk and begins to write on them, making it clear that it’s time for me to leave.

				I hug the heavy books tight under both arms and walk out.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

				Damion Bane

				Late that night, after spending about two hours peeling potatoes and a few more toiling in the apothecary lab, I start back to the North Tower. Halfway across the cold, windy field, I realize I’ve left Professor Kristian’s books in the kitchen.

				It’s well past midnight when I return to the kitchen to fetch the books. I’ve never been out so late, and it’s strange to find the University so quiet and deserted, only a few stray scholars walking here and there, some scattered lamplight visible through windows.

				I push open the door that leads to the kitchen’s storage room, hearing some muffled voices in the otherwise quiet kitchen up ahead. I hesitate near the second door, curious as to who could be here at such a late hour.

				“Please…please let me go,” a young woman pleads, crying softly.

				“Now, why would I do that?” a velvety voice answers.

				I creep up to the door in front of me and peer through its window. My gut clenches when I see who it is.

				Fallon’s older brother, Lieutenant Damion Bane, decked out in his black military garb, silver-striped cloak and white armband. He’s grabbing at Olilly, the shy, violet-skinned Urisk girl who cleans the floors at night. The girl Fallon chased away.

				“I have to go. Please let me go,” Olilly begs, trying to pull away from the hand firmly clenched around her thin arm.

				Anger courses through me, making my heart race. Trystan. I should get Trystan. He’s a Level Five like Damion. He doesn’t have as much training, but still…

				“You have something that belongs to my sister,” Damion says with a smile. “So you’re going to do exactly what I want, or I’m going to report you for theft and get you sent back to the Islands.”

				“I didn’t take anything. I swear it.” Her words are muffled by crying.

				“There, there,” he purrs, reaching up to finger the buttons of her tunic. “What Fallon doesn’t know won’t hurt her. You’re going to come with me, and we’ll have a little talk. We’re going to take a walk in the woods.”

				Anger boils over inside me. Level Five be damned.

				I grab up the biggest iron skillet I can find, swinging it by its wooden handle, and make for the kitchen door.

				I burst into the kitchen wielding my makeshift weapon. As Damion turns to look at me in surprise, there’s a crash, and a blur streaks through the kitchen, colliding with Damion.

				He falls backward away from the girl and onto a table with a groan.

				Yvan Guriel is now standing over him, Damion’s wand in his hand. Yvan deftly casts it into the bread stove’s fire. Cold air rushes in from the still-open back door, the logs Yvan had been carrying lying all over the floor near the door in disarray.

				I blink, momentarily thrown off balance. How did Yvan move so fast? Impossibly so.

				Yvan’s fists are clenched, his body tightly coiled as if he’s ready to spring at Damion at any moment, green eyes blazing.

				Damion looks at him, then me, ignoring Olilly as she cries and huddles against the spice shelf. He smiles and pushes himself off the table, then pauses to brush off his fine clothes.

				“Doing some late-night cooking?” he asks me, amused.

				My arm hurts from holding the heavy skillet, but I don’t care. I want to throw it straight at his head.

				“Stay away from the kitchen girls,” I tell him, my voice steely.

				I’ve heard all about him, and some of the other soldiers. Preying on any Urisk girl unlucky enough to find herself alone with them. The kitchen workers don’t talk to me directly, but they talk around me, and I’ve ears to hear.

				“She’s a thief,” Damion tells me conversationally, flicking his fingers in the direction of the girl without looking at her. “She’s coming with me. She stole something from my sister. A picture.”

				Oh, Ancient One. Guilt lashes through me. Lukas’s cracked portrait at the bottom of my cloak pocket. Olilly’s predicament is all my fault.

				I hoist the skillet a little higher on the handle, fearing I may drop it. “She didn’t take Fallon’s picture,” I tell him, heart pounding. “I did.”

				His eyebrows fly up, then his gaze turns malevolent and he lets out a short laugh. “So you have my sister’s picture of Lukas Grey?”

				“Yes. Yes, I do.”

				“Interesting rivalry you two have going,” he says, shooting me a dark look.

				I fish the broken portrait pieces from my cloak pocket, walk over to him, the skillet hanging heavily from my other hand, and drop the pieces into his outstretched palm.

				He smiles chillingly. “I don’t suppose she’ll laugh this off.”

				“No, I’d imagine not,” I reply flatly.

				I let out a long breath as he takes his leave, then turn to find Olilly and Yvan staring at me, Olilly terrified and frozen in place, Yvan’s eyes a storm of emotion.

				“I left my books here,” I explain weakly, mind spinning with the many ways Fallon will soon be devising to kill me. And still reeling over Yvan’s otherworldly speed.

				I awkwardly set the skillet down on a table. The kitchen is now quiet as a tomb, and my gaze is drawn to Olilly’s bloodshot eyes, the telltale spots around the corners of her lips.

				The Red Grippe.

				I’ve noticed that a few of the kitchen workers have been ill with this for some time. It’s easy, but expensive, to cure. I’ve tried to sneak medicine to them, but none of them have been able to get past their fear of me.

				But maybe she’ll take it with Yvan here.

				I pause, pull a medicinal vial out of my tunic pocket and hold it out to her. “Olilly, I made this for you.”

				Olilly recoils and shakes her head stiffly from side to side. She looks to Yvan, terror stark in her eyes.

				Yvan turns his back to me, puts his hand on Olilly’s arm and murmurs something, his words too low to decipher. He’s so gentle with her, his long fingers brushing her hair back so kindly, his voice so deep and resonant as he reassures her. It sets off the usual unsettling, warm thrum deep inside me.

				Olilly starts to sob, lifting a slender, shaking hand to wipe at her eyes. She looks up at Yvan imploringly. “He could follow me. What if he follows me?”

				“I’ll walk you back,” Yvan assures her, his voice low and soothing. “All right?”

				Olilly sniffs back her tears and nods.

				“Go on,” he tells her, his voice barely audible. “Gather your things.”

				Olilly nods again, some of the tension loosening from her stance. She shoots me another fearful look, then disappears into the back storeroom.

				I sigh and glance worriedly toward where Olilly exited. “Maybe you can give this to her,” I say, holding the medicine out to Yvan, my emotions pulsing through me in a tangled mess. “She’s much too afraid to take it from me.”

				His severe expression doesn’t budge.

				“It’s Norfure tincture,” I press. “I’ve seen what she’s taking. You know as well as I do that it won’t cure her. This will.” It’s medicine that works. Expensive Gardnerian medicine. Medicine she’ll never be able to afford.

				Yvan stands, blinking at me. But then he walks over and takes it, his warm fingers brushing against my own, sparks lighting on my skin as my pulse quickens. His green eyes lock onto mine as he slides the vial into his pants pocket.

				Feeling wildly self-conscious, I go and fish my books out from under a nearby table and straighten to find Yvan still watching me, his brow tensed as if he’s trying to figure something out.

				“That was…brave, what you just did,” I tell him awkwardly, clutching at Professor Kristian’s books, hesitant to compliment him.

				“You were going to attack a Level Five Gardnerian Mage,” he says, more a statement than a question. “With a skillet.”

				I lift my chin defensively. “Why, yes. I was.” Heart thudding, I fight the urge to break eye contact with his intense, unwavering stare.

				For a moment it looks as if he wants to say something. Instead he turns and picks up his own books, laid on a shelf with the spice jars.

				Olilly emerges from the storeroom, cloaked and with a bag slung over her shoulder. Averting her eyes from me, she hurries out the back door and holds it open for Yvan to follow.

				Yvan glances over at her, pausing. He looks back to me, his hard expression now conflicted. “Good night, Elloren,” he says stiffly, but not unpleasantly, before following Olilly out into the night.

				His use of my name stuns me into openmouthed silence.

				I watch him leave, his back broad and straight, deeply warmed by his thawing demeanor.

				And still wondering how he could possibly be so fast.

				* * *

				I know I should put in an hour or so memorizing cough remedies. Especially after spending so much time with Professor Kristian—time that should have been spent studying.

				I sit in my dim North Tower room, my Apothecarium text open on the desk before me, dawn soon approaching. I need to get at least a few hours of sleep, and I’m running out of time for study. But I can’t seem to focus. Professor Kristian’s tower of history books seems to be quietly waiting for me, and I find it hard to resist their forbidden pull.

				Simply possessing these books feels like a traitorous thing. Especially the Keltic history. The Kelts oppressed my people for generations. How can I read a history book written by one of them?

				But then I look to Ariel, passed out with one of her chickens. And to Wynter, asleep with threadbare wings wrapped tight around her thin frame. I think of Olilly—how poor she is, and how afraid of me. And of Yvan’s use of my first name, for the first time.

				I decide to do the dangerous thing, not the smart thing.

				I push my Apothecarium text to the side, pick up Professor Kristian’s history text and begin to read.
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				 PROLOGUE

				Vyvian Damon can’t take her eyes off him.

				Marcus Vogel owns the Council Chamber. His piercing eyes are like green fire and send rippling waves of excitement through her.

				And fear through everyone who’s not aligned with him. She’s sure of that.

				He’s going to win in the spring.

				The Council members’ seats are set between sanded Ironwood trees that rise up to either side of Vyvian, a tangle of branches flowing out over the ceiling. The arcing Council platform looks out over rows of seating, and today the Council Hall is filled with Mages—almost all of them with white bands around their arms.

				Vogel bands.

				“Where is the male Icaral?” Vogel inquires with terrible calm, his shattering stare pinned on Council Mage Phinneas Callnan, the traitors’ favorite for the spring High Mage referendum and Council envoy to the military.

				Mage Callnan glares back at Vogel, jaw set tight. “Not found, as of yet.”

				A troubled murmur sweeps through the crowded room.

				“The Ancient One has set the Prophecy ringing in our ears,” Vogel states, the words burning with a zealous fire that shudders heat through Vyvian. “Louder and louder and louder.” Vogel holds up The Book of the Ancients. “Yet you ignore His Holy Voice.”

				Mage Callnan rises to his feet, outrage smoldering in his eyes. “How dare you question my faith!” He jabs his finger toward the heavens. “No one is ignoring His Holy Voice!”

				Vogel goes still as a snake, and when he speaks, his voice is low and frighteningly hard. “You ignore Him when you allow the Icaral demon of Prophecy to escape. You ignore Him when you let heathen races procreate like wild beasts on land that belongs to the Holy Magedom. You ignore Him when you dismiss His Holy Charge to claim Erthia for the Mages. You ignore Him when you allow Keltic spirits to be smuggled through our borders and for Selkies to be sold right here in Valgard! You ignore Him when you support a depraved University where races mix and Icaral demons roam free!”

				The Council Chamber erupts into angry cries that slowly morph into a thundering chant that shakes the very floor.

				“Vogel! Vogel! Vogel! Vogel!”

				Giddy with vengeful fire, Vyvian scans the other Mage Council members. All twelve of them are there, the doddering High Mage Aldus Worthin seated in the center. Vyvian narrows her eyes at the white-bearded High Mage. He’s peering out over the frenzied crowd with a look of shocked befuddlement. Vyvian sneers.

				The old relic.

				Vyvian does the math. Five white-banded Council Mages are aligned with Marcus—herself, Mage Gaffney, Mage Greer, Mage Flood and Mage Snowden. Six heathen Mages are aligned with High Mage Worthin and his increasingly profane ideas—static borders that allow infidel races and shapeshifters to hold on to Mage land, a relaxation of the ban on intermarriage, trade with the perverse Amazakaran, support of the race-polluted University. And perhaps the most heinous of all—the allowance of Icaral demons to even exist!

				Vyvian looks to the side of the room where bald Priest Alfex waits in the wings, a white band around the arm of his priestly robe.

				The favorite for the next vacancy on the Council.

				Vyvian smiles.

				If Vogel wins, and Priest Alfex slides into his Council seat, Vogel will hold a majority on the Council. Seven to six.

				And just like that, the world will change.

				

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER ONE

				Mage Council Papers

				I read history every spare minute, but there aren’t many minutes to spare, the fear of imminent death by Fallon’s ice scratching at the back of my mind.

				I read Urisk history while cough syrup simmers before me, poring over accounts of how the cruel Fae set the elements on the Urisk people, blowing whole villages to bits with great, funneling winds, crushing the Urisk fishing fleets with shattering storms.

				I read Fae history when I should be memorizing medicinal formulas, with its tales of the barbarian Urisk and how their vicious wyvern allies rained fire down on Fae cities, the great dragons using long talons to rip Fae children to shreds. And later, how the cruel Keltic invaders were quickly subdued before they could wreak havoc on the Fae with their iron weapons.

				I read Keltic history as I stir molasses pudding, the text propped up on a shelf just above the stove, half ignoring the thick bubbles popping up to the pudding’s surface like hungry fish mouths. I learn that the ancient Kelts’ ships were met by Fae aggressors, who forced them to their knees, separating families and shackling them all into servitude.

				It’s enough conflicting information to make me want to scream.

				“You’re reading Mikael Noallan,” Yvan observes flatly, pausing after dropping an armful of logs onto the growing pile beside my stove, his green eyes flashing.

				I eye him with defiance. I can read Keltic history if I want to. “Professor Kristian lent me some books.”

				Yvan meets my defiant stare full-on, and my pulse quickens.

				“Ignore the Roach,” Iris sounds out from across the kitchen, and my muscles go tight with offense.

				Let it go. Just let it go.

				Yvan’s head whips around. “Don’t call her that.”

				The entire kitchen goes silent and motionless. I gape at him in shocked surprise.

				Iris glares hard at Yvan, her eyes catching fire, her lip curling with overwhelming, trembling disgust. “You’re defending…a Roach?” She can barely get the words out.

				There’s danger in his eyes. “I said, don’t call her that.”

				Iris’s eyes glaze over with tears as her eyes flit from me to Yvan, her fury collapsing into raw hurt.

				“Iris.” Yvan relents, holding out a conciliatory hand.

				Shaking her head violently from side to side, Iris bursts into tears, throws down the rag in her hands and runs out of the kitchen.

				Yvan shoots me a brief, storming look, then strides out after her.

				My heart is racing fast as a hare, the kitchen workers slowly and carefully launching back into their respective tasks, their eyes darting warily toward me.

				Completely astonished by this turn of events, I absentmindedly notice that one of the pots is starting to boil over and reach for its iron handle without remembering to use a mitt.

				Heat sears my palm, and I cry out and lurch back, pulling my hand protectively in. Pain streaks up my arm, and I dare a look at my palm, a red half-moon already rising up.

				Everyone ignores me, going about their tasks with silent deliberation. I blink back tears and turn toward the stove, grasping my wrist, raw from the pain and from their pointed indifference.

				There’s a gentle tug at my tunic arm.

				I turn to find Olilly staring up at me with wide, amethyst eyes. Clear eyes. And skin free of red spots.

				She used the medicine after all.

				“Here, Mage,” she says softly, fishing a small glass container of salve out of her tunic pocket, opening it and holding it out to me. “For burns.”

				I blink back more tears as an overwhelming gratitude washes over me.

				“Thank you, Olilly,” I say, my voice breaking as I rub the creamy salve into my already blistering burn, the pain quickly dampening.

				She ignores the subtle looks of censure thrown her way and gives me a small, tentative smile.

				* * *

				“I’d like a copy of this week’s Mage Council Motions & Rulings,” I tell the Gardnerian Archivist.

				It’s late that same evening, my left hand wrapped with a thin bandage, the burn tamped down to an annoying sting by Olilly’s healing salve.

				I think about Olilly’s debilitating fear of Gardnerians the whole walk over here. Her enforced servitude. Her shy doe eyes and gentle ways. And she’s so young—too young to be facing the rest of her life as a virtual slave.

				Professor Kristian is right, I think. It’s time to start paying attention to what my own government is doing. And the Gardnerian Archives are a prime place to begin.

				The archivist is bespectacled and has gray hair tied up in a loose bun, her eyes set on me with awed approval. There’s a white ribbon neatly tied around her arm.

				“I’m so sorry, Mage Gardner,” she says with an apologetic smile. “They’re all checked out.” She motions with a subtle flick of her finger toward the crooked, taciturn Mage hunched over the papers at a table clear across the room.

				Tierney.

				I thank the archivist and make my way to Tierney’s table. The Gardnerian Archives are thinly populated at this late hour, the lighting dimmed to a soft amber glow.

				“Can I see those when you’re done?” I say with no preamble.

				Tierney looks up at me, her expression full of its usual grim sarcasm. “I thought politics wasn’t your domain.”

				“Well, I’ve changed my mind.”

				Her sharp eyes flick toward my arm. “Still no armband.”

				I throw a pointed look at her arm, as well. “You, either.”

				Her eyes narrow to slits. “I hope Marcus Vogel rots in a fiery hell,” she whispers scathingly.

				I stand there blinking at her for a moment. “Well, I might not phrase it quite like that, but I certainly don’t want him to be High Mage.”

				Now she’s blinking at me like she doesn’t quite know what to make of me.

				Without a word, she slides over and makes room for me next to her so we can read the papers together.

				* * *

				The Mage Council Motions & Rulings are deeply boring reading, and I have to bite my tongue more than once to keep from nodding off. Mind-numbing details regarding Council building, shipping and military contracts, tax figures and land disputes make up the vast majority of the tiny print.

				But then my eye catches on a motion presented by Marcus Vogel and struck down by Phinneas Callnan’s majority.

				“Look at this,” I whisper, pointing. “Vogel wants to make wandfasting mandatory by the age of eighteen.”

				There’s tight strain around Tierney’s eyes, her mouth twisting into a grimace. “He’s been pushing for that for months. Refuse to fast, and the Council will pick someone for you.”

				I bet Aunt Vyvian would love it if this motion passed.

				“How old are you, Tierney?” I hesitantly whisper.

				She takes a shuddering breath, her expression haunted. “Eighteen.” Her tone is the fall of an ax, final and inescapable.

				I swallow, an uneasy chill working its way down my spine. I pull one arm protectively around myself and look back down at the papers.

				There’s another motion, again presented by Marcus Vogel, to iron-test every Mage seeking admittance to the Guilds.

				I look to Tierney. She’s sitting back, watching me read now with dark patience as if waiting for the full catastrophe that is Vogel to completely sink into my mind.

				Wide-awake now, I follow the print down the page with the tip of my index finger.

				There’s a motion presented by Marcus Vogel—and struck down—to execute any Urisk found to be in Gardneria without work papers. And a motion presented by Marcus Vogel, passed as a ruling, to execute a band of Keltic Resistance fighters for setting fire to the Sixth Division’s military barracks. Another passed motion to execute two Resistance workers found to be smuggling Urisk east.

				A slim thread of fear pulls at my insides. Vogel seems fond of executions.

				There’s one last motion passed to ruling, also presented by Marcus Vogel—to block trade with the Amazakaran in retaliation for their offer to give amnesty to Urisk women, even those here illegally. The Amaz leader, Queen Alkaia, is quoted as saying, “The Amazakaran Free Peoples of the Caledonian Mountains will not recognize any bindings of servitude placed on any woman.” In addition, the Amaz have made the “incendiary and outrageous” decision to also give amnesty to any women with mixed or even full Fae blood.

				I look to Tierney, my finger resting discreetly and hopefully on the ruling.

				Her face tenses, and she looks carefully around the empty archives, the archivist filing papers clear across the room, her back to us. Tierney glances sidelong at me. “The Amaz won’t give amnesty to males,” she whispers, the sound constricted and almost inaudible.

				Tierney’s father. And brother. Are they Fae, too?

				“At least we’re in Verpacia.” I reassure her. “Your family could come here, maybe?”

				Tierney shoots me a deeply incredulous glare. “You don’t follow any politics, do you?”

				“No… I haven’t in the past,” I stammer, worry rising.

				She lets out a jaded breath. “The Verpacian Council’s elections were held just last month. There’s now a Gardnerian majority on it. For the first time ever.”

				“But it’s still Verpacia,” I counter. “There’s a mix of cultures here. There are too many different races living here for any one race to have too much influence…”

				“You haven’t followed politics because you haven’t had to,” she snipes, raw resentment breaking through. “And it shows. You’re incredibly naive.” She leans closer, confrontation burning in her eyes. “Your people have huge families. Because you’re supposed to take over the entire world.”

				“Our people,” I hastily caution her, my eyes darting carefully around, relieved to find no one in earshot or seemingly paying attention to us.

				Tierney hunches down, her voice lowered to a rough whisper. “The number of Gardnerians living and settling here in Verpacia—it’s rising every year. That’s why they’ve gained a majority on the Verpacian Council. If Vogel wins in the spring…” She stops, swallows nervously. All fire is gone from her eyes now—only pure dread remains. “If he wins, the Verpacian Council will fall right in line behind him. The Gardnerian members will out of true allegiance. The rest, out of well-founded fear.”

				“So, if Vogel wins,” I venture worriedly, “it affects much more than just Gardneria.” I run Vogel’s motions over in my mind, all of them uniformly and disastrously harsh. The feel of his dark void that day I met him, his eyes pinned tight on mine, creeps into my mind. And the startling image of the dead tree.

				It’s like his black void has spread to this room and beyond. Gathering patiently at the edges of everything.

				Chilled, I rub at my arms, trying to warm myself.

				There’s stark fear in Tierney’s eyes. “Elloren, if Vogel wins, the world changes.”

				The entire Western Realm quickly becoming one giant trap for everyone who isn’t Gardnerian.

				“They’ll hunt down the Icarals first,” she whispers, her tone deadened. “Then the Urisk and the Kelts…” She stops, her voice breaking.

				Stricken, I finish for her. “And then they’ll come for the Fae.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWO

				Randall Greyson

				The following morning I arrive at apothecary lab to find Tierney waiting for me at our lab table with a look of profound alarm.

				We’re early for class today. Gesine is quietly talking to a group of white-arm-banded apothecary apprentices, all four of the young women shooting me a troublingly smug look as I pass them.

				I glance at our lab table as I near Tierney.

				My violin is sitting right in the middle of the table, case open.

				“Tierney,” I question, deeply thrown, “why…”

				“I didn’t put it there,” she quickly points out, her eyes full of warning.

				My stomach lurches, my whole body tensing.

				Fallon. How on Erthia did she get it out of my brothers’ lodging?

				I quickly pull myself together, assessing the situation with a wary eye. “That’s her big revenge?” I scoff, loud enough for Gesine and the other apprentices to hear. “Moving my violin from one place to another?”

				I give them a defiant smile and reach out to pick my violin up. As I lift the instrument, it falls apart into two neat halves, cleanly split down the middle.

				Just like Lukas’s portrait.

				My center drops, and I can feel myself blanching.

				“I’m sorry, Elloren,” Tierney says, pained, keeping her voice low. “It’s important to you, I’m sure.” She glances darkly toward Gesine and the other young women, her eyes narrowing to slits. “Or else she wouldn’t have bothered with it.”

				Tears sting at my eyes, and I can barely choke the words out. “It was important, yes.” And I’ll never be able to make another violin with Uncle Edwin again.

				I can’t say any more than that without bursting into pathetic sobbing, my mouth trembling.

				Gesine and the other women’s eyes dart toward me, the four of them barely able to suppress their gloating smiles, waiting for me to fall apart.

				No. I will not give them the satisfaction.

				“What will you do?” Tierney asks me worriedly.

				“Nothing,” I say, my fury pulling me firmly together, searing the tears to oblivion. “I imagine, in Fallon’s warped mind, that we’re about even at the moment.” I pick up my violin, force a trembling, defiant smile and look right at Gesine and her cohorts as I calmly slide my precious, broken-beyond-repair violin back into its case.

				I dust off my hands, sit down next to Tierney and turn to see her blinking at me with unwavering concern.

				I give her a wide, chilling smile. “You know, I just might go to that Yule Dance after all.”

				* * *

				It’s early evening, two days later, and I’m sitting with Jarod Ulrich in an out-of-the-way alcove of the main University archives. Chemistrie notes, paper, pens and ink are spread out on the rough wooden table in front of Jarod and me, my mounting hatred of Fallon Bane having to get in line behind the need to buckle down and study, but I can’t seem to let it go.

				* * *

				Soon after I found my destroyed violin, I marched straight to my brothers’ lodging. Only Trystan was there, his face lighting with concern the moment he opened the door and took in my expression—my whole body practically vibrating with hot fury.

				She’d wounded me, Fallon. Hit me where the blow would truly hurt. I was increasingly finding that this was her specialty.

				Trystan quietly stepped back, opening the door wider in welcome. I stepped inside and pulled out the remains of my violin for him to peruse.

				His eyes widened as he took it into his hands, strings dangling.

				“Fallon Bane’s work.” I spat out each word.

				He shot me a quick look of surprise before turning his attention back to the violin. “That’s quite a clean cut,” he marveled as he ran his finger along the perfectly straight edge, studying it. “She must have used a jigsaw.”

				“Or some evil spell,” I ground out under my breath, abhorrence coursing over me in waves.

				“I knew something wasn’t right,” Trystan said, shaking his head. “When I got back here last night, our doorknob was so cold it hurt to touch it.”

				Of course it was. Compliments of the Ice Witch.

				“How could she know I kept it in here?” I wondered.

				Trystan shrugged. “The cleaning women? They’re in and out—and the case is marked with your name.”

				And Fallon’s got every servant girl in Verpax terrified of her wrath. It’s not a great leap of logic to assume I’m storing things here, with Ariel Haven as my lodging mate.

				“She should be thankful,” I told him, voice menacingly low, “that I have no magic whatsoever.”

				Trystan eyed me soberly and set down the violin halves on his desk. “Do you want me to go to the Vice Chancellor with you? To file a complaint?”

				“No,” I spat out. “I want you to freeze Fallon’s head. Or set it on fire. Can you do that for me?”

				Trystan took a deep breath and looked at me with his usual measured calm. “Um…yes. I could, Elloren. Followed by my immediate expulsion from University. Minor detail.”

				I glowered at him petulantly and plopped down on his bed, defeated.

				Trystan quietly took a seat beside me. “You know, you might be able to enlist Diana Ulrich to your cause.”

				I looked to him questioningly.

				Trystan’s lip lifted with a trace of amusement. “Apparently Diana’s been going on and on about putting Fallon’s head on a spike and posting it at the city gates. ‘For the crows to devour.’ Her words, not mine.”

				I can’t suppress a smirk at this, both heartened and darkly gratified by Diana’s bloodthirsty sentiment.

				* * *

				The tap, tap, tap of Jarod’s pen draws me back to the present.

				He’s bent over the table transcribing my Chemistrie notes, his script neat and compact. My notes are now a necessity for him, since Diana won’t share hers anymore.

				Initially contemptuous of Professor Volya, Diana has reversed course entirely now that she’s realized how knowledgeable our professor is. As a result, Diana has taken a very hard line against sharing notes with her inattentive twin brother, who, in Diana’s words, should “put away the ridiculous poetry books and concentrate on the lecture.” So, in a wildly improbable turn of events, I’ve become the note-taker for both Aislinn and Jarod, who continue their written dialogue about great literature throughout every class now.

				Jarod’s head suddenly lifts, nostrils flaring. He turns just as Aislinn rounds a long bookshelf and comes into view. She hurries toward us, her expression strained.

				“I’m so glad I found you two.” She’s flustered and out of breath.

				“Randall was looking for you earlier,” I inform Aislinn, confused by her troubled demeanor.

				“I’m trying to avoid him, actually,” she admits, her eyes darting around the bookcases and shadowy halls.

				I let out a small, rueful laugh. “You won’t be able to avoid him forever. Not if you plan on wandfasting to him.”

				Her face tenses, and she looks down at the floor, hands clutched at her skirts. “I know.”

				Jarod, who’s been quietly watching Aislinn, straightens and looks past us, his nostrils flaring.

				“Aislinn, I’ve been looking all over for you!”

				She turns around to where Randall has just emerged, and her face falls. “Well, now you’ve found me,” she says, her voice flat, her body language unwelcoming.

				Randall turns a critical eye on Jarod and me. “Elloren,” he says guardedly. He shoots Jarod a look of disgust and pointedly turns back toward Aislinn.

				I find myself bristling at this, while Jarod calmly regards Randall, his face neutral.

				“You told me you’d be in your room,” Randall complains, the well-pressed slate-gray silk of his military apprentice uniform stiff and new, a white ribbon neatly pinned around his arm. “I don’t like having to search for you.”

				Aislinn stares back at him, emotionless. “I’m sorry, Randall. I didn’t mean to inconvenience you.”

				“Yes, well.” He sniffs. He casts another sidelong glance at Jarod, then takes hold of Aislinn’s arm. “You need to come with me.”

				A look of reluctance crosses Aislinn’s face. “Why? Where are you taking me?”

				Randall narrows his eyes at Jarod. “Out of here.”

				Aislinn’s expression turns deeply conflicted, and I notice that she has the same book of poetry tucked under her arm that Jarod has sitting underneath his Chemistrie notes.

				“Maybe I’ll see you later?” she asks me hopefully, her eyes flickering toward Jarod and then to me again.

				“Of course,” I says encouragingly. “I’ll be around.”

				We watch as Randall pulls her away. Aislinn glances back longingly before she’s led from our sight.

				I turn to Jarod. He’s staring after them, his face newly tense.

				“Is that who she’s wandfasting to?” he asks me, incredulous. “Please tell me that’s not him.”

				“That’s him.”

				“But…she’s repulsed by his touch.”

				“Yes, well…” I pause, frowning at him. “How do you know that?”

				Jarod shrugs as he gathers some papers together. “I can smell it on her.” He looks off in the direction they’ve gone, his blond brow furrowing. “He’s not repulsed by her, though,” he grinds out, surprising me with the level of disgust in his tone.

				“No, unfortunately.” I stare hard at Jarod. “Can you tell that, too?”

				He nods.

				“That’s an interesting skill to have.”

				“What? To sense attraction?”

				“Mmm. But it must complicate life in your societies, everyone knowing everyone else’s romantic secrets. Everything completely out in the open.”

				“On the contrary,” he replies thoughtfully, “I think it simplifies things. It makes it easier to find the right life mate. Your people have to go around guessing how you feel about each other.”

				“It is a bit frustrating,” I agree.

				“I can’t imagine.”

				“So, what do you do if you fall in love with someone and they aren’t interested in you?”

				“Well, it’s immediately apparent, so you back off before chasing after a lost cause.”

				“But what if you really like someone?”

				“If they didn’t reciprocate, it would all feel…wrong. Their scent, their emotions, their body language. It would just be too off-putting.”

				“So if Randall and Aislinn were Lupine, he would stop chasing after her?”

				“No,” Jarod says after considering this for a moment. “He seems…special. I think if he were Lupine, he’d still be an idiot.”

				I laugh at this, and he smiles at me.

				Jarod resumes transcribing where he had left off, but I’m having a hard time concentrating. “I wonder where he took her,” I say, thinking out loud.

				Jarod doesn’t look up from his writing. “They’re still in the archives. I can hear him lecturing her.”

				I listen closely, straining my ears for sound. Nothing. “You can hear them?” I say, disbelieving.

				Jarod continues to write. “He’s warning her about staying away from me. Thinks I’ll attack her, do what he wants to do…”

				My mouth falls open, and I gape at him.

				After a moment he looks up at me. “Our hearing is vastly superior to yours.”

				“Another interesting skill to have,” I say, amazed.

				“It’s a horrible skill to have here,” he replies, exasperated. “I’ve been privy to countless conversations regarding the Gardnerian females’ worries that I will abduct them at any moment, which is absurd.”

				“There might be a reason why they’re so concerned,” I point out. “The Northern Lupine packs may be different from yours. Aislinn’s father visited them and came back with some very disturbing tales.”

				“Really. What exactly did he see?” Jarod asks with deep skepticism. He lays his pen down and gives me his full attention.

				“Aislinn said that he saw one of the men get up in front of the entire pack, grab a young woman and drag her off into the woods to…” I gesture vaguely with my hand to fill in the blanks.

				“And you believe this?”

				“Jarod, he saw it with his own eyes.”

				“People see what they expect to see,” he says sharply. “Through a filter of their own hatred and prejudice. You should realize this by now, rooming with two Icarals.”

				“Couldn’t a different pack have different ways?” I rejoin defensively.

				Jarod shakes his head tersely. “Our pack is no different from the Northern packs.”

				“But, Jarod, he saw it—”

				“Here’s what Aislinn’s father saw,” he says, cutting me off. “When two Lupines decide to take each other as life mates, one of them stands up and announces his or her desire to be with each other to the whole pack. The two then go off privately into the woods, and when they return, there is a joyful gathering to celebrate their union. Now, correct me if I’m mistaken, but this doesn’t seem to be all that different from your people’s traditions. Don’t you have some type of religious ceremony where couples who wish to be life mates announce their intentions before friends and family? And then the couple goes off to mate with each other afterward?”

				I bite at my lip, my face coloring. It’s embarrassing to hear him talking about mating the way he and his sister do, so bluntly. But…he’s essentially right. “I guess…it’s similar, yes,” I admit.

				“Except for just a few details, perhaps,” he continues, his tone clipped. “The mutual love and affection of the couple is an absolute given, or the pack would never approve of the match.” He leans back in his chair, his glowing amber eyes full of disapproval. “Aislinn’s father saw something beautiful, and twisted it into something sick and ugly, reinforcing his own unfair prejudices against us.”

				I think about everything I was told about the Lupines before I got to know Jarod and Diana. How much of it was blatant lies? How much of it was twisted truth?

				“That may be a fair assessment,” I finally agree.

				“Hmm,” is all he says before returning to his studies.

				* * *

				“Elloren, can I speak with you?”

				It’s later that same evening, and I’m still ensconced in the back of the main archives.

				I look up from my pile of books and notes as Aislinn sits down across from me, her face strained, her book bag slung over one shoulder.

				“What’s the matter?” My table sits near a window with a strong draft, but I’m blessedly next to a large iron stove that pumps out warmth.

				“It’s Randall.” Aislinn glances around furtively before continuing, her voice low. “He doesn’t want to wait. He wants to fast to me as soon as possible.”

				“Can’t you put him off a little longer?”

				“I’ve already put him off for over a year. He wants to wandfast over Yule and then have the sealing ceremony as soon as I graduate.”

				“How long would you like to wait?”

				Her face goes tight with anxiety. “Forever.”

				I set down my pen and level my eyes at her. “Well, then, why don’t you just do that?”

				“You know that’s not an option for me.” She’s quiet for a long moment. “He insisted on bringing me to this secluded spot behind the history buildings so he could kiss me and…” She looks away, blushing.

				“And what?” I press, concern spiking. “Did he hurt you?”

				“No, no. He’s not like that. He’s just gotten very…insistent. Kissing used to be enough. Now he…grabs at me. I hate it. It’s embarrassing.”

				“What do you mean, grabs at you?”

				She slumps, her face coloring. “He…he grabbed at my chest.”

				I shake my head, angered on her behalf. “Aislinn, they need to find someone else for you.”

				“It doesn’t matter who it is!” she cries. “I wouldn’t like these things with anyone! I just don’t like it. I don’t like any of it.”

				“Have you told your parents how you feel about all this?” I ask, trying to find a solution.

				Aislinn wrings her hands together. “I spoke to my mother about it.”

				“And…what did she say?”

				“She said that all virtuous Gardnerian women dislike the type of…attentions wandfasting and sealing bring. But that it’s something that has to be endured so we can have the joy of children. I love children, Elloren, you know that. I’ve always wanted to be a mother someday. But I’m shy. I don’t want any man to touch me…not like that. I wish there was some other way to have children.”

				I let out a short laugh and grin at her. “What, like laying eggs?”

				Aislinn breaks into a small smile at the ludicrous thought, and I’m glad for it. “Laying eggs would be good,” she agrees.

				Aislinn stares out the window, over the barren fields pressed down under a cold, dark sky. Another freezing rain seems imminent. Her smile grows shaky, as if she’s apologizing for her thoughts.

				“I just feel so miserable lately,” she laments.

				“We could walk over to the dining hall. Get some tea,” I offer.

				She shakes her head. “No. No, thank you. I’m going to go back to my lodging. I’m tired. I’m going to study for a while, try to get my mind off…everything.”

				I get up, embrace her and bid her good-night, and she leaves, shoulders slumped in defeat. I stare after her, troubled and perplexed. Wishing there was some way to get my friend out of this mess.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER THREE

				Elfin Art

				A few nights later I return from my kitchen shift to find Jarod and Aislinn waiting for me in the North Tower’s upstairs hallway, Wynter perched lightly on the windowsill behind them. Wynter is watching us all with a look of curiosity, her dark wings loosely wrapped around herself.

				“You’re visiting me!” I cry, made inexplicably happy by the sight of a Lupine, a conservative Gardnerian and an Elfin Icaral bunched together in such a calm and peaceful way.

				Aislinn shrugs. “I’m finding that I like meeting new people,” she says quietly. “People different from me. I’m tired of being afraid of everyone.” She looks up at Jarod shyly, and he smiles warmly down at her.

				“We’re going to see the Elfin art exhibit,” Jarod tells me, his arm wrapped around a few books. “Your roommate expressed an interest in accompanying us. We hoped you’d join us, as well.”

				“We’ve just discovered that we all share an interest in art,” Aislinn tells me, clarifying this strange trio that has sprung up out of nowhere.

				“And poetry,” Jarod adds. He gestures to the books with his chin.

				They look at me expectantly.

				I’m way behind in my Apothecary and Metallurgie studies, I have a Mathematics exam in two days and I’m supposed to have drawings of virtually every species of Verpacian cornflower done by tomorrow.

				And I don’t care.

				“Just let me throw my books on my bed,” I tell them, unable to contain my excitement at the thought of so many new friends coming together.

				* * *

				We reach the Elfin gallery after a long and winding walk, Jarod swinging a lamp in front of us.

				I’m surprised to see how different the Elfin architecture is from what I’m used to, the gallery nestled just inside the wilds. The buildings are bone white and all curves, like great seashells, and are topped by wavy, spiraling turrets that remind me of candle flames. They stretch toward the pinnacles of the tall pine trees and are joined to each other by cobbled walkways made of thousands of flat, silvery stones.

				Wynter leads us into the largest of the buildings, down a twisting route through multiple doors with strange, curving symbols carved into them.

				A large exhibit hall opens up before us, the floor’s inlaid tiles of polished gray and blue stone set in flowing lines that make me feel as if I’m walking on water. The cathedral-like walls are curved and sloping and lit by the green-tinged light of Elfin lumenstone.

				There are statues and paintings of Elfin kings and queens on horseback, landscapes depicting strange ivory dwellings built on steep mountainsides and nature studies in which the images of plants and stones appear as if they’re floating above the paper.

				And there are things I didn’t even know could exist.

				Statues made of swirling mist, tapestries depicting scenes that seem to come to life as you move in front of them, sculptures formed from moving water.

				Wynter perches on one of the gallery’s oval windowsills, still as stone, and follows us with her eyes.

				I moved from piece to piece as Aislinn and Jarod talk about the art, engrossed in their conversation with each other. I can’t help but notice how happy and animated Aislinn seems, and how bright Jarod’s eyes glow.

				“Where is your art?” Jarod asks Wynter.

				Wynter cocks her head and considers his question. “My art cannot be displayed here,” she explains in her softly accented voice. “It is infected with my darkness.”

				I frown at Wynter, saddened by her harsh statement and casual acceptance of her exclusion.

				Aislinn and Jarod are both looking at her as well, Aislinn’s eyes gone wide, Jarod’s face tense and troubled.

				“Show us,” I find myself saying.

				Wynter hesitates, then reluctantly hops down from her perch and leads us out of the museum and toward an out-of-the-way storage barn built in the Keltic style.

				It’s cold inside the large structure, and it smells slightly of mildew. Old furniture and battered frames line the walls, along with abandoned canvas, intricate weaving looms and a variety of worn art tools.

				But in the center of this unattractive space, spiraling upward toward the rafters, is a large statue carved in white stone that glows as if illuminated from within.

				It’s an Elfin archer on horseback, the horse rearing high, the archer’s bow and arrow pointed into the sky. It’s slightly larger than life, and so real I’m almost afraid to step in front of it, lest the horse’s hooves come crashing down on my head.

				Jarod, Aislinn and I circle around it as Wynter trails quietly behind, hugging the shadows.

				“You made this?” I breathe.

				“Yes,” she says softly.

				I turn to her. “It’s your brother, Cael. Isn’t it?”

				Wynter dips her head shyly. “Yes.”

				“Has he seen this?” Aislinn wonders, her tone one of awe.

				Wynter nods.

				“What did he say?” Aislinn asks.

				“He was very touched,” Wynter answers, almost in a whisper. “He liked it a great deal.” Wynter reaches up to reverently run her hand along the cool white stone of the statue’s base.

				“It’s beautiful,” Jarod tells her. “Is there more?”

				Wynter nods and gestures all around.

				I’m like someone who has just been sent on a treasure hunt. We all are. Aislinn, Jarod and I immediately begin rummaging around, pulling old canvas sheets off sculptures and paintings, each new discovery bringing forth delighted gasps.

				“Oh, look at the tapestries!” Aislinn’s voice rings out as she lifts some canvas to expose four loosely rolled works. She turns to Wynter. “Did you weave these?”

				Wynter nods as Jarod and I join Aislinn. The intricacy of what Wynter has done is evident even from a quick glimpse of the fabric’s edging.

				Wynter watches us modestly from where she sits, now perched on the base of her statue of her brother, her hand resting on the horse’s smooth leg.

				Aislinn pulls at one of the tapestries unsuccessfully. “They’re terribly heavy…”

				Jarod reaches around her with long, sinewy arms and effortlessly pulls one out.

				Aislinn turns to him, amazed.

				“Pretty handy to have a Lupine around,” I observe, beaming at him, and he shoots me a small smile.

				Jarod lowers the tapestry down on the floor and carefully unrolls it. It’s large, able to cover a sizable wall, and pictures ethereal white birds flying across a summer field. I move my head and am fascinated to find the birds move as I do so, their wings flapping gracefully up and down.

				Watchers.

				Aislinn and Jarod enthusiastically move on to unfurling more tapestries as I stare at the ivory birds.

				Wynter quietly approaches my side.

				“I’ve seen them,” I tell her, my voice low.

				“I know this,” she says. She looks to me with concern. “It is not good to see them, Elloren Gardner.”

				“Why?”

				“The Shining Ones of the Inner Sanctum have deemed it so. They are messengers of the Shining Ones. Only the most holy may look upon them. For the impure to gaze upon them is blasphemy.”

				I’m thrown by how foreign her faith is to me, and how odd it all sounds. “And they think you impure?”

				Wynter hangs her head, sorrowful. “All Icarals are impure. Cast out for their evil.”

				A spark of outrage rises deep inside me. “But how did all of this start? Why are Icarals viewed as evil?” I’m dismayed that her religion echoes this prejudice of ours.

				Wynter is staring at me evenly, as if the truth of this is written in stone. “Because they seek to fly away from the Inner Sanctum into the realm of the Dark Ones. It is written in our sacred texts.” Wynter’s shoulders drop, and she looks to the birds in the tapestry with open longing. “I know that I should not sculpt these messengers, or paint them…but I find them to be so beautiful. I know it is blasphemy to say it, but they call to me.” Wynter’s voice grows stifled and faint. “They are my muse.” She says it as if she’s confessing some heinous, unforgivable crime.

				I glance around at the unrolled tapestries, suddenly filled with stubborn purpose. “We should hang these up.”

				Wynter gives a start. She shakes her head in shocked disagreement. “No, Elloren Gardner. My work can never be hung in the gallery.”

				“Not in the gallery. In the North Tower.”

				She peers at me with deep concern. “My work would pollute any dwelling. Curse it—”

				“No, Wynter.” I cut her off gently. “This artwork was not meant to be thrown in the corner of some storeroom. Besides, we need the tapestries to keep out the drafts. I’ve noticed the cold doesn’t seem to affect you and Ariel, but it sure affects me.”

				“You can hang the paintings all along the staircase,” Jarod amiably suggests.

				“And the flower series in the upstairs hallway,” Aislinn chimes in.

				“Surely some of the smaller sculptures could be brought up,” Jarod adds.

				We all turn to look at Wynter.

				“Very well,” she quietly agrees, a small smile lighting her face.

				* * *

				We make our way back to the North Tower, Jarod effortlessly carrying several tapestries. Aislinn, Wynter and I lug paintings.

				“So, Black Witch, collecting freaks, are we?” Ariel asks as we walk in, her words slurred. She’s lying on her bed, slumped down against the wall behind her, her eyes hooded, her lips stained black.

				By now I recognize this state of hers. She’s been eating those berries.

				“You’re the biggest freak of us all, you know,” she goes on, attempting a look of hatred. “And you better keep the wild dog away from my chickens.”

				“He’s Lupine,” I clarify, irritated by her continual insistence on using racist language when talking to anyone but Wynter. But then I remember—it wasn’t too long ago that I harbored quite a few prejudices of my own.

				Jarod sets the four tapestries down on the floor and glances at Ariel.

				“I mean it, wolf-boy,” she snarls. “Touch my chickens, and I’ll singe your mangy hide.”

				“Jarod’s not interested in your chickens, Ariel,” I tell her as I prop paintings up against the walls.

				“It has a name?”

				“It’s best to just ignore her when she gets like this,” I tell Jarod.

				Jarod nods, seeming to understand.

				Ariel sinks down against the wall, apathy finally settling in, her eyes going blank.

				Aislinn and Jarod stand over the tapestries, discussing the best way to hang them. Aislinn fishes the hooks she’s collected from the gallery out of her tunic pockets and holds them up for Jarod’s perusal.

				I sit down on my bed next to Wynter. “What are the berries that Ariel chews on?” I ask her, my voice low. I’ve been meaning to research them, but have had so little free time.

				Wynter glances over at Ariel, who’s now passed out on her bed. She sighs deeply. “They are nilantyr, a very powerful sedative,” she says.

				I inhale sharply, hearing this. “Ancient One, Wynter. It’s illegal to possess. How on Erthia did she get it?”

				Wynter shakes her head sadly. “I do not know. All I know is that when she was thrown in the Valgard asylum, they had a hard time controlling her. So they fed her the nilantyr to keep her calm.”

				I look to Ariel, sober understanding washing over me. “And she’ll get the craving sickness if she stops taking it. They turned her into a craven.”

				Wynter nods.

				“She told you all this? About being forced to take nilantyr?”

				“Oh, no. She never speaks of it. When I touch her, I am shown these memories.” Wynter hesitates before continuing. “When she takes the nilantyr, the memories disappear. It all goes blank and empty. It is a cold peace, but peace nonetheless.”

				“It must be hard for you to see all this.”

				“It is very painful,” she agrees, pulling her wings more tightly around herself.

				I think of how often Ariel lies wrapped in Wynter’s arms. All of those times, Ariel’s memories were flooding into Wynter, and yet I’ve never seen Wynter pull away.

				“You’re a good friend to her,” I say, moved.

				“I love her,” Wynter says softly. “She has become a sister to me. I want her to be at peace. But I fear that the nilantyr is a dark path. It is like a parasite, slowly breaking her. It has brought her to a point where she cannot fly, although she could when she was younger, and it robs her of her fire. She could once summon a large flame, but every day it grows smaller and smaller. And the drug, it has an odor that seeps through her skin. Even when she does not take it for a time, it lingers.”

				I think of the Icarals in Valgard, of their foul smell.

				Were they fed this drug? Thrown in a cage when they were small children? Were they truly demons, or slowly driven mad from the cruelty inflicted on them?

				“Can you fly?” I ask Wynter. I’ve never seen her use her wings for anything other than a flimsy shawl. I wonder if she’s partaken of this nilantyr, as well—though I doubt it as she doesn’t have Ariel’s rancid smell.

				Wynter shakes her head resignedly and lifts her wings. “My wings, they are too thin.”

				I turn back to glance at Aislinn and Jarod. They’ve finished organizing the hardware Aislinn pilfered and look about ready to start hanging the tapestries.

				“We don’t have any tools,” Aislinn laments, looking around.

				“I have tools,” Jarod informs her.

				“You do?” she asks, looking confused.

				Jarod hesitates. “I…don’t want to shock you.”

				“What do you mean?” Aislinn inquires.

				“My claws. They’re…useful.”

				Aislinn swallows and looks at him, wide-eyed. “I…I won’t be afraid.”

				Jarod rolls up the right sleeve of his tunic and lifts his hand, keeping his eyes on Aislinn. We all watch, mesmerized, as it morphs and grows furred, with curving claws for nails.

				Jarod walks over to the wall and uses a claw to quickly hollow out multiple areas in the stone, then morphs his hand back to normal and screws the hooks in. He turns to gauge Aislinn’s reaction.

				“That’s very…useful,” she observes, her understated words at odds with the stunned expression on her face.

				Jarod studies her reaction for a moment longer before repeating the process, Aislinn’s shock softening as he works.

				* * *

				Well past midnight, we all rest on the floor by the fire.

				The room is completely transformed. Warm tapestries now hang on every wall, and a series of sculptures and paintings line the upstairs hallway and spiraling staircase. The North Tower has become a small but impressive private gallery of fine art.

				I make tea and pour it for everyone. Everyone except for Ariel, who’s still passed out on her messy bed.

				Jarod and Aislinn are taking turns reading from Jarod’s poetry books as Wynter sits on the windowsill listening.

				After a time, Aislinn’s lids grow heavier, and she keeps interrupting herself with yawns when it’s her turn to read, so Jarod takes over the reading in its entirety, his deep, steady voice pleasant to listen to as I drink my tea.

				I watch, amused, as Aislinn’s eyes close, little by little, until, like a flower folding its petals in for the night, she eventually gives in, lets her eyes fall shut and leans into Jarod.

				Jarod pauses in his reading. He gently puts his arm around Aislinn to steady her. She breathes deeply and snuggles in close to him, her hand finding his waist.

				Jarod raises his eyebrows in surprise, frozen in place, the poetry book now lying forgotten in his lap. Wynter has retreated under her wings, perhaps asleep, as well.

				Jarod’s eyes dart toward mine warily. And his wariness is not unfounded.

				My heart speeds up slightly at the sight of them so close, so intimate, and I suddenly feel worried about my friend. It’s one thing to wish Jarod was Gardnerian in the abstract. But he isn’t. He’s the son of his people’s alpha, and Aislinn’s from one of the most conservative families in Gardneria. Our people hate each other.

				No, this isn’t good. This is a road best not traveled down—a road leading straight off a cliff.

				“Jarod,” I say, a cautionary note to my tone, “Aislinn’s become a good friend to me.”

				He cocks one eyebrow and regards me coolly. “I know, Elloren,” he says slowly. “To me, as well.”

				“I can see that,” I reply as I glance pointedly at the arm he has wrapped loosely around her. “I just don’t want to see her get hurt.” The atmosphere between us grows chilled, the tension palpable.

				“And you think wandfasting to Randall is the best way for Aislinn to not get hurt?”

				I don’t know what to say to that, and am momentarily unnerved by those glowing amber eyes of his boring into me.

				Of course it’s probably the best way for her not to get hurt. She and Jarod are good friends, but a romance between them would tear Aislinn from a family she loves more than anything. Maybe Randall isn’t Aislinn’s idea of the best person to spend time with, but he won’t be around much, and she has many other interests and people who love her to make her life complete. Besides, she finds romantic attentions of a physical nature to be very off-putting—although I have to admit that she looks pretty comfortable nestled in Jarod’s arm. I can’t for the life of me imagine her looking like that lying against Randall.

				A flicker of disgust passes over Jarod’s face, and he turns to look at the fire. “Don’t worry, Elloren. I don’t plan on dragging her off into the woods anytime soon.”

				His words sting, and I feel immediately guilty for interfering in something that is really none of my business. “I’m not worried about that, Jarod,” I clarify anxiously.

				He turns his Lupine eyes back to mine. “I know what you’re getting at. We’re just friends.” Bitterness gives way to a flash of quiet devastation in his eyes before he looks away. “I know that…anything else between us would be impossible.”

				My eyes catch on Jarod’s fingers. He’s stroking Aislinn’s hair absently with a tenderness that’s heartbreaking to witness. I turn away from them both, tears filling my eyes over their hopeless situation.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER FOUR

				Lupine Eyes

				Aislinn and I are having breakfast a few days later. It’s week’s end, the dining hall almost empty at this early hour, pale streaks of sunlight spearing down through the arching windows. Aislinn stirs honey into her wheatberries, chatting gaily about her family. She’s been happily anticipating the arrival of her sisters for weeks now, and they’re due to arrive anytime now.

				I glance up to catch Yvan staring at me as he sets a basket of rolls out on one of the long serving tables. His green eyes flash through me and set off a restless longing that’s becoming harder and harder to ignore.

				Things have changed between us since that day he defended me in the kitchens. I now catch him staring at me throughout my shifts, and we’re always incredibly aware of each other’s physical presence. If he’s loading wood at my stove and I shift, he immediately compensates, like a dance. It’s hard in those moments, when he’s so close and so aware of me, to fight off an intense, irrational urge to touch his hand, his chestnut hair, his shoulder.

				I wonder what’s wrong with me. How can I be so drawn to a Kelt? I imagine Aunt Vyvian’s reaction and can’t stifle the smile that quavers on my lips just as Yvan’s eyes settle back on me. My pulse quickens, and I dampen my smile, but can’t pull my eyes away from him, the air suddenly charged between us. Even from this far distance, his gaze is hot on me, a ruddy flush coloring his cheeks.

				Iris bursts from the kitchen, jauntily balancing a tray of smoked meat, and the moment abruptly shatters. She has a flirtatious smile dancing on her face as she sets down her tray and sidles up to Yvan, one hand on her cocked hip, her golden hair loose today and cascading down her back.

				Yvan launches into conversation with her, but he’s holding himself rigidly, as if he’s as distracted and unsettled as I am.

				“Oh, Elloren, they’re here!” Aislinn enthuses, breaking my heated focus.

				I turn, cheeks uncomfortably flushed, to find Aislinn’s sisters making a boisterous entrance, children swirling around them like a swarm of busy bees, a baby in the arms of each sister.

				“Linnie!” they call out to her.

				Aislinn springs from her seat, overjoyed. She rushes to them and is quickly enveloped in a tangle of hugs and kisses.

				I rise and briefly look toward where Yvan was. I note, with a spike of envy, that both he and Iris have gone back into the kitchen.

				Let it go, Elloren, I tell myself. You’re a Gardnerian. He’s a Kelt. These thoughts need to stop. I sigh and turn back to Aislinn’s family.

				Both her sisters are wearing white armbands, the children surprisingly banded as well, unlike Aislinn and me. I wonder what Aislinn’s sisters will make of her lack of Vogel fervor.

				“Oh, how we’ve missed you!” the taller of her two sisters exclaims, beaming at Aislinn.

				“Look at how big everyone’s grown!” Aislinn gushes over her nieces and nephews, the children hugging her legs. “Elloren!” She beckons for me to join them, her face full of happiness. “These are my sisters and some of their children.”

				Some of them? Gardnerians, as a rule, usually have large families, but Aislinn’s sisters don’t look much older than her.

				“How many more nieces and nephews do you have?” I ask Aislinn, trying to keep my tone friendly instead of incredulous.

				Aislinn smiles. “Auralie has two more boys. They’re back in Valgard with Mother.”

				There are twin boys about three years of age, one clinging to the leg of Aislinn’s shorter sister, another energetically running around making horse noises. An older girl of about five years stands calmly, beaming up at Aislinn, and a four-year-old boy runs over to hug Aislinn. She affectionately ruffles his hair.

				The sisters are plain like Aislinn, their hair swept back into neat, unstylish buns. They wear the layered, shapeless clothing of the most conservative Gardnerian families, Erthia orbs on chains around their necks.

				“Elloren Gardner! Heavens, you do look like your grandmother!” The taller sister, Liesbeth, approaches me and introduces herself. She embraces me warmly as we kiss on both cheeks. “Aislinn’s told us all about you in her letters. We’re so happy she’s found such a good friend.”

				The shorter sister, Auralie, smiles awkwardly in my direction, then looks back down at the floor, her baby fussing in her arms.

				What a contrast these two sisters are. Liesbeth is well put together, not a hair out of place and comfortable in her surroundings, her baby plump and neatly swaddled.

				Auralie, a heavyset girl with hair escaping her bun at odd angles, has a look in her eyes similar to Ariel—not quite there. And her baby looks stressed and too thin.

				It’s easy to match the other children with their mothers. I pick out the neatly attired, well-behaved children and mentally match them to Liesbeth. To Auralie, I match the disheveled twin boys with tense faces.

				“We know your aunt quite well,” Liesbeth tells me, beaming. “She’s a great ally to our father on the Mage Council—they’re of one mind about practically everything.”

				I stiffen at the mention of Aunt Vyvian, wondering when my aunt will finally tire of sending a steady stream of letters and sporadic gifts to get me to wandfast. I fear it’s only a matter of time before she shifts tactics once more.

				“Aunt Linnie!” the little girl cuts in, tugging at Aislinn’s skirts. “When are you coming to visit? We got a kitten!”

				Aislinn sets her hand on the child’s shoulder and smiles down at her. “That’s wonderful, Erin. I love kittens, you know that.”

				“I baked your favorite cookies, Linnie.” Liesbeth pulls back the blue cloth that covers a woven basket she’s carrying. “You’re welcome to have some, too, Elloren.”

				Aislinn’s smile instantly becomes as strained as mine as we glance down at the traditional Gardnerian harvest cookies. They’re in the shape of Icaral wings. Before eating them, it’s customary to first break the wings in two, symbolic of the breaking of the wings of the Evil Ones by the Gardnerian First Children. I’ve eaten these cookies hundreds of times and performed the breaking ritual mindlessly. Now all I can think about is Wynter. And Ariel, too—thrown into a cage when she was only a child.

				The children grab at the cookies and snap them noisily.

				“I can do it louder than you,” little Erin taunts one of the boys good-naturedly. She breaks the wings with a deft snap.

				Aislinn flinches at the sound of it. She shoots me a troubled look, and then her eyes go wide. She’s staring at something past me, her face panicked.

				Curious, I turn to follow her gaze.

				It’s Jarod, leaning against a far wall, watching us.

				Aislinn’s sisters immediately notice Aislinn’s rattled expression, stop smiling and follow her gaze, as well.

				“Is that…” Liesbeth whispers, horrified, “…the Lupine male?”

				Auralie gasps, and both sisters touch their heads, then their hearts, as they murmur the familiar prayer:

				Oh, Most Holy Ancient One, purify our minds, purify our hearts, purify Erthia. Protect us from the stain of the Evil Ones.

				Liesbeth turns to Aislinn, concerned. “Has he been bothering you, Linnie?”

				“No,” Aislinn protests, her brow furrowing tightly. “No, he stays away from me.”

				“Is he still in that class you’re taking?” Liesbeth presses worriedly. “I remember how scared you were to have him there.”

				“He leaves me alone,” Aislinn insists, her voice strained. “It turns out he hasn’t the slightest interest in me.”

				“But he’s quite wild-looking, isn’t he?” Auralie breathes, peering over at Jarod, who hasn’t moved.

				“Look at his eyes,” Liesbeth exclaims. “They’re positively inhuman!”

				Aislinn glances over at me, horrified, knowing as well as I do that Jarod can hear every word of this conversation. He’s turned away, his face expressionless.

				“Take great care, Linnie,” Auralie warns Aislinn, her tone hushed. “Lupine males…they have no respect for women. Father says they’re like animals. All they can think about is dragging women off into the woods and…”

				Jarod abruptly walks out.

				“Oh, good, he’s leaving,” Auralie says, breathing a heavy sigh of relief. She pats Aislinn on the shoulder comfortingly. “There, Linnie, he’s gone. You can relax now.”

				“Thank the Ancient One,” Liesbeth says, echoing the sentiment.

				“Mommy, who was the man with the strange eyes?” Aislinn’s niece asks.

				“A very bad man,” Liesbeth says, hugging the child soothingly. “But he’s gone now, sweetheart, so you needn’t worry.”

				“Is he like my toy, Momma?” one of the boys asks with morbid enthusiasm. He pulls a wooden figurine out of a little sack he’s carrying. It’s a scowling Lupine with glowing eyes painted bright amber, his hands morphed into hairy wolf hands with long claws.

				“That’s him, all right,” Auralie agrees, nodding.

				Aislinn’s nephew dumps out the rest of his toys onto a nearby table, and all the familiar wooden figures spill out: evil Icarals, flames in their palms; sinister Vu Trin sorceresses; an evil-looking Fae queen; and the valiant Gardnerian soldiers, some on horseback.

				“I’m gonna have the soldiers kill him!” the boy announces as he begins to set the Gardnerian soldiers up in a circle around the Lupine.

				“That sounds like a good idea,” Liesbeth says, pleased.

				The little girl, Erin, looks worriedly toward the door. “Will he come back?” she asks Liesbeth, clinging to her skirts.

				“Oh, honey, he won’t bother you.” Her mother reassures her. “Look at all the Gardnerian soldiers here. You’re quite safe. And when Marcus Vogel takes over as High Mage, the brave soldiers like Poppa will get rid of them someday. Then no one will have to worry about them ever again.”

				And we can all live happily-ever-after, I think sarcastically. It’s becoming unbearable to remain silent, yet neither one of us can say anything. If we do, Aislinn’s sisters will become suspicious about our intermingling with Lupines, and those suspicions will surely find their way back to Aislinn’s father.

				“The Lupine…he hasn’t bothered me,” Aislinn ventures weakly. “He and his sister leave everyone alone. They keep to themselves.”

				“Nonetheless,” Liesbeth says as she deftly restrains the toddler who’s running in circles around her legs. “I wish you’d hurry up and fast to Randall. Lupine men see an unfasted woman and think she’s easy prey. Plus, once you’re fasted and married, we can all be together again.”

				“We miss you, Linnie,” Auralie laments, a deep sadness in her eyes.

				“I miss you, too,” Aislinn admits, her voice tight with longing. Aislinn is looking at her sisters the way you stare at a boat that’s sailing off, leaving you behind.

				“Aunt Linnie, you promised in your letter that you’d play with me when I saw you,” Aislinn’s niece entreats, pouting up at her aunt. “I brought my new marbles to show you!”

				“Oh, show her, Erin!” Liesbeth enthuses. “They’re from the Valgard glassworks, Tierney’s father’s shop.”

				Little Erin opens up a black velvet bag with a red, tasseled pull string, and we all reach in to pull out the large marbles. We hold them each up in turn so we can peer through them at the swirling colors that catch the surrounding light.

				Aislinn holds one up, studying it closely. “Look at this one, Elloren,” she breathes. “It’s so beautiful. It reminds me of something…but I don’t know what.”

				She hands it to me, and I look through it with her as she leans close, studying the bright amber globe with me.

				“Oh, I know,” she says, smiling with sudden realization. “It’s just like…” She catches herself, colors deeply and looks away, her smile disappearing.

				I turn back to view the swirling orb in my hand. It is beautiful, just like she said.

				The exact color of Lupine eyes.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER FIVE

				Howl

				A few days later I hear the howling.

				Aislinn and I are eating lunch in the dining hall. I look up from my food to see what the commotion is.

				It’s coming from a group of Gardnerian military apprentices, all with white armbands.

				Fallon Bane sits imperiously in their center, her military guard nearby.

				Other young Gardnerian men soon join in, and the dining hall begins to sound like there’s a wolf pack running around in it.

				In the center of all the animal noises stands Diana Ulrich. She strides down a center aisle toward us, chin raised, a large plate of food cradled in both hands, a bag slung over her shoulder.

				As she passes, young men laugh and proposition her.

				“Hey, wolf-girl!”

				“Strip for us!”

				They’re all leering at her shamelessly. The scattered Gardnerian women seated with the men avert their eyes and studiously ignore this display, but not Fallon. She scandalously laughs right along with the men.

				Diana flicks her long, luxurious hair over one shoulder dismissively, like a goddess forced to spend time with some very distasteful mortals.

				“Hello, Elloren, Aislinn,” she says as she sits down at our table and flashes us a dazzling smile. Without further ado, she picks up a large piece of chicken and begins to gnaw on it with relish.

				I can’t believe the amount of meat on her plate. Practically a whole chicken.

				The howling dies down, only a few of the men now glancing in our direction as they laugh and nudge each other suggestively.

				“Doesn’t that bother you?” I ask as Diana unconcernedly chomps down on some gristle. I throw a resentful glance toward Fallon, who’s laughing and having a grand old time being the center of the Gardnerian universe.

				Diana looks up, confused, and glances over at the Gardnerians. “Why should that bother me?” she asks, her mouth full of meat. She swallows in one loud gulp. “They are as insignificant as that fool of a Mage, Fallon Bane.”

				“They were howling at you.”

				Diana shrugs and rolls her eyes. “They can’t help themselves,” she says rather arrogantly. “They all wish they could mate with me. It’s not surprising in the least.” She straightens as she chews and tosses her golden mane. “Look at me. I am magnificent. Every male wants me.” She picks up another hunk of meat and tears at it with her long, white teeth as Aislinn and I stare at her, dumbfounded.

				“Of course I have no interest in them,” she continues loftily. “They are weak and pathetic. I really don’t understand how you can tolerate men such as these. Like this Randall you’re to be wandfasted to, Aislinn.” She gestures toward Aislinn with a bone. “Jarod says he’s an idiot who doesn’t deserve you.”

				Aislinn sits frozen in place, staring at her.

				Completely oblivious, Diana continues to chew, her teeth making an unnatural grinding noise. Her eyes light up. “You should become Lupine, Aislinn! Then you could mate with one of our men. They are completely superior. Strong and virile. Lupine men are excellent lovers, not like these sense-blind Gardnerian idiots must be. I’m not surprised that they have to run off to be with seal women. Their own women must refuse to mate with them, and really, it’s quite understandable.” Diana chuckles to herself and then points a bone at me. “You, too, Elloren. You should also become one of us.”

				I almost choke on my food. Eyes watering, I take a drink of water as I eye Diana with incredulity.

				I turn to Aislinn. She’s still shocked into silence by Diana’s screaming lack of tact.

				“Diana,” I venture, my voice hoarse from choking. I take another drink of water. “You’re not going to make any friends talking like this.”

				“Talking like what?” she asks as she chews loudly.

				“You’re insulting Gardnerian men. I do have two brothers, you know, and they happen to be Gardnerians.”

				Diana waves a bone in the air as if chasing away the idea. “Rafe is different. He should become Lupine as soon as possible. He is seriously out of place here.”

				She’s infuriating. Hands down, the most arrogant person I have ever met. “I have noticed that you’ve been spending a good deal of time with my brother,” I observe, bristling as Diana pulls a leg off her chicken carcass with a loud snap.

				“We share a love of the woods,” she replies, concentrating more on her meat than on me.

				“Diana,” I probe testily, “what’s going on with you and my brother?”

				She looks up at me, a large piece of meat half in her mouth, half still attached to the bone in her hand. She appears genuinely surprised by the question. “We’ve been hiking,” she replies, her words muffled around the meat.

				“Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to talk with your mouth full?” I ask snidely, growing increasingly irritated.

				“Why?” she asks.

				“Because it’s rude!” I cry.

				Diana puts down her chicken bone, finishes chewing, swallows and calmly clasps her long, grease-coated fingers in front of herself, humoring me like one would humor a very silly child. “Your people have many ridiculous rules.”

				“It’s a relief to hear you talk without meat hanging out of your mouth!”

				“I am hungry. This is a stupid conversation!”

				“Don’t you lead my brother on!” I jab a finger at her accusingly. “I think he likes you!”

				“I like Rafe as well, and haven’t the foggiest idea what you are talking about!”

				“Are you romantically involved with my brother?” If she can be blunt and tactless, so can I.

				She snorts haughtily. “Of course not. He’s not Lupine.”

				“Then why do you spend so much time with him?”

				“He likes the woods. I like the woods. We both like to hunt. We both like to hike,” she says, exasperated. “We go hiking!”

				“And that’s it?”

				“What, exactly, are you asking me? I keep trying to answer you!”

				“Are you running around naked?”

				“No, I am not,” she replies, glowering at me. “Not since you and your brother informed me of how offensive my magnificent form is to Gardnerian eyes.”

				“Have you kissed him?”

				“That is mating behavior. Your brother is not Lupine.” Now she’s talking to me like I’m three years old. “I will not mate with a man who is not Lupine, so no, I have not kissed your brother! Can I go back to eating my chicken, please? Or is there some stupid rule about that, too?”

				“Go ahead! Eat!”

				“Thank you,” she says, her tone clipped.

				“Randall’s not so bad,” Aislinn says weakly, finally finding her voice.

				“Jarod said Randall’s an idiot,” Diana repeats around another mouthful of meat.

				I grind my own teeth in deep irritation.

				“Well,” says Aislinn defensively, “you can tell Jarod that I could do a lot worse!”

				Diana laughs derisively at this, spitting out some pieces of meat in the process. I have to make sure Rafe sees her eat. If there is any attraction on his part, watching her destroy a chicken with her teeth will surely kill it dead.

				“That,” Diana says, grinning widely, meat sticking out between her teeth, “I find completely believable.”

				“You tell Jarod that Randall’s not so bad!” Aislinn insists.

				Diana points a rib cage at a spot behind Aislinn. “Tell him yourself.”

				Jarod has just come in. He quickly spots us, smiles warmly and makes his way over to our table. “Hello,” he says as he reaches us. “Are we eating together now?”

				Aislinn turns to glare at him with open hostility.

				“What’s the matter?” he asks, concerned.

				“I told Aislinn what you said about Randall being an idiot,” Diana explains nonchalantly.

				Jarod blanches and swallows hard. Diana doesn’t seem to notice this as she tears a wing off the rapidly disappearing carcass in front of her, her hands and lips slick with chicken fat. Apparently, complete tactlessness isn’t a Lupine trait. It’s a Diana trait.

				“That wasn’t really something I wanted repeated,” Jarod tells his sister, his voice weak.

				“Why?” asks Diana. “She should know this. Before she does this awful wandfasting thing.”

				“He’s not an idiot,” Aislinn says as she stares at her plate, sounding hurt and as if she’s trying to convince herself that the sentence is true.

				“I’m sorry, Aislinn,” Jarod apologizes, his voice low and kind. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I…I think highly of you and would not think most men were good enough for you.”

				Diana snorts. “That’s because most Gardnerian men are fools.”

				Jarod tries to ignore his sister, his eyes focused on my Gardnerian friend. “Aislinn,” he says, his voice sincere, “I really am sorry.”

				She looks away from him, her face strained.

				“Sit down, Jarod.” I invite him with a sigh. “Join us. It’s all water under the bridge.”

				“Thank you,” he says. He sets his meat-laden plate down and ventures a worried look in Aislinn’s direction. She picks absently at her muffin, eyes on her plate, her expression vacant.

				Jarod picks up a knife and fork and begins to cut his chicken into neat little bites.

				Diana stops eating and stares at him, incredulous. “Since when do you use utensils?” she asks, a note of accusation in her voice.

				“Since we’ve been living in Verpacia,” he shoots back. “Unlike you, I’m trying to fit in here.”

				Diana shrugs and gives the meat her full attention once more. “Suit yourself.”

				Jarod turns back to Aislinn. “Is it still all right if we meet later?”

				Aislinn frowns at her muffin. “Yes, Jarod,” she agrees, her voice tentative.

				“Perhaps at nineteenth hour? I’ll meet you in the archives?”

				Aislinn nods at her plate, still not looking at him.

				“Okay, then,” Jarod says. He ventures a small smile in her direction, then goes back to cutting his chicken into tiny pieces.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER SIX

				Jarod

				Later that evening I sit at my desk, alone except for the slumbering chickens, staring at a list of metal powders recently given to me by Professor Hawkkyn.

				I’m passing Metallurgie now instead of barely passing, my Snake Elf professor turned into an unlikely ally, making me suddenly wonder if I’ve been told nothing but lies about his kind.

				A few weeks ago Professor Hawkkyn called me aside, curious and thrown by my newly casual attire.

				“You’re dressed like a Kelt,” he observed flatly as if I was plotting some dark scheme, the silvery glinting of his star eyes distracting me.

				I straightened and held his silvered gaze. “Professor Kristian told me my clothes were made by Urisk slaves, so I decided not to wear them anymore.” I shrugged defensively. “Anyway, these are more comfortable.”

				He stared at me for a long moment, and I was suddenly struck by how beautiful he is, each flat scale reflecting a kaleidoscope of stunning greens. “You know Jules Kristian?” he asked.

				“Yes,” I replied, then knit my brow in question. “You…as well?”

				Professor Hawkkyn broke into a dazzling, incredulous smile, his teeth snow white in contrast to his deep green scales. “Jules is…a good friend.” He considered me for another long moment, then spit out a short laugh, shook his head and expeditiously went back to correcting papers. “I rescind your second assignment, Elloren Gardner,” he said without looking up. “Just complete the first section.” He paused from his corrections, gave me a long, appraising look, then pulled a paper out from one of his folders and handed it to me.

				I glanced at the list of metal powders as I took it from him, confused. “Are these…what we’re going to test the chelating agents on?”

				He narrowed his star eyes at me. “No. It’s a list of metal powders that block ice magic. I thought that might be of some interest to you.”

				I gaped at the list then at him, dark delight and overwhelming gratitude bubbling up. “I…I never knew about this. Does it really work?”

				“Wand magic’s not the only power,” he replied in a low voice, his teeth set in another dazzling, dangerous grin.

				* * *

				I stare at the list in the quiet of my room, thinking of all the ways that I can now make myself impervious to Fallon’s low-level, yet still-constant bullying.

				I’m interrupted by a tentative knock at my door.

				Setting down my pen, I get up and open the door to find Aislinn, her eyes red and puffy.

				“Aislinn, what’s the matter?” I ask, surprised.

				“I—I need to talk to you,” she stammers.

				I let her in and close the door behind us. She plops down onto my bed, her arms clasped protectively around herself, and begins to sob.

				I sit down and put a comforting hand on her heaving back. “Aislinn, what’s wrong?”

				“Jarod kissed me!” she blurts out, her tone deeply anguished.

				My eyes fly open in surprise. I know how much Aislinn dislikes kissing.

				“Did he force you?” I ask, a protective edge rearing up, along with strident disbelief that Jarod could be capable of such a thing.

				“No,” she says, shaking her head. “No. It just…happened.”

				Relief washes over me. “Then why are you so upset?”

				“Because…I…” She doubles over as if in pain. I try to calm her down by shushing her and rubbing her back. She turns to me, her face soaked with tears. “I liked it!”

				I blink at her, baffled. “That’s why you’re crying?”

				“No,” she sobs, her voice stuffy. “That’s a lie. I didn’t just like it. I loved it. We kissed for over an hour,” she chokes out. “It was like heaven. I never knew. I’ve never felt that way before! I thought it was all made up. All those silly romantic ideas. I thought no one ever really felt that way. Oh, Elloren, my life is ruined!”

				I shake my head vehemently. “It’s not ruined—”

				“How can I ever be happy with Randall now? Now that I know what it’s like with Jarod? Why can’t Jarod be a Gardnerian? He’s Lupine, Elloren! Do you know what my family would do to me if they knew I’d spent the last hour kissing a Lupine? They’d disown me! I’d never see my mother again! My sisters! My nieces and nephews! I’d be all alone! I’m going to hell, Elloren! I’m an abomination!”

				“You are not going to hell. You don’t really believe Jarod is evil, do you?”

				“No!” she cries. “I just… My whole world is upside down. I should never have taken that class with him. Oh, Elloren, what am I going to do?”

				“What happened,” I ask, “after he kissed you?” Ancient One, this is a complicated mess.

				“I started crying,” she sobs. “And I ran away.”

				I let out a long breath, dismayed. “Oh. Poor Jarod.”

				That only makes her cry harder.

				“What if your parents actually met him?” I venture, grasping for some hope. “Remember how we were scared of Jarod and Diana? Maybe if they saw how nice he is…”

				“You don’t understand! You have no idea how strict they are! My father is Gardneria’s ambassador to the Lupines. He hates them. He has all sorts of…ideas about them!” She shakes her head vehemently. “I can’t be around Jarod anymore. I’ll just stay as far away from him as I possibly can.” Her head falls into her hands, her slender body racked with violent sobbing.

				A knock at my door pulls my attention away. I get up and open the door to find Jarod standing in the hallway, not in tears, but still looking distraught.

				“I need to talk to Aislinn,” he says.

				I step out into the hallway and close the door. “I don’t think she wants to talk to you right now.”

				“Can I talk to you, then?” he asks, his brow deeply furrowed. “She probably told you what happened.”

				“She did. Jarod, she can’t be with a Lupine. She’d be disowned.”

				“I’m in love with her, Elloren.”

				My breath catches tight in my throat. Oh, Ancient One. There’s nothing but the deepest of sincerity in his amber eyes, his expression one of raw anguish.

				I let out a deep sigh. “I respect that. I know your people don’t say that lightly.”

				“No. We don’t,” he says. “I want to mate with her, Elloren. For life.”

				Oh, Sweet Ancient One. “But you’re Lupine, Jarod, and she’s Gardnerian. Her family is incredibly conservative.”

				“I don’t care,” he says. “I don’t care what she is. I don’t care who her family is. I love her. I can’t help it. I just do.”

				He places one hand on his hip and brings the other to his temples, like he’s massaging a headache. He looks around blankly, then takes a seat on the hallway bench and drops his head into his hands. “This complicates my life as well, you know. My pack will accept outsiders, but they must become Lupine. If I were to take a Gardnerian female to mate before she became Lupine, I would cease to be a member of my pack. My family wouldn’t cut off contact with me like hers would, but I would not be allowed to return home until my mate became Lupine.”

				I sit down next to him. “Aislinn doesn’t want to be Lupine, Jarod. She loves being a Gardnerian. And she loves her family very much.”

				“I know.” He’s quiet for a moment, Aislinn’s muffled sobs audible through the door.

				“Jarod,” I say, placing my hand on his shoulder. “Give her some time. She didn’t expect to like kissing you so much. It came as a bit of a shock. She always thought of kissing as a rather unpleasant chore, actually.”

				“Randall’s an idiot,” Jarod snarls, exposing his gleaming canines. “When I think of him taking Aislinn to mate, I feel physically ill.”

				I let out a long sigh. “I think she feels the same way.”

				He gives me an imploring look. “Do you think she’ll speak to me again? Before she wandfasts to that fool?”

				“I think so. But you might have to give her some time. I think she loves you, too, and it’s scaring her.”

				“She’s the last person on Erthia I want to frighten.”

				“I know that.”

				“You’ll speak to her? You’ll tell her all this?”

				I hesitate, but the devastation in his eyes softens me toward him. “I will.”

				He breathes a long sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

				* * *

				When I return to my room, Aislinn has stopped crying and is sitting on the bed, staring straight ahead at nothing, a traumatized look in her glassy eyes.

				“What did he say?” she asks, her voice flat and emotionless.

				I sit down in my desk chair and lean forward to face her. “He says that he loves you. That he doesn’t care who your family is. That he still loves you. That he doesn’t care if his own pack disowns him. That he only wants you. For life. And that he never meant to cause you any pain.”

				Aislinn begins to sob again. She closes her eyes tight as if her thoughts hurt, turns slowly and lies down on the bed, curling herself into a tight ball, her back to me.

				I sit and watch her for a long moment, not sure what to do, heartbroken for the both of them. I blink back tears.

				There’s nothing I can do. There’s no easy way out for either of them.

				I wipe away my tears, blow out the lamp on my desk, pull a blanket over Aislinn, then lie down next to her and put my arm around her. Aislinn grasps hold of my arm with a firm, desperate grip.

				I hold her for a long time, until she finally cries herself to sleep.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER SEVEN

				Trapped

				“I’m worried about you, Aislinn.”

				It’s early morning, and she’s sitting against a tree listlessly, dark circles anchored beneath her eyes. Looking like she hasn’t slept at all.

				A week has passed, and Aislinn has made an uneasy peace with Jarod. He’s taken my advice, giving Aislinn space to think, although I can see it takes a great effort on his part to do so. Aislinn doesn’t stop coming to Chemistrie, but their note passing ceases.

				Aislinn stares at me despondently. “I’m trapped.”

				The words hang in the air, a wintry breeze swirling around them. It’s been a strange year—colder every day, but still we wait for snow.

				I try to think of something to distract her. “You know, Diana Ulrich is living with me now.”

				I’ve chosen my subject well.

				Aislinn’s pained expression becomes more muted as her eyebrows arch up in surprise. “Really?”

				* * *

				The previous night Diana appeared at my door, two large travel bags in hand.

				“I will hurt her if I stay,” Diana announced as she swept into the room and threw her things on my bed.

				“Who?” I asked, looking up from my studies, as mystified as Ariel and Wynter by Diana’s sudden presence here.

				“Echo Flood…all of them,” Diana informed us imperiously. “I will live with you now. Ah, good, chickens. A snack. I’m famished.”

				Incensed, Ariel leaped in front of her chickens and thrust out her palms. A small circle of fire erupted around Diana. This surprised me. I’d seen Ariel start the fireplace fire on numerous occasions, but she never seemed able to summon more than a very small flame.

				Diana looked down and viewed the rapidly disappearing ring of fire with disdain. “Why is she so protective of these chickens?”

				“Get out!” Ariel hissed.

				“No!” Diana replied, indignant as she crossed her arms in front of herself.

				“Diana,” I said firmly, “promise Ariel you won’t eat the chickens!”

				“But…”

				“Just promise her! You cannot stay here unless you leave any birds that make their way into this room alone.”

				Diana looked back and forth from Ariel to me like we were both completely unhinged. “All right,” she relented, humoring us. “I promise. I will not eat these chickens. I would just like to know one simple thing.”

				I raised my eyebrows at her.

				“Are there no normal people in this University?”

				I glanced over at Ariel, who was crouched in front of her chickens, eyeing Diana murderously, the terrified chickens glued to her ankles. Then I looked over at Wynter, who was hiding under her wings, and finally at Diana’s glowing eyes. And then there was me, the magic-free Black Witch look-alike.

				Laughter at the sheer absurdity of it all bubbled up inside me. “I don’t know about the whole University, Diana, but there are definitely no normal people in this room.”

				Diana stared at me for a moment, one eyebrow arched as if mildly affronted. But I caught Wynter’s eye, and she gave me a small, tentative smile.

				“I’m going out!” Diana abruptly announced with a dissatisfied huff.

				“Where?” I asked.

				“To find some rabbits!” she snapped. “Since you are all so protective of these chickens!”

				* * *

				“What did she do next?” Aislinn asks, enthralled despite her dark mood.

				“She came back about an hour later with a rabbit, proceeded to strip naked and sat glowering by the fireplace eating it.”

				Aislinn swallows, mortified. “Naked?”

				“Naked,” I confirm, matter-of-factly. “I finally had a chance to speak to Rafe about her, too. He stopped by my room earlier, looking for her.”

				“What did he say?”

				“He thought the story about her moving in is pretty funny. He thinks everything’s funny. I told him that I’m worried about how much time he’s been spending with Diana. I mean, she’s the daughter of an alpha, and our people aren’t on the best terms with each other.” I hesitate before continuing.

				“Go on,” Aislinn prods.

				“I told him I didn’t want to see him do something incredibly dangerous…for love.” I glance sidelong at Aislinn, watching for her reaction.

				“And what did he say?” she asks, her voice now muted.

				“Oh, you know. Typical Rafe. He told me not to worry so much—that he’d be careful. But then he laughed and said that if he was going to do something incredibly dangerous, he really couldn’t think of a better reason to.”

				“That’s not very encouraging, is it?” Aislinn says, looking away uncomfortably.

				I follow Aislinn’s gaze down the long, sloping field before us, the wilds just beyond.

				In the distance a lone figure catches my attention. It takes a moment for me to recognize who it is.

				Yvan, walking toward the forest at a fast clip.

				It’s not the first time I’ve seen him heading into the wilds. I’ve spotted him a number of times from the North Tower window, striding purposefully toward the forest, always curiously alone.

				I watch Yvan’s long, powerful stride and think about how things between us have continued to change. His overt hostility is gone. I catch him watching me in both the kitchen and Mathematics now. His expression is often difficult to read, and he quickly looks away as soon as I catch his eye. Against my better judgment, I continue to do a fair bit of discreet watching, too. It’s thrilling to look at him; he’s so absurdly handsome.

				And I can’t stop thinking about the mystery of him—how fast and strong he was when going up against Damion Bane. Unnaturally so. And I notice, more and more, how he’s able to pick up heavy things around the kitchen as though they weigh nothing. Just like Jarod.

				I dwell on other things, as well.

				How he always leaves the top button of his shirt undone, the shadows of the kitchen playing over his elegant neck and throat. The sinuous grace of his movements, never a clumsy, false step, his reflexes razor-sharp. The sharp line of his jaw. The perfect bow of his upper lip, his mouth so distractingly sensual.

				A warm flush rises in my cheeks just thinking about it.

				“Where does he go?” I wonder as I watch him, thinking out loud.

				Aislinn turns to me. “Where does who go?”

				“Yvan Guriel. He’s always going off into the woods like Rafe, but not hunting. He never carries anything with him. He just goes. It’s like he’s Lupine or something.”

				“So follow him,” Aislinn says despondently.

				“That’s bold advice,” I laugh.

				Aislinn shrugs listlessly.

				I get up and brush dried leaves off my tunic.

				“Where are you going?” Aislinn asks.

				“I’m taking your advice,” I tell her. “I’m going to follow him.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER EIGHT

				Rescue

				“Why are you following me, Elloren?” Yvan’s tone is exasperated, but not angry. He doesn’t bother to turn around.

				My face grows hot at being discovered, and from the ridiculous thrill of hearing his deep voice say my name. “I’m curious about you,” I reply, my tone self-conscious and stilted.

				“About what, exactly?” he asks, not slowing, not looking back.

				About so many things. “About why you’re always going off into the woods. I’m wondering if you’re secretly Lupine.”

				He stops abruptly, and I stop, too, a nervous rush of energy coupled with my efforts to keep up making my heart race in my chest.

				He puts his hands on his hips and looks down as if collecting himself, and then turns to me, his emerald gaze disconcerting.

				My thoughts scatter like marbles, overcome by his severe beauty.

				Our eyes lock tight, the woods quieting around us, save for the dry rustling of the remaining autumn leaves and intermittent birdsong. The silence between us grows charged, vibrating with suppressed emotion, an unsettling heat taking hold deep inside me. I search his eyes and wonder if he feels it, too.

				“All right, then,” he finally says, his voice low, his eyes darkening, as if with challenge. “Try to keep up.”

				* * *

				“Where’s the University’s border?” I ask after what seems like an eternity of hiking.

				He pauses and turns to me, brow furrowed in question.

				My breath hitches in my throat. It would be easier to talk to his back. I stare at him for a split second like a complete idiot, distracted by the way a shaft of sunlight illuminates his handsome face.

				He cocks one perfectly arched brow, his expression hardening with what seems like discomfited annoyance. Like he can read my thoughts.

				“It’s dangerous for me…to cross the University border,” I testily clarify.

				The furrow of his brow deepens. “Why?”

				“There’s an Icaral trying to kill me.”

				His eyes light with surprise.

				“It thinks I’m the next Black Witch,” I try to explain. “Of course, I’m not. I’ve no magic at all, but it doesn’t know that.”

				Yvan’s face darkens. “You look exactly like Her, Elloren.”

				I bristle, stung by the accusation in his tone. Hurt by it. “Really, Yvan?” I snap, my traitorous voice breaking. “I had absolutely no idea.”

				His eyes widen a fraction, then he gives me a close look as if taking my measure.

				I inwardly slump, the impenetrable wall between us laid bare. I suddenly and fiercely wish I could be on the other side of it. Somewhere I could truly belong.

				If only I looked like Iris.

				I immediately regret the thought. I harshly remind myself that I’m not a Kelt. And I can’t be having these thoughts about a Kelt. He shouldn’t be so focused on me, either. It’s a stretch for Yvan and me to even be friends, and it would be impossible for us to be anything more. But I suddenly wish with surprising force that we could at least be friends.

				There’s frustration and hurt in my eyes, and I’m too exhausted to hide it.

				Yvan swallows and blinks at me, his expression losing its edge.

				“I won’t let anyone hurt you,” he says with firm certainty, like it’s an unassailable fact.

				Warmth spreads through me, some of the anxiety melting from my shoulders. I take a deep breath and nod, believing him and bolstered by his steadiness. Somehow, I know I’ll be safe with him.

				Yvan stands there for a moment longer, considering. “Did the Vu Trin magic the border? To keep the Icaral out?”

				“They put some type of protective ward along Verpacia’s western border, and an even stronger ward around the University’s border.” I gesture around loosely with my hand. “The Icaral escaped from the sanitorium, so I guess it’s ward-marked.”

				Yvan frowns and spends a long moment studying me through narrowed eyes. “I’m going well past the border.”

				Fear slashes through me, and I see the Valgard Icarals’ hideous faces in the back of my mind. I force the image away, grit my teeth and decide to be brave.

				“You said you’ll protect me,” I say grimly. And I know you’re stronger and faster than a broken Icaral. “I’ll take my chances.”

				* * *

				After what seems like another hour, we come to the northwestern edge of the Verpacian Spine.

				Yvan circles a tree near a jutting behemoth of Spine stone then, bends to lift a tangle of brush that covers the entrance to an underground tunnel. He steps inside and turns to me. “Coming?”

				“Where? What is this?”

				“A way into Gardneria.” He points up toward the vertical mountain of stone and gives me a wry look. “Unless you want to go over the Spine, that is.”

				I frown and follow him through the thin brush and down into a hidden, cavernous tunnel as he fishes some Elfin lumenstone from his pocket to light our way.

				I wonder how on Erthia he found this tunnel. And how many people know about it?

				We travel through a series of caves, not much to see but the dripping of water and the occasional resting bat, all of it cast in the lumenstone’s green glow. We ascend through more brush, pushing through a veil of dry branches to the outside.

				I wordlessly follow him on. Soon the forest starts to slope upward. I struggle to keep up with his fast clip, a sharp cramp in my side. Sounds ahead begin to assert themselves. Commands being shouted. Horses. And something strange, something that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up on end—a low-pitched shriek that sets the forest floor vibrating.

				Yvan pauses, then turns to me and holds a finger to his lips in unspoken warning. He motions for me to stay still, then climbs swiftly up a steep hill before us.

				I watch him, amazed by his speed and silent ability to fluidly wind around the trees without even needing to grasp onto anything for balance.

				He’s now at the top of the wooded hill, crouched down behind some thick brush and peering over it. He motions for me to follow.

				I labor up, skidding a few times on the dry leaves, grabbing onto small trees for leverage. Breathing hard, I finally catch up with him. I gasp when I see what lies ahead.

				A vast Gardnerian military base stretches out over the entire valley. It’s surrounded by the wilds and framed by the imposing Spine and the Caledonian mountain range. Huge blocks of Gardnerian soldiers move in formation, a cacophony of commands ringing out. They’re surrounded by a city of black military tents, wooden barracks and Spine-stone structures cut into the imposing rock.

				And there are dragons.

				Scores of them. Moving in formation. Gardnerian soldiers astride them, whips in hand.

				I fall back as close to twenty dragons rise into the sky with one unified shriek, my hands flying up to cover my ears. The dragons fly in formation behind a lead dragon.

				Without warning, they soar up and swoop directly toward us.

				I hit the ground as Yvan pulls me back, and the dragons zoom in close, then arc away toward the middle of the valley.

				My heart pounds, and I feel light-headed. I’ve seen artists’ renderings of military dragons, like dignified horses with wings. But these dragons are terrifying—black as night, with emaciated bodies that hint at their underlying skeletons. And their wings—jagged, jutting things with sharp feathers that resemble dull blades.

				“Oh, Sweet Ancient One,” I breathe, an icy chill coursing down my spine. “Do they breathe fire?”

				Yvan frowns and shakes his head. “No. They lose the ability when they’re broken. But as you can see, they can still fly. And they’re strong, with sharp teeth and large talons.”

				“Are they getting ready to attack the Keltic military?”

				“And anyone else in their path. Just like last time. Villages. Families. You won’t hear about that, of course. You’ll hear about one glorious military victory after another.” He grimaces. “You won’t read about whole families being torn to pieces by soulless dragons.”

				I imagine one of those creatures landing in a village. It’s too terrible to fathom.

				“Can’t anyone stop this?” I ask him, horrified.

				He gives a tight shake to his head. “The Resistance is no match for the Gardnerian Guard. The most they can do is slow them down. Get as many people out as they can.” His expression turns bitter. “I imagine,” he says, his voice thick with disgust, “when the inevitable happens, you’ll be enjoying a party somewhere, celebrating your victory over the Evil Ones.”

				His words sting. I’m genuinely hurt by them. “You’re so…you’re wrong about me.” I defend myself, grasping for words. “You don’t know anything about me. I’m living with two chickens, did you know that? Do you have any idea how messy two chickens are?”

				Yvan glares at me, furious. “They’re called Icarals, not chickens!”

				“What?” I’m momentarily thrown, but quickly figure out where the confusion lies. “I’m not talking about Ariel and Wynter. I’m talking about Ariel’s pets. It used to be just one chicken; now it’s two. So please, stop judging me so harshly. Have you ever spent any time with Ariel Haven? I should be given some type of medal for living with her!”

				“Yes, Icarals are such vile, disgusting creatures,” he snipes.

				“Actually,” I counter, “Wynter’s quite pleasant, now that she’s stopped acting so spooky, and Ariel’s not quite as homicidal as she used to be. I know I look a lot like my grandmother, but I’m really not what you think I am, and neither are my brothers, for that matter.”

				An unfriendly grin plays at the corners of Yvan’s mouth. “Yes, your brother Trystan does present a bit of a dilemma for your illustrious family, doesn’t he?”

				A cold dread twists itself around me as all of my bravado evaporates. “Trystan’s a good person,” I say, my voice low. “Please…please don’t make trouble for him.”

				The anger in Yvan’s face dissipates as he takes in how deeply his words have affected me. “I won’t,” he says, his voice uncharacteristically kind. He studies me for a long moment. “Come on,” he says, then abruptly gets up as if deciding on a spur-of-the-moment course of action. He glides down the hill and turns to wait for me at its base.

				I follow him into denser forest, thick with evergreens and brush. When we reach a small ridge, Yvan crouches down, then motions for me to follow.

				There are cages up ahead, just around the ridge—a great number of them scattered throughout the woods, their bars black and curving.

				All of them holding dragons.

				I swallow nervously as we creep by the cages. The sight of the dragons’ horrible faces startles me—thin drool falling from long mouths, lips pulled back to reveal killing teeth. But worst of all…

				Their eyes. Milky opaque and soulless. Like the Icarals in Valgard.

				Were these dragons tortured like those Icarals in Valgard were? Turned into broken monsters?

				The dragons watch me pass, and I feel like I’m being watched by demons.

				Yvan grabs my arm and pulls me behind the back wall of a cage.

				Two Gardnerian soldiers pass, chatting amiably. Yvan fishes a watch out of his pocket and glances at it as their voices fade. “The changing of the guard,” he whispers.

				Heart racing, I follow him around a small hillock to an isolated cage that’s surrounded by a wide swath of charred forest.

				It holds a single dragon, but it might as well be a completely different creature, for how much it resembles the others.

				It’s black, but not a dull tar black. Each scale shimmers like an opal. And its wings aren’t rancid and jagged, but strong and sleek, the feathers stiff and shiny like polished obsidian. The dragon paces back and forth on the far side of the cage, its movements strong and fluid as we walk up to the bars.

				The dragon stops, slowly swivels its muscular head and sets its emerald green eyes on me.

				I stare back at the dragon, frozen in place.

				Suddenly, the dragon lunges toward me at incredible speed. Yvan thrusts me back and throws himself in front of me.

				I fall backward as the dragon crashes against the cage’s bars, sharp talons thrust through the gaps around Yvan. The dragon and Yvan stare at each other for a long moment, both of them stock-still as if facing each other down.

				“It…it tried to kill me!” I stammer, my breath coming in great gasps.

				“She,” he corrects.

				He cannot honestly be arguing semantics. “Okay, she,” I breathlessly amend. “She seems like she wants to kill me!”

				“She won’t hurt you,” Yvan says, his eyes locked on the dragon’s as if he’s convincing the dragon that this is true instead of attempting to reassure me.

				The dragon snorts derisively, falls back then fluidly turns and stalks to the other side of the cage. She shoots Yvan a look of misery, draws herself down and turns away. I notice that her body is covered with bloody lash marks.

				“She seems like she understands what we’re saying.” I gulp as I find my bearings.

				The corner of Yvan’s mouth twitches. “Dragons are…very observant.”

				“So this is where you go when you walk off by yourself?”

				Yvan stares at me for a moment, then nods.

				I take a deep breath, my heart slowly falling into a more normal rhythm.

				“She’s been beaten,” I observe, my brow knitting as I take in the crisscrossing lash marks.

				Yvan tenses, and he looks toward the dragon. “They’re trying to break her.” An anguished expression crosses his face.

				“Will they keep beating her?” I ask.

				He swallows, then glances back at the dragon, his eyes dark with worry. “They’ll place her with another dragon,” he says. “A young one. They’ll wait for her to become attached to the child…and then…they’ll torture it to death in front of her. I’ve seen it done. To another dragon here.”

				He’s quiet for a moment. When he looks back at me, I can see the pain etched deep in his mind, his voice breaking. “I still have nightmares about it.” His brow tightens, and he looks away.

				“I have nightmares, too,” I confide in him. “About Selkies.”

				He glances back at me, surprised. “Selkies?”

				“I saw one once. In a cage, in Valgard. She was screaming.” I wince at the memory. “It was awful. I’ve dreamed about her almost every night since.”

				For a long moment he just stares at me. “I’ve never seen one,” he finally says. “I’ve heard about them, though.” He turns back to the dragon, his eyes darting to every last part of the cage, like he’s trying to work out a complicated puzzle. “The bars,” he says absently, “they’re made of Elfin steel. She’s tried to melt it, but it’s not possible. And they don’t use keys to open the cage. They use wand magic.”

				“You’ve given this a lot of thought, haven’t you?” I observe with dawning suspicion.

				He doesn’t answer, his attention still riveted to the dragon’s cage.

				My eyes fly open with stunned realization. “You want to rescue her, don’t you?”

				His entire face constricts, as if suddenly caught in a vise.

				“You do!” I marvel. “You want to steal a dragon. From a Gardnerian military base!”

				Yvan shoots me an angry look, turns and starts back into the woods.

				I run after him, struggling to keep up. “You’re going to get yourself shot—you know that?”

				He doesn’t answer, only walks faster as if attempting to put as much distance between us as possible.

				The dragon’s low, keening moan of despair resonates on the air, snagging my heart. Yvan and I both halt. Yvan’s back has gone rigidly straight, but he quickly gathers himself and resumes stalking rapidly away from me.

				* * *

				By the time we’re back on the Verpacian side of the border, the tension between us has become unbearably thick. It distracts me from keeping my footing, and I silently blame Yvan for every stubbed toe and scratched arm.

				After a time a weathered cottage becomes visible through the trees. It’s unkempt, with tools scattered about, a weedy garden and unhealthy livestock in cramped pens.

				“Who lives there?” I ask Yvan’s back as he walks well ahead of me, keeping the same unfriendly distance between us as he did on the walk out.

				“The University’s groundskeeper,” he answers curtly as a flash of white darts through the trees.

				A Watcher.

				I follow its curving flight around the trees with my eyes. It lands on a branch just before the cottage’s clearing and turns to face me. And then it disappears.

				The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

				There’s something there. Something in the cottage it wants me to see.

				I don’t know why these Watchers came to me with Sage’s wand. I don’t know why they’ve taken such an interest in me to begin with. But I’ve come to realize that when they appear, it’s because they need to show me important things.

				I start for the clearing.

				“Elloren,” Yvan says, “where are you going?”

				“Just give me a moment.”

				Geese sound in the distance as I near the cottage.

				I hear a crash and jump back in fright. Then an angry male voice.

				More shouting. Another crash.

				Then a strange shriek, a sound both exotic and heart-wrenchingly familiar.

				No, it can’t be.

				The door to the cottage flies open, and a young woman runs out, her eyes wild, her face a mask of pure, unadulterated terror. Her movements are unfocused, panicked, as she trips over a stone and falls flat on her face.

				My breath catches in my throat. It’s the Selkie from Valgard. The Selkie we were just speaking of.

				A beefy, bearded man with stained clothing and an unwashed appearance storms out of the cottage, following close at the Selkie’s heels. He quickly catches up with her, his face red with fury. Before she can get up, he kicks her hard in the side with his heavy black boot.

				Fury rocks through me. Fists balled, I start forward, but reason quickly reins me in. I’m no match for the huge groundskeeper. I fall back behind a tree instead, my heart slamming against my chest.

				The Selkie lets out a bloodcurdling scream and curls herself into a protective ball, cradling the side where she’s been kicked.

				The man grabs her roughly by the arm and wrenches her up into a standing position. “Shut up!” he thunders, shaking her violently as she continues her unearthly shrieking. “I said shut up, you bitch!” He pulls his free hand back above his head and strikes her so hard that she cries out and falls backward to the ground.

				The Selkie cups the side of her head with her hands and rolls onto her side on the ground, her whimper high-pitched and strange.

				I turn in desperation to Yvan, quivering with outrage. He stands, frozen in place, mouth agape.

				The man is now standing over her, his large hands on his broad hips as the Selkie cowers below him.

				“The next time I tell you to do something, you stupid animal,” he bellows as he jabs a sausagy finger in her direction, “you better damn well do it!” He grabs up a ring of keys hanging from a wall hook and storms over to the Selkie, then wrenches her up by her hair.

				She gasps as the groundskeeper swipes up a metal collar secured by a heavy chain to a long post. He forces his knee into the Selkie’s back, throws the collar around her neck, locks it into place and pushes her headfirst onto the dusty ground. Then he storms back toward the cottage, throws the ring of keys onto the hook, mutters something about the “damn Selkies” and disappears inside, slamming the door behind him.

				The Selkie lies there, whimpering, her eyes closed, her face twisted in despair, a large, bloody red welt now encompassing the side of her face, her lovely silver hair caked with dirt and mud.

				Tears of outrage sting at my eyes. Animal or not, how can he be so cruel?

				I’m suddenly filled with a wild, desperate idea.

				I turn to Yvan, my anger solidifying. “I’m going to rescue the Selkie,” I say, my heart pounding.

				His eyebrows fly up. “What?”

				I crouch down and make my way toward the Selkie as stealthily as I can, my legs trembling beneath me. “Selkie girl!” I call out in a rough whisper.

				Her eyes fly open wide, like two terrified moons, a low moan catching in her throat. She focuses in on me, and her expression abruptly changes as if she remembers me just as well as I remember her.

				I retrieve the keys and rush to the Selkie as heavy boot heels sound inside the cottage. Pushing her silver hair aside, I force the key into the lock with shaking hands. I feel a warm flush of surprise when her metal collar opens and falls to the ground with a clank. I motion frantically toward the woods as I pull at her arm.

				We make a run for it, scrambling across the clearing and into the woods.

				Upon spotting Yvan, she lets out a terrified shriek and falls backward, her feet frantically skidding against the forest floor as she holds up her arms to ward him off.

				“Back up, Yvan!” I push my hand out toward him.

				Yvan falls back and crouches low, his palms up.

				I clasp the Selkie’s trembling shoulders. She flinches as I touch her. I reach a hand up to gently stroke her hair. “Shhhh,” I croon. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

				Her hair is a strange and wonderful consistency, soft as warm water. “We’ve got to get you out of here,” I say, wishing I could speak Seal. Her mouth opens slightly, but no sound comes out, the gills on her neck flapping open and closed.

				I manage to pull her into a crouch as her eyes dart around in panic. We slowly start away from the cottage, both the Selkie and I tripping repeatedly over our feet, made clumsy by fear. Yvan keeps his distance off to the side, always keeping us within sight, his face tense.

				Soon we find our courage, along with our footing, and break into a run, leaping over logs, swerving around trees, the forest whizzing by, listening desperately for the sound of heavy footsteps behind us. I keep my hand tight on the Selkie’s wrist as we run for what seems like forever. We run until my breath starts to feel like sharp glass, my sides cramping up.

				A clearing appears just ahead. The blessed University grounds.

				I never imagined I’d be so overjoyed to see the North Tower.

				We slow, the Selkie and I panting heavily, her gills ruffled open, her thin wrist weak and fragile in my hand. She stumbles, and I throw an arm around her before she can fall. We’re a few paces away from the University grounds, barely hidden by the thinning trees.

				“Elloren.” I hear Yvan’s calm voice from a few feet away. The Selkie flinches at the sound of it. “Have you thought through where you’re going to hide her?” Yvan is leaning calmly against the trunk of a large tree, studying me, looking like he hasn’t even broken a sweat.

				“No,” I reply defensively as I reach up with my free hand to stroke the trembling Selkie’s strange hair.

				“This is a little reckless, you know that, right?”

				I glare at him as I catch my breath. “Oh, and rescuing dragons from the Gardnerian military isn’t?” I really don’t need this from him right now.

				The corners of his mouth lift into a wry smile.

				“It was the right thing to do, Yvan,” I say.

				He nods, serious again. “I know it was.”

				There’s something new in his expression. Something that catches me completely off guard.

				Respect.

				We’re both startled by the sound of a horse whinnying nearby.

				I whip my head around and see Andras Volya, the young, heavily rune-marked Amaz man—Professor Volya’s son. He’s a short distance away from us, across the wide field astride a large, black mare.

				He’s staring straight at us.

				The horror of being discovered presses down on me.

				Andras pulls hard on the horse’s mane. The animal rears and turns sharply around before galloping away toward the University stables.

				“Oh, Sweet Ancient One,” I breathe. “You don’t think he saw us, do you?”

				“I think he did,” Yvan says, his voice low.

				“What do you think he’ll do?”

				Yvan narrows his gaze and looks toward Andras’s receding figure. “I don’t know.” He sets his green eyes on me. “But we need to get her inside. Before anyone else sees her.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER NINE

				Refuge

				Diana crouches down next to me and peers under the bed.

				The Selkie is lying listlessly on her side, a glazed look in her eyes.

				“I can smell her fear,” Diana observes. “She’s in shock. And she’s soiled herself.” Diana stands up and crosses her arms in front of herself authoritatively. “Elloren, go get your new violin.”

				I’m deeply rattled and thrown by how unrattled Diana is. Yvan’s gone to get food for the Selkie. It’s best that he left, as the seal-girl was in such a panic to get away from him, she scrunched herself up far under my bed. She’s obviously terrified of men.

				I peer up at Diana, my brow knitting together in puzzlement. “Why?”

				“Selkies love music. I read it somewhere once. It may calm her.”

				I get up and shoot a skeptical look at Diana. Trystan and Rafe recently gifted me with a second-hand violin, the only instrument they could afford. It was a touching gesture and deeply appreciated, but the instrument’s wood is slightly warped and it can barely hold a tuning.

				Initially, I sent word to Uncle Edwin, asking him if there was a spare violin that could be sent, since mine was destroyed. I received a prompt response from Aunt Vyvian, who has taken over my uncle’s care and evidently his affairs as well, his mail now rerouted directly to her.

				My Dear Niece,

				I would be happy to send you the finest violin Valgard has to offer. I have friends who play in the Valgard Symphony, and I’m sure they could procure a brand-new Maelorian violin lacquered in the color of your choice. How does that sound?

				You have great musical talent, just like your blessed grandmother, and I want nothing more than to help foster it once you are fasted to Lukas Grey.

				Please let me know when that happy event has transpired.

				With Affection,

				Vyvian

				Resigned to a substandard instrument, but bolstered by the fraternal affection it represents, I fetch the coarsely-made violin.

				After what the Selkie’s been through, I doubt a little off-key music will make it all better. Still, it’s worth a try.

				I sit down on the floor and begin to play, the music enveloping the room. Ariel watches us suspiciously from her bed. Wynter hops down from her usual perch on the windowsill to the surface of my desk.

				“Keep playing,” Diana directs. “Her fear is lessening.”

				After an hour my fingers are beginning to hurt, my neck starting to ache, but the Selkie remains decidedly under the bed. “It’s not working,” I say, turning to Diana.

				Wynter unexpectedly opens up her wings and hops down from my desk to land lightly on her feet. She crouches down, then closes her eyes as if deep in meditation. Finally, she raises her head and begins to sing. She sings in High Elvish, the words smooth and graceful as flowing water, winding around the room.

				“Elloren,” Diana breathes.

				The Selkie’s blue-white arm appears from beneath the bed and reaches out toward Wynter. Wynter continues to sing as she takes the Selkie’s hand and leads her slowly out until the seal-girl curls into a ball and hides in the shelter of Wynter’s wings.

				Wynter strokes the Selkie’s hair as she continues to sing her mournful song, a wet trail of urine now streaking the floor.

				“We should get her cleaned up,” observes Diana, wrinkling her nose. “Ariel,” she orders, “go heat up the bathwater.”

				“Do I look like your servant?” Ariel snaps.

				“No,” replies Diana, “but we could make use of your abilities. Don’t you like starting fires?”

				Unable to resist playing with fire, Ariel stomps off toward the washroom, muttering to herself darkly.

				* * *

				Wynter and I manage to get the exhausted Selkie into the washroom as Diana goes downstairs to fetch a bucket and mop. Wynter cradles the Selkie and sings to her as I gently help her out of her clothes. The Selkie doesn’t struggle. She just looks at us with wide, sad eyes, her body limp as a rag doll. As I pull her tunic over her head, I gasp, my hand involuntarily flying up to cover my mouth in horror. Wynter stops singing.

				The Selkie’s entire body is bruised and beaten. Bright red lash marks crisscross her blue-white skin.

				Diana walks in, swinging a large, wooden bucket full of soapy water in one hand, a mop in the other. When she sees the Selkie, she freezes, her mouth falling open. She quickly collects herself and sets the bucket neatly on the floor and the mop carefully against the wall.

				“I’ll be right back,” she says, her voice pleasant. “I’m going to go kill him now.”

				Her tone is so nonchalant it takes my mind a few seconds to process the meaning of her words.

				“Wha…what?” I stutter as Diana turns on her heel to leave.

				She stops and turns to look at me like I’m daft. “The man who did this to her,” she explains slowly, as if I’m a child. “I’m going to snap his neck. He deserves to die.”

				I spring up, my hands flying out to caution her. “Wait, no, you can’t!”

				“Of course I can,” she says, annoyed. Her expression turns thoughtful. “No, of course you’re right, Elloren.” I breathe a sigh of relief. “Snapping his neck would be much too quick and painless.” She nods matter-of-factly. “He deserves to suffer for this. I will beat him first. And I will mark him like he marked her.” Diana’s eyes momentarily take on a wicked gleam. “Then I will tear his throat out.”

				Panic mushrooms inside me. “You…you can’t kill him!”

				“Why do you keep saying that?” She looks offended. “Of course I can kill him.”

				“You’ll get in serious trouble!”

				She shoots me an incredulous, disgusted look. “With who? Not with my people. If my mother was here, she would have already torn this man to pieces.”

				“At least wait until we’ve spoken to Rafe,” I plead.

				She places a hand on her hip and glares at me with exasperation. “Oh, fine,” she relents. “I can smell your fear. It is completely unwarranted, but if it will set your mind at ease, we will speak with Rafe first.”

				Diana directs Wynter to go and fetch Rafe, and to my surprise, Wynter leaves to get him without hesitation.

				“Your brother will agree with me,” Diana assures me as she kneels to wash the wounds on the Selkie’s back with a soft cloth. “And then I will kill this man. And after I kill him, I will rip his head off and bring it back to the Selkie. It will bring her much comfort to know he is dead.”

				* * *

				A few minutes later Rafe and I sit on the stone bench in the hall, watching Diana pace angrily back and forth, Wynter having taken over the Selkie’s care.

				“Diana, quit pacing and sit down.” Rafe’s voice is quiet, but there’s an undercurrent of authority that’s unmistakable.

				Diana stops moving and faces him, hands on her hips. She shoots him a defiant look, which he calmly meets.

				“You can’t kill him,” Rafe says, keeping his tone neutral.

				“Of course I can,” she snaps. “Your people are weak.”

				“Yes, I know you could kill him quite easily and effortlessly,” he replies, his voice firm. “But you shouldn’t.”

				“Why?” she demands, raising her chin.

				“Okay, Diana,” Rafe says. “Let’s say you go out and kill him. Then what?”

				“Then I bring his head to the Selkie woman so that she can see that she is now safe.”

				“All right, then what?”

				She huffs at him impatiently. “Then I toss it back into the woods for the scavengers to eat.”

				“And what happens when the University investigates and finds out what happened? They will notice that their groundskeeper is missing.”

				“They can hire someone new.”

				Rafe sighs and rubs the bridge of his nose. “They’ll arrest you, is what they’ll do.”

				Diana snorts. “I’d like to see them try!”

				“They’ll fine Elloren for theft and they’ll throw you in prison for murder. And they’ll send the Selkie back to the dealer he bought her from and sell her to someone else, potentially someone worse.”

				“You are being absurd. Once we explain what happened, how he was treating her, they will understand. The proof is all over her body!”

				Rafe shakes his head in disagreement. “You’re wrong, Diana. According to them, this man did nothing unlawful. Repugnant, maybe, but not unlawful. You two, on the other hand, have already broken multiple laws. Do you really want to throw murder on top of that?”

				“So we keep her hidden,” Diana says stubbornly. “No one has to know who killed him.”

				Rafe screws up his face in disbelief. “Diana, your kind are seen by my people as uncivilized, violent savages. You and your brother would be immediately suspect. And, if, by some miracle, they didn’t figure out that you were the culprits, they would assume the Selkie found her skin and killed him. There’s talk of shooting all of the Selkies in captivity. Were you aware of that? The Council is pretty evenly divided on this. The murder of the University’s groundskeeper would easily tip the balance in favor of a mass execution. Do you really want to be responsible for that?”

				Diana leans toward Rafe, undaunted. “Then I’ll kill him and take her with me. To my pack. They’ll know what to do. They’ll save all the Selkies.”

				“So you’ll leave the University?”

				“Yes, if necessary!”

				“And Jarod? He’d have no choice but to leave, as well.”

				“He’d leave,” she says with smug assurance. “He’d understand.”

				“So, let’s say you and Jarod take her back to your pack,” Rafe calmly postulates. “You do realize you’d be plunging your entire pack into a potentially dangerous political situation.”

				Diana snorts at this. “Dangerous for your people, maybe. Not for ours.”

				Rafe exhales sharply and shakes his head. “Things are very tense between your people and the Mage Council right now, Diana. Our government considers your land rightfully ours. There’s talk of sending the military out to force your people—”

				Diana huffs impatiently, cutting him off. “Your military is no match for my pack. You know that as well as I do. Your magic is useless against us, and the weakest of our kind is stronger than your strongest soldier. If your people were stronger, they would have stolen our land long ago, just as you’ve stolen land from everyone else around you.”

				“Think how this would be written up in the arrest warrant,” Rafe continues. “‘Lupine Girl Kills University Groundskeeper…’”

				“‘…Who Horribly Abused Seal Woman!’” Diana finishes for him.

				“That part won’t make it in, Diana. Selkies are like a dirty little secret no one wants to talk about. No. It will be seen as proof that Lupines are dangerous, bloodthirsty monsters who should be eradicated. Do you really want to be responsible for throwing your pack into this?”

				Diana throws up her hands like she’s throwing sand into Rafe’s face. “This is nonsense!”

				“No, Diana, it’s not! Do you really want to be the one to make this decision? Without speaking to your pack first? Without speaking to your alpha?”

				Diana freezes.

				There, he’s done it, I realize with relief. He’s finally found an argument that registers with a Lupine.

				She stands, staring at Rafe with a fiery glare.

				Finally, she lurches forward toward Rafe, fists clenched. “I’m going out!” she snarls. She whirls around and heads for the door.

				Rafe is on his feet in a flash. He strides forward and grabs Diana by the arm.

				“To do what, Diana?” he demands.

				Diana’s arm tenses and her fist clenches sharply like his hand on her is a challenge. She shoots him an incredulous look and glances down at the hand that attempts to restrain her, staring at it like she can’t quite believe that he would dare to be so bold. I wonder myself if Rafe has temporarily taken leave of his senses.

				The tension in the room has suddenly become unbearable—and dangerous. Very slowly, Diana raises her head, her lips pulling back into a threatening grimace, a deep growl starting at the base of her throat as her amber eyes take on a ferocious glow. She takes a sudden, threatening step toward Rafe, and I flinch. He knows as well as I do, as well as Diana does, that she could rip his arm clear off without so much as breaking a sweat, and there’d be nothing Rafe or I could do about it. I’ve never thought of Diana as frightening before, but I realize now, for the first time, that she’s truly dangerous.

				“I asked you where you’re going,” Rafe repeats, his jaw tensing, his tone unyielding, as he ignores her threatening posture completely.

				Diana’s lips pull back farther into a full-blown snarl. “I’m going deep into the woods,” she growls, her voice low, her eyes two enraged slits, “where no one can see me. Where I can strip naked without offending the very delicate sensibilities of your most morally upstanding people. Then I will Change. And I will run. For a very long time. Because if I stay here, I will ignore all reason, and I will kill him.”

				Rafe nods and abruptly releases her arm. She shoots him one last vicious look before storming out.

				I start to breathe again as Rafe stares off in the direction she’s exited.

				“Do you think she’ll kill him?” I ask, my voice almost a whisper.

				Rafe places a hand on one hip and turns to me. “No,” he says, his lips tensing. “She just needs to blow off some steam.”

				“She’s right, you know. He deserves to die. He’ll probably just buy another Selkie girl to abuse.”

				“Probably,” Rafe agrees. He walks over to the window that overlooks the large open field leading to the edge of the wilds. I follow and can see Diana stalking toward the wilderness at an angry pace, the late-afternoon sun sending a soft, gentle glow over everything, making her golden hair appear as if it’s on fire.

				* * *

				Later, after leaving the sleeping Selkie under Wynter’s care, I set out to find Andras Volya, ready to beg, if necessary, to convince him to keep our secret.

				As I walk along the upstairs hallway, I hear my brother downstairs talking to someone and pause.

				“Hello, Diana,” Rafe’s voice is low and wary.

				For a moment there’s silence, and I feel a tremor of nervousness for my brother’s safety.

				“You were right,” Diana blurts out, her voice uncharacteristically strained. “You were right about everything. Everything you said was true.”

				“I’m glad you’ve calmed down,” Rafe says patiently.

				“I’m sorry. I’m sorry I got so angry at you.”

				“It’s okay, Diana. Apology accepted.”

				There’s another uncomfortable silence.

				“And I’m sorry I thought about tearing your arm off,” she says.

				I creep to the doorway and peer through the slit where the door swings away from the wall.

				Rafe stands facing Diana, his arm on the stone wall next to them. He looks down, collecting his thoughts. Then he glances back up at her, a small smile on his face. “Thank you, Diana. Thank you for not ripping my arm off.”

				“It’s just that… I…I have no experience with…with this level of cruelty,” Diana explains haltingly. “I’ve just never seen anything like it.” Diana looks up at Rafe, her face distraught. “Rafe, her whole body…he must have beaten her repeatedly…”

				“I know.”

				“She’s so scared. So broken. And her eyes…her eyes…” Diana’s voice breaks, and she begins to sob.

				My brow flies up in surprise. Diana is so strong and sure, never ruffled by anything. My own sadness for the Selkie wells up inside me, hearing Diana cry so.

				“Shhh…” I hear Rafe say. “Come here.”

				Diana’s sobs become muffled as Rafe pulls her into a tight embrace.

				“I’m so sorry!” Diana cries. “I wasn’t thinking! I could have caused so much trouble! My first real test…and I failed!” Her words come out in a tangled rush. “I’m a disgrace to my pack!”

				“Shhh, Diana…you’re not,” Rafe whispers into her hair. “They’d understand. You’re not a disgrace.”

				“Yes, I am!”

				“No, you’re not. Stop. Look at me.”

				Diana raises her tear-soaked face, amber eyes now red and puffy.

				“You are not a disgrace,” Rafe insists, his voice full of kindness. “You are brave and kind. You’re just a little…impetuous.” He smiles and reaches up to gently wipe away some of her tears.

				Diana nods and manages a reluctant smile in return. “You’re just being nice to me because I let you keep your arm.”

				Rafe laughs. “Maybe so.”

				They’re both quiet for a moment, their arms loose around each other.

				“Rafe,” Diana finally says, her voice uncharacteristically soft. “I’m falling in love with you.”

				Rafe’s face immediately grows serious, and he inhales sharply. “Oh, Diana,” he breathes as he reaches up to cup the side of her face, “I’ve already fallen…” He pulls her toward him and kisses her hair, her arms twining around him. He brings his mouth to hers and they kiss, gently at first. Then Diana moans and presses herself into him, their kissing quickly becoming passionate.

				I pull away from the door, heart thumping, a pang of distress spreading through my chest.

				My brother, the Gardnerian, and a shapeshifter. All my suspicions about them completely on the mark.

				Sweet Ancient One in the Heavens Above, what a mess we’re all in.

				I’ve stolen a Selkie. Yvan’s plotting to steal a military dragon. Both Rafe and Aislinn are in love with Lupines, and I’m becoming increasingly close friends with a shunned Elfin Icaral.

				This has actually gone way beyond a mess. We’re all treading on increasingly dangerous ground.

				What on Erthia are we all going to do from here?

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TEN

				Andras Volya

				After Diana and Rafe leave together, I step out and find Andras Volya in the University stables.

				Andras is crouched down on one knee as he tends to the front leg of a black mare, gently massaging herbal paste into the animal’s leg. If he sees me, he gives no indication, as he continues to focus entirely on the horse. The horse, on the other hand, turns to eye me with calm curiosity.

				I walk slowly over to where he kneels. “Andras?” My voice is tentative, and he doesn’t look up. “I…I need to speak with you,” I persist.

				“I won’t say anything about the Selkie,” he says, “if that’s what you’ve come to ask.” He stops massaging the horse’s leg, stands and murmurs softly to her as she nuzzles him, the crimson rune-marks all over his red tunic glimmering in the light. “His treatment of her bothered me greatly,” he says. His brow tenses as if he’s remembering something disturbing. He turns to look at me. “You were right to rescue her. I should have done so myself.”

				“How long was she there?” I ask him.

				He considers this, staring off into the wilds, in the direction of the groundskeeper’s cottage. “A month’s time, I’d say.” Andras cocks his head to one side and studies me as if I’m a puzzle to him. “The granddaughter of Carnissa Gardner. Rescuing Selkies.” He sets the paste jar down and wipes his hands with a rag. “Doesn’t your aunt want the Selkies shot?”

				Stunned, I stare at him blankly.

				He lifts his chin and considers me closely. “She introduced the motion. On your Mage Council. Earlier this year. To have them shot as soon as they come to shore.”

				There are better ways to deal with Selkies that are far more humane than keeping them in cages, forcing them to…act human.

				She meant…killing them!

				He must read the shock in my expression. “You didn’t know?”

				I shake my head and let out a long sigh of disgust. Just when I think Aunt Vyvian can’t get any worse. I sit down on the hay bale behind me, momentarily reaching up to massage my aching temples. The world is so much worse than I ever imagined. And Aunt Vyvian is so devastatingly cruel.

				The mare’s tail makes a swishing sound as she flicks it from side to side, a chilly breeze flowing into the stable from the outside. My eyes are drawn to the rolling, violet-tinged hills, their base carpeted with a line of bright yellow larch trees.

				“It’s beautiful here,” I observe.

				Andras looks out over the landscape and nods.

				“It’s like another world,” I muse. “It reminds me of my home.” I hold up my hand, covering up the University city, which is rendered small by our distance from it. “It’s like you can almost pretend the University doesn’t exist.”

				“I try to do that sometimes,” he admits.

				I turn to look at him. “You don’t like it here?”

				He shakes his head. “My mother and I used to live on the outskirts of Western Keltania. I much prefer it.”

				“Oh,” I say softly, momentarily at a loss for what else to say. Then my eyes alight on the intricate designs on his tunic. “Your runes,” I observe hesitantly. “They glow.”

				He glances down at the marks and nods. “Amaz runes. They’re crafted from a melding of several runic systems. They enhance our power—”

				Andras breaks off suddenly, eyes darting to look at something behind me, and his whole body stiffens.

				I turn to see Andras’s mother, Professor Volya, standing in the stable’s back entranceway. Fear swamps over me. How long has she been standing there? Did she hear us?

				I can see it in her shrewd gaze—she did hear us. My heart hammers out my dire concern.

				“Mother,” Andras says, his deep voice guarded.

				“My son,” she replies tersely.

				We all stare at each other for a long moment, the silence thick and uncomfortable.

				“Mage Gardner,” Professor Volya finally says, her black eyes sharp on me. “I just had the most intriguing visit from the area’s Vu Trin commander and the Verpax groundskeeper. It seems as if the groundskeeper’s Selkie has gone missing.”

				I stare back at her like a deer caught in the torchlight.

				Her eyes tight on mine, she takes a seat on a hay bale. She sits like a man. Legs spread apart, arms crossed.

				“Relax, Mage Gardner,” she tells me. “I, too, will keep your secret.”

				I let out a heavy breath, relief washing over me.

				“So,” Professor Volya says, peering at me, “Carnissa Gardner’s granddaughter has rescued a Selkie.”

				“Her body,” I tell them, my voice low. “It’s covered in lash marks. He must have whipped her over and over again.”

				Andras makes a sound of disgust and looks away.

				Professor Volya doesn’t look the least bit surprised. “It is the nature of men.”

				Andras’s head jerks toward his mother, his brow tight with offense.

				“To beat women senseless?” I question, incredulous.

				“To be cruel,” she replies. “To attempt to dominate women in any way possible.”

				Andras’s jaw tenses, and his face takes on a hard look. He throws down his cloth and stalks out.

				His mother ignores him. “It has been this way since the beginning of time,” she continues, her eyes steady on me.

				I shift uncomfortably on the prickly hay bale beneath me. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

				“It is not surprising,” she observes, “that you are ignorant of your own history. Sad, but not surprising.” Professor Volya regards me coolly for a moment. “This world,” she says, leaning forward, “and everything in it, was made by the Great Mother. And the first people she made were the Three Sisters. This is your history.” She waits a moment for this to sink in as I stare back at her. “After they were created, Ama, the Great Mother, saw that the Sisters were lonely, so she took a bone from each of their fists and made the First Men.” She holds her fist straight up as she tells me this, then lowers it again. “The First Men were not grateful for all the Goddess had done for them. Instead, they tried to convince the Three Sisters to join them and slay the Great Mother, so that they could rule over all of Erthia.” Again she pauses.

				I’m amazed at how different this creation story is from the one I’ve grown up knowing.

				“One of the Sisters refused to betray the Goddess. She went to her and warned her of the terrible plan. The Great Mother renamed this First Sister Amaz, and set down a curse on the others.”

				“How did she curse them?”

				“The two Sisters who betrayed the Goddess were sent to live with the First Men, who were strengthened by the extra bone in their fists and emboldened. They sought to enslave these two Sisters and abused them in every way. But the loyal Daughter was greatly blessed by the Goddess and remained strong and free. So you see,” Professor Volya says, sitting back again on the hay bale, “from the beginnings of time, men have been untrustworthy and only interested in cruelty and domination.”

				“But your own son,” I say, “he seems a decent sort…”

				Her eyes take on a faraway look. “He is kind and good because we perform every ritual the Goddess requires. In return, She has taken pity on him and blessed him greatly.” She’s quiet for a moment, considering me as a nearby mare snuffles and pulls at some hay. “You should be going,” she says, getting up. “It would not be good for the Vu Trin to find you here.”

				I get up and brush the hay off my tunic.

				“Good luck with your Selkie, Elloren Gardner,” she says to me. “You have done a brave thing. May the Goddess help and protect you.”

				* * *

				Andras is standing next to a large Keltic workhorse, stroking its neck, speaking to it softly. He keeps his eyes on the horse as I approach.

				“So,” he says, “did my mother tell you the story of my cursed fist?” The disdain in his voice is surprisingly sharp.

				“She did.”

				Andras makes a disgusted sound as he continues to stroke the horse’s neck. “It’s a powerful story,” he admits, a hard edge to his tone.

				“I’d never heard it before.”

				Andras shakes his head in bitter disapproval. “She never stops recruiting for her tribe, my mother. Shunned for more than eighteen years, and still she’s loyal to them. The ironic thing is, my mother’s a brilliant scientist.” He holds his hand up for my inspection. “She knows that I have exactly the same number of bones in my fist as she does in hers, and yet, she believes.”

				Andras peers off into the distance, where his mother is astride a white Elfin mare, riding away from us, her tunic’s rune-marks streaking red trails in their wake. “If she’d had a daughter, instead of me, she’d be with them still.” He turns to me, his brow tight. “I ruined my mother’s life.” He reaches up and strokes the horse’s neck. “And so,” he continues, his face full of resignation, “I go with her every full moon to perform the rituals the Goddess requires. Every morning we leave offerings and pray to Her. We follow every last Amaz tradition to the letter of the law. All except one.”

				“What would that be?” I ask hesitantly.

				He turns to me, his hand still on the horse. “My mother refused to abandon me at birth because I’m male, as Amaz tradition dictates. And she’s spent every single day of her life trying to atone for it.” He shakes his head and lets out a deep sigh. “Do you know what else is ironic about all this?”

				I hold his gaze, waiting.

				“I’ve never once had the slightest urge to raise my fist against a woman, contrary to what the Amaz creation myth says about men. The only person I’ve ever wanted to seriously hurt is the University groundskeeper, but I’m sure I’m in complete agreement with my mother in that regard. She may wind up killing him before I get a chance to.”

				“Actually,” I say, “I think Diana Ulrich is first in line.”

				He looks surprised. “The Lupine girl?”

				I nod. “We had to talk her out of ripping his head off earlier.”

				Andras stares at me for a moment, then laughs. He has a nice smile, wide and open. “I think I would like this Diana Ulrich.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER ELEVEN

				Safety

				When I return to the North Tower, the sun newly set, I find Yvan waiting for me in the upstairs hallway.

				He’s sitting on the stone bench, a sack propped next to him. He snaps to vivid attention when I enter and rises.

				My steps halt as I catch sight of him, the breath momentarily hitching in my throat. Our eyes lock, and I stare at him, blinking. His larger-than-life presence fills the narrow hallway, the low ceiling making him seem taller than he already is.

				“Dried cod,” he says, not taking his eyes off me as he lifts the sack a fraction and sets it back down on the bench. “For the Selkie.”

				My eyes flit to the sack then back up to him. I clutch at the sides of my cloak and close the distance between us, feeling self-conscious and flustered. There’s a gentleness about him that’s unexpected, his green eyes intense, but newly open and unguarded.

				“I met your lodging mate,” he tells me, his tone significant. “Diana Ulrich.” His brow rises in unspoken disbelief.

				His voice is always deeper than I expect it to be, smooth and alluring.

				I let out a deep breath and shrug. “Yes, well, Diana’s been living here for a while now.”

				“You’re living with two Icarals and a Lupine,” he states as if I’m not already aware of this fact.

				“And a Selkie,” I remind him, fully comprehending how surreal this is. And increasingly risky.

				And now there’s a disconcertingly attractive Kelt in my hallway.

				But even with a stolen Selkie sitting in my room, it’s impossible not to have my thoughts completely scattered by how disarmingly handsome Yvan is.

				He blinks at me, clearly surprised, the color of his eyes deepened by the dim lamplight, warm gold flecking the bright green, his gaze full of sharp intelligence. He holds himself in a long, stiff column, so formal, as if reining his emotions tightly in.

				I ignore my fluttering pulse and eye him with arch amusement. “I never imagined you of all people would be standing in this hallway, Yvan.”

				His lip twitches up. “About as unexpected as having a Selkie here, I’m sure.”

				I let out a short laugh. “Actually, it’s stranger having you here. By far.” I shoot him a pointed look.

				He stares at me, his lips parting slightly as if in question then closing again. He takes a deep breath, then glances sidelong at my bedroom. His face tenses, and he steps back a fraction, clears his throat and averts his gaze from me, suddenly ill at ease.

				I’m abruptly uncomfortable, too, both of us clearly aware of how inappropriate this is in both of our staid cultures—a single male, unchaperoned, here, so close to my bed. The two of us alone.

				I’ve been in his bedroom, and that was pushing the limits of scandal, but it was always in the presence of one or both of my brothers. Except that one time, back when Yvan and I hated each other.

				Yvan’s eyes catch on Wynter’s white bird tapestry, and his unease seems to drop away. He focuses in on it as if noticing for the first time that he’s surrounded by artwork.

				“That’s beautiful.” He exhales, taking it in.

				A flock of Watchers. Gliding above a summer field.

				“Wynter made it,” I tell him. “It’s my favorite of all her work.”

				He nods, still staring at the woven scene as if entranced.

				His eyes occupied, my own gaze inadvertently slips over him, first tentatively then freely, surreptitiously drinking him in. His long, lean body. His exquisite profile. The long lines of his neck. His hair a tousled mess, grazing his neck in uneven spikes, curling around the back of his ear. I imagine it would be soft to the touch. Soft, where the rest of him is hard.

				Except for his lips.

				I wonder, suddenly, what it would be like to kiss him…to feel his full lips against mine.

				Yvan’s head snaps up, color lighting his cheeks, his mouth open in surprise.

				I look quickly away, heart thudding, flushed and mortified, scared that he can see clear into my mind and view these wildly improper thoughts.

				He can’t read your mind, I insist to myself. Of course he can’t. But…how else to explain his reaction?

				I glance back up at him, deeply embarrassed.

				The color on his cheeks has deepened, and he’s now staring at me with an ardent intensity that sets me reeling even more.

				He swallows audibly, his eyes riveted on mine. “I should…be going.”

				I nod disjointedly, his green eyes playing havoc with my heartbeat.

				He hands me the sack, his warm fingers brushing mine, and steps back, constrained and formal once again.

				I grip the sack tight. “Good night, Yvan,” I force out, heat burning at my neck and cheeks. “Thank you for the food.”

				We’re silent for a few tension-fraught heartbeats.

				“Good night, Elloren.” His voice is low and warm as dark honey.

				His eyes flit down my form in one languid line. Then his face grows uneasy and his head gives a small jerk up, his eyes gone a fraction wider like he’s startled himself. His gaze turns deeply conflicted.

				He shoots me his familiar intense, fiery look and strides out.

				* * *

				My heartbeat is still erratic when I slip into my lodging, wildly flustered.

				The fire is fully stoked, the room cast in a warm, comforting glow that instantly begins to soothe my troubled emotions.

				Diana is lying on my bed, her arm around the sleeping Selkie. Ariel is lying on her own disastrous bed, her angry eyes hard on the Selkie as if she’s trying to mentally drive her away, and Wynter is kneeling in front of Ariel’s bed, talking to her in a low voice, her thin hand gentle on Ariel’s scarred arm.

				Diana’s eyes, very much awake and alert, follow me as I take off my woolen cloak, hang it on a hook Jarod placed for us and sit down on the floor by my bed, resting my shoulder against the mattress. I realize we’re going to have to get more beds, with so many people now living here.

				“How is she?” I notice how pained the Selkie’s expression is, even in sleep.

				“She seems very tired, but not as scared,” Diana replies. “I think she’s beginning to realize that she is safe, and that I am dangerous and on her side.” Diana grins at me, her intimidating I am the daughter of an alpha grin that never fails to raise the hairs on the back of my neck.

				“Yvan Guriel brought her some food.” I lift the bag. “Dried fish.”

				Diana wrinkles her nose. “I knew that before you set foot in the room,” she says, affronted by my continual underestimation of her superior Lupine senses. “I smelled him out there,” she tells me, cocking her head and watching me closely. “Waiting for you.”

				Her words hang in the air between us, my flush heating again.

				Lupine senses. I realize she heard my entire conversation with Yvan and can sense our pointless attraction. Diana stares levelly back at me, remaining uncharacteristically and blessedly silent on the matter.

				I’m quiet for a moment, Wynter’s murmuring to Ariel and the crackling of the fire the only sounds in the tranquil room.

				I’m grateful that Diana refrains from commenting about me and Yvan, but I’m not able to remain silent when it comes to my brother.

				“Diana,” I say hesitantly. “I…I saw you kissing my brother earlier, you know.”

				Diana blinks at me, expressionless. “I wish to mate with him,” she finally says.

				My worry spikes. “But you told me you wouldn’t because he’s not Lupine, so I’m a little confused on that point…”

				“I would not mate with him at present,” she clarifies with a wave of her hand as if this should be obvious. “Only after he becomes Lupine.”

				“My brother’s a Gardnerian, Diana,” I point out, growing even more worried.

				“What is your point, exactly?”

				“Gardnerians don’t become Lupine.”

				“Oh, he will,” she says with complete confidence, “to mate with me.”

				“Become Lupine?” My brother, a shapeshifter?

				“Yes.”

				I sigh in surrender and rest my head on the bed, facing Diana and the sleeping Selkie, a fierce melancholy overtaking me. Here she is—Rafe’s choice. What little family I have is beginning to fracture and fall away. Rafe will become a Lupine and leave us. And Trystan… Ancient One knows what will happen to him.

				And me—I don’t fit in anywhere. Least of all with Yvan. A bitter pang of hurt and regret courses through me.

				“How does someone become Lupine?” I ask, my voice low and sad, curious about how exactly Rafe will be taken away.

				She hesitates before answering. “A bite to the base of the throat that draws blood, on the night of the full moon.”

				“What will your father do?” I ask, worriedly. “When he finds out about Rafe?”

				“My father will like Rafe a great deal,” she assures me. “I am sure of it.”

				The two of us are silent for a moment as I fight back stinging tears.

				“You know, Elloren Gardner,” Diana finally says, her voice kind, “when I take your brother to mate, we will become sisters.”

				I turn my head to look at her, surprised.

				“You will be part of my family, then,” she goes on, “whether you become Lupine or not.”

				The loneliness, the fear, not being able to go home and be with my uncle, the loss of my quilt, the risks we’re taking, the intense conflict in Yvan’s eyes—all of a sudden, these things wash over me, and I close my eyes tightly, embarrassed to be openly crying into the blanket beneath me. I feel Diana’s hand on my head, which makes me cry even harder.

				“It’s not natural, how you people live,” she says as she strokes my hair. “Cut off from each other, so alone. My family will like you very much, Elloren Gardner.”

				“They won’t,” I counter, my nose stuffing up. “They’ll see who I look like, and they’ll hate me. Just like everyone else who’s not Gardnerian.”

				“No, they will trust my opinion of you, and I like you, Elloren Gardner, even though you are so strange to me. What you did…freeing this Selkie girl, weak as you are. It was very brave.”

				Her compliment catches me off guard. I inwardly straighten up at her praise, my embarrassment fading. Diana always seems to be merely suffering through the company of all us non-Lupines, so her good opinion seems all the more valuable and well earned.

				“I don’t fit in anywhere,” I tell her.

				“You will find a place with my pack,” Diana insists. “I am quite sure of it. I think you should spend next summer with us.”

				My tears subside at the improbable thought of spending the summer with Diana.

				What if she’s right? What if her people do accept me? Would I truly be gaining family when Diana and Rafe become a mated pair?

				Diana and Jarod have mentioned their little sister, Kendra, on more than one occasion. Would she become part of my family, too? And Diana’s mother? Maybe she would become my friend.

				A little bit of hope takes hold inside me.

				Her hand on my head is so comforting, so kind. It’s so good to be touched, and I feel myself letting go of some of the stress roiling inside me.

				“You didn’t hesitate to help me,” I tell her. “You didn’t hesitate to help the Selkie. Thank you.”

				Diana nods slightly in acknowledgment.

				“I’d be very happy,” I tell her, “to have you as a sister someday.”

				I realize, with warm surprise, how deeply and genuinely I mean it.

				Diana’s lips curve into a small, satisfied smile, and a few minutes later I let my eyes fall shut like the Selkie’s, the rhythm of Diana’s fingers soothing on my hair, a blessedly dreamless sleep quickly overtaking me.

				* * *

				“Elloren, wake up.”

				Diana’s insistent voice pulls my eyes open the next morning. The strange expression on her face, her gaze focused on the door, drives out whatever sleepiness remains.

				She’s off the bed and in a defensive crouch. Ariel and Wynter are gone. The Selkie is awake and backed up against the headboard of my bed, motionless except for her terrified ocean-gray eyes, which dart wildly around.

				I push myself up and into a straighter position, my back stiff from sleeping all night propped up against the bed.

				“What’s the matter?”

				Diana’s finger flies up to her lips. “Someone’s coming. I don’t recognize their scent. Two people.” Diana cocks her head to one side, listening, her face grim. “They’re coming for her, Elloren. The groundskeeper. And someone else.”

				“What will we do?” I breathe, my throat clenching with fear.

				Diana falls farther into her protective crouch. Her eyes take on a scary glow as her lips pull back into a threatening snarl. “If they try to take her,” she says, showing all her teeth to the door, “I will kill them.”

				I can hear three things. A terrifying growl starting at the base of Diana’s throat, the sound of footsteps in the hallway and my own heart slamming against my chest.

				The door swings open, and Diana’s growl morphs into a full-blown death threat.

				Standing in the doorway is a Vu Trin sorceress.

				She’s young and dressed in uniform—black garb marked with glowing blue runes and silver weaponry strapped all over her body. I notice that she resembles Commander Kam Vin, their leader. She has the same dark eyes and hair, deep brown skin and similar facial features. But she’s also very different from Kam Vin.

				She’s scarred. Horribly so. A good half of her face is covered in burn scars, the hair on one side of her head gone, covered partially by a long, black scarf. One ear is completely melted away, the scars extending down her neck and disappearing inside her clothing, only to reappear in the disfigured stump that must have, at one time, been a hand, but now looks as if all the fingers have melted together. It’s a strange effect—one side of her strong and lovely, the other mutilated.

				Diana slowly raises one hand and rapidly morphs it into a clawed weapon.

				The young sorceress narrows her eyes at Diana, amazingly serene in the face of such a formidable threat. “I am Ni Vin,” she announces formally, “younger sister to Commander Kam Vin. Under auspices of the Verpacian Guard, I have jurisdiction over this area of the University. And, I have a search warrant.”

				“Make one move for the Selkie, Sorceress,” Diana warns, her voice frighteningly calm, “and I will tear you limb from limb.”

				A small smirk plays at the corners of the sorceress’s mouth. “What Selkie?” she asks.

				Diana’s head jerks back, her eyebrows knitting in confusion.

				“It seems the groundskeeper’s Selkie has gone missing,” the sorceress informs us. “Pity. I have been asked to accompany him on a thorough search of the University grounds.”

				“Where is he?” Diana growls as she exposes her canines, her eyes glowing furiously.

				Ni Vin gestures with her head toward the door. “He would not come up.” A calculating glint lights her eyes. “I warned him that Icarals live in these quarters. Being a Gardnerian, he feels a very strong aversion to their kind. He considers the entire tower to be unclean.”

				Diana slowly straightens as the realization dawns on both of us that we’ve gained an unexpected ally. Diana’s hand morphs back to its human shape.

				“I am glad to find that your lodging is free of the Selkie,” Ni Vin informs us. “I am sure that you would not object to my searching the tower quite thoroughly.”

				“No,” Diana says, clearly as surprised as I am by this unexpected turn of events. “You are free to search and have our full cooperation.”

				“Thank you,” the sorceress replies stiffly. She stands there for what seems like a long time as the Selkie cowers on the bed, eyes darting from person to person.

				“It is as I thought,” Ni Vin finally announces. “The Selkie is nowhere to be found. Perhaps she was stolen by a Gardnerian soldier seeking some amusement.”

				“A likely scenario,” Diana agrees.

				“Thank you again for your cooperation,” Ni Vin says with a quick bow. “Good day.” She turns on her boot heels and leaves.

				“Distract her,” Diana orders, gesturing toward the terrified Selkie, who is crouched down low on the bed.

				I sit down next to the trembling Selkie and stroke her hair as Diana stalks out into the hallway. The Selkie looks up at me, a desperate plea in her otherworldly gaze.

				“Shh.” I try to reassure her, putting my arm around her thin body, fierce resolve growing within me. “We won’t let them take you.”

				She closes her eyes tight as if deeply pained, then presses her head down against my shoulder, hiding her face from view.

				After a few minutes Diana comes back into the room, a serious expression on her face.

				“Do you trust the sorceress?” I ask her.

				She cocks an eyebrow at me. “We don’t really have a choice.”

				I shoot her a worried look.

				“Relax, Elloren Gardner,” she assures me. “I believe she was telling the truth. I did not smell a threat in her words.”

				“I think I need more help with this situation than I realized,” I admit, my heart racing. “And what if Aunt Vyvian decides to pay me a visit?” I worry, dread rising. “She’s sent a constant stream of letters to pressure me to wandfast. There’s no way she’ll stay away forever—she likes getting her way.”

				“Perhaps,” Diana agrees. Her amber eyes dart to the quivering Selkie. “It might be wise to call a meeting of everyone who would be willing to help us find a safer place for this Selkie.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWELVE

				Allies

				It’s startling to be staring into Elfin eyes. Like liquid metal mixed with starlight.

				It’s even more startling to have Wynter’s brother, Cael, his second, Rhys Thorim, Wynter and my brother Rafe grouped together in the North Tower’s upper hallway this evening.

				Along with the Lupines, Andras and Yvan.

				We’ve quickly pulled together a meeting of everyone who could help the Selkie, but I never expected we’d be joined by two Alfsigr Elves.

				I hold straight-backed Cael’s disconcerting, glittering stare. “Last time you were with my brother, you were threatening him.”

				Cael’s stare is unwavering, his words heavily accented. “The last time I saw you, Elloren Gardner, you were threatening my sister.”

				I blink at him, chastened. “Yes, well… I’m sorry about that.”

				“I was wrong about your brother.” His accent is lilting. He says “wrong” with a gentle trill to the “wr.”

				“I don’t understand,” I say, looking to Wynter, who is perched on the North Tower’s upper hallway windowsill, her wings neatly folded behind her.

				“My sister told me what you have done,” Cael explains. “Rhys Thorim and myself, we were concerned that this rescue is unsafe for my sister to be involved in. But then when we saw this Selkie and heard what was done to her…” Cael’s silver eyes go tense with conflict, his voice lowering. “It is terrible how she has been treated.” Resolve steels his gaze. “There are many who believe that my sister is little more than an animal, as well. We support you in your decision to rescue this Selkie, Elloren Gardner.”

				I glance around at everyone, amazed, then back to Cael. “So, you’re all…friendly now?”

				Cael’s mouth lifts. “Yes, Elloren Gardner. We are friendly.”

				Shaking my head, I look to Wynter, who seems tired and drawn. “How’s she doing?” I ask.

				“Aislinn is with her,” Wynter tells me. “She’s sleeping.”

				I glance worriedly at Jarod, his face tensing at the mention of Aislinn’s name. I sit down on the hallway’s stone bench between Jarod and Trystan, giving Jarod a small, encouraging bump to his arm with mine.

				Jarod looks down at me and attempts a weary smile.

				I look to Yvan. He’s leaning back against the stone wall, his gaze trained on me. My cheeks warm from his attention, and I turn away, suddenly lit up by the silent, heated intensity that exists between us. It’s like a forbidden, thrilling secret.

				Rafe glances around at all of us and steps forward. “So, as you all know, we need to figure out what to do about the stolen Selkie.”

				“Freed Selkie,” Diana corrects him.

				“An important distinction,” Rafe agrees.

				“She was being held prisoner by a cruel man,” Diana continues, “who I volunteer to kill at the appropriate time.”

				Rafe turns to Diana. I can tell he’s trying to suppress a look of amusement. “Thank you, Diana.”

				Diana lifts her chin in acknowledgment.

				“I’m assuming everyone here supports Elloren’s decision,” Rafe continues.

				“I’ve seen the Selkies brought into the docks in Valgard,” Trystan comments quietly. “They were stacked inside of crates. It bothered me a great deal.”

				“I often rode past the groundskeeper’s cottage,” Andras interjects. “He kept her chained to a post. I also volunteer to kill this man.”

				“Thank you, Andras,” Rafe says, “but we need to wait on killing him for the time being.” He looks around again. “Does everyone here understand that to help Elloren is to be in violation of the law, Verpacian and Gardnerian, and could result in fines for theft and possible suspension or dismissal from the University?”

				Everyone nods.

				“Well, all right, then. If that’s understood, we can think about where to go from here.”

				“Perhaps it would be good if we introduce ourselves,” I suggest. “Not everyone here knows each other.”

				“I don’t know, Ren,” Rafe points out. “Yvan here has been so annoyingly chatty from day one, I feel like I know everything there is to know about him.”

				Rafe raises his eyebrows at Yvan pointedly, and Yvan steps forward, hands in his pockets, and coolly meets Rafe’s gaze before glancing around at all of us.

				“I’m Yvan Guriel, from the Lyndon region of Keltania, and I was shocked to see the groundskeeper’s treatment of the Selkie.” He turns to look at me. “I believe Elloren did the right thing.”

				Flustered, I look away, only to find Jarod staring at me, his brow raised in momentary surprise.

				Like Diana, no doubt he can sense my mortifyingly strong attraction to Yvan. The realization makes me want to crawl clear under the bench. My flush deepening, I stiffen, sit up straighter and fruitlessly try to ignore Yvan.

				Jarod’s, Andras’s, Trystan’s and Diana’s introductions follow, Diana shooting me a self-satisfied glance when she only lists her ancestry back two generations instead of the usual five. But I can barely focus on her, my attention continuously pulled back to Yvan like a compass needle to true north. Out of the corner of my eye, I see he’s distracted as well, his eyes repeatedly drawing back to me.

				Finally, there’s only one introduction left, and all eyes turn to the figure perched on the windowsill.

				Wynter lets her wings drop to her sides. “I am Wynter Eirllyn,” she says very softly, “cursed daughter of Feonir and Avalyn, sister to Cael. I am one of the Foul Ones. One who brings great shame to all of Elfinkin, and who is shunned by the Shining Ones.” Wynter slumps back down and wraps her wings around herself.

				“What are you speaking of?” Diana demands. “Who are these Shining Ones who are being so cruel to you?”

				“They are the Keepers of the Inner Sanctum,” Wynter explains. “The creators of our world.”

				“This is foolishness,” Diana protests indignantly. “Maiya, The Great Mother, created the world. And you seem perfectly pleasant, and not foul at all. Why are you insulting yourself?” Diana turns to all of us. “She has been very kind to the Selkie woman. She is not the least bit foul.”

				Cael and Rhys look at Diana, surprised.

				Rafe leans in toward Diana. “The Elfin religion differs from yours, Diana.”

				“My sister believes very strongly in Elfin ways,” Cael explains.

				Diana snorts at him disdainfully. “Well, these ways of yours are ridiculous, and just not true. Maiya created the world and placed the shapeshifters in it as her special children. Then she made all of you as an afterthought, but no one is despised or shunned or any of this nonsense she is speaking of. No one, except for people who act like that groundskeeper, who should be killed as soon as possible.”

				“Different cultures have different ideas about things,” Rafe interjects.

				“They are deluded,” Diana counters. “The Lupines are correct.”

				Rafe arches an eyebrow at her. “Because you are the superior race?”

				“You are mocking me. Yes, we are superior. It is easy to see. We do not beat seal women and force people to mate with people they dislike and take everyone’s land…”

				“The Gardnerians would say that their military successes are proof that the Ancient One is real and most powerful,” Rafe counters. “And the Elves would perhaps point to their rich art, music and culture as proof of their being especially blessed by the Shining Ones.”

				“You are not making any sense!”

				“My apologies. I forgot that your religion is the only correct one.”

				“You are mocking me again. He is mocking me, isn’t he?” she asks all of us. Jarod, Andras and Trystan are attempting to stifle grins.

				“No, Diana, I’m not,” Rafe laughs. “I’m trying to make a point.”

				“I really don’t want to interrupt this rather fascinating theological debate you two seem to be having,” Trystan interjects wryly, “but can we get back to the topic at hand?”

				Diana crosses her arms in front of herself, visibly fuming at Rafe. “You will feel differently when you become one of us,” she insists.

				“Wait a minute,” Trystan interrupts, eyes flying open. He shoots Rafe an incredulous look. “One of us?”

				“I’m thinking about becoming Lupine,” Rafe explains offhandedly.

				“Thank you for informing your siblings,” I put in with some censure. Of course, I know this already, but I’m still vexed that Rafe hasn’t bothered to talk to Trystan and me about it.

				“You’re going to become…Lupine,” Trystan repeats, as if in a momentary daze.

				Rafe shoots Trystan a level stare. “I don’t particularly enjoy being a Gardnerian, you know that.” His mouth tilts into a cagey grin, his tone gaining an edge. “I’d rather be out in the woods. Not hating everyone on Erthia.”

				Trystan is blinking at him, disbelieving. “Can I be there when you tell Aunt Vyvian?”

				Rafe laughs.

				I reach up to massage my temple, a headache beginning to throb.

				Everyone is silent for a long moment.

				“All right, then,” Trystan finally says with a respectful nod toward Diana. He glances around at all of us, his usual calm restored as if everything is all settled.

				Cael, Rhys, Andras and Yvan are looking at my brothers and me as if we’ve all sprouted horns.

				“How did the three of you become this way?” Cael wonders. “How is it that you have sprung up from the same family as Carnissa Gardner and Vyvian Damon?”

				My brothers and I glance at each other, at a loss over how to answer.

				“Our uncle,” Rafe replies. “He’s somewhat eccentric. He raised us.”

				“He’s going to get himself killed,” Cael observes, half in jest, but with an undertone of real warning.

				I swallow apprehensively, not liking such teasing. “Uncle Edwin keeps to himself,” I say. “No one would want to hurt him…”

				“You three are as close to Gardnerian royalty as you can get,” Cael points out. “And this uncle of yours, he raised you to be so…subversive. It’s amazing he’s still alive. He must be a very clever man.”

				It’s an odd choice of words to describe our bumbling, bookish uncle Edwin, who spends his free time making herbal teas, hunting for mushrooms and playing with my cat. Who often goes looking for his glasses when they’re sitting on his head.

				“Seems to me you two are bucking tradition a little yourselves,” Rafe says to Cael, “with your support of your sister.”

				“Maybe we should get back to talking about the Selkie?” Jarod suggests diplomatically.

				“She needs to be named,” Diana points out. “We can’t keep referring to her as ‘the Selkie.’ It’s insulting. She deserves to be named.”

				Rafe’s look of amusement disappears as he studies Diana. “You’re right.”

				“Marina,” says Wynter quietly. “It means ocean. It’s where she wants to go. Where her family is. I think that should be her name.”

				“It’s beautiful,” I tell Wynter as she wraps her wings tightly around herself.

				Rafe is looking around, gauging everyone’s response. “Well, if we’re all in agreement,” he says, “Marina it is. Now, my understanding is that Yvan has brought us some books from the archives that contain information about Selkies.”

				Yvan leans over to pull two leather-bound volumes from a sack next to him.

				“It’s not much,” he says, “but it’s all I could find. I think the main problem is finding her skin. Unless it is in her possession, she can’t return to her seal form. It must have been stolen from her when she was captured, or she wouldn’t be so weak. A Selkie with her skin is as strong as a Lupine.”

				Diana straightens, always pleased with Lupines being used as the strength standard.

				“I think I might be able to find out where the skins are kept,” Rafe volunteers. “I know of some Gardnerians who frequent the Selkie taverns—”

				“Selkie taverns?” I have a feeling I really don’t want to know what this is.

				“It’s possibly where they keep them,” Rafe explains, looking around uncertainly. “I’m not sure how blunt I can be here. It’s not our custom, and I know it’s not the custom of the Elves to speak about certain things in the presence of women.”

				“This is foolishness,” Diana scoffs.

				Wynter pulls her wings more tightly around herself. “There is nothing you could say that would be worse than what I have felt from her mind. It is…unspeakable.”

				“You’re an Empath?” Yvan says to Wynter. He’s looking at her strangely.

				Wynter nods at him.

				“Tell us what you know of the Selkie,” Rafe encourages Wynter.

				Wynter closes her eyes and leans to one side like a small tree bent by a raging storm, her face tense with pain. “She was brought to one of those taverns, along with others of her kind. All of them…undressed. Shown to men.” Her brow knits even tighter. “The face of the groundskeeper looms heavy in her mind. She was claimed by this man. Money given for her. He took her for his own and…abused her. Many times.” She tilts her head. “And there is another face. The face of another Selkie, this one younger, perhaps—captured at the same time. She feels crippling fear for this Selkie. Her thoughts are consumed by these images. It is hard to make out any more. She does not have a language that I understand.”

				Everyone is quiet for a moment.

				“So we need to find her skin,” Jarod observes, his expression grave. “Perhaps the groundskeeper has hidden it somewhere.”

				“Or destroyed it,” Andras remarks.

				“No,” Yvan puts in. “It must exist.”

				“How can you be sure?” I ask him.

				He turns his green eyes on me. “If it had been destroyed, she would be a soulless shell, with no emotion. Like the living dead.”

				A chill runs down my spine, and we all exchange dark looks, realizing the stakes are much higher than we thought for Marina, the newly named Selkie.

				“Well, it’s settled, then,” Rafe says, his tone light, but his eyes hard as stone. “We’ll just have to find it.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				Camouflage

				Over the next week Marina the Selkie slowly begins to shed her fear when she’s around Diana, Wynter, Aislinn and me. And new friendships have been formed—Rafe, Cael, Rhys and Andras have fallen into an easy camaraderie and are now hunting together. There’s even been tentative conversation between Yvan and my brothers when they’re discreetly in their lodging.

				Yvan stealthily speaks to me now, asking about the Selkie if we have a brief moment in the kitchen alone, quietly helping me with kitchen tasks when it will go unnoticed. I nearly fall over the first time he gives me a warm half smile, my heartbeat turning erratic.

				But we have to be careful. Careful not to show that we’re rapidly becoming friends.

				* * *

				I’ve decided to put my Gardnerian silks back on, wanting to blend in with my people and remain above suspicion—Marina’s life might depend on it.

				Marina watches me, her ocean eyes steady as I pull one of my fine Gardnerian-black, silken tunics over my head for the first time in a long time, my jaw clenched with resolve as I tug at the fabric and mentally beat back a swelling nausea. The shock of seeing myself in the washroom mirror sets me reeling even further.

				A true Gardnerian—right down to the silver Erthia orb around my neck.

				The very image of Her.

				I glance over toward Marina, and the Selkie’s trusting gaze sends shame coursing through me. Tears stinging at my eyes, I turn away from her and struggle to tie up the tunic’s laced back, my fingers fumbling.

				I hate Vogel, I want to tell her in a way she’ll understand. I’m nothing like my cursed people, even though I look like this. I don’t want to look like this.

				The Selkie’s fingers come over mine, gently taking the laces from my hands and deftly tying them tight as tears spill over and streak down my cheeks.

				When I emerge from the washroom, Ariel catches sight of me and flinches back as if struck, then gives me a scathing look of pure hate.

				“I have to fit in,” I try to explain to Ariel, my palms out in surrender. “I have to dress like them. You know I’m not like most Gardnerians. But we’re hiding a Selkie,” I gesture toward Marina. “It’s important that I fit in. You must see that.”

				A wave of guilt washes over me as Ariel ignores my words and scuttles clear across her bed, huddling against the wall and glowering at me. Her dark look is only mildly assuaged by Wynter taking a seat beside her, murmuring soothing words as Ariel buries her head against Wynter’s chest, the Elfin Icaral’s dark wings coming protectively around them both.

				Wynter’s eyes rest on Marina for a moment, the Selkie taking a seat on the floor by the fire, next to Diana. Wynter turns to me, takes in my garb, then nods once, her silver eyes full of steeled understanding.

				Diana casually throws her arm around our Selkie and looks me over, a shrewd gleam lighting her gaze. She raises her amber eyes and gives me a wide, sly smile of approval, baring her teeth.

				I take a good deal of comfort from this—I can count on my Lupine friend to fully understand strategy in a fight.

				I pick up my new white armband and turn to Diana. “Would you help me put this on?”

				Her dark, knowing smile doesn’t flinch. Diana gets up and strides toward me. She takes the Vogel band and cinches it securely around my arm.

				* * *

				Priest Simitri smiles broadly when I come into his History class early, pale rays of wintry light spearing through the windows. He takes in my conservative attire, complete with a white Vogel ribbon pinned around my arm.

				“Ah, Mage Gardner,” he observes with obvious relief. He’s been dismayed for weeks by my dark brown, barely acceptable woolen garb, his vocal support for Vogel mirrored by his own ribbon. “You stand now in courage,” he tells me. “Even though you have been forced to labor with Kelts and Urisk, and to live with Icaral demons, you have the courage to stand apart. To let your dress proudly declare both your faith and your support of our beloved Priest Vogel. I applaud you.”

				It’s not courage, I think darkly, my stomach now a constant knot. It’s camouflage.

				* * *

				“The armband, too?” Yvan snipes at me as he loads wood into the stove next to me that evening.

				I’m deeply stung by his harsh tone. “Don’t you think it’s smart?” I snipe back.

				He stares at the flames, his jaw flexing with tension. “It’s smart.” His green eyes flash at me before he throws the iron door shut and stalks away.

				Anger burns at my insides.

				I’m not these clothes, I want to yell after him, aware of the newly stoked hatred bearing down on me from all the kitchen workers, Iris’s brazen look of hostility the most open manifestation. I can feel her look clear across the room.

				I’m not this white armband, or these black silks, or this face, I continue to rail at Yvan wordlessly as he exits out the back and shuts the door with a sharp slam I feel straight down my spine.

				I’m not Her, I continue to rage toward him, an angry flush burning at my cheeks. You know I’m not.

				I’ll never be Her.

				

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				Tightening Noose

				It’s late the next evening when I’m intercepted by a messenger from Lukas’s division, the Twelfth Division River Oak pinned to his tunic.

				Apothecary lab has just ended, and Tierney is by my side, a white band now pinned around her arm, as well. “Self-preservation,” she told me when I first took in her white band with no small measure of surprise.

				It seems I’m not the only one resorting to camouflage.

				The uniformed messenger hands me a long package. “Mage Gardner,” he says with a deferential bob of his head, his breath puffing out from the cold.

				There’s a note card affixed to it, my name on the small envelope in neat script, written with an artistic hand.

				Lukas’s hand.

				A pang of regret rises. After what happened to Ariel, I’ve put Lukas firmly out of my mind, pointedly not responding to his sporadic gifts and notes. I was so mad at him for so many weeks, but guilt has gradually worn that down. I’m just as much to blame for what happened as he is.

				I weigh this new gift in my hands, the box not as heavy as I would have thought it would be, given its size. The young soldier gives me another quick bow and sets off.

				I sit down on a nearby stone bench. Tierney takes a seat beside me, smatterings of scholars passing by talking quietly, the chill wind picking up in fits and starts.

				I hand Tierney the note card and tug at the stiff brown paper, ripping it open, pulling out the black leather case underneath.

				A violin case.

				Heart thudding, I open the case and gasp when I see what’s inside, nestled in deep green velvet.

				A Maelorian violin. Like the one Aunt Vyvian was given temporary use of the night of her dance.

				Only this one is brand-new, the Alfsigr spruce varnished to a deep crimson, the edges gilded, the strings gleaming gold in the lamplight. A violin so expensive it could pay for my University tithe about ten times over.

				With shaking hands, I take the note card from Tierney and open it.

				Elloren,

				If you wanted a portrait of me, all you had to do was ask.

				Lukas

				An incredulous laugh bursts from me, and a warm spark of affection for Lukas Grey is quickly followed by some remorse. I’ve been wrapped up in thoughts of Keltic Yvan while Lukas has been pursuing me from afar, and now this. Chastened, I hold the note out for Tierney to read.

				Tierney’s mouth lifts into a crooked smile, her eyes dancing with dark delight.

				“It feels bizarre, but I kind of like him at this moment,” she says, her smile growing wider.

				I reverently close the violin case, heart fluttering at the sheer giddy excitement of holding such an instrument in my hands. At owning such an instrument.

				I become suddenly conflicted—I don’t deserve such attention from a man I don’t plan on fasting to. I resolve to return the violin to Lukas the next time I see him, and to send a note of thanks in the meantime. Lukas deserves at least that.

				Feeling eyes on me, I look up.

				Gesine Bane and her friends are all staring at me and the violin in my lap, a nasty gleam in their eyes.

				My elation instantly turns hard and sour, fear spiking on its heels.

				Once Fallon Bane gets wind of this, I realize, it will be open season on me.

				* * *

				“She can speak, I’m sure of it,” Diana observes to me that night as I send up a stream of music in the washroom, my fingers sore and unaccustomed to playing for so long. I don’t care. It feels so good to have this violin in my hands.

				And what a violin.

				It renders my out-of-practice efforts into something heartbreakingly lovely.

				Marina’s in the bath, curled up naked under the cooling water, her sorrowful gaze rippling up at us. I finish my song and lower my violin as Diana cocks her head in thought. “She can speak, but she just can’t speak in any form we can understand.”

				Marina opens her mouth and forces multiple tones through her mouth and gills, the sound transformed by the water, her multiple tones coalescing into a deep, resonating hum that sounds like an eerily mournful song.

				Like she’s grieving.

				Our Selkie is a puzzle that can’t be solved. Sometimes her animal-like movements and barking multitones are those of a wild thing, but her eyes are inquisitive and intelligent, and I know that Diana’s right.

				She’s more than just an animal. More than a seal.

				Jarod and Diana have not been able to find Marina’s skin, and she can’t go back home without it—her strength is sapped to the point where she often seems ill. I’ve written to Gareth, asking for information about the Selkie trade and where their skins are kept, but I know his response will be slow in coming. He’s been gone for weeks with the other Maritime apprentices, all of them out to sea until First Month, when winter digs its claws in and all the ocean passes will start to ice over.

				Every night an exhausted Marina methodically runs her fingers through our hair, pulling out the tangles more effectively than any brush as she softly mutters in her multitoned language. It seems to soothe her, and it soothes all of us in turn.

				All of us but Ariel.

				Ariel despises the attention Wynter pays to the Selkie and flaps her wings agitatedly at Marina and mutters obscenities. Fortunately, Ariel’s attention is mostly consumed by an injured raven that now abides with us, along with the two chickens. The owl is long since healed and freed. The raven perches on the bed next to Ariel, the two of them spooky in their blackness and unspoken understanding, the bird’s leg carefully splinted and bandaged.

				And so my days wear on.

				* * *

				Sporadic notices flap in the bracingly cold wind. They’re affixed to University streetlamp posts and outside building entrances, alerting passersby of the Selkie’s theft and a monetary reward for any information as to her whereabouts.

				At first sighting, the notices send a sharp spasm of fear through me. But as time passes, and they’re battered down and lost to the relentless wind, my fears are dulled to a blunt point.

				Once, thinking I’m alone in an alley, I tear down one of the last notices still remaining and stuff it in my cloak pocket. I look up to see Ni Vin, the young, scarred Vu Trin. She’s standing across the street and staring at me, a curved sword at her side. She gives a subtle nod of approval to me as my heart skitters against my chest.

				Then she turns and strides away.

				* * *

				“There’s mention of it here,” Tierney tells me, her finger coming down on the paper set before her. The two of us pore over the Council Motions & Rulings every week’s end, late at night, feeding our ongoing sleep deprivation.

				She’s right. A small mention of an “escaped” Selkie and the posting of a reward, as well as a renewed motion—put forward jointly by Mage Vyvian Damon and Marcus Vogel, and struck down by a slim margin—to have every Selkie in the Western Realm shot on sight.

				I rub at my aching temples. “My aunt’s not going to win any awards for compassion, I can tell you that.”

				“You know what this means, don’t you?” Tierney whispers darkly.

				I nod gravely. If Vogel wins in the spring, it’s not just Marina who will be in trouble—all the Selkies will need to escape back to the sea or risk being put to death.

				We read on, finding there’s been a failed motion brought forward by Marcus Vogel to execute anyone who defaces the Gardnerian flag. Another failed motion brought forward by Vogel to execute anyone who maligns The Book of the Ancients in any way. A motion brought forward by Vogel and five other Council Mages to declare war on the Lupines unless they cede a large portion of their land holdings to Gardneria. Another motion to execute all male Icarals held in the Valgard Sanitorium. A motion to execute anyone aiding Snake Elves in their escape east.

				And a doggedly renewed motion, put forward for the sixth time by Vogel, to expand iron-testing for Guild admittance and randomly at border crossings to “root out the Fae menace.”

				“He may not win,” I remind Tierney.

				“Have you seen how many people are wearing white bands?” Tierney counters, her voice shaky.

				“Still,” I insist, clinging to hope, “the referendum’s not until spring. And a lot can happen in so many months. He may not win.”

				“Perhaps you’re right,” she relents, slumping down into a crooked ball, looking small and scared and worn. “I hope you’re right, Elloren Gardner.”

				

				* * *

				The news comes at the end of apothecary lab.

				I glance up as Gesine rushes in. Professor Lorel inclines her head as her Lead Apprentice breathlessly whispers to her and gestures excitedly.

				I set down my pestle and study them with curious trepidation.

				“Scholars,” Mage Lorel announces, her voice uncharacteristically shaken. She appears to be suppressing some deep emotion. “Our beloved High Mage, Aldus Worthin, has joined with the Ancient One.”

				A shocked murmuring goes up.

				“We have a new High Mage. By referendum this morning, the Council has chosen Priest Marcus Vogel.” Her face lights up with a beatific smile.

				Dread rips through me with devastating force, and I grip at the edge of my desk to steady myself as the other white arm-banded scholars gasp, then break out into expressions of happy triumph. Some laugh and hug each other, some chat excitedly, some cry tears of joy.

				Marcus Vogel.

				His sly face flashes into my mind. The remembrance of the feel of his hand on mine. His serpentine stare. The lifeless tree and the black void.

				Ancient One, no. This can’t be.

				Tierney whips her head to look at me—stark terror in her eyes.

				“Tierney…” I can only manage a choked whisper and reach out to grasp her arm.

				“Please, scholars,” Mage Lorel implores as she gestures for quiet. Her face is streaked with tears. A reverent silence descends. “A moment of prayer for our late High Mage.”

				Everyone lowers their heads and brings their fists to their hearts. Tierney’s frozen, her face gone ashen.

				The scholars around us bring fists to foreheads, then back over their hearts as their prayer goes up in unison.

				Oh, Most Holy Ancient One, purify our minds, purify our hearts, purify Erthia. Protect us from the stain of the Evil Ones.

				The prayer ends, and a cacophony of joyous celebration breaks out.

				Tierney stumbles to her feet, almost knocking her stool over, and rushes out the back door, her distraught departure barely causing a ripple in the thick jubilation on the air.

				

				* * *

				I catch up with Tierney in the washroom. She’s bent over one of the porcelain washbasins, violently retching into it. I wet a cloth and go to her, placing my hand on her heaving, crooked back, my stomach painfully clenched.

				Tierney remains frozen in place as she grips at the basin, ignoring the strands of her hair that swim in it and my offer of the cloth.

				“He’ll close the border,” she says, her voice low and coarse. “He’ll make fasting mandatory.”

				“I know,” I say, feeling light-headed.

				“We’ll have a year at most to find a partner. And if we don’t, they’ll assign us one.”

				“I know.”

				“And before he fasts us,” she cuts in, still staring into the basin, “he’ll test our racial purity.” She turns to me, a wild desperation in her eyes. “He’s going to test us with iron.”

				“Tierney,” I say with hard defiance. Enough dancing around the truth. “I want to help you. You’re full-blooded Fae, aren’t you?”

				She continues to stare at me. When she finally speaks, her voice is a strangled scrape. “I can’t. I can’t speak of it.”

				“Not even now?” I whisper urgently. “When your worst fears have been realized? Let me help you!”

				“You can’t help me!” Distraught, she wrenches her bent frame away from my hand and makes for the door.

				“Tierney, wait!” I call out to her, but she ignores my plea and flees the room.

				I follow her out, but it’s clear she doesn’t want me to—she weaves quickly through the crowded hall, and I soon lose sight of her amidst the happy Gardnerians with white-banded arms.

				* * *

				I make my way toward my Chemistrie class, eager to find Aislinn.

				I don’t have to search long. Aislinn is leaning against a wall, her eyes searching, her face stricken. As soon as she spots me, she rushes toward me down the Chemistrie lab hallway, jostling around celebratory groupings of Gardnerian scholars and subdued, strained-looking Kelts and Elfhollen. A small cluster of Alfsigr Elves stand apart, surveying it all with their usual cool, aloof indifference, which, at the moment, I find infuriating.

				“They’re drawing up their numbers,” Aislinn forces out as she reaches me, her hand clutching my arm. “The Gardnerian Guard. Along the border of Keltania and the Lupine wilds. Vogel sent out the orders this morning. Randall’s been put on draft notice. All the military apprentices have. Vogel’s demanded that the Kelts and Lupines cede most of their land to us. The Keltanian Assembly just sent their Head Magistrate to Valgard to try and avert all-out war.”

				My mind’s a spinning tumult. “But…the Lupines… Vogel can threaten them all he wants. They’re immune to our magic.”

				“They’ll send dragons, Elloren,” Aislinn says, a thread of panic running through her tone. “We have over a thousand of them. If the Lupines and the Kelts don’t cede, the Guard will attack them with dragons.”

				* * *

				Every class I have today is transformed by Vogel’s sudden rise. I can’t escape it. Professor Volya can barely get the Gardnerians to settle down enough so she can lecture. Priest Simitri abandons lecture altogether and orders in food and punch.

				There’s a deliriously festive mood in Metallurgie, and a young Elf standing at Professor Hawkyyn’s desk, riffling through his notes—as if getting ready to lecture. He’s a white-haired, white-skinned Alfsigr Elfkin, and I glance around, confused, looking for Professor Hawkkyn.

				Knots of excited Gardnerians talk animatedly, white bands marking all of their left arms.

				The white bands are sprouting like malevolent weeds, along with the Gardnerian flags. Even Curran Dell has taken to wearing one, which I note with deep regret.

				“Where’s Professor Hawkkyn?” I ask Curran, who’s talking animatedly with another military apprentice. Curran smiles at me in greeting and opens his mouth to respond, but he’s quickly cut off.

				“Hopefully the Snake Elf is back belowground,” Fallon’s voice sounds out from across the room. “Which is where the beast belongs.”

				Everyone grows quiet and watches as she crosses the room, her eyes tight on me. “He’s probably run off,” Fallon amends with a wild smile. “He knows what’s coming.” She thrusts her bottom lip out at me in cloying mock sympathy. “Awww. Are you sad, Elloren Gardner? Looking to fast to the Snake Elf?”

				Shocked laughter sounds out and echoes behind me. I set my teeth on edge, Curran’s apologetic look doing nothing to dampen my fierce response.

				Anger whips up inside me so strong, I clench my fists and glare at Fallon with pure, undisguised venom.

				Fallon’s eyes widen with delight. She turns her whole self toward me, one hand coming slowly to her hip, her grin broadening as she revels in both my rage and the whole world working in her favor. She stares me down with mounting glee, and I fear I will abandon all caution, break down and strike her cruel, self-satisfied face.

				Is it worth it, Elloren? I warn myself. Getting kicked out of University for striking another Mage? Who will promptly cut you down with her Black Witch magic?

				Instead, I turn on my heels and leave the room, Fallon’s cruel laughter sounding out behind me.

				* * *

				When I enter the kitchens, Fernyllia’s face is haggard with dark worry, and she gives a start at the sight of me.

				Olilly is crying, her heaving back to me. Yvan, Bleddyn, Fernyllia and Iris are grouped around her, consoling her in low tones.

				They look like they’ve all sustained a powerful blow.

				Head down, I cross the room and set right to work peeling potatoes, stiff and self-conscious, sharply aware of their eyes on me as the room quiets.

				I know how I appear to them in my black silks and white armband, the threat of me heightened. My very presence has always been a symbol of Gardnerian might. But now, dressed like this, I’m an extension of Vogel—the monster about to come after them all.

				I look up and feel the full, ice-water shock of their hate.

				Yvan takes in the brutal glares they’re all leveling in my direction, then turns to me, stricken, his expression pained but open. Wide-open.

				And suddenly I’m wide-open to him as well, letting him see all of it—my fear and mounting desperation. My terrible isolation; my appearance reflecting nothing of my true heart.

				We hold each other’s gaze for a long moment as the room around us fades. The kitchen workers, the iciness of their stares, the crackling fires of the ovens, all of it dissolves like fog. There’s only him.

				Only us.

				Olilly whimpers, distracting us both, rupturing our safe, protected bubble, the world rushing back in.

				Iris is still glaring at me, her eyes flitting suspiciously to Yvan, then me and back to Yvan again as he pulls his eyes away from me and resumes comforting Olilly, his hand on the young woman’s shaking arm.

				Iris whispers something in Yvan’s ear and gestures sharply in my direction. Yvan fleetingly meets my eyes, his face tensed with conflict.

				Fernyllia speaks softly to Olilly in encouraging tones, and Yvan joins in.

				“They won’t send you back,” I hear him say, his low voice resonating deep in me. “We’ll help you get out. Your sister, too.”

				And then they all leave together, Iris being the last to exit. She shoots me a jarring look of hate, then steps out of the kitchen and pulls the back door shut with a slam.

				* * *

				My hands hurt when I finally leave my kitchen shift, my fingers sore from peeling so many potatoes, my chest a tight ball of despair. The sun has set, and night is firmly settled in the sky. The world is starless and dark as I move away from the lantern light by the kitchen’s back entrance.

				I take a deep, steadying breath, the cold air bracing. I’m halfway across the small field at the kitchen’s back end, edged by a small stand of forest, the shadows tonight an inky, bottomless black, my steps dragging.

				“Stay away from our men.”

				I halt, heart speeding, and look toward the shadows, my eyes searching for the source of the vicious words.

				I can just make Iris out in the dark, cloudy night. She’s leaning back against a tree trunk, arms confrontationally crossed, tall Bleddyn next to her, looking incensed.

				My eyes dart toward a thinly populated path not far from here. Gauging whether or not Iris and Bleddyn can get away with attacking me again.

				Iris stalks toward me, and I take a step back.

				“I see the way you look at him,” she grinds out, getting up near my face.

				A hot flush prickles all over my cheeks, my neck. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

				“You Roaches want to own everything,” Bleddyn sneers, her voice deep and throaty, her eyes narrowed to furious slits.

				“He’s mine,” Iris insists, the anger cracking open to reveal a pained vulnerability, her lips trembling. She gathers herself, her mouth tightening into an angry line, the hatred in her glare flaring. “Go back to Lukas Grey.” She looks me over with disgust. “Where you belong. Stay away from Yvan.”

				Every muscle in my body tenses, and my hands clench into fists as I let my fear fall away and glower at her openly.

				Bleddyn spits out a laugh. “He doesn’t want her,” she sneers, looking me over with contempt. “How could he? With her pretending to be a Kelt one day and a Roach the next?” She blows a disdainful breath. “She doesn’t even know what skin she’s in.”

				Iris looks to Bleddyn, vulnerable again, but infuriatingly heartened by her friend’s cruel words. Iris shoots me one last look of pure hostility, then walks off with Bleddyn, the Urisk girl hissing out, “Roach bitch!” as she passes.

				* * *

				Rafe and Trystan are in the hallway waiting for me when I return to the North Tower. They’re lit by lamplight, framed in black by the window behind them.

				I swallow and fight back a swelling nausea as I take in their somber expressions, livid thoughts about Iris and Bleddyn whisked clear away.

				Without comment, Rafe holds out a stiff, folded parchment, defiance in his eyes.

				I unfold it, the sense of dread hardening in my gut.

				Ancient One, no. It’s a notice of impending draft.

				“It’s so quick,” I say, staring at the notice with disbelief. “Vogel only took power this morning.”

				“It’s like he was ready for this,” Rafe says, his voice hard with suspicion.

				“What?” I question, rattled. “You think Vogel knew this was coming? That our High Mage would die?”

				Rafe’s dark stare doesn’t waver. “It makes you wonder. It’s so well planned.”

				I remember Vogel’s terrible presence, the black void, the dead tree. I stare back at Rafe, alarm rising.

				Trystan is uncharacteristically on edge, his eyes haunted. Looking aimlessly around the cold hallway, he takes a seat on the stone bench, his head dropping into his hands, his fingers clenching his hair.

				“It’s a notice of impending draft,” I say, trying to reassure them both, trying to reassure myself. “The draft might not happen for a while.”

				“This summer,” Trystan says, not lifting his head, his tone devoid of hope. “He’ll call us in this summer. There’s a weapons shipment that’s to go out just before that.”

				My heart is hammering against my chest. I look up to Rafe. “Where would they send you?” I breathe.

				Rafe spits out a bitter laugh, like the question is horribly ironic. “To the military base in Rothir.” His jaded grin falls away. “To wage war on the Lupines.”

				I feel a sickening drop of my gut. “What will you do?” I ask.

				Rafe bares his teeth. “I’ll use it for target practice.” He flicks the edge of the notice. “Right through the Mage Council Seal.” Defiant humor hardening to anger, Rafe looks toward the windows searchingly, then toward the door to my lodging. “Where’s Diana?” His voice is uncharacteristically brusque.

				I gesture loosely toward the northern wilderness. “Somewhere in the wilds.”

				His mouth set in a tight line, Rafe takes back the notice from me and hoists his bag.

				“You’ll never find her—”

				“I know where she goes,” he spits out, making for the door.

				“What are you going to do?” I call after him, worried.

				“Join the Lupines,” he growls before leaving, shutting the door behind him with a hard thud.

				I stare after him. Force myself to take a steadying breath. Attempt to beat back the thin line of panic as Rafe’s heavy boot heels clomp down the stairs, the tower door slamming shut. Silence descends.

				“They won’t take him in,” Trystan says with calm, terrible assurance.

				Trystan’s voice is muted, his head still in his hands, fingers clutching at his hair in tight fists.

				“He’s the grandson of the Black Witch,” Trystan continues, tone deadened. “They will never take him in.”

				Thoughts spinning, with nothing solid to latch on to, I take a seat next to Trystan and put my hand on his shoulder to steady the both of us. His breath catches then stops for a moment. His slender body shudders, his hands coming down to tightly cover his eyes as he starts to cry. My heart catches in my throat—the silent way Trystan sobs is always more devastating to me than if he keened and wailed.

				I put my arm around him and he falls against me, bending in, eyes pressed against my shoulder as I hug him and pull him in tight.

				“I don’t want to be part of this anymore.” His voice is constricted almost to a whisper. “They’ve got me filling metal discs with fire power. Anyone who steps on them will be blown to pieces. I’m filling arrows with fire. And ice. For what? To kill who? I don’t want to be a party to what’s coming.” He pauses, growing still. “And it’s only a matter of time before they find out what I am.”

				Panic rears its head. “They don’t have to find out.”

				He shakes his head side to side, hard against my shoulder. “Of course they’ll find out. When I don’t wandfast—”

				“You’ll have to wandfast.” I firmly cut him off, brooking no argument.

				Trystan goes very still. He’s quiet for a moment, breathing against my shoulder. He raises his red-rimmed eyes to me. “How?”

				The question hangs in the air like a tunnel with no escape. “You just will! You’ll hide it. You’ll hide what you are.”

				His calm deepens. He looks at me with unflappable incredulity. “Could you fast to a woman?”

				“What?” I spit out, thrown. “Of course not!” A stinging flush rises on my cheeks along with a sudden wave of understanding. My mind casts about, desperately searching for a way out for him, but there’s no clear way to escape this.

				After wandfasting comes the sealing ceremony. And consummation is expected the very night of the sealing, the fastlines flowing down the couple’s wrist as proof of consummation. The whole point of our joinings is to create more pure-blooded Mages.

				It’s impossible for Trystan to even attempt to pull off a charade of normalcy.

				We’re both quiet for a long moment.

				“I could go to Noi lands,” he finally says. “They accept…my kind there.” His mouth twists in a cynical half smile. “But I’m the grandson of the Black Witch. Who will ever accept me?”

				Incensed on my brother’s behalf, I stamp down my panic, mutiny rising. “I don’t know, Trystan. You might be wrong.”

				He looks to me with surprise.

				“The grandson of the greatest enemy they ever had,” I darkly muse. “A Level Five Mage. Trained in Gardnerian weapons magic. And disastrously at odds with Gardnerian culture.” I shoot him a defiant smile. “Maybe taking you into the Vu Trin Guard would seem like perfect revenge against the Gardnerians.”

				Trystan’s eyes widen. He blinks at me. “You’ve changed.”

				I give a deep sigh. “Yes. I have.”

				He breathes out a short laugh, affection lighting his eyes. “I’m glad of it.” He wipes his tears away and straightens, shooting me a small smile. “You know there’s very little chance any of this will turn out well.”

				I spit out a sound of derision. “Well, who needs good odds? Where would the fun be in that?”

				Trystan coughs out another laugh, then takes a deep breath, eyeing me soberly.

				“Go,” I tell him, motioning toward the door. “Get some sleep. Down the road, when you’re a rich and successful Vu Trin soldier, you can come back for Uncle Edwin and me and fly us back to Noi lands on the back of one of their dragons.”

				“And we’ll all live happily-ever-after?” Trystan questions, a wry gleam back in his eyes.

				“Yes,” I staunchly assure him. “That’s exactly what we’ll do.”

				Trystan takes his leave, shooting me an appreciative glance before he goes, and my false bravado leaves with him. The North Tower hall is quiet, the walls solid, but the entire world has gone unstable beneath my feet.

				The thought of losing both my brothers has my heart breaking to pieces in my chest.

				* * *

				When I finally open the door to my room, everything is wrong.

				There’s no fire in the hearth, and a bone-chilling cold has started to seep into the stone walls. And the atmosphere feels oppressive—laced with a heavy dread.

				Ariel lies passed out on her bed, her chickens running about aimlessly, the raven staunchly at her side. A bowl of her nilantyr berries is tipped over beside her, her lips stained black. Marina the Selkie is curled up on my bed next to Aislinn, wide-eyed and afraid. Aislinn’s face is drawn, as if she’s withstood a disorienting blow.

				“I didn’t know you were here,” I tell Aislinn, rattled by her expression. “What’s wrong?”

				“The Verpacian Council passed a resolution today in solidarity with Marcus Vogel,” Aislinn says, her voice haggard.

				My chest tightens. I glance around for Wynter and find her almost blending in with the shadows. She’s crumpled up against the windowsill, black wings tight around herself, her expression despondent.

				“What happened?” I ask, the dread growing.

				Wynter’s eyes flick to her desk, and I catch sight of the official-looking parchment.

				“It was posted on the door,” Wynter says despairingly. “The new Verpacian Council…they’ve…made some changes.”

				I swallow nervously, needles of fear pricking along the back of my neck. I go to Wynter’s desk and take the parchment in hand.

				It’s an official notice from the Verpacian Council. All Icarals are required to return to their countries of origin after completion of this year’s University studies. Verpacian work papers and Guild admittance will no longer be permitted for Icarals.

				“How did they get two-thirds of the Verpacian Council to vote for this?” I ask Aislinn, swiping the parchment through the air. “The Gardnerians only hold a slim majority.”

				“The Gardnerians have been emboldened by Vogel’s election, and the rest of the Council are scared. They want to placate the Gardnerians,” she replies.

				Wynter begins to cry.

				Ariel will have to return to Gardneria. Where she will be imprisoned in the Valgard Sanitorium. And Wynter will be sent back to Alfsigr lands, where her people are debating whether or not to execute her kind.

				My sickening dread begins a rapid slide into rage. I curse and hurl my bag at the wall. Marina cries out at the sound, and I immediately feel guilty for it. I slump down onto the bed, bring my hands to my face and force myself to breathe.

				Over a thousand dragons.

				When I look up again, a line of six mournful Watchers flashes into view. They sit on the long rafter above Wynter, wings tight around themselves, heads hung low.

				They fade away as Wynter’s sob deepens into a low, keening wail.

				* * *

				I huddle close to Aislinn in the North Tower’s hallway as she takes her leave.

				Her face is stark in the flickering lantern light, almost gaunt. A freezing rain has moved in, and it pelts the window beside us, a chilling draft seeping through.

				Aislinn stops and turns to me. “Maybe Yvan Guriel needs to save his dragon after all,” she ventures tentatively.

				I eye her speculatively—it’s such a brazen statement coming from my quiet friend. I cock my head in thought as her meaning dawns.

				“Escape,” I voice, a picture of flight forming in my mind.

				Aislinn nods, her brow knit tight. “The Icarals…they’ll have to get out, Elloren. And…maybe Marina, too. At some point. And the Lupines…” She breaks off, pained, and looks away.

				Jarod.

				There could come a time when the Gardnerians force the Lupines off their land, and that time could be soon.

				Aislinn meets my eyes once more. “They’re sealing off the borders. But…dragons can fly.”

				“Yes, they can, can’t they?” I agree with a sly smile. “Straight over borders.” I consider this possibility. “The dragon’s in a cage,” I warn her. “Made of Elfin steel.”

				She takes a steadying breath. “Don’t you have Sage Gaffney’s wand?”

				I spit out a dismissive sound. “I do. And Trystan’s powerful. But magic that can break Elfin steel—if those spells exist, he doesn’t have access to them.”

				“What if I knew where we could find them?”

				I stare at her. “How could you possibly?”

				“There’s a spellbook called the Black Grimoire,” she says. “Only the Mage Council and military have access to it. It contains highly protected spells. Military spells. My father has a copy of it in his office, and he’s away meeting with the Northern Lupines. He won’t be back for at least another month.”

				I stare at her, disbelieving. “Aislinn, one does not simply borrow a military grimoire.”

				Aislinn slumps down, timid, her expression roiling with conflict, but then her jaw stiffens with resolve and she meets my eyes. “Well, I’m going to borrow it. And I’ll have it back to him before he even notices it’s gone.”

				I’m stunned by her boldness.

				And proud. So incredibly proud.

				“Well,” I tell her, a smile spreading across my face. “I suppose it’s time to speak to Yvan Guriel about freeing his dragon.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				Military Dragon

				The next evening, the atmosphere in the kitchens is as dark and oppressive as the day before, everyone’s faces drawn and rattled.

				“I need to speak with you,” I tell Yvan as he comes in from the cold and stoops to load wood into my stove, the heat blasting out like a hot wave.

				He looks around warily, the evening shift thinly populated, Iris and Bleddyn blessedly elsewhere. “Now?” Yvan asks as he shoves a log into the stove, the lean muscles of his arms tensing as he does so.

				“Soon.”

				He pushes the iron stove’s door shut. “Meet me outside after you’re done with whatever you’re working on.”

				* * *

				I finish prepping an apple pie, then find Yvan near the livestock pens, a lamp in hand.

				He silently leads me around the pens and past the kitchen gardens. Then up a long, sloping field toward a ramshackle structure set just inside the wilds.

				The abandoned barn is huge, enveloped in the evening’s lengthening shadows. The door creaks as he opens it for me, and I step inside.

				The barn’s ceiling is impossibly high with crisscrossing rafters. Bats flit back and forth, the lamplight illuminating them as they cast frenetic shadows on the walls.

				“Is this your secret hideout?” I ask teasingly, glancing around as Yvan sets his lamp down on a dusty barrel.

				Yvan nods, watching me as he leans back against a thick support beam.

				I muster a small smile and he lifts his lips slightly in response, but the intensity of his gaze doesn’t waver.

				The shadows play across his face, highlighting his stark, angular appearance. A tremor runs through me, heightening my awareness that I’m alone with him in a very secluded place.

				Ignoring the breathless pull I feel toward him, I look at him levelly. “I want to help you free your dragon,” I say, steel in my voice. “There may come a time when flight is needed.”

				Yvan’s eyes fly open with surprise, but he quickly gathers himself. “Elloren, my dragon can’t be freed.”

				“Maybe not by you alone, but we have a large group…”

				He coughs out a dismissive laugh. “Of inexperienced, naive youths.”

				“Of people with a large variety of gifts and skills.”

				“There’s a big difference between stealing a Selkie from the University groundskeeper and freeing a Gardnerian military dragon.”

				Frustration flares in me. “What’s the harm in letting everyone…have a look at the situation?”

				“Besides getting arrested and shot? None that I can think of, really.”

				I press on, undaunted. “If that dragon can be saved…the Icarals might be able to go east. And others, too.”

				He stands there for a moment, looking stunned by my words. “I don’t understand you,” he says, his expression going harsh. “Why are you even thinking about this? You’re a Gardnerian. And not just any Gardnerian…you’re Carnissa Gardner’s granddaughter. Your grandmother…” He pauses, as if angry and struggling to find the right words all at the same time. “She was…a monster.”

				My back goes up at the word. How was my grandmother different from any other successful military leader of any race? “She was wrong about many things,” I counter, “but she was also a great Mage…”

				“Who killed thousands and thousands of people.” His angular jaw tightens, his green eyes boring into me.

				“Your people were just as monstrous to the Gardnerians when they were in power,” I challenge.

				He glares at me as if struggling with strong emotion. “Your grandmother,” he grinds out, an unexpected fury breaking out around the edges of his words, “was responsible for the death of my father!”

				Oh, Ancient One. I’m stunned into silence. But only for a moment. Pain seeps through me and quickly morphs into outrage.

				“Your people,” I counter, my voice breaking, “killed both of my parents!”

				We’re silent for a long moment, the constant, raw ache we both carry around suddenly unguarded and fully exposed.

				“I know my grandmother did a lot of terrible things,” I finally say with no small amount of effort. “Since coming here, I’ve learned that my people do a lot of really terrible things. But don’t you think it’s possible for someone to be different from everything you’ve heard about their kind? Even if they look…like I do?”

				Yvan takes a deep breath, his eyes intent on my face. “Yes,” he says, “I think it’s possible.”

				I let out a long sigh and slump down on a hay bale, defeated. “I’m trying, Yvan,” I tell him hoarsely. “I really am. I want to do the right thing.”

				“I believe you,” he says, and there’s kindness in his tone.

				We’re quiet for a few minutes, just staring at each other.

				“I’m sorry you lost your parents,” he finally tells me, his voice low.

				Tears sting at my eyes, and I struggle to hold them back. “And I’m sorry about your father.” The words are stilted as I try to bring my emotions under control. “What happened to him?” I ask.

				Yvan’s angular face tenses. “He was killed on the Eastern Front, a few days before Verpacia was liberated from the Gardnerians.” He takes a deep breath, eyes narrowed, as if sizing me up to decide if he can fully trust me. “My father…he was a prominent figure in the Resistance. My mother didn’t want anyone to know I was his son. So she moved me to a remote area and schooled me at home.”

				“You must look a great deal like your father.”

				Yvan smiles at this, as if I’ve inadvertently said something extremely ironic. “The resemblance is striking, yes.”

				“Our lives,” I muse, “they’ve been similar…”

				Yvan makes a contemptuous sound of disagreement. “There is nothing similar about our lives.”

				“No, there is,” I counter, a bit put out by being so summarily dismissed. “When I was about five years old, my uncle moved us out of Valgard and to Halfix. It borders the northern wilds, in the middle of nowhere. I was schooled at home, just like you. I realize now he was trying to protect me from the attention looking exactly like my grandmother would bring. Just like your mother, he wanted me to be safe.”

				Yvan considers this, and I can tell he sees that I have a point.

				“So,” I say, after a few minutes of awkward silence, “you’re becoming a physician.”

				“Yes.” He nods. “Like my father. And you? You’re becoming an apothecary?”

				“Yes, like my mother,” I reply. “I’ve always been interested in growing herbs, making medicines. But I never dreamed I’d be attending University. I always wanted to. Before I was sent here, I thought I’d be a violin maker, like my uncle…”

				The words catch in my throat, and I can’t help it. At the thought of Uncle Edwin, I start to tear up. “He’s…he’s very sick.” I look down at my feet, struggling with my emotions.

				“So…you know how to make violins?” Yvan’s voice is low and kind.

				I nod.

				“From…wood?”

				This strikes me as funny, and I smile, wipe my tears and look up at him. “With the right tools, yes.”

				He thinks about this for a moment. “That’s…impressive.”

				“I suppose it is,” I agree, feeling unsettled by the compliment.

				“But the Guilds…”

				I shrug. “Won’t let women learn the trade. I know. My uncle taught me in secret.”

				He stands there for a moment, a surprised look on his face. “Have you played violin for a long time?”

				“Yes,” I reply. “Since I was a small child. And…and you? Do you play any instruments? Anything?”

				“No,” he says, shaking his head, looking as if he’s distracted by his own thoughts. “I heard a Fae violinist once, though. I was very young. I can still remember it. It was…beautiful.”

				The look of longing in his emerald eyes as he says the last few words catches me off guard, and I find myself flushing and needing to look away.

				As I glance around the barn floor, I become aware of papers scattered about. I pick one up. It’s a page from The Book of the Ancients. Puzzled, I get up and pick up a few more of the papers. More pages from The Book.

				“That’s odd,” I say as I continue to pick up pages, a stack growing in my hands. “Someone ripped up a copy of our holy book.” When my eyes meet his again, I’m surprised by the look he’s giving me. He’s grown as still as stone, his expression gone cold…and defiant. “Did you do this?” I ask, very slowly.

				He doesn’t move, but his unwavering look of defiance is answer enough.

				“Oh, take care, Yvan,” I breathe. “This is a major crime in Gardneria.” I hold up the stack of papers in my hands and gesture toward him with it. “Vogel wants to execute people for defacing The Book. Were you aware of that?”

				“I suppose it’s a good thing we’re not in Gardneria,” he replies, his green eyes hard.

				“You’re treading on very dangerous ground.”

				“Oh, really?” he shoots back. “And where would the safe ground be, Elloren? Because I’d really love to find it. Maybe if I looked exactly like Carnissa Gardner, it would be easier to find.”

				“That’s hardly fair.”

				“What about any of this is fair?”

				“I’m sorry. You’re absolutely right,” I say acidly. “My life has been so easy lately. I’m so happy that my looks offer me complete protection from all difficulties.”

				He looks momentarily surprised, then ill at ease as his brow knits tight. “We should be getting back,” he says. “The other kitchen laborers will notice that we’re both gone, and it will seem…odd.”

				“Why on Erthia would the two of us going off together seem odd?” I ask sarcastically.

				Yvan smiles slightly at this, but his eyes remain serious and sad.

				I reach up and touch his arm. “I want to help you rescue your dragon. What they’re doing to her is wrong.” My face tenses with frustration. “There’s so much we can’t change. But maybe…this is one thing we can do. And…” I think of the danger Tierney and the Icarals are in. And Trystan. And Yvan. My resolve hardens. “Dragonflight is a pretty good means of escape.”

				Yvan takes a deep breath and looks down at my hand. His arm is sinewy…and so warm. It feels good to touch him. Too good. The air shifts between us, to something kindled and sparking. Flustered, I let my hand fall away.

				“All right, Elloren Gardner,” Yvan relents, his eyes steady on mine. “Let’s see exactly how much trouble we can all get ourselves into.”

				* * *

				“You want to break into a Gardnerian military base and steal a dragon?”

				I’m facing Rafe, sitting on the chair by his book-strewn desk. Trystan, Rafe and Yvan are all poised on the edge of their beds, facing me in turn.

				Rafe is grinning widely. Trystan wears his usual guarded, unreadable expression, and Yvan looks like he’s recovering from finding himself firmly in cahoots with a bunch of Gardnerians from a family such as ours.

				“You’re serious?” Rafe prompts.

				“Yes.”

				Rafe shakes his head from side to side as he tries, unsuccessfully, to keep from laughing. “Well, I tell you, Ren,” he says, “things are a hell of a lot more interesting with you here at University.”

				“We always thought you were quiet and reserved,” Trystan observes, and I can see a small glimmer of amusement in his eyes, as well.

				“And now you want to steal dragons and rescue Selkies,” Rafe continues.

				“I don’t think our grandmother would be proud,” Trystan tells Rafe.

				“No, I think Trystan’s right,” Rafe agrees, giving me a look of mock disapproval. “You are being a very bad Gardnerian.”

				I glance over at Yvan, whose eyebrows are raised in surprise as he follows their unexpected banter.

				As always, I feel a little off-kilter being in a room that Yvan lives in, too. It’s intimate and strange. I can’t keep myself from noting things about him whenever I’m here. The titles of his books, what type of clothing he has slung over his chair or on his bed. It seems to me, from the way he averts his eyes when we meet each other’s gazes, that he feels the vague inappropriateness of it, too.

				“Ren,” Rafe says, his grin fading and his tone cautionary. “You do realize that, with the Selkie, if you’re caught, you’ll be fined for theft. If you steal a dragon from a military base, you’ll be branded part of the Resistance, brought up in front of a military tribunal and most likely shot. By multiple arrows. If you’re lucky, that is.”

				“I don’t think the dragon can be freed,” Yvan interjects. “I think they’ll kill her long before anyone can figure out how to get her out of her cage…if that’s even possible. Damion Bane’s magicked the lock.”

				“What’s the cage made out of?” Trystan inquires, suddenly intrigued. I can see that familiar light go on in his eyes. Trystan loves a mental puzzle.

				“Elfin steel,” Yvan replies. “It’s so strong it can withstand dragon fire.”

				“Ah. I’m familiar with it,” Trystan says. “It’s what the Elves make their arrow tips out of. It can only be manipulated before it sets. Once it sets and cools, it can never be worked with again.”

				“Can you get your hands on some of it?” Rafe asks Trystan, a mischievous look in his eyes.

				Trystan shrugs. “Some arrow tips, sure.” Trystan narrows his eyes at Rafe. “You want to experiment with it, don’t you?”

				“Maybe there’s a spell that can break it.”

				“Don’t you need a military-grade wand for that?” Trystan points out. “Wands that powerful are expensive, and I’m assuming that Yvan here, being a Kelt, probably doesn’t have one.”

				“Well, you’re a military apprentice,” Rafe points out to Trystan.

				Trystan shakes his head. “They don’t let us hold on to the wands. They keep them locked up in the armory. And we certainly don’t have the money to buy one—”

				“I have a wand,” I blurt out.

				Everyone stops talking and turns to stare at me.

				“Are you stealing wands now, too?” Rafe asks, clearly ready to believe me capable of anything at this point.

				“The morning we left Halfix, Sage gave me a wand. I think she stole it from Tobias, and… I didn’t want her to get into any more trouble than she already was in, so I sewed it into the lining of my travel case. I took it out when I arrived, and it’s been hidden in my pillow ever since.”

				“You’ve a wand in your pillow?” Trystan says, incredulous.

				I eye him sheepishly. “Yes. I do.”

				“Why was this girl in trouble?” Yvan asks, and I feel my face beginning to flush as I struggle to put together the answer to his question.

				“She…she fell in love with a Kelt.” I look away from him and catch Rafe’s eye as I do so. He’s studying me closely, one eyebrow cocked. “She’d been wandfasted to the son of a member of the Mage Council,” I continue, my eyes finding their way back to Yvan’s riveting green ones. “She ran away with the Kelt. She had a child with him. An Icaral.”

				Yvan’s eyebrows fly up. “This Icaral,” he says, leaning forward, staring at me intently. “It’s the one the Gardnerians are searching for?”

				“You’ve heard of him?” I say, surprised.

				“I heard that the Gardnerians are aware of a male Icaral hidden somewhere, and that many believe that this Icaral is the one of Prophecy.”

				“The Icarals that tried to kill me in Valgard thought that I was the next Black Witch,” I say. “And that I was sent to kill Sage’s baby.”

				“But it turns out Ren here can’t even do a simple candle-lighting spell,” Trystan tells Yvan. “So, as much as she loves to stalk babies so she can mercilessly slaughter them, she’ll have to pass on this one.”

				“He already knows how pathetic I am,” I tell Trystan, a little defensively.

				“I don’t think you’re pathetic at all,” Yvan says, his voice low and even.

				I blink, momentarily disoriented by his defense of me.

				Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Trystan and Rafe exchanging a quick, wondering glance. It makes me feel uncomfortably self-conscious, and I quickly look away from Yvan.

				“Trystan,” Rafe says congenially, thankfully changing the subject, “you get hold of some of those arrow tips, and Elloren, you can fetch that wand of yours.”

				Trystan shakes his head. “Even if Ren’s wand is powerful, it might take high-level spells to break Elfin steel. Spells I don’t have access to.”

				“Aislinn can get those,” I confess.

				They all gape at me, wide-eyed.

				I turn sheepish and slump down under the combined weight of their stares. “Maybe, I mean. She’s going to borrow a military grimoire from her father.”

				Rafe barks out a laugh. “Well, that’s settled, then. We have a wand, we’re soon to have a military grimoire—” he motions to Trystan “—and we’ve got our Level Five Mage here. Might as well see if we can tackle this cage.”

				“Does this mean you and Trystan will help us rescue the dragon?” I ask, astonished.

				Rafe grins at me widely. “Certainly looks that way, doesn’t it?”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

				Elfin Steel

				“I don’t even know where to begin,” Trystan comments as he stands making neat slicing motions in the air with the white wand. The Elfin steel arrow tip is propped up on a tree stump a few feet away. “I’ve been learning spells to magic Gardnerian weapons, and that’s about it.”

				We’re in a secluded clearing in the wilds, about a half hour’s walk from the University. We’ve all found it quite easily, starting at the edge of the field by the horse stables and walking straight toward a towering, vertical shard of salt-white Spine stone.

				The morning sunlight cuts through the trees around us, our breath fogging the cool air. I look around warily, feeling as if the trees are pulling away, whispering about me on the wind. I take a seat on a moss-covered rock and pull my cloak tight to fight off the stiff chill. Yvan is leaning against a tree, facing me, his expression wary and watchful, his eyes always coming back to me.

				He seems immune to the cold. I never see him wearing a cloak, but he’s always so warm—heat practically radiating off his body the few times I’ve been close to him, brushed his fingers, placed my hand on his arm…

				Yvan’s eyes meet mine, and heat flares between us. I flush and glance away.

				Rafe is flipping through the same type of grimoire that was handed to me for my wandtesting, the volume chock-full of basic spells. Diana sits on a long log next to him, her arms crossed, a determined expression on her face. Jarod quietly watches Trystan play with the wand.

				Andras sits, sharpening his rather scary, rune-marked silver labrys—the usual weapon of choice for the Amaz. It’s a huge weapon, able to deflect magic as well as split skulls, with the two axes attached to its long handle. Andras rubs a sharpening stone over the cutting edge of one side, a thin, rhythmic screech sounding from his steady, circular motion.

				Yvan steps forward from the tree, his hands on his hips. “Why do you want to help me free this dragon?” He glances around at everyone. “I’m not even sure it can be done. And even if it can—”

				“This is a dangerous idea,” Andras puts in flatly, setting the sharpening stone aside. “I do not know if I can be part of such a thing.” He gestures with his broad chin toward the arrowhead. “But I will help you try to break this steel. There will come a time when dragonflight east could help many.” He sets his dark eyes on Yvan. “And my people despise the caging of wild things.” He’s silent for a moment. “I have always wanted to see an unbroken dragon. I have heard they are magnificent.”

				“They are,” Yvan confirms with an edge of emotion in his voice.

				“I will take a look at your dragon, Kelt,” Andras tells Yvan. “And then I will decide if I will help the beast.”

				Yvan gives Andras a somber nod, then looks to Diana.

				“Jarod and I also despise the caging of wild animals,” Diana states vehemently, her arms crossed tight. “All Lupines do.” She nods in my direction. “And Elloren Gardner asked for our help. So we will help you free your dragon, Yvan Guriel.”

				“And you, Rafe?” Yvan asks. “Why would you go against your own people?”

				Rafe bares his teeth in a wide smile. “Oh, I don’t know, Yvan. Because Marcus Vogel’s a jackass, and the Gardnerians are really beginning to piss me off. What about you, Trystan?”

				Trystan is only half paying attention to all of us as he focuses intently on the wand and slices it through the air in small swirls. “They’re a bit self-righteous, yes,” he comments absently.

				“I wouldn’t mind seeing them with one less military dragon,” Rafe goes on.

				“You never know when a military dragon might come in handy,” Trystan agrees.

				Rafe laughs. “That’s quite true.”

				“I’ll start with the weakest fire spell I know and work my way up,” Trystan announces as he points the wand out in front of him, his other hand curled over his head gracefully.

				“What? The candle-lighting one?” Rafe wonders.

				“That would be the one,” Trystan replies.

				“Illiumin…” Trystan recites the words of the spell by rote. He flicks the wand in the direction of the steel.

				A sharp, orange flash flies from the tip of the white wand and knocks Trystan backward with its force. I flinch sharply back, almost falling off the rock as the flash collides with the Elfin arrow tip and turns the entire log it rests on into a ball of churning flames.

				Rafe’s eyes have flown open wide. “That was the candle-lighting spell?”

				Trystan nods, his mouth agape.

				“Hell of a wand you got there, Ren,” Rafe says.

				I stare at the flames, stunned. A fantastical idea flashes into my mind—wouldn’t it be incredible if Sage’s wand actually was the true White Wand of legend? The thought is so outrageously impossible, it almost makes me smile.

				It may not be the White Wand, I relent, but I’m glad it’s a better than average wand.

				“Did it do anything to the arrow tip?” I get up, walk over to the flames and peer in.

				“You can’t melt it,” Yvan says patiently, not moving from where he stands. “If dragon fire can’t melt it, your brother certainly can’t.”

				Sure enough, the arrow tip is unharmed and unmarked.

				“Perhaps we can break it,” Andras suggests, getting up and grabbing his labrys. He takes the tip, places it on another stump, raises his weapon high above his head and brings it down onto the arrow with a deafening clang that leaves my ears ringing.

				Again, the arrow tip remains unbroken and unblemished, albeit slightly recessed into the wood. Andras’s labrys, on the other hand, has a large crack in one of the ax heads.

				“Amazing,” Andras says as he examines the labrys. He glances over at the arrow tip with no small amount of awe. “I do not think this Elfin Steel can be broken.”

				“We shall see,” says Diana, irritated. She walks over to the arrowhead and glares at it as if it’s purposely defying her. She focuses in, puts one foot in front of the other and goes into a slight crouch, then in a fast, graceful arc, she swings her hand over her head and down onto the arrowhead.

				The stump splits into multiple pieces with an earsplitting crack.

				But, again, the arrowhead lies whole and untouched on top of the mess of kindling.

				“Ow,” Diana says as she rubs the side of her hand and fixes the arrowhead with a look of extreme annoyance.

				Jarod’s eyes go wide. “I’ve never heard my sister say ow before.”

				“Have I ever told you that you have an extremely scary girlfriend?” Trystan asks Rafe.

				“Multiple times.” Rafe grins. He walks over to Diana and she holds up the side of her hand accusatorily. He takes her hand and kisses down its side.

				“I really would try and avoid pissing her off,” Trystan suggests.

				“I’ll keep that in mind,” Rafe says, smiling at a very perturbed Diana as he pulls her into a warm hug.

				Trystan pulls out the University’s grimoire, and for the next hour or so, he goes through almost every spell in the book. He tries every type of heating spell, division spell, lighting spell, transformation spell and hurling spell he can find on the arrowhead, every incantation intensified by the wand. By the end of the hour, we’re still left with an untouched arrowhead, sitting at the bottom of a large, scorched and partially flaming crater.

				“You sure picked a challenge here, Yvan,” Rafe remarks as we stare down at the arrowhead.

				Jarod lifts his head and sniffs the air, surprise crossing his features. “Aislinn’s coming.”

				I look around searchingly. Aislinn is back early from her trip to Valgard, the festivities surrounding Marcus Vogel’s elevation to High Mage the perfect excuse for a visit to her family—and her father’s Mage Council office. I’ve told her about this meeting, what we’re trying to do and how to find us, just in case she was back in time.

				I hear her light footsteps on the leaves, the rustle of her skirts, before she tentatively emerges from the trees. Stress is taking its toll on Aislinn, her face strained.

				Jarod looks as if it’s taking all the strength he possesses not to go to her, sweep her up in his arms and run off with her.

				“I have something for all of you,” she says. She pulls the sack off her shoulder, fishes inside it and draws forth a black leather-bound volume.

				My breath catches in my throat, my hand coming up to cover my astonished mouth. “Holy First Children…you actually got it.”

				Aislinn glances at me soberly, then hands the book to Trystan, who eyes it with astonishment.

				“Sweet Ancient One,” he breathes as he takes it. “You did it.”

				“What is it?” Andras asks.

				Trystan turns to Andras. “It’s a Black Grimoire. Only members of the Mage Council and high-ranking military officers are allowed access to this. These are highly protected spells. Not just Gardnerian spells, either. Fae spells, too.”

				Trystan flips through the book with care as he speaks. “During the Realm War, the Gardnerians got hold of Fae Grimoires. There are some spells that the Gardnerians can use with wand magic, like the spells that break down a Fae glamour. Those spells are in here.” Trystan holds up the book to Aislinn. “How did you get this?”

				“My father,” Aislinn says softly. “He keeps a copy hidden away in his Council office. So I…borrowed it. He doesn’t know.”

				Rafe spits out an incredulous laugh. “I’d imagine not.”

				“This is dangerous,” Trystan says to her. “Really dangerous.”

				“I know,” she replies, the words tentative, but there’s cold defiance in her eyes. “I’ll slip it back after you copy the spells.” She looks around at all of us. “There’s something you should know. I overheard some of the Council members talking about a weapon the Gardnerians have now, something they’re planning to use on the Lupines. It…it upset me. I got scared for…the Lupines.” She steals a quick, troubled glance at Jarod.

				Diana makes a contemptuous sound. “They’ve been threatening us for years. Always trying something new. Nothing ever comes of it.”

				“No,” Aislinn cuts in sharply. “Something’s different this time. Especially with Vogel in power. They seem sure of it. Smug, almost. They want to kill all of the Lupines. They want your land. And they want to send a message.”

				“Their magic doesn’t work on us,” Diana reminds Aislinn, a tad condescendingly. “And we’ll tear your dragons limb from limb.”

				Aislinn looks back at her gravely. “All the same.” She gestures toward the grimoire. “Perhaps this can help with more than just freeing the dragon.”

				Everyone is silent for a long moment. We’re officially playing with our lives now, stealing a Mage Council Grimoire and plotting to free a Gardnerian military dragon. And an unbroken military dragon, at that.

				“I should go,” Aislinn says, frowning. “I don’t want to chance anyone seeing me with all of you. If anyone notices the grimoire is missing… I don’t want anyone to think I may have passed it to any of you.”

				“What you did was very brave,” Rafe tells her.

				She nods at him and turns to leave.

				“Aislinn, wait.” Jarod steps toward her.

				She holds up a hand to stop him, her face pained. “No, Jarod. Please… I have to go.”

				“We need to talk,” Jarod insists, anguish breaking through.

				Aislinn’s hands grasp at her skirts as she shakes her head from side to side and begins to cry.

				Jarod goes to her and takes her in his arms, pulling her close, kissing her head. She clings to him and weeps into his broad chest.

				Diana stares at the two of them in shock, apparently having completely missed what’s going on in her brother’s life. Jarod whispers something to Aislinn, and she nods.

				“I need to talk to Aislinn privately,” Jarod says, noting his sister’s hurt look. “I’ll speak with you later, Diana.”

				His words don’t seem to register with Diana as she stares after her twin brother, almost as if she doesn’t know him anymore.

				Jarod leads Aislinn away, the two of them quickly swallowed up by the woods.

				“Diana,” Rafe says gently.

				Diana whirls around to face my brother. “Did you know?”

				“I figured it out. It’s been pretty obvious.”

				“Why didn’t you tell me?”

				“Well, for starters, it’s really none of my business,” Rafe says as he wraps his arms around her. “And besides, you’re the one with all the superior senses, not me.”

				“I think her attention has been focused elsewhere,” Trystan observes wryly.

				Diana still looks a bit hurt, but Rafe’s embrace seems to mollify her, and she leans into him as if absorbing some of his equanimity.

				“The girl, Aislinn,” Andras inquires, turning to me, his voice deep and resonant. “Her father…he is on the Mage Council?”

				“Yes,” I reply.

				“It will end badly,” Andras predicts, shaking his head. “You cannot break the bonds of your culture. It’s like that arrowhead.”

				I glance down at the Elfin metal that still lies whole and untouched on the scorched ground.

				When I look back up, Yvan’s fiery eyes lock onto mine, alight with a defiance that kindles my own.

				* * *

				That night, I dream.

				I’m in Yvan’s barn, bathed in the faint light of a lantern’s glow. Instead of just a few pages from The Book scattered thinly about, thousands of them carpet the barn’s floor.

				A figure emerges from the shadows. Yvan. His outline shimmers, fluid and indistinct, then rapidly coalesces into a solid presence.

				He strides toward me, green eyes blazing. The pages swirl around his feet, the thin paper light as feathers. Without hesitation, Yvan pulls me toward himself and joins his lips to mine in fierce urgency.

				I gasp, stunned by the intensity of his unexpected kiss. I feel the warmth coming off his skin through the rough wool of his shirt as I melt into his hunger, the feel and taste of him molten. Like honey warmed to scorched liquid, shuddering through me.

				I slide my hand up the taut muscles of his neck, through his hair. Feel his hot breath on me as he kisses my neck, my face, my hair, my lips, as if starved for me.

				“I love you, Elloren,” he says, his voice ragged.

				The warmth blooming inside me swells and fills my heart with a happiness so raw, it hurts. It feels so right to be with him. Like coming home after a long, impossible journey.

				“Yvan,” I breathe against the sharp line of his jaw. “I love you, too.”

				Out of nowhere, a fierce wind whips up.

				The pages of The Book swirl and lift, then cyclone around us, taking on a fierce life of their own. I cry out as the pages push between us and force us apart, their sharp edges scraping mercilessly at my skin.

				And then I can’t see him. I can only see a wall of white as thousands of pages roar around me, the sound deafening.

				“Yvan!” I scream.

				But it’s no use. He can’t hear me over the roar of The Book.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

				Naga

				“So, Kelt,” Ariel asks Yvan as we trudge through the woods en route to Yvan’s dragon, “is there any chance that your dragon will eat the Black Witch here?”

				I see the corner of Yvan’s lip twitch up, but he keeps his eyes on the path ahead. “I suppose it’s possible,” he replies.

				“Or perhaps it will envelop her in a ball of flames,” Ariel muses gleefully.

				I scowl at her as I trip clumsily over a tangle of roots. She knows full well how much I hate it when she calls me “Black Witch.” But I’m worn down from arguing with her. It’s impossible to reason with Ariel, and telling her I hate something just prompts her to do it more.

				My brothers, the Lupines, Andras and Wynter silently accompany us. Unlike me, none of them trips over anything. They are all so annoyingly stealthy.

				“Ariel likes to bait me,” I complain darkly to Yvan, whose lip curls up a fraction more.

				Diana was the one to convince Ariel and Wynter to accompany us, since they can talk to dragons with their minds. Aislinn has volunteered to watch over Marina.

				Although Ariel views Diana as something of a barbarian, never quite trusting the Lupine not to snack on her feathered friends, there’s something direct about Diana’s manner that is often able to pierce the fog of rancid darkness Ariel seems perpetually enveloped in and tormented by. So, in the end, Ariel’s curiosity won out, and she agreed to come, her decision bolstered by the fact that Wynter is joining us, as well.

				“I’ll be able to speak with the dragon,” Ariel gloats at me, “and I’ll be able to direct her as to which of your limbs she should tear off first. But you won’t know what I’m telling her. It will have to be a surprise.”

				“Well, then, why don’t you just practice your silent communication skills starting now?” I wearily reply.

				Ariel smiles wickedly and flashes her long, stained teeth at me. “Perhaps I’d feel friendlier toward the Black Witch,” she says to Yvan slyly, “if she hadn’t kept me up all night.”

				A sickening panic shoots through me and halts my steps. Ariel slows then stops, as well, the rest of our party following suit as they regard the two of us with wary curiosity.

				“Ariel, please,” I plead as I become uncomfortably flushed.

				“She talks in her sleep,” Ariel explains to Yvan, her smile widening. “It was especially annoying last night.”

				I feel exposed and raw, ready to burst into tears at any moment.

				“Ariel.” Diana takes a menacing step toward her. “Enough.”

				“We should be on our way,” Rafe breaks in. “There’s only so much daylight left.”

				I nod at him stiffly, feeling bolted to the ground.

				Ariel glances around slowly, taking her time, savoring my misery. “Don’t worry, Black Witch,” she finally says. “I won’t tell Yvan what kind of dreams you have about him.”

				Yvan’s eyebrows fly up, and he glances at me in surprise before looking uncomfortably away. Diana emits a low growl, her lip curling up.

				Ariel hisses at Diana in turn and crouches into a defensive posture until Diana relents and lets Rafe lead her away, almost everyone following.

				Wynter pauses, her expression of sympathy the only thing able to get me moving again.

				I follow them in a daze of shame and fight back the urge to burst into tears.

				So Yvan knows I’ve dreamed of him. So what? People can’t control their dreams.

				* * *

				My painful humiliation dissolves when we reach Yvan’s dragon.

				The dragon lies on her side, eyes closed, in a large pool of blood, her spectacular onyx hide covered, just covered, with gashes and lash marks. One of her wings and a hind leg are bent at odd, unnatural angles.

				My hand flies reflexively over my mouth, my breath cinching tight, overcome by such sadistic cruelty.

				“Oh, no,” Yvan gasps as he lurches toward the cage, dropping to his knees before it and grasping at the bars. Looking stricken, Wynter goes to Yvan, her wings wrapped tight around her small frame.

				“Whoever did this needs to die,” Diana snarls, low and menacing, her eyes lit up with wild fury. Fury that’s reflected in both Jarod’s and Andras’s expressions.

				Ariel is frozen, a look of shock on her pallid face. Unexpectedly, she bursts forth with a jolt of violent outrage and hurls herself at the cage, her eyes wild. “Get her out!” Ariel cries. “Get her out of that cage!” She crumples to the ground, her face ravaged, her fists clutching at the steel bars.

				Trystan moves forward to speak to Ariel, cool and collected, as he holds up the white wand. “That’s what we’re going to try and do,” he tells her gently. “But we won’t be able to do it if you alert every soldier within ten leagues of our presence.”

				Ariel clings to the cage, her breathing ragged, her look of rage lessening to one of pure devastation.

				Yvan’s arm is stretched through the bars, his hand on the dragon’s bloodied back. “She’s still alive,” he says, his voice uncharacteristically shaken.

				The dragon opens her green eye halfway and looks right at Yvan, an ocean of misery in her gaze.

				Tears sting at my eyes.

				Andras goes over to where Yvan kneels and surveys the scene. “Her wing is broken,” he observes with barely concealed outrage. “So is her leg, and she’s lost a great deal of blood. Perhaps the Empath can tell us if there is any hope.” He glances pointedly at Wynter, who takes a deep breath before kneeling down and reaching toward the cage.

				The dragon’s gaze shifts to Wynter as she places her pale hand on the dragon’s gleaming, scaled hide and closes her eyes tightly, her expression pained. “She wants me to know her name is Naga. And that she wants to move, but she can’t. She is in too much pain.” Wynter’s voice is a choked whisper, her thin mouth trembling. “Her thoughts are full of despair. All she ever wanted…” Wynter momentarily breaks off, tears trickling down her cheeks. “All she ever wanted was to fly free. To feel the wind on her wings. But…there’s no fighting them. An image fills her mind. Yvan. Her good friend. Her only friend. She wants him and his people to flee before these Gardnerian monsters find them. Yvan thinks he can save her, but he can’t. Even though he is a…” Wynter gasps, her eyes flying open with shocked realization, her head swiveling around to face Yvan.

				Yvan blanches, and he stands up and backs away from Wynter. “Wynter, please.”

				“Yvan,” she breathes as she shakes her head in disbelief. “It can’t be. How can it be so?”

				“I beg of you,” he pleads.

				Wynter bows her head as if attempting to collect herself. She closes her eyes tightly for a moment, then opens them and regards Yvan calmly. “Give me your hand,” she directs as she holds out one of her own, the other on the dragon.

				“Wynter, I…”

				“You do not need to fear this with me,” she says firmly, her hand still outstretched.

				Yvan looks positively stricken. But then he surrenders and gives his hand to her. Wynter closes her eyes as she reads both Yvan’s thoughts and those of the dragon, her brow periodically tensing, her head nodding as if engaged in some private, hidden conversation. Finally, she opens her eyes, Yvan’s hand still in hers. “Empaths are the keepers of secrets,” she tells him.

				I glance around in confusion. Jarod’s and Diana’s expressions are stern and unreadable, and Andras’s fist is tight on his ax handle. Trystan and Ariel are looking at Yvan with wary concern.

				“I don’t mean to interrupt you,” Rafe tells Wynter, stepping forward, “but if there’s something we need to know about Yvan, I think you should tell us. If there’s some danger…”

				“He is no danger to any of us,” Wynter states with calm certainty. “He can be trusted completely.”

				Rafe looks hard at her and at Yvan, eyes narrowed, before relenting. “All right,” he says to Wynter, “what can you tell us about the odds of getting Naga out alive?”

				Wynter concentrates once more on the dragon.

				“Naga,” Yvan asks the dragon, anguish breaking through, “who did this to you?”

				The dragon’s gaze tightens with pain. “A soldier,” Wynter translates for the dragon. “Their Dragon Master.” She winces sharply. “Mage Damion Bane.”

				“Ancient One,” I fume, disgusted. “Of course it would be one of the Banes.”

				“We’re going to get you out of here,” Yvan tells the dragon, his lip curling with white-hot resolve. “We’ll find a way.”

				“There is no way,” Wynter translates. “He’s going to come back. He’s going to torture me until I break…or die.”

				“We’ll stop him,” Rafe says.

				“Then they will send another,” Wynter continues. “There is no stopping them.”

				“No,” Trystan remarks as he runs his hands up and down the bars, studying them. “We’re going to find a way to break this cage and get you out.”

				“Then you must find it soon, Gardnerian,” Wynter translates, the dragon’s eyes full of dark urgency. “Very soon.”

				* * *

				We don’t see much of Trystan over the next few days. He’s careful to keep to his regular schedule, as we all are, all of us overstretched with exhausting work assignments and exam time looming. Even so, Trystan takes the time to disappear into the woods every evening to practice spells on the arrowhead with the white wand.

				Ariel takes to pacing the room, her raven keeping a close eye on her from its perch on her bed. She’s angry, morose and more on edge than usual. We all are. The Selkie seems to sense this. Like the raven, she watches us closely with worried eyes, curling up with Diana at night, her greatest comfort.

				And Yvan seems troubled and distant, his private focus as intense on me as ever, but fully at odds with how he’s holding himself back from me. He stays by the Keltic and Urisk kitchen workers, careful to pick tasks that don’t send him into close proximity with me. And he avoids the small opportunities for conversation that he was starting to take advantage of, even though I can sense our intensifying pull toward each other from clear across the room.

				It’s upsetting and confusing, but I try to stuff the hurt down and focus on studying and remaining above suspicion.

				I fall to brooding over what will happen if Marina is found, over whether or not Yvan’s dragon can possibly survive and what it is that Wynter now knows about Yvan. There are so many strange things about him, like his speed and strength in dealing with Damion when rescuing the Urisk girl. How he seems to be able to communicate with the dragon just by staring at her. How he appears to sense my thoughts. The unnatural heat of his skin.

				What secret is he hiding?

				

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

				Yvan

				“Are you still mean?”

				The small child’s voice coming from high above startles me. I strain in the darkness to make her out among the thick branches of the pine tree that stands outside the kitchen. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of the little Urisk girl, Fern, in a long time. I’m surprised she’s still here.

				“Where are you?” I call up, keeping my voice as low as possible, remembering that she’s illegally here, smuggled off the Fae Islands by her grandmother.

				“But are you still mean?”

				I think back, with no small amount of shame, to that day when Lukas came into the kitchen with me and threatened everyone so coolly, reducing little Fern to terrified tears.

				“Iris and Bleddyn say you’re still mean,” she muses, her voice tiny, “but Yvan says you’re not. Not anymore.”

				“Did he really?” A warm, pleasant flush prickles through me.

				“Grandma says she doesn’t know. And I don’t know, either.”

				I consider this. “I was mean, but I didn’t want to be. And I’m sorry. I’m not mean anymore. At least I hope I’m not.”

				“Oh, okay.”

				Everything is quiet for a moment.

				“Fern?”

				“Hmm?”

				“Why are you up in a tree? It’s not safe to be so high.”

				“I’m playing Black Witch.”

				My eyes widen with surprise. “Black Witch?”

				“All the kids used to play it on the Islands. When the overseers weren’t looking. Someone gets to be the Black Witch, and everyone else has to hide.”

				“What happens if she catches you?” I ask.

				“She kills you, of course.”

				I freeze in place. “That…sounds like a scary game,” I say, shame seeping through me.

				This is my grandmother’s legacy? A child’s game where she’s the evil monster out to kill them?

				“You’re pretty,” the little voice says.

				“Thank you,” I reply, and I can hear her giggling through the leaves.

				“Yvan thinks you’re pretty, too.”

				“He does?” My cheeks grow warm with surprised delight.

				“I told him you look like a princess, and he thought so, too.”

				“Oh,” I say, charmed and lit up by this.

				“He’s my friend,” she prattles on. “He plays with me sometimes.”

				“Does he, now?”

				I try to picture it. Serious, intense Yvan playing with a child. But then I remember that time I saw him with little Fern when she spilled the bubbles all over his shirt. I remember the smile on his face. How patient he was.

				“He makes me toys, too.”

				“Really?”

				“Yup. He made me a bubble wand and a duck puzzle out of wood.”

				“That’s nice.”

				“He’s nice.”

				When it happens, it’s so fast I don’t have time to react. There’s a loud crack, a high-pitched shriek and a sickening thump.

				And then the screaming begins.

				I drop my book bag and leap toward her small form, crumpled on the ground in front of me. She’s fallen from the top of the tree, all the way down to land on the sharp end of a hoe that lies at the base of the tree. It’s so dark, I can’t make out much, but I can see that her right leg is very broken and that blood gushes from the wound.

				“Oh, Ancient One,” I breathe, my heart racing as Fern writhes and screams at the top of her lungs. Panicked, I look wildly around for help and see Yvan running toward us from the livestock barns.

				“She fell. From the top of the tree. She fell on the hoe. She’s bleeding. Her leg’s broken.” My words come out in a tangled rush as he kneels down and takes quick stock of the situation. His head darts around. Fern isn’t supposed to be here. If anyone finds her here…

				“Keep her quiet!” he orders.

				“How?”

				“Just do it!”

				I sit down behind Fern, grab her head and cover her mouth firmly, her screams quickly and effectively muffled, and start to feel immediately sick to my stomach at having to do this. Her little body bucks and tenses against me as her hands claw at my arms and at the air. I try harder to restrain her. Yvan pulls up her pant leg and I can make out a shard of bone sticking clear out of her leg.

				“Elloren,” Yvan orders me sharply. “Hold her steady.”

				I keep one hand wrapped around Fern’s head and covering her mouth, and grasp her arms with the other. Yvan takes her leg in his hands and feels around with dexterous fingers. Then, out of the blue, he jerks her leg back into position. Fern convulses and she moans with terror and pain.

				“What are you doing?” I cry, wildly confused.

				Now he’s grabbing the newly straightened leg with both hands, completely covering the wound. He closes his eyes, as if in meditation, and holds the leg steady.

				“Yvan!” I cry. “Why are you doing this? We need a real physician! Right now!”

				But Fern’s screaming begins to lessen, and her muscles go slack, her arms falling limply to her sides. She whimpers softly, and then even that begins to subside. Yvan stays where he is, eyes closed as if he’s concentrating all his energy on her leg.

				Fern is quietly trembling now, and I see the familiar figure of her grandmother hurrying over to us.

				Fernyllia drops the scrap buckets in her arms when she catches sight of her granddaughter lying on the ground.

				Yvan opens his eyes and looks over at me. “Release her, Elloren,” he says.

				Wildly unsure, I take my hands off the child and sit back, Fern’s head limp in my lap.

				Fern sniffles, her body still trembling, but she doesn’t seem to be in pain anymore.

				Yvan takes his hands slowly off her leg. The blood on his hands, on Fern’s leg and her clothing looks like splashes of ink in the darkness. Incredibly, Fern pulls her leg in and holds out her hands to her grandmother. I sit back and stare at her, unable to believe my eyes.

				How can it be? The bone—it was sticking clear through her leg!

				Yvan steps back as Fernyllia takes Fern into her arms and hugs her tightly.

				“My precious girl,” Fernyllia says as she kisses her granddaughter’s head. “What happened?”

				“I fell out of the tree,” Fern sobs, “and Yvan fixed my leg. But it hurt.”

				“It was just a scrape,” Yvan tells Fernyllia.

				What?

				Did we just witness the same scene? I saw the odd angle of her leg, the bone sticking through it. And her blood is everywhere. Proof that I’m not mistaken.

				Yvan takes in my wildly incredulous stare and looks back at me, his face harsh, as if willing me to remain silent. I glance pointedly at his hands, at the bloodstains all over his lap. I know that there are healers who can fix such extreme breaks over a span of a few months, but I’ve never heard of anything like this.

				“Thank you, Yvan,” Fernyllia says with deep gratitude. She turns to me. “And thank you, Mage Gardner.”

				“Elloren helped me,” Fern tells her grandmother, her head flat against her chest, clearly exhausted by her ordeal.

				Fernyllia kisses the top of the child’s head before looking at me meaningfully. “Perhaps Elloren and Yvan would like some tea and apple pie,” she says in that singsong voice people use with children, and her use of my first name stuns me. Fernyllia gently bops her granddaughter’s nose with her fingertip. “And I’ll make some hot maple cream for you, little one. Would that make you feel better?”

				Fern’s head bobs up and down weakly. Fernyllia stands up, her granddaughter cradled in her stout arms.

				“Go ahead,” Yvan says kindly. “We’ll be right in.”

				A quizzical look flashes over Fernyllia’s features before she nods and leaves us.

				“How did you do that?” I demand in a low, urgent whisper as soon as Fernyllia is out of earshot. “That’s healing magic. And Kelts don’t have magic.”

				He won’t meet my gaze. “I don’t know what you mean, Elloren. Her leg was dislocated. I simply popped it back into position.”

				“That leg was broken. In half. I saw the bone, Yvan. With my own two eyes. And you’re covered in blood. That was no scrape!”

				His eyes meet mine, the angry intensity back in full force.

				“And the dragon. You can talk to her, can’t you?” I press on. “Just like Wynter and Ariel can. With your mind. How can you do that, Yvan? And when you went after Damion to help Olilly…you were so fast…you were like a blur. I thought I was imagining things, but I can’t be imagining all of this. What are you hiding from us?”

				“Nothing,” he says, evading my eyes, his jaw tensing. “You are imagining things.” He visibly struggles with his thoughts for a moment before setting his eyes back on me, his gaze now searing. He leans in, his tone sharp. “You need to stop.”

				I am undeterred. “I won’t stop,” I insist, leaning in, as well. “I won’t stop until you tell me what’s going on.” My brow tenses, concern for him breaking through. “Tell me, Yvan. You can trust me.”

				There’s a flash of tortured conflict in his eyes, and his lips part as if he’s about to level with me. There’s a chasm of sadness there, and my heart wrenches as I sense it.

				But then his mouth clamps shut and the conflicted look is gone, only a hard anger remaining.

				“I need to go,” he tells me icily. “I have work to do.”

				“Yvan,” I plead. “Wait…”

				But I can only watch him, deeply discouraged, as he turns and stalks away from me into the night.

				* * *

				Wildly unsettled, I go to the kitchen, where I find Fern sitting next to her grandmother and sipping at a mug of maple cream.

				Fernyllia has just finished cleaning up the child’s wound, the leg straight and strong and marked only with a small, red bruise.

				Fernyllia looks up as I enter. “Where’s young Yvan?” she asks.

				I take a deep breath. “He had to go. He…has a lot of studying to catch up on.”

				“Such a hard worker, that one.” She clucks and shakes her head as she places her warm shawl cozily around little Fern’s shoulders. The child sets down her mug and reaches for her grandmother, Fernyllia chuckling. “Up with you,” she prods the child, who briefly rises so her grandmother can sit and then pull the child into her broad lap.

				Settling in, Fern reaches for the maple cream and sips at it, her eyes shyly meeting mine.

				“I misjudged you, Elloren Gardner,” Fernyllia says quietly as she strokes her granddaughter’s hair.

				“I initially misjudged you, as well,” I admit.

				Fernyllia’s eyes flick to the white band that encircles my arm. “You don’t really stand with Vogel, do you, love?”

				I shoot her a level stare and shake my head.

				She gives me a shrewd look of appraisal, her mouth tilting up into a grin. “I thought not.” Satisfied, she goes back to rocking and murmuring to the child.

				I watch as Fern grows increasingly sleepy, until, at last, Fernyllia gently takes the mug of warm cream out of her granddaughter’s hands and lets the child fall asleep on her lap.

				“I’m sorry,” I murmur. “I’m sorry I was so ignorant…and wrong, when I first came here.”

				Fernyllia looks at me appraisingly and then glances down at the child. “Apology accepted,” she replies with a smile. “Have some tea, Elloren Gardner.” She motions toward the teapot and mugs before her, minty steam wafting from the pot’s spout.

				I pour myself some tea and drink it with Fernyllia as she rocks her granddaughter gently back and forth, the scene full of comfort.

				I’m stung by Yvan’s anger and refusal to be honest with me, but as I watch the child sleeping and grip at my mug, the steaming heat seeps into my hands and some of my tension dissipates.

				Fernyllia starts to sing a soft lullaby in Uriskal, the staccato language surprisingly lulling when lifted in song.

				I slump back, sip at my tea and bask in this new, heartening friendship.

				As I doggedly try to puzzle out Yvan Guriel’s secret.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER NINETEEN

				Fae

				“He must be Fae,” Aislinn says as she flips through a leather-bound text with silver-rimmed pages.

				The two of us are sitting on the floor of her room, her two Elfin lodging mates absent. We’re squandering precious study time, poring over every book on Faekin that we can get our hands on.

				“It must be strange,” I observe, looking around her room, “living with two Elves.”

				Her face darkens. “I suspect I won’t be for too much longer. Now that the Verpacian Council is being run by Gardnerians.”

				The University Council has always required the integration of lodging rooms, Gardnerians and Elves generally placed together since our countries are allied, our ways similarly reserved. But it’s only a matter of time until this widely disliked policy is dismantled by the Verpacian Council, with its new Gardnerian majority.

				A fire roars in the fireplace beside us, a variety of books strewn about. I glance over at Aislinn’s bed, which is sequestered in a corner. Her things are finely made—her bed’s deep green sheets are made of expensive, Alfsigr Ellusian cotton, and her books are crisp and new. Her clothes, while simple, are nonetheless crafted from silk and fine linen, and her comb and brush set is silver.

				But these things pale in comparison to the ethereal living space of the Alfsigr maidens who reside with her. Canopied beds graced with ivory silken sheets have spiraling posts wound tight with living vines, their black-green leaves interspersed with delicate white flowers that give off a subtle scent as clean as a spring shower. Intricate tapestries done up in white, silver and black knot-work designs set off a complementary rug with a similar, darker design. A long bookshelf holds bowls of translucent crystals and black texts titled with embossed Elfin script. At the foot of one bed stands a lovely harp in the rich hues of the Tortoiseshell Mahogany tree, its strings glimmering gold.

				“There are legends of Fae healers who can do miraculous things,” Aislinn tells me, pulling my attention from the Elves’ waterfall fountain. It’s set near an arching window and surrounded by a variety of flowering plants in ivory pots with black knotwork designs. Its gentle rush is pleasing to the ear and sends a soothing moisture into the air.

				I direct my gaze back to my own text, pausing to run my finger along a fanciful illustration of a Sylphan Air Fae. She’s garbed in flowing, gray garments, riding on a cloud.

				I trace along the Sylph’s ear. “Yvan doesn’t have pointed ears,” I note.

				“Could be a glamour,” Aislinn postulates.

				I point to a passage in my text. “Which, according to this, would narrow our choices down to Sylphan Air, Lasair Fire and Asrai Water Fae. It says here that they’re the only Fae who can glamour.” I pick up my mug of hot tea and sip at it, the weighty ceramic mug warming my hands. “Iron doesn’t bother him. He touches it all the time in the kitchen.”

				“Maybe he’s only part Fae,” Aislinn replies absently, as she runs her finger down the index of another text and begins to flip through it. “He might still feel an aversion to it, though.”

				I try to remember a time when Yvan seemed the least put off by the iron cookware or stoves, but I can’t remember ever seeing him distressed by the contact. And, unlike Tierney, he always goes ungloved.

				“There are so many types of Fae,” Aislinn muses as she reads. “Hundreds. And all of them so different.”

				Fantastical images from the books’ illustrations hang bright in my mind. The Laminak Fae, with their crystalline underground castles. The goat-herding Hollen Fae, their cities carved into mountaintops. Sylphan Fae, who could render themselves transparent.

				“Look at these,” I marvel, pointing out an illustration. “They have butterfly wings!”

				“Hmm,” Aislinn says with a nod. “Moss Fae. I’ve heard tales of them. They’re trouper Fae. Put on plays for the monarchy.”

				I skim over descriptions of the Skogsra Fae, who dwell deep in the forest with the owls, and the stern Ymir Fae of the Northern Mountains, their sharp-spired dwellings formed completely from ice.

				“Have you ever heard of the Vila Fae?” Aislinn asks.

				“Are they elemental?”

				She smiles and shakes her head. “No. Candela. Color Fae. Vila had an affinity for violet. They could transform themselves into the shade. The Sidhe used them as spies. That’s why purple still isn’t permitted in the Mage Council Hall.”

				“It’s amazing they were ever a cohesive group,” I muse as I flip through my text. “They’re all so…different.”

				“Mostly cohesive anyway,” Aislinn comments as she picks at another book. “Except for the Solitary Fae.”

				“Solitary?”

				“Fae that existed independent of Sidhe Court politics. Renegades. Nomads. Like the Dryads. The Lasair Fire Fae.” Aislinn’s finger pauses. “Oh, here’s something. The Lasair Fire Fae had powerful healing magic…” Aislinn’s finger moves again as she skims down the section. “Powerful fire magic, gifted healers, fiercely independent, nomadic.” She shoots me a significant look before continuing. “Bright-green eyes…extremely dangerous…” Aislinn’s mouth quirks into a small smile, her eyes lifting to mine again. “Physically very attractive. I know he’s a Kelt, but…he is a bit attractive, don’t you think?”

				I shrug cagily. “A bit,” I allow, not wanting to spark Aislinn’s suspicion about my senseless crush on Yvan Guriel. “We should put that one on the list,” I prod, attempting to sound nonchalant as I grip my mug and Aislinn scratches it down.

				Fire Fae. Could Yvan be part Lasair?

				“He’s so strong and fast,” I muse, remembering. “Always going off in the woods. I think I told you—for a time I wondered if he was secretly Lupine.”

				I regret saying this as soon as the word leaves my lips. At the mention of Lupines, Aislinn’s face becomes instantly strained.

				“How are things between you and Jarod?” I venture.

				She doesn’t answer for a moment, just sits staring at the book. “I’m speaking to him, if that’s what you mean,” she says, her tone evasive. “Please, let’s not discuss it any further. I’ve made my decision. I can’t abandon my sisters and my mother. So there’s no sense talking about it.”

				Troubled, I take in her wan appearance. Aislinn’s been increasingly away, visiting with her family, gone now most weeks’ ends. Partially to keep up appearances, in case anyone notices the grimoire is missing, and partially to avoid her feelings for Jarod.

				“Aislinn,” I tell her, “your happiness matters, too. Not just theirs.”

				Her expression becomes pained. “And how could I ever be happy, knowing I abandoned my family?”

				“But you wouldn’t be abandoning them.”

				She shakes her head, her eyes tight with anguish, and I know I can’t sway her right now.

				I let out a long sigh. “I miss having you around more. You’re one of the few people I can really be honest with.”

				Aislinn knits her brow at this. “I know. I feel the same way. But at least you have Diana…”

				I feel a pang of resentful bitterness pass through me at the mention of Diana’s name, remembering something that happened between us a few days ago.

				* * *

				I was in the North Tower’s washroom, naked after a long bath, faced with the scratched mirror before me.

				Gardnerians do not, as a rule, keep mirrors in washrooms. It’s considered unseemly and wrong to view oneself naked. But as I caught a glimpse of my reflection that night, I was struck by the beauty of my glimmering form. Pretending, on a whim, to be Diana, wondering what it would be like to be as comfortable in my own skin as she is in hers, I stretched my arms high up over my head shamelessly, just as Diana always seems to be doing, mimicking her unself-conscious ways.

				Just as I was doing this, Diana barged into the small room. Mortified, my hands immediately flew down to cover myself as I reflexively hunched over. I felt a sharp spike of shame, even though Diana, herself, was naked. I glared at her, absolutely hating her inability to knock.

				Diana paused, taking stock of the situation. “Ah, good,” she said approvingly. “You are admiring yourself, as you should. Youth and beauty are a gift from Maiya. We should revel in it.”

				“Get out!” I cried, wanting to literally throw her out of the room. “You need to knock! I’ve told you this a million times! It’s like you’re deaf!”

				“I most certainly am not deaf,” she huffed. “My hearing is vastly superior—”

				“Get out!”

				“But—”

				“I said, get out!”

				Diana made a great show of looking disgruntled and offended before padding out of the room in a snit. A few minutes later after my murderous feelings toward the Lupine princess had begun to abate, I heard a very perfunctory knock on the door.

				“What?” I snapped. Did she ever give up? Ever?

				“May I please come in and speak with you?” she announced with stiff formality.

				“No!” I cried, still fuming as I pulled on a camisole and pantaletes.

				After a few seconds there was another knock. “What about now?” she asked, sounding genuinely confused.

				I let out a deep sigh. As easy as it is to get mad at Diana, it’s just as hard to stay mad at her. “Come in,” I relented.

				Diana padded back in and took a seat on the edge of the washtub, eyeing me like I was slightly deranged.

				I frowned at her and went about combing out my hair with a vengeance. “What do you want?”

				“I need to talk to you about something,” she said reluctantly.

				That was something new. Diana was never reluctant. I paused and turned to face her.

				“I wrote to my parents,” she began. “I asked them about bringing you home with me.”

				Something warm and comforting dropped out of my center. The pain of anticipated rejection that replaced it was surprisingly sharp.

				No. They said no. Of course they had. Diana was a fool to have thought it would be any different. A naive fool. She thinks she’s so all-knowing; that her people are so perfect. Turns out the noble Lupines are just like everyone else. Full of prejudice.

				“My father,” she began tentatively, “suggested that they meet you first.”

				In other words, no.

				I turned my back to her and kept combing at my hair, even more roughly this time, pulling hard at the tangles, glad that it hurt. It distracted me. Kept me from crying. It’s better to be angry than pathetic.

				“It’s okay,” I told her stiffly, swallowing down the pain of rejection. “I’ve been thinking on it, and I really don’t think I want to visit your people anyway. My people are just too different from yours. I don’t think I’d be comfortable.”

				“Elloren…” she tried, her tone kind. On some level, I knew that she was really trying, that she was on my side, but the part of me that wanted to hate her at that moment out of sheer hurt was stronger.

				“Please get out, Diana,” I said harshly. “I’d like to finish up with some privacy. I really don’t want you here.” I took some small, fleeting satisfaction in the look of hurt that crossed over her face before she left.

				So much for sisters, I thought as she quietly closed the door. I pulled harder at my wet hair, tears stinging at my eyes. So much for finding friends and family among her people. So much for not losing my brother, but gaining a sister. I’m not gaining anything.

				It’s just as I thought.

				* * *

				“It’s not possible to be close friends with Diana,” I tell Aislinn stiffly. “She’s just so…different. She’ll never understand what it’s like for us.”

				Aislinn is studying me closely, as if she can read the conflict behind my words. I look away and try to swallow back a hurt that still feels jagged and raw.

				I close my eyes and reach up to rub my temples, a dull throb beginning to send an ache through them. After a long moment I open my eyes and survey all the books scattered about.

				“What happened to the Fae?” I ask Aislinn. “Toward the end of the Realm War.”

				“They were brought to the Pyrran Isles,” Aislinn says, cocking her head in question.

				“And after that?” I press. “What then?”

				Aislinn shrugs, her expression growing dark with unease. “They were resettled. Somewhere in the far north…” Her voice trails off. “What? You think something else happened to them?”

				I can make out the paper-thin click of an Elfin pendulum clock and the small trickle of the waterfall as silence descends between us.

				“I don’t know,” I reply. “I’ve looked all over the archives. I can’t find out anything about it. There’s nothing. And no Fae anywhere.”

				“Strange.”

				“Here’s the thing.” I lean in toward her. “I don’t think they were just kicked out of the Realm. I think they might have been killed. And if they were, well, that means that anyone who’s Fae or has Fae blood…their lives could be in danger.” I swallow, attempting to beat back the creeping dread.

				“There’s more and more talk about rooting out mixed-breeds,” Aislinn says ominously.

				“And if Yvan’s mostly Fae…” The clock ticks out a few more beats. “Then there’s no more time to waste.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY

				Asrai Fae

				Tierney is waiting for me when I return to the North Tower. She’s sitting on the stone bench in the upstairs hallway, stock-still, lit by a single wall lantern.

				I come to a stop before her. “Tierney…”

				“I was three years old when they came for me,” she says, her thin voice low and hard. Her eyes are firmly tethered to the floor. “My parents, they were part of a small group of Fae. One of the last, hidden holdouts. It was over. The Gardnerians were closing in. There was no way out.

				“My Gardnerian parents were close friends with my Fae parents. My father now, and my father then…they were both glassblowers, and they admired each other’s artistry. Before the end came, my Fae parents…they brought me to them. Me and my baby brother.

				“Before they left, they held me down. My Fae parents, and some other Asrai. I was frightened, and I fought against them, but they were too strong. I felt a terrible twisting of my back, a pinching of my face, burning all over my scalp. I was terrified… I didn’t realize they were giving up their glamours for me and my brother. Making me into a Gardnerian. Ugly enough to keep me safe from fasting. Safe from the Fae Hunt.

				“I remember screaming for my mother. And I remember her sobbing and trying to comfort me, then breaking down. My mother screaming for me as my father dragged her away, her nails like claws on my arm.”

				Tierney pauses, still as a winter lake, her gaze locked on to the empty space before her.

				“My Gardnerian family—we were planning on getting out of the Western Realm before the spring referendum, in case Vogel won,” she continues in a low, flat tone. “But now…we should leave right away, but we’re not ready to take our whole family across a dangerous desert.” She’s quiet for a moment. “My Fae parents…my Fae family. They were never seen or heard from again.” Tierney looks up at me, fear stark in her eyes. “The Mage Council voted today to make fasting mandatory for all Gardnerians eighteen and up. We have six months to comply.”

				My stomach clenches. All of us—fasted by the spring. By choice, or by force.

				“Vogel’s going to round us all up for fasting,” she continues, “and he won’t just be testing racial purity of the couple being fasted. He’s mandated the iron-testing of the fasting couple’s families at the ceremony.” Tierney’s mouth turns down in a trembling grimace. “My brother and I are Asrai Fae, Elloren. Full-blooded Water Fae. They won’t just arrest my brother and me. They’ll arrest my Gardnerian parents and brother for sheltering us. My whole family.”

				She breaks into tears, dropping her face into her hands as she sobs. I go to her and sit down beside her, pulling her thin, crooked frame into my arms.

				“We’ll find help.” I console her as she cries, my resolve hardening. “We’ll find a way to get your family out.”

				And if no one will help us, I silently vow, we’ll fly you all out on a dragon, straight over the desert to Noi lands.

				But I need more information, I realize. If we’re going to help Tierney and her family, we need to know what the Gardnerians are likely to do to the Fae. Where they’ll take them. And where the Fae disappeared to after the Realm War.

				And I know exactly who to go to.

				* * *

				“What happened to the Fae?”

				Professor Kristian pushes up his glasses and sets his pen down on his desk.

				“I’ve been through all the archives,” I stubbornly tell him. And I need to know what happened so I can save my friend.

				His expression turns jaded, and he spits out a grim laugh. “You won’t find anything about that in the archives.”

				“I’m not in the archives,” I shoot back, shutting his door. “I’m here.”

				He eyes the white band around my arm, then shoots me a hard look.

				“Really?” I say, responding to his unspoken question. “Do you honestly think I support Vogel?”

				Professor Kristian rubs his fingers along the side of his mouth as he sizes me up thoughtfully. He gets up, walks to the edge of one bookcase, pulls out a pile of texts and reaches behind them, sliding out a thick volume set into the case with its spine against the wall. He moves back to his desk and hands me the book.

				I look at the stained, scuffed leather cover, the title scraped clear off the front and spine. My brow raised in confusion, I glance at Professor Kristian as he gestures with his chin for me to continue.

				I open the book and read the title page.

				Accounts from the Pyrran Isles

				By Cellian Rossier

				“At the end of the Realm Wars,” Professor Kristian says, his voice low, “the Gardnerians came in and purged the archives of certain texts they deemed ‘Resistance Propaganda.’ And the Gardnerian historian who wrote them…” Professor Kristian pauses until I look back at him. His eyes are heavy with warning. “He was sent back to the Pyrran Isles. Just like the Fae.”

				* * *

				I read in the hallway of the North Tower, by the light of a dim, flickering lamp, hunched against the wall with Marina curled up beside me.

				It’s past midnight and the full weight of the night presses down on me, but I beat back against the fatigue and focus on the pages in front of me.

				Toward the end of the Realm War, Cellian Rossier, an outspoken critic of the Mage Council, was arrested and sent to the Pyrran Isles. While a prisoner there, he took down secret, detailed accounts of what he witnessed, eventually escaping and smuggling his writings out with him.

				They shackled the incoming Fae in Asteroth copper, the metal strong enough to sap them of their strength and power. Then they herded them into huge, stone island fortresses and locked them inside.

				And then they rained iron shavings down upon their heads.

				There was a toddler. A little girl no more than three years old. With jewel-toned butterfly wings that the child frantically beat as she aimlessly ran in circles and screamed for her mother. The Gardnerian soldiers laughed as they kicked at her, then, growing irritated at the noise, grabbed the child up by her wings, swung her around and slammed her headfirst into a stone wall.

				The nightmarish accounts go on and on, and eventually I have to set the book down, unable to read anymore, my gut close to heaving with a nauseating mix of disgust and despair.

				Devastated, I drop my head and sob into my palm, the force of the cruelty at play slamming into me like a riptide.

				Marina’s slender hand comes up to pat my head with a kind, gliding touch. She murmurs softly in her rough, flutelike tones, trying her best to comfort me as I slouch down against her and cry.

				* * *

				I agonize over Tierney’s and Marina’s plight the next evening as I tend to several pots at once on the kitchen stove, stirring each one in turn, vaguely aware of the workers going about their tasks around me.

				My despair rapidly hardens to outrage.

				We’ll get Tierney out, I defiantly vow. I don’t know how, but we will. And we’ll find Marina’s skin and bring her home. Surely Gareth will be able to help us.

				I stir harder at the thick stew.

				And we’ll make sure the Gardnerians have one less military dragon.

				Yvan enters the room and kneels down to load more wood into a nearby stove, careful not to acknowledge me in public. Too careful, I dejectedly note. I watch him out of the corner of my eye to see if the iron bothers him. He makes extremely quick work of opening the stove, not letting his hands linger on the iron handle any longer than they have to, but he doesn’t seem hurt or repulsed by it at all.

				My concentration on Yvan’s movements evaporates when my brother Trystan unexpectedly walks in. Trystan is wearing his heavy winter cloak, his bag slung over his shoulder. Worried by the arrival of an unknown Gardnerian, the Urisk and Kelt workers quickly give us a wide berth and find tasks to do in the corners of the kitchen farthest from us, or even outside. Iris and Bleddyn shoot each other looks of alarm.

				“I have a present for Yvan,” Trystan announces in a delighted whisper. Trystan is smiling. Not a barely detectable smile of irony, but an actual wide, triumphant grin. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile so widely in his entire life. Trystan looks pointedly at Yvan then discreetly at the back door.

				I quietly follow Trystan out, Yvan exiting soon after.

				Yvan joins us under the lantern that hangs by the kitchen’s back door, the three of us huddled together in the cold, our breath fogging the air.

				Trystan extends his hand and opens it, like a flower greeting the sun.

				In his palm is the Elfin steel arrowhead. In pieces. Lots of them.

				I gasp.

				“But how?” Yvan breathes, like he’s viewing a miraculous mirage. “I thought you couldn’t break it…”

				“Oh, you can break it,” Trystan says, slyly, “if you freeze it first.”

				Understanding lights Yvan’s expression. So incredibly simple. So obvious.

				Trystan’s eyes take on a dark, mischievous glint. “I don’t know about you two,” he whispers, still grinning, “but I’m in the mood for breaking cages.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

				Ice

				After my shift ends, I rush back to the North Tower, a spring in my step that even my heavy book bag can’t weigh down. I’m elated by Trystan’s discovery, only half aware of my surroundings. Thoughts of dragon rescue whir excitedly in my mind.

				Saved. Everyone who’ll need to get out as good as saved. Wynter. Ariel. Tierney. Yvan. We’ll rescue Yvan’s dragon, and no one will have to be afraid anymore.

				It’s dark and winter-quiet on the broad field leading up to the tower, and a sickle moon hangs overhead.

				The wind picks up and whistles through the nearby forest. The eerie sound highlights a deeper silence, the surrounding wilds a tangle of bare branches.

				Watching me.

				I slow, then stop, suddenly rooted to my place on this broad expanse of sloping field. The walk from the University city to the North Tower is long and solitary, far away from everything. The wind shudders through the trees.

				I swear I can feel eyes on me.

				The hairs on the back of my neck go up, and I glance uneasily around.

				The North Tower is still a distance away, a dim light shining from its upstairs window. The lower half of the tower has an odd glint, as if it’s glazed with a thin layer of spun sugar.

				Ice.

				Alarmed, I stop and turn clear around, the lights of the University city mere pinpricks in the distance. From here, the mammoth stone buildings are as small as a child’s toys. My heart picks up speed.

				Movement by a solitary tree catches my eye, halfway between me and the wilds. I squint and make out the dark silhouette of a woman.

				She steps toward me, moonlight flooding over her. Panicked recognition sweeps over me.

				Fallon Bane.

				Ancient One, no. No, please no. Not here. She can’t be here.

				I’m frantically aware of the North Tower at my back as danger floods my mind.

				Marina. Marina. Marina.

				My heart thuds high in my chest as Fallon approaches. My palms go moist as the wind whistles around us both and digs its icy claws into me.

				Where’s her guard? She never goes anywhere without her guard.

				I nervously peer into the distance and can just make the four men out, waiting at the base of the field, quietly watching us.

				I can barely think around the blood thudding in my temples.

				She’s come for revenge, I sickeningly realize. Revenge for Lukas gifting me with the violin.

				Desperate, I go on the offensive, wanting to drive Fallon and her guards clear back from this field, away from the tower.

				“What are you doing here?” I demand as I drop my book bag to the ground and stomp toward her on shaky legs. I shoot her a mocking scowl as I come to a stop just before her. “Did someone leave your cage open?”

				Fallon coughs out an incredulous laugh and smiles broadly. “Oh, I’m not the one who needs a cage,” she purrs. She flicks the tip of her wand idly toward the North Tower. “I think the Icarals are the ones who need a cage, don’t you?” She tilts her head and cocks her brow expectantly at me. Then she inhales sharply, as if surprised. “Oh, wait. I forgot.” Her cloying sarcasm quickly morphs to venom. “They’re your friends, aren’t they?”

				Marina. Marina. Marina.

				An image of Marina screaming as Fallon and her guard drag her away flashes through my mind. Wynter, Ariel and I dragged away, too, and jailed for thievery.

				And Diana—what if Diana’s there? She’ll kill both Fallon and her guard before she’ll let them take any of us.

				I take a threatening step toward Fallon and jab my finger at the ice-coated base of the North Tower. “What have you done to my lodging?”

				“Just playing,” she says, thrusting her lower lip out in mock apology. Eyes on me, she raises her wand, murmurs a spell and sends a thin stream of ice coursing through the air. It lands at the North Tower’s base in a glimmering rope.

				“Stop it,” I demand, outraged. I lunge forward and push her wand arm roughly away. The rope of ice lassoes outward and falls to the field in a crystalline shatter.

				Fallon is quick as a snake. Her hand comes around my arm, hard as a vise, her wand at my throat. I gasp and shrink back from the madness in her eyes.

				“Or you’ll do what, exactly, Mage Elloren Gardner?” She gives me a hard shove, sending me falling backward to the icy ground. Then she steps back, circles her wand toward my chest and hisses out a spell through gritted teeth.

				Ice shoots from her wand and collides with the invisible shield just above my clothing, my tunic rubbed with Professor Hawkkyn’s metal powder.

				Metal to block ice.

				Fallon’s eyes fly open then narrow tightly with understanding. Her eyes dart toward the North Tower, then back to me with a knowing gleam. “Is the beast up there, too?”

				“What beast?” I ask casually, my heart thumping. Marina Marina Marina Marina.

				Fallon’s mouth twists into a lascivious grin. “You know exactly who I mean. The Snake Elf.” Her eyes widen. “You’ve got him up there, don’t you? Along with all the other creatures you’re collecting.”

				My mind reels with confusion.

				Of course, I realize. The metal shield. She actually thinks I could be hiding Professor Hawkkyn.

				I spit out a stupefied laugh and glare at her, my anger spiking. “No, no Elves. Just my Icaral roommates.” I flash a hard, taunting grin. “And my new violin.”

				I regret the words as soon as they leave my lips.

				Ice blasts from her wand, and I cry out as my boots freeze to the ground, the cold searing my toes.

				“Forgot to shield your boots, did you?” she crows, her eyes bright with hate. She circles around me, a hard gleam in her eyes as I frantically try to tug my boots free. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you, Elloren Gardner,” she says with a sneer, as I manage to crack one boot off the icy ground. “Icarals. Lupines. The big Amaz. Elves. Maybe even a Snake Elf who’s slipped by my watch.” Her eyes flick toward the tower like a cat who’s caught her mouse. “All coming and going. At odd hours, too.” She stops, shakes her head and tsk-tsks at me. “Why, I wonder. And then I think…” She glances up at the tower thoughtfully. “What could you possibly have up there that’s so interesting?” She smiles wide with manic glee. “Let’s find out!”

				She makes for the North Tower, and I cry out, desperately trying to grab her.

				Just as my fingers grasp the silk of her tunic, her uniform bursts into illumination. Strange runes glow a fierce white all over her tunic and cloak, sending their light out onto the field like small searchlights.

				Confusion barrels through me. Where did those come from?

				Fallon looks down at the clothing, then to me with rising horror.

				One of her guards yells out an oath, and each man sets off at a fast clip up the field. A silver streak whistles through the air to my right and slams straight into Fallon.

				It’s a huge knife, now impaling the side of her chest.

				The moment slows and stretches out as Fallon’s head jerks up and she sucks in a loud, whistling gasp of air. She falls backward to the ground with a sickening thud.

				I take it all in, my eyes and mouth opening wide in stunned disbelief.

				Terror, like a hot iron, sears into my chest, and the nightmare snaps back to vivid life with bracing speed.

				Fallon grasps at her chest, her breath labored and wheezing. She lifts her wand, grits her teeth and sends up a bright, crystalline dome of ice over us, thin lines of blue light coursing over the translucent shield like small, crackling lightning, the air chilling to frigid. I’m awed by her skill as well as her fierce tenacity, even when seriously wounded.

				I flinch back as another knife collides against the shield in a shower of ice crystals, its terrifying point piercing the ice.

				Two men burst from the wilds. They’re large men, all in shadows, black-garbed with dark fabric wrapped around their heads and faces. They raise curved swords marked with glowing gold runes as they run toward us. Two large shapes explode from the woods on either side of them and take flight with compact wings that send air currents down with powerful, rhythmic whooshes.

				Dragons!

				But like no dragons I’ve ever seen before—they’re the size of large dogs, boxy and muscular, one black, one red.

				The runic light from Fallon’s clothing reflects off the collective riot of weapons, teeth, claws and wild eyes all hurtling straight for us.

				A black terror swamps over me, and I frantically pull at the laces of my frozen boot with shaking hands.

				Everything descends into chaos.

				Fallon’s guards frantically yell to each other as streaks of their wand fire spear through the air with staccato bursts of golden light. Fallon hurls out javelins of ice toward the assassins and the dragons, the spears scything straight through her ice shield as if it were mere air.

				Breathless, I cower near the ground.

				Fallon’s guard runs toward the men and the dragons, wands raised as they continue to throw lines of fire out that are easily deflected by the assassins’ curved swords. The black dragon swoops down and collides with one of our soldiers. I gasp in horror as the beast latches onto his throat and the soldier sends up a gurgling scream. Another soldier thrusts his sword into the beast’s neck, the creature sending up a jagged shriek before slumping to the ground.

				The red dragon crashes into our shield with an earsplitting shatter, the dome cracking apart. Ice rains down on us in a shower of frigid, clinking shards as the beast thumps down beside us, red-scaled belly up, eyes rolled back.

				I pull hard at my foot, dizzy with fear. My boot lace is hopelessly knotted, the boot solidly frozen to the ground. The dragon’s warmth courses over me in a wave and melts the ice near my toes, but it’s not enough to free me.

				Clutching her chest and propped up on her side, Fallon breathlessly grinds out a spell and points her wand at the dragon with a shaking hand, just as the creature begins to snarl and right itself. A line of ice knifes out from the tip of Fallon’s wand and into the dragon.

				The dragon freezes then wobbles, Fallon’s spear of ice stabbed right between its eyes. The beast falls to the ground with a dull thump.

				It’s impossible not to be wildly impressed—she just killed a dragon with a huge knife sticking out of her side.

				I duck as a glowing red orb whirs by overhead, along with stray wand fire, the orb exploding behind me into a circle of red flame that briefly turns everything in the world crimson.

				Fallon lets out a harsh growl as she throws out a series of ice spears that collide with the assassins in a harmless spray of snow.

				“They’re shielded,” she says more to herself than to me, her eyes latched on to the assassins as her guard relentlessly attacks them now with swords. One assassin fights with two guards at once.

				Fallon cries out and rolls onto her back as she sends forth a ceiling of ice over the fighting men. She flicks her wand repeatedly, and ice spears rain down from the ice ceiling and impale the assassins’ skulls.

				The assassins slump to the ground.

				The runes on her clothing still glowing a bright white, Fallon sets her fierce eyes on me, then promptly passes out.

				It’s at that moment when my boot finally cracks free of the ice, my ankle twisted and throbbing.

				Wincing from the pain, I crawl on my knees toward Fallon. The hilt of the knife juts out mercilessly from her side.

				I have no great love for Fallon Bane, but I certainly never wished for her to be this grievously harmed.

				Lurching toward her, I grab hold of her arm with a shaking hand. “Fallon, can you hear me?”

				Sweet Ancient One, she can’t be dead.

				“Get back,” one of her guards orders harshly.

				I get up on unsteady legs and stumble backward as he drops to his knees in front of Fallon, soon joined by the other two surviving members of her guard.

				I stagger to the ground and reach down to absently massage my pulsing ankle, stunned and shaken.

				More soldiers are running up the field, shouting. They’re mostly Gardnerian, but some are clad in the light gray of the Verpacian Guard, one of them Elfhollen. Three Vu Trin, including Kam Vin and Ni Vin, bring up the rear. Ni Vin’s eyes meet mine, her black scarf wrapped tight around the burned half of her head, sword drawn.

				I turn and look over my shoulder.

				There are dead men and dragons strewn across the field. I turn back toward where Fallon lies, incredibly still. A numbed horror washes over me.

				Everyone’s talking at once. Men yell out orders as a large contingent of Gardnerian soldiers arrives on horseback. They’re accompanied by a Gardnerian physician and his apprentice, the physician yelling out for supplies.

				All the noise is a disconnected mayhem in the face of my overwhelmed shock.

				“Give me room!” the physician orders as he rushes to Fallon and drops to his knees.

				She’s momentarily blocked from my sight, healers and soldiers surrounding her, one soldier holding a torch, the outer ring of soldiers facing out, their weapons drawn, faces severe.

				A young soldier comes down on one knee beside me. “Mage Gardner, are you all right?”

				I flinch back from him, shaking with terror, his words barely able to pierce the storm of my emotions.

				Someone wraps a blanket around my shoulders.

				When the crowd around Fallon disperses, the physician is holding the large knife. Fallon’s tunic is off, her chest covered with tight bandages, her rune-marked uniform and cloak in a tight, glowing ball that’s quickly handed off and taken away.

				She’s not dead.

				Her eyes are half lidded, but open and staring right at me with a hatred so intense, it jars me to the core.

				“The North Tower,” she rasps out. Her eyes loll backward, and she falls unconscious.

				Breathless and heart thudding, I watch as two of Fallon’s guards lift her stretcher and carry her away. A small army of Gardnerian soldiers draws protectively in around her, cutting her off from view.

				* * *

				“Who are they?” I ask a surviving member of Fallon’s guard, motioning toward the dead assassins.

				The young man’s brow knits tight. We both take in the sight of the assassins as their bodies are thrown over the back of a horse. The men’s dead eyes are rimmed with kohl. Intricate runes mark their faces, and their lips are painted black.

				Chilled to the bone, I hug the blanket tight around myself.

				“They’re Ishkart mercenaries,” the guard tells me with grim certainty. “Assassins from the Eastern Realm.” He flicks his finger toward the dead dragons that are being loaded by more soldiers onto a cart. “And their pit dragons.” He looks to the icy North Tower then back to me. “You should return to your lodging, Mage Gardner.”

				“But…what if there are more of them?” I worry, looking sidelong toward the dark wilds, the trees like hulking presences.

				“They’re not after you,” he says. He nods in the direction they took Fallon in. “They’re only after her. Our next Black Witch.”

				“Her clothes,” I say, the glowing symbols bright in my mind. “What were those strange symbols?”

				“They rune-marked her clothing with search runes,” he tells me. “Tracked her here.” He gestures toward the tower with his chin. “Unless you have another Black Witch up in that tower, no one will be bothering you there, Mage Gardner.”

				A soldier near the North Tower’s door aims his wand and sends out a line of fire around the door’s frame, melting Fallon’s ice. He wrenches it open and slips inside.

				My stomach gives a hard lurch. Soldiers dot the entire field, quickly dispersing as they widen their search into the surrounding wilds. Panicked, I look up and catch a fleeting glimpse of an Icaral’s silhouette in the upstairs window.

				I get up and rush, stumbling, to the tower, just as the soldier reemerges. He stands aside, his face impassive, as I stride past him, taking the spiraling stairs two at a time, not caring about the flash of pain every stomp of my left foot brings.

				Panting hard, I find Wynter waiting for me on the other side of the hallway, the door to our room open beside her.

				Marina. Marina. Marina.

				I run to the door and my feet skid to a halt just outside it.

				Ariel peers back at me from where she lies on her bed, something rustling under the blankets at her feet.

				The rustling thing shrugs the blankets off her head, and Marina peeks out at me with her ocean eyes.

				“Ariel hid her?” I rasp out to Wynter, amazed and stunned, doubling over to catch my breath.

				Wynter gives me a small nod.

				“But…” I say, high-pitched with confusion, “Ariel hates her.”

				“She does,” Wynter affirms with another nod then gestures outdoors, toward the soldiers. Her pale face darkens. “But she hates them more.”

				I look back to Ariel, and she glares at me with a hatred as hot as Fallon’s.

				“They came for Fallon Bane,” I tell Wynter, my throat dry and tight. I’m overwhelmingly grateful that my grandmother’s power has completely passed me by. “Ishkart assassins. They’re trying to kill the next Black Witch.”

				“But they failed,” Wynter says, more a grave statement than a question.

				I let out a long breath and nod. I’m tense and still lit up with alarm, my ankle throbbing painfully.

				“Why was Fallon Bane here?” Wynter’s eyes are full of solemn concern, her voice a constricted whisper. “Does she know of our Selkie?”

				I shake my head. “No. But she knows something isn’t right.” I tense my brow at Wynter. “We’ve got to free that dragon. No more waiting. We’re going to need a way to fly a Selkie and more than a few Fae out of here. Before Fallon is healed.”

				* * *

				The next day rumors abound that Fallon was brought back to Gardneria under heavy guard, some say to a military base surrounded by dragons.

				Vogel uses the incident as an excuse to lock down the borders. Urisk seamstresses are interrogated, and all those who might have worked on Fallon’s rune-marked uniform are shipped off to the Pyrran Isles. Random iron tests begin at all the border crossings.

				The need for escape is getting more dire by the minute.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

				Breaking Cages

				The Lupines, my brothers, Cael, Rhys, Wynter, Andras, Tierney, Yvan and I all peer through the dense brush and down onto the expansive military base that lies before us.

				The Gardnerian Fourth Division base is like a small city unto itself—multiple Spine-stone buildings carved into cliff faces, a sea of waxed-canvas tents and dragon cages interspersed throughout. On the western end of the base stands a series of wooden barracks, only one lit from within by lantern glow, its chimney spitting smoke into the chilly air. Soldiers appear small as ants from our high vantage point.

				I sense movement to my left and turn to see Jarod, then Diana, crouched low and rushing over to us.

				“It’s just as we thought,” Jarod tells us. “They’re operating with a skeleton crew.”

				“Everyone’s gone to Valgard for Marcus Vogel’s appointment of the new base commander,” Rafe says with a smile.

				“Who’s the new commander?” I ask.

				Rafe turns to me, his smile widening. “Mage Damion Bane.”

				I spit out a laugh. “We’re going to get him in a whole lot of trouble, aren’t we?” I crow.

				Rafe nods. “Hopefully so much that Vogel will rescind Damion’s power over the dragons and feed him to them instead.”

				I briefly meet Yvan’s green eyes, and we share a brief glimmer of satisfaction.

				Rhys turns to Rafe. “It appears they haven’t bothered to post sentries.” The young Elf points a slender finger toward the rows of dragon cages that border the entire base, edging the wilds. The cages appear isolated and unguarded, no movement around them. No torchlight.

				Cael glances at Rhys, the older Elf’s face taut, fully understanding the risk we’re all taking, but desperate to have options for his sister to escape into the Eastern Realm. He moves protectively closer to Wynter.

				“Damion Bane’s not the only upper-level soldier in Valgard right now,” Jarod goes on. “Vogel’s reorganizing the whole Guard—there’s a number of promotions being announced. All of Damion’s lieutenants are in Valgard with him.”

				“Very good,” Andras affirms with a nod, his fist tight around his labrys.

				“It gets better,” Jarod puts in, the late-afternoon light casting him in a bluish glow. “The soldiers who stayed behind? They’re all fresh out of apprenticeships.”

				“Ah, wonderful,” Rafe says with a smile. “Green as spring foliage. And while the cat’s away…”

				“Are the mice playing?” Trystan inquires wryly.

				“With a large volume of illegal Keltic spirits,” Jarod responds with a sly smile.

				“And more than a few Urisk tavern girls,” Diana spits out.

				“Typical,” Tierney snipes.

				“Oh, this is almost too easy,” Trystan gloats with a small smirk, the white wand hanging from the belt beneath his cloak.

				* * *

				We’re quickly sobered when we find Naga in even worse condition than before.

				She lies unconscious, both legs and both wings broken now, one ear cut clear off, her cage’s floor smeared with fresh and dried blood, her forked tongue hanging limply out of her mouth. Shocked, Yvan kneels down by Wynter and puts his hand next to hers on the dragon’s neck.

				Tierney gapes at the dragon, her thin hand coming up to cover her mouth, eyes wide with shock.

				She’s with us now, Tierney, and eager to help create any chink in the Gardnerians’ military might that she can—and to help us secure dragonflight escape for the Icarals and the Fae.

				Our band of rebels is growing. All of us are here, save Aislinn, who’s once again caring for Marina.

				And Ariel.

				After our last visit to the base, Diana and Jarod scouted out a hidden, expansive cave deep in the forest. Ariel is there, preparing the medicines and splints we’ll need to heal our dragon.

				“She’s alive,” Yvan breathes out.

				“Gods…who did this?” Tierney murmurs.

				“Dragon Master Damion Bane,” Trystan succinctly tells Tierney as he pulls out the white wand and focuses it on a few different spots on the cage, his expression gone steely. “And I think it’s high time we put an end to it.”

				Andras readies his ax.

				We all step back as Trystan murmurs the freezing spell.

				A thin burst of blue light surges from the wand’s tip and collides with the bars of the cage, spiraling around them and turning the Elfin steel white-blue, a thick layer of icy frost growing beneath the spell’s light. Trystan keeps at it for several minutes before murmuring the spell again, the light doubling in intensity.

				As the spell fades, Trystan steps back and glances at the wand in frustration. “It’s not working. They need to get so cold they turn white. The bars—they might be too thick.”

				“Try again,” I prod. “You strengthened the spell the second time. Maybe you just need to work up to it.”

				Trystan takes a deep breath, nods then repositions himself and speaks the words of the spell once more. Again, the frost grows, and the steel glows blue. Every muscle in Trystan’s body goes tense as he pushes at the spell. His body begins to tremble, and the wand starts to buck in his hand.

				I reach out to steady him.

				As soon as my hand makes contact with Trystan’s back, a buzzing heat courses through me. Trystan’s spell explodes in strength. The small spiral of blue bursts into a giant ellipse of sapphire light encircling the cage. And then the entire steel framework turns translucent as glass.

				I recoil sharply as there’s another burst of light, a deafening crack and the ellipse of light surges backward. I’m hit by a painful wave of frigid air that almost knocks me off my feet.

				I pull my frozen eyelashes apart just in time to see the bars of the cage go white as snow then crumble to pieces, the shards of frozen metal smashing against each other, the sound like a million chandelier crystals falling on stone.

				Before we have a chance to speak, the crashing sound echoes out from the forest over and over, near and far.

				“What was that?” Tierney asks in a small, worried voice.

				“It sounded like cages shattering,” Trystan guardedly replies. “But…it couldn’t be…”

				“How many dragons are on this base?” Cael inquires, dead-serious urgency in his eyes.

				Trystan swallows hard before answering. “A hundred and twenty-three.”

				Rafe turns to Cael. “Any thoughts on what they might do?”

				“They’re trained to kill intruders,” Cael answers grimly. “And to go to their Dragon Master.”

				Yvan rushes at the tallest tree in the vicinity, a great, towering pine. He scrambles up it with breathtaking speed, deft as a river monkey. I blink up at his form as he hangs one-armed from the treetop, not quite believing my eyes. I rack my brain and try to remember what type of Fae can climb like that.

				Something snarls in the distance. One man shouts then more. A series of vicious growls rise that set the hairs on the back of my neck on edge. And then a base alarm sounds—a high-pitched, spiraling whistle as dragons begin to shriek.

				“They’re everywhere,” Yvan calls down. “They’re all loose…”

				Yvan leaps from the top of the tree and lands in front of me with a heavy thwump. He’s crouched low, a look of fierce resolve burning in his emerald eyes.

				I’ve no time to marvel over his effortless leap from such a great height. He grabs my arm and practically throws me out of the clearing into the shelter of the trees.

				I scrape my arm, and a branch slashes at my face as I hit the ground.

				Three dragons shoot into view, soaring over, just above the treetops, beating foul wind down onto us with powerful wings, their undersides covered in hard, ebony scales. One of them lets out a rasping shriek. I become acutely aware of the softness of my skin—how easily it would yield to teeth and claws.

				Easy prey.

				Cael and Rhys have taken to the trees, arrows nocked in ivory bows as Tierney shrinks down by a large oak. The base below us has become a cacophony of shrieking and growling. Men shouting. Women screaming. Horses panicking.

				“Wyn’terlyn,” Cael calls out to his sister in Elvish, his eyes seared on to her. He points to Naga and barks out an order in their tongue. Wynter quickly slides under Naga’s broken wing, disappearing from sight.

				“I can hear dragons,” Diana says, cocking her head. “A number of them. Coming this way.”

				“How many?” Andras asks, his jaw going rigid as he brandishes his ax and flexes muscular arms.

				Diana levels her eyes at him. “Too many to count.”

				Rafe readies his bow as Diana and Jarod crouch low. Yvan’s hand finds my arm, every part of me on high alert, heart racing. I remember the broken dragons’ horrible teeth, their soulless eyes…

				“Stand ready!” Diana commands as she morphs her hands into clawed weapons, one arm arced above her head, a low growl emanating from her throat.

				A dragon bursts into our clearing, wings beating. I gasp and reflexively shrink back behind Yvan as arrows shoot down and bounce off the beast’s neck. The creature immediately zeroes in on Diana, tilts its horrible head and hisses, showing off murderous, spiked teeth.

				Diana darts forward and smacks the side of the dragon’s head. Her blow sends the creature slamming to the ground with a loud shriek. In a blur of speed, Diana is astride the dragon, its neck in her hands as she jerks it around with a cracking twist. The creature slumps limp and lifeless into the dirt, black foam bubbling up from its mouth.

				Jarod’s and Diana’s heads jerk upward. Two more dragons fly into the patch of sky above. They crash down, bending back trees with beating wings, branches cracking off and raining down into the clearing.

				Yvan falls on me and pushes me flat onto the ground. Huge tree parts rain down on us. Arrows whistle by from multiple directions, one piercing the bark of the tree behind me with a dull thwunk.

				“Stay down!” Yvan cries as he pushes himself off me and into a crouch.

				A flash of steel glints amidst the thrashing confusion of dragon limbs as Andras curses and swings his labrys. There’s a metallic thud, a terrible, ground-shaking roar, the whoosh of more arrows, Diana’s low growl as she kills another dragon. Complete chaos ensues as the dragons fall, writhing on the ground, a new one bursting forth from the trees, its face twisted in ravenous fury.

				Trystan raises his wand at the beast as it stalks toward him. Fire bursts forth from the wand’s tip in a powerful surge. The wave of fire engulfs the dragon and flames toward Yvan and me. A great burst of water drenches us both from the side, dousing the fire and chilling me to the bone. I sit up and rub at my eyes as I choke on rancid smoke.

				I look over to see Tierney putting out Andras’s flaming cloak hem with another burst of water from her palms as Andras pulls his labrys from the dragon’s neck.

				“What are you doing?” Diana yells at Trystan. “Stop setting people on fire!”

				“Sorry!” Trystan calls to Andras, his voice rattled.

				“Fire won’t hurt them!” Yvan cries out to Trystan as he rakes his hair in frustration. “They’re dragons!”

				Without warning, another dragon crashes down from the sky to land in front of Yvan and me.

				I scuttle backward into the woods as Yvan leaps at the creature.

				Dizzy with panic, I hear a soft rustling to my left. I turn to see, amidst the dense brush, the head of a dragon. It’s motionless, with opaque eyes that watch me coldly. I stare at it, transfixed and realize I’m about to die.

				The attack comes from behind as yet another dragon slams me into the ground. Claws scrape at my back with a red-hot slash, then there’s an unbearable pressure as a heavy foot comes down on my back, pinning me in place, the beast snarling behind me. I scream at the top of my lungs as the other dragon’s terrifying face slides into view, inches from my head.

				And then Yvan is there, grappling with the dragon before me, his hands tight around the creature’s horns. Baring his teeth, he jerks the beast’s head back, blackened blood spurting out from the creature’s mouth.

				The pressure on my back abruptly releases as the dragon behind me roars and lunges for Yvan. I spring free, scramble to my feet and break into a panicked run.

				I race through the woods, my breath coming in deep gasps, not daring to look back at the snuffling creature that’s now crashing through the woods behind me.

				I burst into another clearing and leap over the remains of a cage. A powerful blow to my side sends me flying toward a tree. My head collides with it, a shower of stars bursting to life behind my lids. A terrible, ripping pain on the side of my thigh reduces me to a wild state as I claw at the ground. I scream at the top of my lungs, the sound disembodied, taking on a life of its own.

				Through my screams, I hear Yvan snarl out something in a strange language, the words quickly morphing into a bizarre hiss. Trapped in a blaze of pain, I roll over to see Yvan rip the dragon’s head clear off its body.

				I stop screaming as the searing pain grows numb and the world begins to spin slightly off its axis. “Yvan…” I croak, as he runs to me and views my leg with horror, the green of his eyes having taken on a bright, otherworldly glow.

				He drops down and grabs at my shredded skirt hem and rips off a long shred of fabric. His form blurs in and out of my vision, and I’m vaguely aware of him wrapping the long shred around my thigh and cinching it tight.

				Trystan bursts into view. “Oh, Ancient One. No!” He runs to me, his eyes flying to Yvan in desperation. “What can I do?”

				“We’ve got to get her out of here,” Yvan says. “There’s not much time. She’s losing too much blood…”

				And then there’s an unbearable heat around my shredded thigh. The pain halves, and my leg feels knit tight again, but the world is a blur, and I’m ebbing.

				“How did you…” Trystan’s voice breaks off in shocked awe.

				“Does it matter?” There’s a fierce challenge in Yvan’s tone.

				“No,” Trystan demurs, his voice calm and sure. “No, it doesn’t.”

				Yvan’s arms come around me, lifting me as the world spins and goes in and out of view.

				I’m vaguely aware of the voices of the others, sounding like they’re momentarily underwater as we move through the forest. The world briefly comes back into focus as we slow to a stop.

				“They’re…leaving,” Cael marvels. I weakly glance over toward where the Elf is pointing. My head lolls strangely, like it’s partially disconnected from my body, my arms limply wrapped around Yvan’s neck. We’re high up, afforded a panoramic view of the military base. Naga is unconscious and being carried by Diana and Jarod, one wingtip scraping along the ground.

				What looks like over a hundred dragons are rising and flying off into the west, as frantic soldiers try in vain to subdue them with hooks and spells.

				“Where do you think they’re going?” Andras asks.

				“They seem to be headed in the direction of Valgard,” Trystan says, incredulous.

				“They have a mental connection to Damion Bane,” Yvan says. I can feel the subtle vibration of his deep voice along his warm chest. “So they probably are headed for Valgard.”

				Complete chaos has broken out in the military base, soldiers yelling out to each other, shooting arrows and blue streams of wand light at the dragons, the majority of the beasts now a swiftly moving black cloud barreling toward Valgard.

				One of the dragons, a straggler farthest from the others, rounds back, lets out a horrific roar and begins to fly straight toward us. I should be terrified, but I’m dizzy and so weak. It seems like a surreal dream as the realization hits me.

				Before, when I touched Trystan—the latent power in my blood seemed to amplify his magic.

				“Trystan,” I rasp as I set a weak hand on my brother’s back. “The cratering spell. Blow a hole through it…”

				Trystan grinds out the words to the spell as the dragon swoops in. I gasp as heat shudders through me, through my hand and into Trystan’s shoulder. A beam of white light bursts out of the white wand and spears toward the dragon, colliding with the creature’s chest, piercing the dragon clear through. An explosion of limbs, flesh and blood streaks through the sky as the white beam barrels onward and crashes into the vertical cliff face of the mountain before us.

				An explosion of rock and dust follows, the sound deafening, the ground shaking beneath us. Multiple avalanches rumble to life and rain down huge stones onto the military base, the largest of the structures quickly reduced to smoky rubble.

				“Is that…” Jarod says, his voice dazed.

				“Damion Bane’s new military headquarters, yes,” Trystan finishes for him.

				Everyone flinches as another avalanche of stone breaks free from the mountain and takes out the last of the stone buildings. The soldiers below, small as ants, have grown silent as they stand near their small, isolated barracks and stare, along with us, at the destroyed base. One soldier yells out and points in our direction.

				“They’re regrouping,” Cael says grimly as gruff voices begin to bellow out orders. “And they’ll come after us.”

				“Let’s go,” Yvan prods, his arms tight around me. “I need to tend to her leg. Soon.”

				“They’ll send trackers out after us,” Rafe says, his voice ragged. My brother looks tense, his face streaked with blood.

				Tierney raises her hands in the air, closes her eyes and begins to hum, low and clear. Gray clouds pull in from every direction, like dogs heeding a master’s call, growing and mushrooming above, their movement dizzying and strange, like time speeding up. Thick, fat flakes begin to rain down on us, first scattered, and then thick as an upended sack of flour.

				“There,” Tierney says, barely visible through the frigid white. “That should hide our tracks nicely.”

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

				Aftermath

				I’m drifting in and out of consciousness, half-aware of
					Yvan’s arms around me, my head lolling over his shoulder, the terrible pain in
					my leg muted into a throbbing ache that grows and then recedes, over and over,
					like the rhythmic sweep of the ocean’s tide. I can taste blood in my mouth,
					smell it on Yvan’s taut neck.

				And then I’m dipped down, and the air around me grows damp, the
					voices more distinct as I’m laid out on a cold, stone-hard floor. Everyone is
					fuzzy, some of them grouped around me. The dragon being carried in by Diana and
					Jarod briefly comes into focus, her scales scraping against the stone floor of
					the cave as she’s lowered down, her hide giving off a dusty, wood-smoke smell.
					The warmth from her body rushes toward me, loosening my muscles. The pain
					spikes. I cry out as flashing spots of light block out my vision.

				Yvan’s voice. Yelling out orders as I writhe in pain. My
					clothes being pushed up and over. Hands tight on my leg. Other hands around my
					arms. Grasping me firmly as I struggle against them.

				“Ren.” Trystan’s voice, coming from right behind me. I moan
					again. “You’ve got to try and stay still, Ren.”

				I scream out like a wild animal as the pain of a thousand
					knives stabs at my leg. I buck against the hands grasped tight around my thigh,
					the pain seeming to go on forever and ever.

				Finally, the pain begins to fade and the room comes into focus,
					like I’m surfacing from deep water, gasping and choking.

				Yvan is staring at me, his face full of an intense relief, his
					arms still tight around my leg, the pain now tamped down to a small ache. My
					head throbbing, the room begins to spin, my vision blurring. I slump back
					against Trystan.

				“You fixed my leg,” I weakly marvel.

				Yvan smiles, a desperate relief evident in his eyes. He moves
					up to sit beside me as Trystan places something soft under my head. I sink back
					into it.

				“You’ve lost a lot of blood,” Yvan says gently. He takes hold
					of my tunic at the waist and rips open the side seams with one quick jerk.

				Even in my haze, this strikes me as odd. “What are you
					doing?”

				He pauses. “Do you trust me?” His eyes are steady on mine.

				I nod, my head feeling weightless as if it could just float
					right into the sky.

				Yvan slides his hands through the ripped seam and finds his way
					with deft fingers. He slides one hand behind my back and the other to the center
					of my chest.

				I draw in a small, languid breath. “You’re so warm…”

				“Shhh,” he says, his deep voice soothing. “Close your
					eyes.”

				I obey as his hand moves up my breastbone with slow, deliberate
					care. Warmth radiates out from his fingers and flows through me, coursing from
					his hands into my entire body. The light-headedness fades as the warmth grows,
					my breath strengthening in my lungs, the long, stinging slashes on my back
					muting to tingling ribbons.

				I open my eyes and meet his gaze, my vision clear again, the
					pain gone. He’s so close to me, his ministrations like a lover’s caress.

				Perhaps sensing the shift, Yvan’s touch becomes tentative and
					featherlight. He slides his hands away and pulls back. As I blink up at him,
					Yvan’s serious expression wavers and becomes momentarily boyish and unsure. He
					glances at my leg then quickly away.

				I sit up, surprised that the room isn’t spinning. My skirts are
					pushed up to the top of my thigh, only a faint, pink scar where the gaping wound
					was. I stare at my leg, amazed, the blood on the cave floor and Yvan’s hands and
					forearms proof that I’ve not dreamed this.

				Yvan goes next to Rhys, who’s slumped against a wall. His tunic
					is being cut off with a small knife by Cael. Rhys’s upper torso is crisscrossed
					with bloody gashes, one ivory sleeve soaked with blood, the arm beneath hanging
					at an odd angle.

				Ariel is bent over the unconscious dragon, lining up her torn
					wing. Wynter’s hands rest gently on the beast’s side. Naga’s chest rises and
					falls in weak breaths, smoke periodically sputtering out of her nostrils and
					spiraling white toward the cave’s ceiling. Andras kneels down beside the dragon
					and begins to straighten out her bent leg.

				Ariel leaps up and grabs roughly at his shoulder. “Get away
					from her!” she snarls at him. “She’s not a horse!
					You have to line up the greater tarsal bone with the lesser tarsal bone or it
					will fuse all wrong!”

				Andras pulls his hands away from Naga’s leg and lifts them,
					palms up, in surrender as Ariel glares at him murderously.

				Wynter gently places her hand on Ariel’s arm. After a moment
					Ariel’s manic look recedes. She sits back down, focusing in on Naga’s wing, and
					sets back to work with nimble fingers, cursing to herself as she works.

				“Where’s Diana? And Jarod?” I ask, my eyes darting around the
					cave and quickly lighting on the Lupine twins’ clothing, piled up against one
					wall.

				“They’re out in wolf form,” Trystan assures me. “Standing
					guard.”

				Alive. All of us, miraculously still alive.

				Rafe is slumped down near Rhys, holding on to his own arm, a
					strained expression on his face, as if he’s gritting his teeth.

				I pull down my skirts and cautiously rise with Trystan’s
					support, holding tight on to his arm as I wiggle the toes of my left leg, scared
					to put weight on it. Screwing up my courage, I bear down on the leg, amazed to
					find it flush with more energy and strength than the other.

				“Rafe,” I call out. “Are you okay?”

				Rafe smiles, his head slumped to one side. “Oh, I’ve been
					better.” He looks to my healed leg with obvious relief, then glances over at
					Yvan who’s laying his fingers over Rhys’s gashes one by one. “But I suspect Yvan
					here could reattach our heads if he had to, so I’m feeling hopeful.”

				Yvan’s eyes flash at Rafe.

				We all know you’re Fire Fae, I want
					to tell Yvan. Stop the charade.

				“Can you heal Naga?” I ask Yvan bluntly.

				Yvan hesitates, his jaw tensing as he holds on to Rhys’s
					wounded arm. “No,” he finally says, guarded. “Not when she’s in this form. And
					she isn’t able to shift to human form.”

				Rafe’s eyes widen, along with my own. “She’s a shifter?” Rafe
					asks with surprise.

				Yvan gives a tight shake of his head. “The Gardnerians use
					geomancy to bind their ability to shift.”

				I stare at him, amazed. “Are you saying that all of our
					military dragons…are wyvern-shifters?”

				Yvan meets my stare head-on. “They were.”

				I try to wrap my mind around this—there’s a human form bound
					somewhere inside Naga, unable to get out.

				Tierney leans against the cave wall, stoic and unhurt. She’s
					looking at Yvan, her jaw set forward, her gaze full of concern and
					solidarity.

				Two Fae. The both of them. Water and
						Fire.

				Cael stands and begins to grab up his weapons and secure them
					one by one.

				An Elfin bow and arrows. Knives.

				In case they come for us.

				The terrible reality of our situation seeps in. “We’ve
					destroyed a Gardnerian military base,” I state flatly, not quite believing the
						words.

				Everyone turns to look at me, the gravity of what we’ve done,
					and the extreme danger we’ve placed ourselves in, stark in everyone’s eyes.

				Tierney is the first to speak, her voice soft, her eyes gone
					hard. “Good.”

				“We cannot all stay together here,” Cael puts in, his gaze
					narrowed at us all. “Ariel Haven can care for the dragon. As soon as Yvan is
					done, the rest of us need to separate. And quickly.”

				* * *

				I rush back toward the North Tower, the sack over my
					shoulder containing the white wand.

				Emerging from the wilds, I step onto the large, sloping field
					that lies before the tower, the irregular, frozen ground rough against my boot
					heels. I pause, overcome by the immensity of the black dome of sky reeling
					overhead. It’s ribboned with silvery clouds, sharp as talons.

				Something moves in the sky to the northeast. Flapping.

				Legs buckling, I’m seized by a sudden, crippling terror.

				Dragon. Another dragon.

				I stumble back into the shadowy woods. Shuddering with fear, I
					frantically search the northeastern sky.

				A cloud. One of the ribbony clouds.
					The dragon shape has dispersed and split into three separate slashes against the
					black dome of the sky.

				I brace myself against a large stone, struggling to breathe as
					it all washes over me—the dragon attack, the beast’s terrible claws, the wild
					pain, the mountain falling apart.

				We’ll be caught. They’ll find us and
						arrest us all. And then…

				“Elloren.”

				I flinch at the sound of Yvan’s voice and the feel of his hand
					on my shoulder.

				He’s so warm. I can feel the heat straight through the layers
					of my cloak, my tunic and my camisole. His warmth steadies me.

				It’s a cloud. Nothing but a cloud. I force down my panicked breathing.

				“Are you all right?” he asks, the angular lines of his face
					thrown into sharp relief by the moonlight.

				“The cloud,” I force out, peering into the night sky. “It
					moved.” I swallow, fighting back the memories. “I…I thought it was a
					dragon.”

				Yvan nods and looks up at the sky, his expression darkening. He
					lets his hand fall from my arm, leaving a void for the cold to rush back in. He
					looks tired. And worn.

				“What are you doing here?” I ask, the wind stinging at my face.
					“We’re supposed to separate.”

				“I wanted to thank you,” he says.

				I shake my head tightly in protest. “You don’t need to thank
					me.”

				“No, I do.”

				“For what?” I ask, incredulous. “For almost getting us all
						killed?”

				Yvan shakes his head in surprise and disbelief. “Naga’s alive because of you. I needed help. I couldn’t do it
					alone. Before you came here…before I met you…” He seems to be having trouble
					finding the right words. “Naga…she was…”

				“Your friend. I know.” I finish for him softly, feeling
					suddenly defeated, and as tired as he looks. I fix my eyes on his. “I know you
					can talk to her, Yvan.”

				He grows quiet, his expression turning carefully neutral.

				I study him in the moonlight, the vivid hue of his eyes muted
					to silvery gray. I remember how his eyes glowed a fearsome green. His inhuman
					strength. His strange language. His terrible hiss.

				“What are you, Yvan?”

				The line of his jaw hardens.

				Perhaps it’s the exhaustion, or the lingering fear that makes
					his stubborn silence feel so piercingly unkind.

				“I don’t understand,” I press. “After everything that’s
					happened…why can’t you tell me what you really are?”

				His face tenses with frustration, but he doesn’t say anything,
					and I’m inexplicably hurt by his silence. Tears sting at my eyes.

				“But the dragon knows what you are,” I force out. “And so does
					Wynter, doesn’t she?”

				“Elloren…”

				I bite my lip, horrified that I’m so close to bursting into
					tears. I struggle, to no avail, and pathetically start to cry right there in
					front of him.

				He just stands there, staring at me with those intense eyes of
					his, and I’m suddenly terribly aware of how my skin must shimmer in the
					darkness—highlighting how irreconcilably different we are.

				A cloud shifts, and the panic rears its head again. I struggle
					to fight it back, trembling. “I could have died…”

				“You didn’t.”

				“But I could have. We all could have.”

				Again, he retreats into silence.

				“They might catch us,” I insist, my voice growing shrill. He
					doesn’t respond, and his continued silence sends a flare of hysteria through me.
					“They might find us…and arrest us…and kill
					us…”

				His face grows hard, his eyes flinty. When he speaks, his tone
					is as hard as his eyes. “Yes, Elloren. They might.”

				I’m oddly steadied by his terribly blunt reply. He’s faced this
					fear and moved past it. It’s possible to move past it.

				And then his hand is on my arm again, his gaze searing, but his
					touch gentle and warm.

				“Go on,” I relent as I wipe roughly at my tears with the back
					of my hand. I gesture toward the twinkling lights of the University city with my
					chin. “Go get some sleep. You look exhausted. Your dragon will be fine. Ariel
					may be a bit…unstable…but she knows what she’s doing when it comes to
					caring for any winged animal.”

				He nods tightly, his face incredibly tense as if he’s desperate
					to say something, but just can’t. Unexpectedly, he steps toward me, eyes
					burning. “Elloren,” he breathes as he brings his hand up to cup the side of my
					face, his long fingers sliding back through my hair.

				I gasp. His hand is so hot on the cold skin of my cheek, his
					fingers threading back through my hair. His touch…it feels so good.

				He leans in, his face close to mine as if he’s about to kiss
					me, and for a moment it seems like everything is about to right itself.

				I tilt my head up, my heartbeat erratic, suddenly wanting
					nothing more than to feel his lips on mine.

				He steps back sharply and pulls his hand away from my face as
					if he’s been burned.

				I’m so shocked, I don’t know what to do.

				He looks furious with himself.

				“Good night, Elloren,” he finally says, his voice strained.

				And then he turns and strides quickly away, leaving me to the
					ice-cold night, too hurt and dazed to react. I watch his darkened form recede,
					then disappear, swallowed up by the University.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

				Revolutionary

				The wanted postings appear the next morning.

				They’re affixed to the message boards of every tavern, lodging house and hall.

				I skid to a halt at my first sighting of the crisp sheets of parchment. A newly vicious cold has swept in with the morning wind, and it burns at my exposed skin and chills my lungs. It sets me shivering and hugging my winter cloak tight with woolen-gloved hands as I peer at the notice before me.

				It’s nailed to a board outside the apothecary lab. Across the street, three Elfhollen scholars slow then stop in front of another posting tacked onto a lamppost. Their circle tightens as they murmur gravely to each other, their faces growing troubled as they read.

				By joint order of the Verpacian and Gardnerian military forces, a search for those connected with the destruction of the Gardnerian’s Fourth Division military base is being aggressively conducted and a reward has been posted.

				Rebels… Revolutionaries… Resistance. As I skim the posting, these words stand out in sharp relief. Each of them sends a fresh stab of fear through me. I’m seized by a sudden, startling understanding that my brothers and I, our strange circle of friends…

				My stomach gives a hard lurch.

				We’ve become all of these things.

				I read on, light-headed, struggling to see the letters through a fog of disorientation.

				Information regarding those connected with the destruction of the Gardnerian Fourth Division base is to be immediately brought to the attention of the base’s newly appointed military leader: Commander Lukas Grey.

				Just above the poster hangs a fresh advertisement for the upcoming Gardnerian Yule dance. Next week’s end.

				He’ll be back, I realize, heart thudding. To bring me to the dance, and to find those responsible for the mayhem.

				My knot of fear pulls tighter.

				How on Erthia will we possibly evade Lukas Grey?

				* * *

				We’re avoiding each other, all of us. The stakes raised impossibly high.

				“Bring Tierney to Professor Kristian,” Yvan tells me in passing, late that night in the kitchens, his voice terse, his eyes averted, as if the very sight of me burns his eyes. He stalks off toward the other Kelts, and my heart aches.

				The way he’s avoiding me—it goes beyond what we all have to do for self-preservation. No, this is more than that. Something between Yvan and me has fractured, and I don’t know how to fix what we’ve broken.

				* * *

				I drag myself back to the North Tower that night, a dulled fear humming inside me. There’s a package for me there, Wynter handing it to me with no small amount of alarm.

				“There was a soldier here,” she tells me in a small voice. “He almost saw her.” Her silver eyes dart toward Marina, who’s watching us intently, fear etched on her face.

				I take the package into my hands and turn it over, concern spiking.

				Another gift from Lukas. But small this time. I open the card first.

				Elloren,

				It seems our finest have misplaced a dragon. I’ll look for you when I arrive.

				Lukas

				I open the small package as Wynter watches with wary curiosity.

				It’s a necklace, and I pull up the silver chain, letting the pendant dance in the air between us, glinting in the soft lantern light of the upstairs hallway.

				A tree. Intricately carved in white wood.

				I grasp the pendant in my hand and breathe in a deep, startled breath as a huge, branching Snow Oak bursts into view, caressing my mind, sending out branches through my limbs, clear down to my hands and feet.

				It roots me right to the floor, this wood, steadying me, a pulsating echo of pleasure coursing through me.

				I release the wood, breathing hard.

				“Careful, Elloren Gardner,” Wynter cautions, eyeing the pendant in the same way I’ve seen her look at Ariel’s nilantyr.

				“I know what I’m doing,” I tell her uneasily.

				It’s the right thing to do, I reason with myself. To stay on Lukas’s good side and pretend that everything is fine and normal. I’ll wear it every day so that he finds it on me when he arrives.

				I can picture him now, spotting the chain, sliding his pianist fingers along my neck to guide the necklace into the open, closing his palm around the tree pendant as he smiles at me.

				A prickling flush heats my cheeks at the thought of him, and I’m instantly ashamed of my imaginings.

				I slip the pendant’s chain around my head, drop the tree inside my tunic and attempt to push thoughts of Lukas out of my mind.

				But I can feel the wood of the small tree pulsating against my skin, like a warm, unsettling heart.

			

		

	



		
			
				 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

				Two Hundred and Fifty-Six

				An icy wind rattles the diamond-paned windows as I sit with Tierney in Professor Kristian’s cluttered office.

				It’s late evening, and a throbbing ache pulls at my temple like taut fishing line, the scar along my thigh tingling.

				* * *

				All day I’ve held my breath, waiting for an arrest that never came as my friends and I stolidly went about our usual lectures, work and tasks, all of us trying to blend in unobtrusively—nothing but harmless, hardworking scholars, the lot of us.

				But I saw the Verpacian and Gardnerian soldiers questioning scholars and professors, the military presence growing throughout the day. It sent a cut-glass fear straight through me.

				This is bigger than just us now. And we need help.

				Tierney and her family need to get out of here.

				Professor Kristian sits behind his desk, eyeing Tierney and me with somber concern. Tierney looks like a rabbit tensed for flight, her knuckles white as she sits forward, gripping at her chair, frozen in place.

				“What’s the matter, Elloren?” Professor Kristian asks me, his eyes flitting to Tierney and back to me again.

				Heart racing, nerves primed, I jump off the cliff. “Yvan Guriel. He told us…that you might be able to help someone who might be—” I take a deep breath “—glamoured Fae.”

				Professor Kristian’s brow rises, and he’s silent for a long moment, frozen in place like Tierney.

				“You know Yvan Guriel?” he finally asks.

				I blink at him, surprised by the question.

				A bit, I think, with wry hurt. He almost kissed me. I nod cagily.

				Professor Kristian spits out a sound of amazement and narrows his eyes. “Surprising. Yvan hates Gardnerians. Quite a lot.”

				It stings bitterly to hear it. I push the hurt aside.

				“We have a common goal,” I tell him, straightening.

				“Transporting glamoured Fae east, I would imagine,” he says matter-of-factly. “Is that what you’re getting at?”

				Tierney and I glance at each other, and the jumped-up fear in her eyes jolts me into remembering what the stakes are for her and for her family.

				“Yes,” I tell him definitively. “That’s exactly what I’m getting at.”

				He takes a deep breath, nodding, lets it out and clasps his hands together, his forefingers steepled in thought. His lip lifts with amusement as he sets his eyes on me. “Flirting with the Resistance, are we?”

				I let out a deep breath. “I’m afraid I’ve jumped clear into bed with them.”

				A bark of surprised laughter bursts from his lips, and I can’t help but cough out a small laugh, as well. I massage my aching head and look back up at him, resigned to the wild path I’ve veered onto.

				Laughter still swimming in his eyes, Professor Krisitan sits back in his chair and stares at me with amused incredulity. “That’s…not a very Gardnerian thing to say,” he says, still chuckling.

				I let out a resigned sigh. “I’m feeling less and less Gardnerian every day.”

				He nods with understanding, and then his expression goes odd, like he sees something in my face, something he finds troubling. He swallows audibly and then…his eyes sheen over with tears.

				“What’s the matter?” I ask him, immediately concerned.

				“Nothing,” he says with a shake of his head, his voice breaking. He clears his throat and leans forward to set out tea mugs for both Tierney and me from the chipped tea set ever-present on his desk. His eyes flick toward me, and there’s a raw pain there. “You…you reminded me of someone, just then,” he says, his tone still ragged. “Someone I used to know.”

				“Who?” I ask, confused. “My grandmother?”

				“No, someone else,” he says cryptically, now closed off. “It’s nothing.”

				He shakes his head again and pours tea for us, the steam rising in the air.

				It’s comforting, the familiar burble of the tea as it’s poured, the scent of minty steam on the cool air, a chill seeping in from a strong draft around the windows.

				Professor Kristian eyes Tierney as he pushes a cup toward her. “You would be the glamoured Fae, I presume?”

				Frightened, Tierney looks sharply toward me, eyes wide, and I nod encouragingly to her.

				“I can help you,” he tells her, his voice low and kind. “You’ve come to the right place. You have nothing to fear.”

				Tierney stares at him blankly for a long moment and then bursts into tears, her thin shoulders heaving, her body bunching up into a protective ball.

				“Oh, my dear. It’s all right.” Professor Kristian gets up and comes around to lean against the front of his desk. He hands his handkerchief out to Tierney and places his hand gently on her arm.

				Tierney takes the handkerchief with a shaking hand.

				“What are you, dear?” he asks her. “What type of Fae?”

				“Asrai,” she chokes out.

				“That’s a lovely thing to be,” he says reassuringly. “Maybe not here, but it will be when you and your family get to Noi lands, hmm?”

				Tierney chances a look up at him and starts crying harder, nodding her head in pained assent. She looks small and scared and so young.

				“Have some tea,” he tells her with a pat to her arm.

				“Thank you,” she manages. She roughly wipes at her eyes, gets hold of her staggered breathing and takes the mug he’s patiently holding out to her, sipping at it as Professor Kristian sits back against the desk.

				His expression turns oddly amused as he turns his attention to me. “Well, you have been busy, haven’t you?”

				“I don’t like to be idle,” I reply tartly.

				“Hmm,” he says, eyeing me with friendly suspicion. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about a missing dragon, would you, Elloren?”

				My breath catches tight in my throat.

				Professor Kristian looks to Tierney. “Or a freak snowstorm that fell only on the Gardnerian Fourth Division military base?”

				Tierney’s eyes fly open wide, and she almost chokes on her tea.

				Professor Kristian nonchalantly removes his glasses, fishes another handkerchief out of his pocket and begins to clean them. “You’ve both probably heard by now that over a hundred military dragons flew straight into Valgard yesterday evening and headed straight for their Dragon Master—Mage Damion Bane.”

				I swallow hard. “Yes. I heard…something about that. It’s…surprising.”

				“Is it?” he asks, his brow cocked. He goes back to cleaning his glasses. “Surprised Mage Bane as well, apparently. It took him and seven additional Level Five Mages to kill most of the dragons and subdue the others. Mage Bane is likely to be under a physician’s care for a few months to come. He sustained a nasty claw slash down the side of his face and neck, I’ve heard.”

				I struggle to keep my face impassive.

				“The Gardnerians rarely talk about…embarrassments such as these.” He chuckles as he slides his spectacles back on. “But more than a hundred dragons—that’s not so easy to sweep under the carpet now, is it? And it happened just in time for the glorious celebration of Damion Bane’s rise to Commander of the Fourth Division base.” Turning slightly, he points his thumb toward the window. “Coincidentally, that’s not too far from here.”

				He knows. He knows. My heartbeat picks up speed. And if Professor Kristian knows, who else might?

				There’s a perfunctory knock at the door.

				“Come in,” Professor Kristian says nonchalantly.

				Vice Chancellor Quillen sweeps into the room.

				A new surge of fear shoots through me, and I shrink back against my chair.

				Ignoring Tierney and me, Vice Chancellor Quillen removes her winter wrappings, hangs them on the worn, wooden stand already crowded with our cloaks, then takes a seat near Professor Kristian. She smooths out the black silk of her skirts, a silver Erthia orb bright around her neck.

				“Horrid weather, Jules,” she comments, sliding off fine calfskin gloves.

				“Yes, quite,” he absently responds, the two of them disconcertingly oblivious to our presence as they take a moment to complain about the frigid cold that’s moved in.

				Finally, there’s a break in the conversation, and a long silence as the Vice Chancellor settles in and levels her eyes at us.

				I struggle to hold her penetrating, green-eyed glare.

				As if suddenly remembering we’re there, Professor Kristian looks at me and gestures toward the Vice Chancellor. “I believe you’ve met Vice Chancellor Quillen.”

				Panicked, I glance over at Tierney. Her eyes are riveted on the very Gardnerian Vice Chancellor, her fear dangerously apparent.

				“Relax, Mage Calix,” Vice Chancellor Quillen says dismissively. “You’re among friends.” She turns to Professor Kristian. “How many Fae children did we hide during the war, Jules?”

				“Two hundred and fifty-six,” he responds without a pause. “Not including Zephyr.”

				My head is spinning. “Who’s Zephyr?” I ask.

				“My adopted daughter, Mage Gardner,” the Vice Chancellor replies succinctly. “She’s Sylphan Fae. And far away from here. In Noi lands, with my brother, Fain.”

				“How is Fain?” Professor Kristian puts in congenially.

				“Enjoying the East,” she replies just as cordial. “He’s keeping pit dragons now.”

				“For sport?” He seems surprised.

				She smiles mischievously. “No. You know Fain. They’re his companions.”

				Professor Kristian coughs out a laugh.

				“Anyway,” Vice Chancellor Quillen continues, turning to me. “Zephyr is quite safe there. For the moment.” Her expression turns reflective as she looks at Tierney and shakes her head from side to side. “But so many more in hiding. And now—” she lets out a deep sigh “—it seems we’ve got to get you all out.” She shakes her head again and purses her lips at Tierney. “Don’t fret, Mage Calix. We’ve some unexpected friends, it turns out.” She looks to Professor Kristian. “It seems that someone dissolved the Elfin steel dragon cages. Did you hear about that?”

				The side of Professor Kristian’s lip twitches into a smile. “Clearly the work of a Level Five Mage, Lucretia.”

				The Vice Chancellor pins her eyes tight on me. “Isn’t your brother a Level Five, Mage Gardner?” I open my mouth, desperate to find a convincing lie, but she doesn’t wait for my response. “Tricky spell, too.”

				“A protected military spell, I believe,” Professor Kristian idly comments, glancing over at her.

				“I am so glad you brought that up, Jules,” the Vice Chancellor says, her gaze uncomfortably tight on me. “Because it turns out there’s a military grimoire missing. They just can’t seem to find it.” Her eyes sharpen. “Might you know anything about any of this, Mage Gardner?”

				I can barely breathe. All our secrets, secrets no more.

				Except for the white wand, I note with some relief.

				Professor Kristian laughs lightly. “Come now, Lucretia. You know these girls are ignorant of all these matters.”

				“Oh, that’s right,” she agrees. “How silly of me. They were with me last night, Jules. Mage Gardner and both of her brothers.”

				“And why’s that, Lucretia?” Professor Kristian asks, blithely playing along.

				“Well, there’s the matter of Mage Gardner being behind on her University tithe. And her younger brother’s acceptance into the Gardnerian Weapons Guild.” She shakes her head wearily. “We were in my office. All evening.”

				“Putting in late hours again, Lucretia?”

				The Vice Chancellor rolls her eyes and clicks her tongue. “Oh, it’s never ending.”

				“Well, that is a relief,” Professor Kristian comments. “Especially since the Gardnerians are investigating every Level Five Mage’s whereabouts last night. It’s good to know Mage Gardner and her brothers are well accounted for.”

				I sit there, speechless, blinking at them.

				A smile lifts the corners of Vice Chancellor Quillen’s mouth as she eyes me with open approval. “Welcome to the Resistance, Mage Gardner.”

				* * * * *
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PART ONE



PROLOGUE

Welcome to the Resistance.

Vice Chancellor Quillen’s words echo in my mind as I bow my head against the driving wind and hurry through the torchlit University streets. I pull my cloak taut, no longer daunted by the wanted posters nailed up all over the city. Instead, I’m overcome by a renewed sense of urgency and purpose.

I need to find Yvan.

I have to tell him that Professor Kristian and Vice Chancellor Quillen are going to help my friend Tierney and her family escape to the Eastern Realm. Yvan was the one who suggested that I go to our history teacher, so Yvan must know about Professor Kristian’s connection to the Resistance.

And like Tierney, Yvan clearly has Fae blood. He needs to get out of the Western Realm, too.

A sudden rush of emotion swamps over me at the thought of Yvan leaving for good. My steps slow, and tears sting at my eyes as I come to a halt beside a torch post and brace myself against it. Pellets of snow fall from the pitch-black sky, their icy points needling the exposed skin of my face and hands as the torch spits crackling sparks into the frozen air.

I struggle to catch my breath, the full force of Gardneria suddenly pressing down, threatening to engulf everyone I love.

A cluster of Alfsigr Elfin scholars silently pass by without even a cursory glance my way, their ivory cloaks wrapped tight as they glide like phantoms through the gauzy veil of falling snow. I watch their pale forms blur, then blend into the misty white as I force myself to take deep breaths and beat back the tears.

Urging myself into motion, I resume my advance down the snow-slicked streets. Eventually, I come to the winding path that leads to the rear entrance of the main kitchen, and a wave of blessed warmth envelops me the moment I step inside. I glance around hopefully for Yvan, but find only Fernyllia, the Kitchen Mistress, scouring the remnants of sticky bread dough off one of the long tables.

“Ah, Elloren.” Fernyllia greets me with a warm smile, her pale rose face beaming, strands of white hair escaping her bun. “What brings you here at this late hour?”

Her calm demeanor is so at odds with my roiling emotions that my thoughts scramble for a moment. “I’m looking for Yvan.” Fernyllia gestures toward the back door with her bristled brush. “I asked him to bring some waste to the pigs. There’s a few more buckets to go out. I suppose if you and I were to both grab one

or two, we could finish the task, save him a couple trips?” “Of course,” I agree eagerly.
“You go on ahead. I’ll be right behind you.”

I hoist two of the heavy buckets, the muscles in my arms easily absorbing the weight after months of kitchen work. I shoulder open the back door and make my way up the hill toward the livestock barn, a frosty wind swirling the glittering snow up around me.

As I step inside the barn’s door, the sound of muffled conversation reaches my ears. Cautiously, I move toward the voices and peer through the wooden handles of proppedup rakes and hoes and shovels. Two familiar faces come into view, and I freeze.

Yvan and Iris.

Yvan’s expression is serious, as is hers, their eyes intent on each other. And they’re standing close together—too close.

“They’re going to start iron-testing everyone,” Iris says to Yvan in a quavering voice. “You know they will. I have to get out. I have to get out now.”

My thoughts spin into confusion as the meaning of her words sweeps through me.

Iris Morgaine is… Fae?

I struggle to remember even one time I’ve seen Iris touch iron in the kitchen and realize that, unlike Yvan, she never goes near the iron pots or the stove. She’s always preparing pastries and bread.

Always.

If she’s so afraid of being iron-tested… Iris might be full-blooded Fae. Glamoured, just like Tierney.

Iris begins to cry as she looks up at Yvan imploringly. He pulls her into a gentle embrace, murmuring softly to her as his strong arms hold her close, bending his head down over her shoulder, his tousled brown hair mingling with strands of her golden locks.

A stinging ache rushes through me, along with the unbidden and thoroughly selfish desire to be the one encircled by Yvan’s arms—and the sudden, fierce wish to not look exactly like my cursed grandmother. Maybe then Yvan would want me instead.

You’ve no right to feel this way, I rage against myself. He’s not yours.

Iris tilts her head and kisses Yvan’s neck, nuzzling against him with a soft moan.

Yvan stiffens, his eyes widening as his lips part in evident surprise. “Iris…” He moves slightly away from her as a frustrated longing for him, so raw that it hurts, explodes inside me.

Suddenly, as if sensing my torrent of emotion, Yvan looks straight at me, his fiery green eyes locking hard on to mine with blazing recognition. And I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that some-how, he can read the full intensity of my feelings for him. Horror and humiliation cut through me. I drop the scrap buckets and run from the barn, out into the snowy night, nearly knocking over a very surprised Fernyllia as I sprint past, almost losing my footing on the snowy hill.

* * *

Tears stream down my face as I race into the kitchen and out through the empty dining hall, my breath coming in ragged gasps as I run down corridors and finally duck into a deserted lecture room, collapsing onto one of the many chairs in the dark space and crumpling onto the desk before me. I bury my head in my arms and break down into great, shuddering sobs that strain pain-fully at my ribs and choke the air from my lungs.

I’ve let myself fall for him. And he’ll never want me.

The pain of Yvan’s continued rejection is like a thundering ache, and I’m wholly unprepared for the force of it.

Lost in misery, I’m not aware of Fernyllia’s quiet presence until I glimpse her out of the corner of my eye and feel her calloused hand on my shoulder. The chair next to mine scrapes against the stone floor as she sits down beside me.

“You care for him, don’t you, child?” Fernyllia asks, her voice kind.

I squeeze my eyes tightly together and nod stiffly. She rubs my back gently, murmuring softly in Uriskal.

“I don’t want to be Gardnerian,” I finally manage, internally raging, not wanting to wear my black Gardnerian garb ever again. Not wanting the heinous white armband, an unspoken gesture of support for High Mage Marcus Vogel, around my arm. Not wanting any part of the cruel tyranny my people have inflicted on others.

Wanting to be free of all of it.

Wanting Yvan.

Fernyllia is quiet for a moment. “We don’t get to choose what we are,” she says finally, her voice low. “But we do get to choose who we are.” I look up to find her staring at me intently. “Did you know I was married once?” Fernyllia asks with a slight, nostalgic smile. “Before the Realm War, that is.” Her face grows troubled, the wrinkles around her eyes tightening. “Then your people came and killed all our men. After it was over, they rounded up the survivors and put us to work for the Gardnerians.”

* * *

Fernyllia grows quiet for a moment. Then, in a whisper, she adds, “They took my young son down, as well.”

My breath catches in my throat.

“Life can be very unfair,” she says, her voice strained. Shame ripples through me. My problems pale in comparison to Fernyllia’s. She’s been through so much, yet she’s still strong, still working to help others. And here I am, feeling sorry for my-self. Chastened, I swallow back my tears, straighten and struggle to pull myself together.

“That’s it, Elloren Gardner,” Fernyllia says, her expression steely, but not unkind. “Buck up. My granddaughter, Fern… I want something more for her. More than being a servant to the Gardnerians and told she’s worth less than nothing. I want her to be free of mind and free of body, the former being the hardest part for any of us. They don’t have your mind, though—do they, Elloren?”

I meet her gaze squarely and shake my head.

“Good,” she says, pleased. “You make sure it stays that way. There’s much work to be done. A lot needs to change so that my Fern can have a good life.”
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CHAPTER ONE

OUTSIDER

“Vogel’s closed the Gardnerian border tight.”

Silence fills the kitchen’s sizable storeroom as Professor Kristian’s words sink in. He meets each of our eyes in turn, his hands clasped on the broad table before him.

Tierney and I exchange an anxious glance. Part of our Resistance group surrounds the wooden table, our exhausted faces lit by the guttering lamps. Yvan sits across from me, next to Iris, a tight line of tension between his eyes, and I struggle to resist the pull of my gaze toward him. Behind Yvan, Fernyllia leans against shelves stocked with preserves, her rosehued eyes locked on Jules Kristian, her arms crossed in front of her stout body. Bleddyn Arterra hangs back in the shadows, glowering, her face cast deep green in the lambent light. Vice Chancellor Lucretia Quillen is perched primly beside Jules, her sharp face cool and composed.

There’s only a few of us here—we can’t often meet in large groups without rousing suspicion. So, it’s become our responsibility to relay messages to the other small Resistance groups throughout Verpacia, including my brothers and the friends who helped us rescue Naga, the unbroken military dragon Yvan had befriended.

“The Mage Guard is patrolling their border day and night,” Jules continues gravely. He hesitates for a moment. “And now they’re using trained hydreenas to hunt down Fae.”

“Hydreenas?” Tierney echoes fearfully. She’s sitting beside me, her face tight as a bowstring. Her terror is understandable—the huge, boar-shaped beasts are both horrifyingly vicious and able to track scents over long distances.

“Vogel’s got the help of the local Gardnerian population, too,” Lucretia says ominously. “He’s placed a hefty price on the heads of any glamoured Fae.” The black silk of her Gardnerian tunic glistens in the lamplight. She’s camouflaged just like Tierney, and like I usually am when I’m not working in the kitchens—in a black Gardnerian tunic over a long ebony skirt, a white band of fabric cinched tightly around her upper arm. The white band worn by supporters of High Mage Marcus Vogel.

It’s imperative that our fellow Gardnerians believe we’re on their side, in order to protect the Resistance. Still, I can’t help feeling sick every time I have to don one of those armbands.

I’m only days into working for the Verpacian Resistance, but I know that it’s led by Jules, Lucretia and Fernyllia. There’s a Keltic arm of the Resistance that carries out acts of sabotage against the Gardnerian and Alfsigr forces, but the Verpacian group mainly works to evacuate refugees through Verpacia and out of the Western Realm.

Fear of both the Gardnerian and Alfsigr militaries runs high everywhere, so the Verpacian Resistance is small, under-armed and overwhelmed. Our only potential advantage is an unbroken military dragon with catastrophically shattered legs and wings.

The situation is daunting, to say the least.

I massage my temple in an attempt to soothe my unrelenting headache. The yeasty aroma of rising dough and the leafy smell of dried herbs waft in from the kitchen, along with an embrace of warmth that provides only slim comfort.

I’ve been in foul spirits all day. I bolted awake at dawn in a cold sweat, my blankets roped tight around my limbs as my mind shook off yet another terrible nightmare. The same nightmare that’s been haunting me for days.

* * *

Disoriented, I grasped for details of the frightening dream as they started to fly away, faint as wisps of smoke.

A battlefield beneath a reddened sky, a malefic hooded figure roaming toward me as I cowered behind a blackened dead tree, a white wand gripped in my hand.

Now, many hours later, all that remains of the nightmare is a lingering sense of dread and the vague, unsettling feeling that something dark is searching for me.

“Any word on the Verpacian Council election?” Bleddyn asks.

Fernyllia gives her a somber look. “The Gardnerians are now the vast majority.”

“Ancient One,” I breathe out in dismay as Iris huffs angrily, her lovely hazel eyes filling with outrage.

And fear.

Yvan places his hand comfortingly on her arm, and I shake off the prick of envy that rises in me.

“We all knew that was coming.” Tierney’s words are acerbic, her mouth twisted into a half sneer. “The Verpacian Council has been a lost cause for a while now.” But it’s more than just a lost cause—it’s an unmitigated disaster. Verpacia is populated by a variety of ethnic groups—mainly Verpacian, Gardnerian, Elfhollen and Keltic. Now that its ruling Council is predominantly Gardnerian, it’s only a matter of time before their influence bears down on the country and begins to consume it.

Light flashes above us, and we all glance up. A dense cloud has formed near the storeroom’s raftered ceiling, small veins of white lightning pulsing inside it. I look to Tierney with alarm, and she gives me an anxious glance in return. Her increasingly powerful Asrai water magic is spinning out of control. Again.

Tierney closes her eyes tightly and pulls in a long, quivering breath. The cloud begins to dissipate, then disappears entirely.

Both Jules and Lucretia are studying Tierney with expressions of deep concern, but she stubbornly avoids looking at either of them.

* * *

“The Gardnerians have their flags hanging everywhere.” Bleddyn punctuates her words with a slice of her hand. She fixes her eyes on me, her green lips twisting with disgust. “They’re waving the vile things around, acting like they’re the masters of Erthia.” I inwardly shrink back from the force of Bleddyn’s glare, all too aware of my Gardnerian black hair and the emerald shimmer of my skin that’s only heightened by the storeroom’s dim light. “We’re only days away from Verpacia being nothing more than an extension of Gardneria.” Iris’s voice is shrill as she looks at Jules entreatingly. “We cannot be here much longer, Jules.”

He nods sympathetically. “We’re preparing to move as many people east as we can, but we have to wait a few months for the desert storms to clear and for winter to give way. It’s too dangerous right now.” Jules does his best to reassure her, outlining when a safer opportunity for escape is likely to present itself, and as much as I dislike Iris, my heart goes out to her.

Yvan’s eyes meet mine for a moment, but then he quickly averts his gaze, and I feel a pang of hurt. He’s been noticeably cool toward me ever since we rescued Naga and destroyed the Gardnerian military base. And he’s become cooler still after my mortifying display only days ago, when I walked in on him and Iris in the barn and put my feelings for him on vivid display.

I pull in a long, shaky breath and force the biting memory to the back of my mind as Jules begins telling Fernyllia about the food supplies he needs for a group of refugees. My hand reflexively reaches for the Snow Oak necklace Lukas Grey sent me. Despite my efforts to keep him at arm’s length, Lukas still seems determined to wandfast to me, if his gifts and letters are anything to judge by. I slide my fingers over the pendant’s embossed tree design, the soothing image of a pale leafed tree rustling to life in the back of my mind. Increasingly, I find myself drawn to the pendant, compelled by the comfort it offers, much like the white wand Sage gave me.

* * *

As I clasp the pendant more tightly, a shimmering energy ripples through me, and I’m reminded of Wynter’s words of caution when I donned the necklace for the first time. We both sensed the subtle power in it, a power that calls to some deep part of myself I can’t yet name. It holds the warmth of a flickering flame, the rooted strength of an ancient tree—and a temptation I’m having trouble resisting.

I release the pendant with a sigh, glancing covertly at Yvan again. Iris is pressed so near to him that her chin is almost resting on his shoulder. A fresh wave of envy laps at me, and I fight to subdue the bitter feeling, but I’m so exhausted it seeps in anyway. Longing tangles up inside me as Iris leans even closer to him, her blond hair like honey in the lamplight as it brushes against his arm.

Did I imagine it, Yvan? How you almost kissed me that night? Why did you pull away?

As I search Yvan’s beautiful, angular face, hoping to find an answer, Iris turns her head toward me. Her eyes tighten with censure, and I wrench my gaze away from them, my face heating to an uncomfortable burn. I struggle to regain my composure, but when I look back up, Iris is still glaring at me. She makes a show of gently resting her head on Yvan’s shoulder and wrapping a languid hand around his arm.

Yvan absentmindedly glances at Iris, then brings his hand comfortingly over hers. The triumphant smile on her face makes me swallow hard, my throat gone coarse and dry as my dark mood deepens.

“Is there any word on amnesty for the refugees?” Tierney asks Lucretia as Jules and Fernyllia wrap up their conversation.

“We’re trying,” Lucretia says. “The political climate is…difficult at the moment. The Amaz are taking in a limited number of refugees, but only women—and with the covert understanding that the Vu Trin will eventually bring the refugees east.” Seeing Tierney’s anxious look, she hurriedly adds, “But that is sig nificant. And quite brave of the Amaz.” Then Lucretia’s mouth hardens. “The Lupines and the Kelts and the Verpacians are wary of provoking Gardnerian ire.”

* * *

“So, what do we do now?” Tierney asks, almost a demand. “We continue to work to get refugees out of a Realm that is hostile to them,” Jules answers. “Out of the line of Gardnerian and Alfsigr fire.” He sits back, takes off his glasses and fishes a handkerchief from his pocket to clean them with. “The local Vu Trin might be able to help us. Their commander, Kam Vin, is sympathetic to the plight of the refugees.”

Surprise fills me at this revelation, as I remember how harsh and intimidating Commander Vin was when she wandtested me.

“Commander Vin is trying to maintain a careful balance, though,” Jules adds. “Politically, the Noi people are on guardedly good terms with the Gardnerians. And they don’t want their own Vu Trin military to inadvertently provoke a war.”

“So, the Noi are appeasing the Gardnerians,” Tierney spits out, disgusted. “Like the rest.”

Jules flashes Tierney a jaded look. “They are, Tierney. They most certainly are. But it appears that Commander Vin sees the writing on the wall. She knows that it won’t be possible to appease the Gardnerians forever, so we have a potential ally in her. Which is good, because the current situation is likely to get much worse.”

“It’s already gotten much worse,” Tierney adamantly states. “She’s right,” Yvan interjects, glancing around. “Some of the Gardnerian military apprentices have started cropping Urisk.” Iris pales, and Bleddyn spits out what sounds like an Uriskal curse.

“There have been four incidents in the past two days,” Yvan gravely continues. He looks to Fernyllia and Bleddyn with concern. “So be careful. Don’t go anywhere alone.”

“What’s cropping?” I blurt out, confused.

Bleddyn glowers at me. “The Gardnerians are cutting off the points of our ears, like we’re animals. And shearing the hair from our heads. That’s what cropping means.”

Holy Ancient One. Shock and nausea roil through me.

“A Gardnerian farmer here in Verpacia was attacked by some Urisk workers,” Yvan says to me, his demeanor momentarily softening as his eyes meet mine, as if he can sense how much this has upset me. “The Gardnerians on the Verpacian Council are calling for retribution, and it’s provoking mob violence.”

“I heard about the situation on that farm,” Fernyllia says, her expression hard as a plank. “The Gardnerian farmer was abusing his workers mercilessly. Beating them to within an inch of their lives.” She hesitates, her expression darkening. “And much worse.”

“Grandma? What’s going on?”

All eyes dart to little Fern, who has just slipped into the room. Her arms are wrapped around her favorite cloth doll, Mee’na—the doll lovingly stitched by her grandmother, Fernyllia. Mee’na has blush-white skin, rose braids and sweeping pointed ears, just like Fern.

I pray that she didn’t hear a word of this horrible conversation, but I can tell from her wide, frightened eyes that she’s heard quite a bit.

Fernyllia clicks her tongue and goes to her granddaughter. She creakily lowers herself to Fern’s level, hugs the child close and murmurs to her gently in Uriskal.

Olilly slips in shyly behind Fern. The lavender-skinned Urisk kitchen girl gives us all a slight, faltering smile.

“Run along with Olilly now,” Fernyllia says in a reassuring tone. “I’ll come tell you a story in a bit, shush’onin.”

Fern gets a hug and kiss from her grandmother and leaves with Olilly, the wooden storeroom door clicking shut behind them.

We’re all grimly quiet for a moment.

“Keep Fern hidden,” Yvan says to Fernyllia, stark warning in his eyes. “Well hidden.”

A wave of horror sweeps over me. The thought of someone grabbing up little Fern, shearing off her rosy braids and cutting off the points of her ears—it’s so ghastly, I can barely wrap my mind around it. A few months ago, I never would have believed that even the threat of such cruelty could exist in the world.

Now I know better. And it sickens me.

“One last terrible announcement.” Jules turns to face Tierney and me. “The mandatory wandfasting age for Gardnerians has been lowered to sixteen. All Gardnerians over the age of sixteen not fasted by the end of the fifth month will be forced into a fasting by the Mage Council.”

I glance down at my hands, nails chipped and skin stained blue and green by medicinal herbs. Blessedly unmarked. But not for long.

I shudder as I imagine black fasting marks creeping across my hands, forever binding me to someone I barely know. My aunt Vyvian has started sending threatening letters in the last few weeks, hinting that she might need to cut back on the expensive medical care for my sick uncle if I don’t fast to Lukas Grey soon.

Ire rises in me at the thought, along with a burgeoning sense of desperation. Who will I fast to, if not Lukas? There might not be any way to avoid fasting, even if I stay in Verpacia and refuse to return to Valgard. There’s enough of a Gardnerian presence here that my aunt could easily enforce the new fasting mandate.

Tierney’s face has grown rigid with anxiety over the looming threat of wandfasting—and the iron-testing that Vogel has ordered to precede each ceremony. A test that would not only reveal who Tierney really is, but potentially kill her.

“We’re trying to negotiate with both the Lupines and the Vu Trin to get you and your family and the rest of the hidden Fae out,” Lucretia tells Tierney as Jules rolls out a map of Verpacia, flattens it on the table and leans over to examine the handwritten notes.

Escape routes. For Urisk and Smaragdalfar Elves and the Fae-blooded fleeing east.

“Have Rafe and the Lupine twins come see me, Elloren,” Jules says, looking up from the map. “We need trackers to scout out new trails for refugees. The Verpacian military has shut down most of the northern routes.”

I nod, heartened by the contributions my family and friends are making toward the Resistance efforts. My brother Trystan has enthusiastically fallen in as well, fashioning weapons on the sly for the refugees and their guides.

Everyone in the room knows about all of this.

But Iris and Bleddyn have no idea who was really behind the destruction of the nearby Gardnerian military base and the theft of an unbroken dragon.

And of the people here, only Tierney and Yvan know about Marina, the Selkie hidden in my lodging. “We’re going to need help from you and Tierney, as well,” Lucretia puts in. “There’s a bad outbreak of the Red Grippe among the refugees streaming into Verpacia, especially the children.” “And instead of showing one shred of compassion,” Jules interjects, disgust edging his tone, “the Verpacian Council is using their illness as a reason to bear down on anyone who’s here without working papers, making it impossible for the refugees to seek help from physicians and apothecaries.”

Tierney and I exchange a resolved glance, but we have no illusions about the difficulty of what we’re being asked to do. Norfure tincture is tricky and expensive to make, and the ingredients are difficult to procure. But we’re the only ones in our small Resistance group who have the necessary skills to prepare it.

“We’ll make the medicine,” Tierney promises, her voice shot through with rebellion.

“Thank you,” Jules says gratefully, then turns to me again. “And Elloren, let your brother Trystan know that we’ve found someone who can train him in the use of combat spells. His name is Mavrik Glass. He’s the head wandmaster at the Fourth Division Base, but he’s come over to our side. He’s been holding back in his training of the Gardnerian soldiers and saving the best instruction for our people. He’s also secretly working flaws into the Mage Guard’s wands.” Trepidation flashes through me. I’m sure this was easy to hide when Damion Bane was in charge, but the base has a new commander now. And there’s no fooling Lukas Grey.

* * *

“Tell him not to hold back on his training anymore,” I insist. “And he should stop making flawed wands.”

Yvan’s eyes fly to mine with surprise, and the others immediately look suspicious “Why?” Jules asks.

I meet Jules’s gaze evenly. “Because Lukas will know.” He shakes his head. “Damion never did—” “Maybe not,” I cut in vehemently, “but Lukas will.”

Iris’s lip curls up in contempt. Her eyes flick to Jules. “Is she giving the orders now?”

I hold my hands out defensively. “You need to trust me on this.”

“Trust you?” Iris asks scathingly.

“You’re still in touch with Lukas Grey, then?” Bleddyn’s eyes are hard on mine.

I swallow the dry lump in my throat. Lukas’s tree pendant thrums enticingly beneath my tunic, and an uncomfortable warmth slides down my neck. “He’s…friendly with me. Which could be of use to us.”

Yvan’s gaze flashes with rancor, and I swear I feel heat surge through the air between us. His mouth sets in a hard, unforgiving line that sends a palpable sting through me.

Jules’s and Lucretia’s expressions have turned calculating as they coolly appraise me, as if suddenly seeing me in a new light.

Iris stands abruptly, gesturing angrily in my direction. “She shouldn’t be here!” she cries. “We shouldn’t be working with any Gardnerians. Or Alfsigr.”

I bristle at this as Lucretia considers Iris calmly, seeming unfazed by her pronouncement. I know Iris doesn’t like working with Gardnerian Lucretia, either, but she doesn’t have much of a choice in that regard, since Lucretia is one of our leaders.

Tierney throws Iris a caustic look. “I understand where you’re coming from, Iris. I really do. But what you’re suggesting would put my entire Gardnerian family in danger.”

Iris ignores Tierney as she rounds on me, outrage blazing in her eyes. “Are you planning to have Lukas Grey come back to threaten us again? To threaten Fern?”

I remember how Lukas terrorized Fernyllia’s granddaughter, and for a moment, I can’t even look at Iris. Or Fernyllia. Especially not Fernyllia.

“No,” I counter, my voice breaking with shame, “of course not—”

“And why does she dress in our clothes?” Iris demands of Jules. I shift uncomfortably in my dark brown tunic and skirt from home. I’ve taken to wearing the simple garb again when working in the kitchens, saving Aunt Vyvian’s elaborate silks for classes and events.

“Iris, Elloren is one of us,” Jules says firmly. “You know how I feel about this.”

Iris glares at me. “You’re not one of us. You’ll never be one of us. You’re simply bringing attention to yourself. And that places us at risk.”

Yvan places a hand on her arm. “She’s on our side, Iris.” “No, Yvan. You’re wrong.” Iris wrenches away from him and sends me a penetrating glare, as if she can look straight into my soul and spot my grandmother’s dark power hidden there. “You forget who she is,” Iris says, her voice low with a foreboding that sends a chill down my spine. “You forget who her family is. She’s dangerous.”

Then Iris gets up and storms out of the room. Bleddyn shoots me a hostile look and follows close on her heels.

Bereft, I glance toward Yvan to find his concerned gaze suddenly riveted on me, open and impassioned. And for a brief moment, the rest of the room recedes as a flare of what he once seemed to feel for me breaks through.

Then it’s gone again, his open expression shuttering as the wall between us slams back down. He gives me one last tense, pained look before he gets up and follows Iris and Bleddyn out.

“Elloren, can I speak with you for a moment?” Lucretia asks as everyone else filters out of the storeroom. Tierney looks at me curiously for a moment, then offers to meet me in the apothecary lab. I nod, and she takes her leave as Lucretia quietly closes the door.

Lucretia turns to peer at me through gold-rimmed spectacles. “I don’t know if you’ve realized this yet, but your connection to Lukas Grey could prove to be important for us,” she says.

An unsettling tension spreads through me at the mention of Lukas’s name.

“He’s turning out to be a voice for moderation in the Mage Guard,” Lucretia explains. “He might be someone we could influence.”

I look to her with surprise, thrown by this new information. Lucretia seems to register my shock and quickly adds a word of caution. “He could be an ally, but don’t let your guard down around him, Elloren. He’s not to be trifled with. Still, we’ve been watching him closely, and he’s already been reprimanded several times for refusing to enforce some of Vogel’s new religious strictures.”

“How does he get away with defying Vogel?” I ask. “Power. Vogel wants Lukas Grey’s power on his side. So, he’s overlooking his insubordination. For now, at least.”

I’m suddenly wary of what she might be preparing to ask of me and draw slightly away from her, giving her a narrow, guarded look.

“You’ve made it clear you don’t want to fast to him,” Lucretia says, her tone full of import. “But…perhaps he doesn’t need to know that at the moment. Do you understand?”

I consider this and give a slight nod.

“If Verpacia falls to the Gardnerians,” she says, “Lukas Grey gains jurisdiction over the borders here. We need you to find out where his loyalties lie…and whether he could be convinced to make a break with the Gardnerians.”

My eyes widen in astonishment. “Do you really think there’s a chance of that?”

“Yes,” she says, a conspiratorial gleam in her eyes.

An unsettling thought occurs to me, one I’m at first hesitant to share. “I have a strange compulsion to be honest with Lukas,” I admit finally. “I can’t explain why, but the feeling is…some-times overwhelming. You should know that.”

Lucretia ponders this. “You both must have strong earth affinity lines,” she muses.

“I don’t have strong anything,” I bitterly counter. “I’m a Level One Mage.”

She shakes her head at this. “Just because you can’t access your power doesn’t mean your affinity lines are weak. Your wand level is just a measurement of your ability to use your magic. That never changes. But the depth of power in your affinity lines—that can strengthen over time.”

I’ve often wondered about my Mage affinities, the lines of elemental magic that course through every Gardnerian and begin to quicken as we come of age. Every Mage possesses a different balance of earth, water, air, fire and light lines—lines that I’m starting to have a vague sense of, ever since I started wearing the Snow Oak pendant. I clasp it now, a disquieting flush coursing through me.

“Can you feel your affinity lines?” I ask tentatively. I know Lucretia’s a Level Four Water Mage, but being a woman, there are no silver lines marking her Gardnerian silks.

“All the time,” she says. “Sometimes it’s like an ocean of power rushing through me. Sometimes it feels like small streams of water rippling over the lines. I don’t have much of a sense of my other affinities, though.” She furrows her brow in question. “Do you have a strong pull toward earth?”

I nod. “I crave the feel of wood. And…if I touch it, I can tell what its source tree looked like.”

I remember the image of the dark tree that shuddered through me when I kissed Lukas. “When I’m with Lukas, I can sense that he has a strong earth line, as well,” I confess. “And…it seems to rouse mine.”

* * *

“What do you know of our true lineage as Gardnerians?” Lucretia asks me carefully.

“Professor Kristian told me Gardnerians are of mixed ancestry,” I brazenly answer. “We’re not ‘pureblooded’ at all, regardless of what our priests tell us. We’re part-Dryad, part-Kelt.”

She nods her head in assent, her lip twitching up in response to my enthusiastic blasphemy. “Like the Greys, your family comes from a particularly strong Dryad line. The telltale sign of that is a strong earth affinity. And powerful Dryads can’t lie to each other.” “Well, that presents a significant problem, don’t you think?” Lucretia grows thoughtful. “Perhaps you can focus on what you find appealing about Lukas Grey. That could offset this compulsion and draw him in.”

The unspoken suggestion is clear, and I flush as I remember Lukas’s seductive kisses, the intoxicating draw of his magic flashing through me. I’m instantly cast into shamed conflict. How can I set out to draw Lukas in when I have such strong feelings for Yvan?

But you can’t have Yvan, I harshly remind myself, the image of Yvan embracing Iris painfully fresh in my mind. So, stay close to Lukas. For the protection of everyone.

“All right,” I tell her, fingering the Snow Oak pendant, a branching rush of heat pulsing through me. “I’ll maintain my connection to Lukas Grey.”
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			In the Alskad Empire, nearly all are born with a twin, two halves to form one whole…yet some face the world alone.

			The singleborn

			A rare few are singleborn in each generation, and therefore given the right to rule by the gods and goddesses. Bo Trousillion is one of these few, born into the royal line and destined to rule. Though he has been chosen to succeed his great-aunt, Queen Runa, as the leader of the Alskad Empire, Bo has never felt equal to the grand future before him.

			The diminished

			When one twin dies, the other usually follows, unable to face the world without their other half. Those who survive are considered diminished, doomed to succumb to the violent grief that inevitably destroys everyone whose twin has died. Such is the fate of Vi Abernathy, whose twin sister died in infancy. Raised by the anchorites of the temple after her family cast her off, Vi has spent her whole life scheming for a way to escape and live out what’s left of her life in peace.

			As their sixteenth birthdays approach, Bo and Vi face very different futures—one a life of luxury as the heir to the throne, the other years of backbreaking work as a temple servant. But a long-held secret and the fate of the empire are destined to bring them together in a way they never could have imagined.
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			PART ONE

			“Those who lose their twins shall join them in death, that they are never without their other half. Some may cling to unnatural life, and those shall be called the diminished—for in their grief, they become less, and their violent breaking shall scourge this land.”

			—from the Book of Dzallie, the Warrior

			“Like the goddesses and gods, who are complete without a twin, a blessed few shall be singleborn. You shall know them as our chosen ones, for our divinity runs undiluted through their veins. Raise them up, and let the wisdom that is their birthright illuminate this world.”

			—from the Book of Magritte, the Educator

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			VI

			The first queen built the Alskad Empire from scorched earth and ash after the goddess Dzallie split the moon and rained fire from the sky. The god Hamil called the sea to wash away most of what was left of humanity, but the people who managed to survive gathered in the wild, unforgiving north, calling on Rayleane the Builder to help them shape an idyllic community that would be home and haven to the descendants of the cataclysm.

			They failed.

			I came up feared and hated for a thing I had no control over in a world divided. My childhood wasn’t the kind of unpleasant that most brats endure when their ma won’t let them spend all their pocket money on spun sugar or fried bread filled with jam. No. My days coming up in the temple ranged from lean and uncertain to hungry and brutal with shockingly little variation.

			There were bright moments among the terrible ones, sure, and my best friend, Sawny, was there for most of them. But even the shiniest days as a dimmy ward of the temple were tarnished. It had to do, I think, with the endless reminders of how unwanted I really was. Even Sawny and Lily, whose ma’d given them up, enjoyed a little more kindness than any of the anchorites ever managed to show like me.

			One night, a month before I turned sixteen, I waited in my room, boots in hand, for Sawny’s knock on my door. It had been about an hour since our hall’s anchorite called for lights out. She was a rich merchant’s daughter who’d recently committed to the religious life, and she slept sounder than a great gray bear. Though we’d be hard pressed to find an anchorite who cared that two brats nearly old enough to be booted out of the temple were sneaking out in the middle of the night, Sawny and I were still careful. Neither of us had the patience to endure even one more tongue lashing, halfhearted or not.

			Keep them sleeping, Pru, I thought.

			While I’d stopped praying to the gods and goddesses years ago, I kept up a sort of conversation with my dead twin, Prudence. Ridiculous as it sometimes felt, a part of me wanted to believe that she was looking out for me—that she was the reason I’d been able to keep myself from slipping into the violent grief of the other diminished for all these years. All Ma’d ever told me was her name and that she’d died a couple months after we were born. After that, it didn’t take long for my ma to dump me at the temple in Penby, unwilling to raise a dimmy. Ma and Pa visited from time to time, bringing my new sisters and brothers to see me when they were born, but we never got close. Getting close to a dimmy’s about as smart as cuddling up with an eel. Not even my ma was that dumb.

			There was a soft tap on the door. I slipped out of my room and padded down the dim hall after Sawny.

			We raced up the narrow staircase, our hushed giggles echoing through the stillness. Even the adulations were silent at this hour; the anchorites chanting over the altars of their chosen deities were tucked away in their rooms under piles of blankets and furs. At the top of the stairs, I jammed my feet into my boots and slid open the casement window, letting a shock of brisk night wind whine down the stairwell. Once I’d shimmied out onto the slate-tiled roof, Sawny passed me his knapsack and climbed through the window with practiced ease.

			“Lily’s asleep?” I asked, flicking my thick, dark braid over my shoulder.

			“Snoring like a walrus,” Sawny confirmed. “I put some of Bethea’s sleep herb in her tea. No chance she’ll wake up and rat us out.”

			It wasn’t that Sawny’s twin was a tattler—not exactly. Or that she hated me. She didn’t. Not quite all the way to hate, anyway. But when you spend half your life being lectured about dimmys and how dangerous and unpredictable we are, you tend to not want your twin to go clambering across rooftops with one of us. Especially a dimmy whose twin’s been dead as long as mine. Lily would’ve been a lot happier if Sawny would do as she asked, and stop speaking to me. She didn’t want to become one of us, after all, and every minute Sawny spent with me increased the odds that he’d be around when I finally lost myself to the grief. Frankly, I didn’t disagree with her. But she knew—as did I—that Sawny would never turn his back on our friendship. Not after all this time.

			So Lily ran to the anchorites every time she caught us breaking the rules. It was all she could do, and I didn’t blame her. But that didn’t mean I wanted to get caught.

			We scrambled from one rooftop to the next until we were well away from the temple’s residential wing. Our favorite spot was next to a window tucked between two slopes of roof over a rarely used attic next to the temple’s tall spire. It was safe, for one, but the view didn’t hurt, either.

			Though only a sliver of one of the moon’s halves was visible, the early summer sky—even at midnight—wasn’t black, but the same dark, cloudy gray as my eyes. I settled in, my back against the wall of the spire, and drew my layers of sweaters in tight around me. Summers in Alskad were merely chilly, not the biting, aching cold that sank into your very bones the rest of the year. But even though I hated the cold, I found myself wishing for winter, when Sawny and Lily and I’d nestle in close under a blanket and watch the great, colorful strands of the northern lights play across the sky.

			“What’d you nick for us?”

			“Couldn’t get much, what with the kitchen buzzing with folks getting ready for tomorrow, but I managed a bit.”

			Sawny closed his eyes, smiled and stretched out next to me on his back, his long black lashes smudged against his dark olive skin. He was all heavy muscles and broad shoulders. Sawny’s easy good looks drew appreciative glances from anyone able to see past the overly mended hand-me-downs we temple brats wore—which, to be perfectly honest, was a fairly small group. My pale, freckled skin and dark, unruly curls might’ve been considered pretty at one point, but my twice-broken nose, combined with a face that rested somewhere between furious and disgusted, made folks’ eyes slip right past me. I couldn’t say I minded. Being a dimmy brought me attention enough.

			“Well?” I held out a hand expectantly. “I’m ravenous.”

			Sawny put his hand in mine and squeezed. “I’m going to miss you, Vi.”

			“Shut up. You’ll find work,” I said, but the lie felt sharp on my tongue even as I spoke the words. “You and Lily both. Though Dzallie protect whoever hires her.”

			“Vi,” Sawny cautioned.

			I threw my hands up defensively. “I didn’t mean anything by it. You know as well as I do that your sister can be prickly. That doesn’t mean you won’t find work here in Penby.”

			“We’ve been looking for months now, and there’s nothing. Nothing that pays enough to afford a room, anyway.”

			Sawny rummaged in his bag and handed me half a loaf of bread thick with nuts and seeds. I turned it over in my hands. Guilt over my thoughtless expectation that Sawny would keep putting himself at risk by stealing food from the temple kitchen, same as he’d always done, gnawed at my stomach. His position was so tenuous now that he and Lily had come of age.

			“There’s no way the temple’ll get rid of you,” I said, forcing assurance I didn’t feel into my voice. “You make the best cloud buns and salmonberry cakes of anyone in the kitchens. Don’t you think they see that?”

			Sawny ducked his head. “Sure. If I was on my own, I might be fine, but Lily needs connections to get bookkeeping work, and we’ve none. The anchorites can’t get away with letting us stay much longer. We’ve been of age for nearly a full season now. I’m surprised they haven’t already kicked us out.”

			I looked out across the wide square at the palace. It was an old-fashioned, elegant thing, all clean lines and contrasting angles with none of the frippery and decoration that was the style now. It’d been built a generation after the survivors of the cataclysm had settled in Penby, around the same time the people’d built the temple where Sawny and I’d grown up. The two buildings were practically mirrors of each other, with the same tall spires and the same high stone walls and narrow windows. But somehow, even though it was a stone’s throw away, the palace had always been impossibly out of our reach.

			Sawny and I’d come to this spot for years. We’d look across the square at the lights glowing in the palace windows and imagine the people inside. The palace seemed so much warmer, so much friendlier than the temple. The lives of its inhabitants so much happier. I thought probably they were, but Sawny always reminded me that it only seemed that way because we couldn’t see their dark secrets the way we could see our own.

			I caught a flash of white fluttering in the shadows between the palace and the temple. I nudged Sawny and jerked my chin. “Shriven. Think they can see us?”

			He shook his head. “Nah. Even if they could, what do they care?”

			The whites of their eyes stood out against the background of the black paint they wore across their foreheads, mingling with their stark tattoos. I could almost feel the weight of their gaze settle on me, sending shivers down my spine. The Shriven were always in the background of my life. They patrolled the city, looking for people like me. Keeping the citizens of Penby safe from dimmys on the edge of breaking. They served as the spine and the fist of the temple, and no crime in the empire escaped the ever-watchful eyes of the Shriven. Everyone followed their orders, even the palace guards and city watch. And while everyone in the empire knew better than to cross them, their shadow fell darkest on people like me—on the diminished.

			“At least the Shriven watchdogs don’t track your every move the way they do with us dimmys.” I shuddered, remembering the last time one of the white-clad Shriven warriors decided I was up to no good. They may’ve been temple-sworn, same as the anchorites, but I’d never believed they were holy. Turning back to Sawny, I said, “You can get away with a few more weeks of looking. Maybe they’ll hire you over there.” I jerked my chin at the palace.

			Sawny laughed. “Sure. And her Imperial Highness Queen Runa will take a liking to me and set me up with an estate of my own. Come on, Vi. The palace would never hire a temple foundling. Those jobs are passed through families, like heirlooms.”

			I wished there was a way to argue with him, but he was right. Folks like us had to claw our way up to the bottom of the heap, and dreaming of anything else was setting ourselves up for failure.

			Us temple brats worked long, hard hours to build the temple’s wealth and power with no praise, no pay and little enough reward, apart from the barest necessities to keep us alive. Meanwhile, the anchorites draped themselves in the pearls I harvested from the cold waters of the bay and wore silks and furs tithed to the temple. But even their indulgence was nothing compared to the Suzerain, the twins who led the religious order of Alskad. Their power was nearly equal to the Queen’s, and it didn’t take an overly observant soul to see the greed and corruption that colored their every move, like the silver threads that embroidered their robes.

			Because of this, Sawny and I had our own brand of morality. It was fine for him to steal food from the temple kitchens because they were charged with our care, and we were always hungry. I wasn’t above swiping the occasional crab that wandered by the oyster beds during my summer dives, and in the winter, when I worked in the canneries, few days passed when I didn’t pocket a tin of smoked whitefish or pickled eel. I surely didn’t feel an ounce of guilt over taking a bit of that work back for myself. None of us did.

			Sawny and I took our petty crimes a bit further than most temple brats, though. While most of them stopped at stealing from anyone beyond the temple, we’d no problem with nicking baubles and the odd tvilling off the rich folks who swanned around wearing furs and jewels and waving handfuls of drott and ovstri at poor folks, like the fact that they’d money to spend somehow made them special. We were smart about it, and the likelihood we’d get caught was so slim that the benefits always outweighed the risks.

			But I’d gone even further than that over the past few years. The way I’d built my own little store of stolen wealth was too dangerous, so far beyond the line, that even knowing about it would put Sawny at risk. I couldn’t tell him. But I could hint—especially if it convinced him to stay, at least until my birthday.

			“I’ll be of age soon. We could go north, the three of us. I can dive and fish—the two of you could work on some noble’s estate. We’d find a way to make it work.”

			Sawny took the chunk of bread from me, broke it in two and smeared both sides thickly with birch syrup butter from a crock in his knapsack. He handed half back to me and eased himself back onto his elbows, chewing thoughtfully.

			“Lily wants to take a contract in Ilor.”

			I sucked in a breath, not wanting to believe it could be true. Ilor was a wild, barely settled island colony, but there was work to be had, and no shortage of it. The estate owners and the temple’s land managers there were desperate enough for labor that they’d pay ship captains to bring willing folks from Alskad. All Lily and Sawny had to do was walk onto a sunship.

			A part of me knew this had been coming. Lily’d talked about leaving Alskad since we were brats. Their parents were dead, and they’d no family left in Penby. What family they did have had immigrated to Ilor before they were born, hoping for a better life, more opportunities. It made sense that Lily had always seen their future on those hot, jungle islands.

			“You can’t actually be considering it. Haven’t you heard the rumors? Just yesterday a news hawker was lighting up the square with a story about an estate burned to the ground by some kind of rebel group.”

			Sawny laughed. “And last week I heard one of them say that Queen Runa had taken an amalgam lover. Come on, Vi. You know better than to believe everything you hear.”

			“There’s no such thing as amalgams, you oaf.”

			“You grew up with the stories, same as me.”

			The amalgam were the stuff of childhood horror stories, meant to scare children into good behavior. Twins who’d become one in the womb, they were said to have magic that let them see the future and control the minds of other people. They were supposed to be more ferocious, more bloodthirsty than even the diminished, willing to do anything to gain power and influence. Legends said they thrived on fear and power, like most monsters. I’d never believed they were real. If they were, they would’ve ended up under the temple’s watchful eye, like every other threat.

			Like me.

			I made a face at him. “Stop trying to distract me. There’s got to be something for you here. Surely you don’t have to cross the whole damn ocean to find work.”

			“It’s only a few years, Vi. We’ll work hard and save our pay, and when the contract’s over, we can start a new life. Maybe I’ll open a bakery. Hamil’s teeth, you could even come over with us.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be an idiot. No captain would ever let a dimmy onto a ship planning to cross the Tethys, Hamil’s blessing or no.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			I tore a piece of bread off my chunk of the loaf and rolled it between my fingers, considering, before popping it into my mouth. The sticky butter clung to my fingers, and I licked each one, unwilling to waste even a ghost of sweetness and glad for a moment to think through what I’d say next.

			“The only work you’ll get is on a kaffe farm.”

			Sawny pushed a hank of black hair behind his ear and nodded. “We know.”

			“It’s hard work. Backbreaking, and there’s no law there. None to speak of, at least. Nothing to protect you if something goes wrong.”

			“Fair point,” Sawny said. “But since when did laws ever do any good to protect folks like you and me? The work’ll be hard, sure. Harder than anything we’ve had to do here.”

			“Maybe not harder than enduring Anchorite Bethea’s worship seminars.”

			Sawny’s laugh burst out of his chest, shattering the stillness of the night.

			“No,” he said. “Not harder than those. But there’s no other option, Vi. And once we pay off our passage, we’ll earn a wage. Can you imagine?”

			I could imagine. I’d spent hours thinking about the day I’d be free of the temple and earning my own living. Free to live what was left of my life happy, or as close to it as I could manage with the threat of inevitable, violent grief looming over me. For a moment, my mind slipped away from thoughts of that life and pondered the path our friend Curlin had chosen. She’d—Magritte’s teeth, it made me so mad!—gone and joined the Shriven. Broken every promise we’d ever made to each other and to Sawny.

			That was the only other option for Sawny and Lily. It’d keep them safe and fed and earn them a kind of respect none of us could ever hope to gain on our own. We all knew it, but—unlike Curlin—we respected the promise we’d made each other, and we wouldn’t break it. Not even if it was the only sure way to keep us together. It wasn’t worth what we’d have to become.

			I didn’t need to say it. I could tell Sawny was thinking the same thing.

			“When’ll you leave?”

			“Couple of days, I think.”

			I reached out and smacked his arm, hard, without thinking. “A couple of days? How long have you been planning this?”

			He scowled at me, but when he saw the tears streaking down my cheeks, he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and drew me close. “Vi…” His voice trailed off, and I knew there wasn’t anything he could say. Our friendship, no matter how important it was to both of us, was nothing compared to the bond between twins.

			“You couldn’t’ve told me sooner?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

			“Lily only settled the details yesterday. I didn’t want to tell you until it was a sure thing.”

			I shoved my anger and pain down, cinching it tight into a heavy ball of misery in the pit of my stomach. Anger was dangerous, and I wouldn’t let Sawny’s leaving be the thing that broke me. Not after all this time. “I’ll miss you.”

			“I’ll miss you too, Obedience,” he said, teasing me with the given name he knew I hated.

			I elbowed him in the ribs. “I take it back. I won’t miss you at all,” I said, laughter slipping into my voice.

			But we both knew that wasn’t true.

			* * *

			Some days, there was no way to avoid the actual temple itself. On high holy days, the cusps of each season and the Suzerain’s Ascension Day, every person who ate at the temple’s table or was under their protection was expected to stop everything and haul themselves to adulations. Most folks in Penby made a show of attending adulations, even the Queen. Not many had so little to lose that they could afford to find themselves on the bad side of the Suzerain. Even folks like me, folks with nothing, weren’t stupid enough to risk it. Because I knew that even with nothing at all, I might still have something to lose.

			On the day the Suzerain celebrated their twenty-third Ascension Day, I sidled into the haven hall just after the adulation started, but—thank all the gods—before the Suzerain made their entrance. Lily and Sawny were perched on the edge of a bench on the far side of the hall. As I navigated my way through the crowd toward them, Lily caught sight of me first. She shot me an evil look, but I grinned at her and winked. Even though she’d never have to think about most of these folks again, the girl still couldn’t stand to be seen with a dimmy.

			“Scoot,” I whispered.

			Sawny passed me a cantory, and Lily heaved a sigh as he nudged her over to make room for me. I settled onto the long, scarred wooden bench next to Sawny just as the gathering sang the final note of the Suzerain’s Chorale. The anchorites were at the front of the hall decked out in their finest, with pearls gleaming at their necks and wrists and their hair tied up in intricate braids, freshly shorn on the sides. Their silk robes, in shades of yellow and orange and red, whispered as they stood, and a hush fell over the crowd. Everyone’s eyes turned to the two initiates drawing open the thick metal doors at the back of the haven hall. The high holiday adulations followed the same damned formula every single time, but somehow, folks still acted like it was some kind of glamorous and captivating performance.

			The Shriven initiates entered the hall first, their white robes and freshly shorn heads gleaming in the light of the sunlamps. Their staves smacked the stone floor in unison with every step as they filed to the front of the hall and spread out to flank either side, leaving gaps at each of the altars. Sawny elbowed me.

			“See Curlin?”

			I shook my head. “Don’t know how you could pick her out at this distance.”

			“She’s the one with the black eye.” He pointed, squinting. “She’s gotten more tattoos since the last time I saw her.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Give it up, Sawny. She’s one of them now. Our Curlin is dead to us, and starting tomorrow, you’ll never have to see or think of her again.”

			My words struck a nerve in my own heart, and I knew they’d hurt Sawny, as well. I missed Curlin, and every time I saw her or one of the other Shriven, the thought of her betrayal poured salt water into the still-fresh wound. We’d promised years ago, in our spot on the temple roof, that we wouldn’t join them. None of us. For a lot of temple brats, serving as one of the Shriven was the best option. The only option. But over the years, the four of us had seen what the Shriven did to dimmys—to people like me and Curlin—and not one of us wanted any part of that brutality.

			Or so we’d thought. Until three years ago, the day Curlin turned thirteen, when she’d disappeared from the room she and I had shared. The next time we saw her, her head was shaved and her wrist was banded with the new ink of her first tattoo. She’d not spoken to any of us since, but where I held on to that betrayal like a weapon, Sawny’d always wanted to find a way to forgive her.

			Steady me, Pru, I thought, leaning on the comfort I felt when I reached for my long-dead twin.

			The catechized Shriven prowled into the hall on the heels of their initiates, all dangerous feline grace and coiled energy. They weren’t the only people in the empire who had tattoos, but few bore so many or such immediately recognizable designs. The Shriven’s tattoos favored stark black lines and symbols that evoked a time long forgotten. It was as though they’d inked a language all their own into their skin. Even in plain clothes, a person always knew the moment one of the Shriven came close. Everyone sat a little straighter on their benches and chairs, and their eyes flicked to the dimmys in the room, looking for a reaction, a sign, a threat.

			I gripped the cantory in my lap and stared straight ahead, trying to calm my nerves.

			At most adulations, Queen Runa was the last person to enter the haven hall. On Ascension Day, however, she shared her entrance with the Suzerain as a token of respect. They were an odd triumvirate. The Suzerain were tall, with porcelain skin and white-blond hair that, when combined with their white robes, made them look like a pair of twin icicles. Castor, the male Suzerain, was covered in grayscale tattoos of flowers that crept up his neck and onto his scalp, a portion of which was shaved to show off the largest of the flower tattoos. The female Suzerain was named Amler. Her hands were covered in a network of tiny black dots so close together, it looked as though she was always wearing gloves that faded up her arms and over the rest of her body, growing sparser the farther they got from her fingertips.

			Before Curlin’d joined the Shriven, she used to joke that Amler looked as though she’d been spattered with ink.

			Between them, Queen Runa was small and round as a teapot, the top of her crown barely clearing the Suzerain’s shoulders. Every time I’d seen her on her own—mainly during her birthday celebrations, when she handed out sweets across the city—Queen Runa had been the very picture of imposing authority, wrapped in piles of furs and dripping with jewels. But when contrasted with the Suzerain’s sharp faces and piercing blue eyes, the Queen looked positively friendly. Kind, even.

			The Queen settled into a fur-draped chair in the place of honor at the front of the hall. The Suzerain stood shoulder to shoulder in front of the Queen and looked out over the silent crowd. Their eyes fixed on each person, taking stock, tallying. I kept my eyes on the cantory in my lap, avoiding their searching gazes. I knew it wasn’t possible that they knew each of the folks who lived in Penby, but they certainly knew who I was. Maybe not on sight, but they knew my name. My story. They kept track of dimmys.

			All I wanted was a life outside their line of sight. Outside their reach.

			The rest of the adulation went as these things always did. The Suzerain lectured on the holiness of twins, giving particular weight to their own divine role as the leaders of the temple; the power of the singleborns’ judgment and wisdom, Queen Runa first among them; and, of course, the role of the Shriven in protecting Alskaders from the violence of the diminished. Afterward, the Suzerain led the hall in an endless round of the high holy song of Dzallie, gaining speed and volume until the whole room echoed with the reverberations of their worship.

			Sawny and I were silent, despite Lily’s black looks and prodding elbows. Since our promise to each other that we wouldn’t join the Shriven, neither of us had worshipped at adulations, either. We showed up when it mattered, of course. We weren’t stupid. But we were always silent, much to Lily’s everlasting chagrin. She worried that our silence singled us out, and the last thing any of us wanted was to be noticed.

			After the adulation, the Suzerain stayed in the haven hall for hours, greeting, blessing and doling out advice to those folks rich enough to make it worth the Suzerain’s time. Sawny, Lily and I filed out of the temple as quickly as we could and stood together in the square, soaking in the near-warmth of the early summer sun. The anchorites would expect us to report in for our various chores before long, but none of us seemed to want to be the first to break away.

			“Tomorrow, then?” I asked. “What time?”

			Lily shifted from one foot to the other. “The sunship leaves on the first tide.”

			“I’ll come see you off.”

			“There’s no need—”

			Sawny cut her off. “Of course you will. But we’ll have supper tonight, too. We’re not saying goodbye. Not yet.”

			Anchorite Lugine strode toward us, scowling. Dozens of strands of pearls were wrapped around her neck and braided into her hair, glowing like fresh-fallen snow against the orange silk of her robes.

			“I’d best get down to the harbor,” I said, loud enough that the anchorite could hear me. “I’ll be diving until sunset to make up for my lost time this morning. I’ve got to find Lugine some nice pearls if I want supper tonight.”

			Lily rolled her eyes, and behind her, Anchorite Lugine crossed her arms and glared. I gave her a cheerful wave, grinned at Sawny and darted toward the temple to get my diving gear from my room.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			BO

			Like all great houses, the royal palace was a living, breathing thing, and the people who lived and served there shaped its personality. It was never entirely still. Even in the middle of the night, servants carried pots of tea and bottles of wine to guests’ rooms; bakers kneaded endless rolls and loaves in the warm, steamy kitchen; and guards shifted and paced, warding off sleep. There were always books that wanted shelving, forgotten closets filled with the everyday relics of monarchs long dead that needed sorting and fires endlessly burning in the hearths of the palace—which, somehow, even in summer, never managed to fully drive off the chill that clung to those old stones.

			No one so much as looked at me twice as I took the long way back to my rooms through the palace’s wide stone hallways, my hands deep in my trouser pockets and a scarf wrapped tight around my thick Denorian wool sweater. I had a stack of books from Queen Runa’s personal collection tucked under one arm, and a small journal full of scribbled questions and notes stuffed into the back pocket of my trousers. After I’d let slip the vast gaps in my knowledge about the shipbuilding industry in Alskad, the Queen had given me a pile of reading on top of my tutor’s regular assignments, and I’d been up half the night trying to make some headway.

			Alskad dominated the world-wide shipbuilding industry, and being a nation lacking many natural resources, we held that technology close. We were the first nation to perfect the solar technology that fueled the world after the cataclysm, and none of the rest of the world had managed to harness the power of the sun the way that we had. Denor and Samiria had ships, of course, but they weren’t yet capable of the speed and distance that Alskad sunships managed regularly. Our sunships commanded the trade to and from Denor, Samiria and Ilor, and through our monopoly on ships and trade, the empire had become not only rich, but powerful, as well.

			The great irony of a country that spent its winters in the blanket of northern darkness harnessing the power of the sun did not escape me. The sun’s power lit our homes and sent great iron ships filled with hundreds of people hurtling across oceans, and while I knew the history—I’d been captivated by sunships when I was a child—the engineering details eluded me. Queen Runa would undoubtedly pepper me with questions throughout the day tomorrow as I observed her dealing with the monthly petitions from the people of Alskad, and there was little chance that I’d absorbed enough to hold my own under her sharp scrutiny.

			There wasn’t enough kaffe in the world to keep me awake through another chapter about the evolution of Alskad’s shipbuilding technology, and I had to be up distressingly early, but there was a restless thread tugging at my mind. It was always like this on nights I spent in Penby, like the buzz of the city’s energy pulsed through my veins, too, amplifying my emotions and keeping sleep just outside my grasp.

			I paused outside my door, listening for my valet, Gunnar, and his telltale wheezing snore. In a few short weeks, I’d move from the comfortable, out-of-the-way guest rooms that had been mine since I was a child to a luxurious suite in the royal wing. I’d have to relearn all the creaking floorboards and fiddly sunlamps, and while my new rooms would be closely guarded, the rooms I occupied now were so far off the beaten path that no one bothered to visit, a small boon I would deeply miss when my duties forced me to become even more social. I took a deep breath, bracing myself, and opened the door.

			Gunnar sprang to his feet and, after rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, gave me an admonishing look.

			“Lady Myrella’s been looking for you,” he said. “She’s stopped in three times since dinner. I didn’t know what to tell her, as you neglected to inform me of your plans for the evening.”

			I set the stack of books on the small writing desk in the corner, fished the notebook out of my pocket and added it to the pile.

			“You didn’t need to wait up, Gunnar. I’m sorry I put you out. I was in the library, studying.”

			Gunnar huffed. “You could have at least let me know where you’d be. I cannot be expected to adequately perform my duties if you refuse to tell me when to expect you and where you plan to spend your time. Your tea’s gone cold, and I haven’t the faintest clue what to lay out for you to wear tomorrow. What does one wear when speaking to the poor?”

			I bit back a grin. Aside from cataloging the ways in which I’d wronged him over the course of any given day, Gunnar loved nothing more than reveling in his own snobbery.

			“Clothes, I expect,” I replied, pouring myself a cup of rich herbal tisane from the pot keeping warm on a trivet next to the hearth, despite Gunnar’s hyperbolic warning. “It’s still a bit cold for me to go gallivanting off to the throne room to greet my future subjects in my underthings.”

			Gunnar’s jaw tightened, and he gave a stiff bow. His manners tended to become polite to the point of absurdity when he was irritated with me. Somehow, he managed to present a picture of perfect deference and simultaneously touch upon my every nerve. Even though I knew he would probably lay out something completely absurd—like a lavender silk suit—the next morning, I was altogether too drained to worry about the consequences of my sarcasm. Gunnar always paid me back in his own way, but I didn’t have to worry about his feelings being too badly hurt in the long run. The man had practically raised me, and he, more than anyone, knew how difficult it was for me to endure these endless days at court surrounded by people who only ever approached what they wanted to say from the side.

			* * *

			Thanks to my sharp tongue and Gunnar’s long memory, the maid woke me with just half an hour’s grace before I was to meet the Queen. The clothes Gunnar had laid out for me were some of the most ostentatious and garish in my wardrobe, and he was nowhere to be found. Through the servant’s sputtered protests, I stuck my whole head in a basin of freezing cold water left from the night before, scrubbed at my face and dried off with my shirttails as I stalked to the closet to find something else to wear.

			Over my shoulder, I called, “I would be eternally grateful to you if you could manage to find me a cup of kaffe sometime in the next ten minutes.”

			When the young man didn’t respond, I stuck my head out of the closet, a pair of socks clenched between my teeth, to see if he’d heard me. There, lounging on the settee at the end of my bed, was my cousin Claes, with two enormous, steaming mugs in his hands and a grin lighting his gorgeous face. He, apparently, hadn’t infuriated his butler, and was turned out in perfectly fitted navy trousers and a fine ivory sweater. The smattering of freckles across his high cheekbones stood out against his fawn skin more than usual, and there was a playful light in his angular black eyes.

			“Good morning, dearest,” he said, and crossed the room to hand me a mug and plant a kiss on my cheek.

			I took a grateful sip, all the bitterness of the kaffe disguised by honey and cream. Claes knew me so well.

			“Thank you. I’m afraid I may have annoyed Gunnar last night. All he’s left me is that hideous mauve monstrosity, and I have to be in the throne room in twenty minutes. Do you think these will do?”

			Claes looked down at the clothes I’d plucked out of the wardrobe, and his perfectly groomed black eyebrows climbed his forehead. He swept the clothes out of my arms and brushed past me into the closet.

			“I swear, Bo, it’s as if you’ve never dressed yourself. Do you pay absolutely no attention to what’s fashionable?”

			Ten minutes later, I was respectably garbed in a pair of gray trousers, a pale orange sweater knitted from soft Denorian wool and a long charcoal jacket. I stuffed a cloud bun filled with smoked bacon and caramelized onions into my mouth as I rushed through the palace halls to the throne room. I arrived with only a moment to spare and ran a hand experimentally through my riot of dark brown curls. I had no doubt that I looked a disaster, but there was nothing to be done about it now.

			“Am I a total embarrassment?”

			Claes smiled and drew me close in a warm embrace. “You’re as princely as they come, my dear. Now go impress old Queenie with your vast intellect. I’m off to gather gossip from the maids. I hear that Lisette has taken a new lover, and I plan to learn who it is before your birthday invitations are sent.”

			Claes leaned in and kissed me, and I did my best to ignore the guards by the throne room door, who were covering their chuckling with coughs and exaggerated shifting of their weapons. It wasn’t as though my relationship with Claes was a secret, but his public displays of affection drew more attention to us than I liked. Claes pulled away first, his implacable grin already in place as he winked at a guard over my shoulder.

			“I’ll see you tonight?” I asked.

			“Of course. We’ve got to finalize the guest list, and I do believe that my dear sister has a whole collection of people she’s planning to chastise and flatter with this event alone.”

			I sighed. It didn’t matter that I’d been preparing myself to take the throne for most of my life: I would never get used to the social machinations and deceptions required by a life at court. They simply didn’t come as naturally to me as they did to the other singleborn. Even my cousins, Penelope and Claes, had adapted much more easily to court intrigue than I ever had.

			Claes brushed a bit of invisible dust off my shoulder.

			“You worry about running the empire, my dear. Penelope and I’ll be the ones to get our hands dirty controlling the nobility. Now scoot. You’re going to be late.”

			Claes planted a final kiss on my cheek and nodded to the guards. When they opened the door, I was as ready as I could be.

			Like the Queen, I entered the throne room not through the wide doors that the petitioners would use throughout the day, but via a small side door in the back. The Alskad throne loomed large on the dais. According to legend, it had been hewn from the upturned roots of an enormous tree, and the tangle of roots that fanned out over the head of the monarch reflected the Alskad crown they wore. The whole thing had been polished and waxed and varnished so often over the years, the wood had turned a glowing deep brown, almost black.

			I rounded the dais and saw that the Queen was already seated on a pile of furs draped over the wide throne. Her eyes flickered to the clock in the corner of the room when she saw me, and her mouth turned down in disapproval.

			“You’re late, Bo.”

			I squinted at the clock. It was thirty seconds past the agreed-upon time.

			“My most sincere apologies, Your Majesty.”

			The Queen crinkled her sharp nose and adjusted the crown of Alskad atop her graying hair. She was an intimidating woman, with skin that never lost its light brown glow, iron-gray hair and a habit of wearing wide-shouldered capes that made her body look nearly square. She was said to have been shockingly beautiful in her youth, though age had left her more arresting than lovely.

			“You’ll need a chair. These things tend to last for hours and hours, and you’ll not want to be standing the whole time.” She pointed at a cluster of chairs in an alcove between two sets of large casement windows. “Drag one of those over. Not the blue one. The cushion’s as thin as a sheet—you’ll be sitting on nails all day.”

			Three guards tried to take the chair from me as I crossed the room, but I waved them all off with a smile.

			“You lot leave him be. He’s a brawny young thing.” Queen Runa laughed. “No need to start coddling him until he’s actually the crown prince.”

			I felt a flicker of unease at the implication, and—as if they could sense my discomfort—Patrise and Lisette swanned into the throne room, alight with jewels and draped in brightly dyed silks and furs. Though it was well known throughout the empire that I would soon be named Runa’s heir, Lisette and Patrise nevertheless took every opportunity to remind me that they, too, were singleborn and eligible for the throne. Of all the singleborn in my generation, only Rylain, my father’s cousin, refused to play this game, and I was forever grateful to her for that generosity of spirit.

			Runa raised an eyebrow, and Patrise and Lisette bowed deeply.

			“Sorry to be late, Your Majesty,” Patrise drawled, his voice all lazy vowels and grandeur. “We were doing our best to decide what to get our Ambrose for his birthday.”

			“I wanted to get him a pony,” Lisette said, pouting, “but Patrise insists that little Ambrose is far too mature for such things.”

			“A set of knives, perhaps, to protect him from his many enemies,” Patrise said. “But we wouldn’t want him to prick himself accidentally, now would we?”

			“Enough,” Runa snapped.

			Patrise and Lisette collapsed into each other, giggling. I settled my chair on the dais, a step behind the throne on Runa’s right, and glared at Patrise and Lisette as they waved for guards to bring chairs for them, as well.

			The Queen turned to me, her tone low, but firm. “Ignore them. They only enjoy baiting you because you give them a reaction. If you are to lead, you’ll have to learn to rise above the petty antics they use to entertain themselves.”

			I nodded, but a voice in the back of my head wondered how she could speak about the rivalries between the singleborn so lightly, when they were so often punctuated by assassination attempts.

			Runa continued. “I hope that you and I will have many more years to prepare you for taking the helm of this empire. But if there is one thing I’d ask you to keep in mind from the very beginning, it’s that we, as monarchs, are here to protect our people. Remember that both the poorest urchin and the wealthiest merchant deserve our equal and undiscriminating respect.”

			“Of course, Your Majesty.”

			I tried to focus on the Queen’s instructions, but it was hard with Lisette and Patrise looking over her shoulder and laughing behind their hands. I clenched my jaw and forced myself to look away from them.

			“Too much of Alskad’s idea of merit has become predicated on a person’s wealth, rather than their character. As we hear petitions today, I want you to keep in mind how money plays into each person’s story, and, more importantly, how it plays into your reaction.” She glanced over her shoulder at the other singleborn and raised her voice. “And if the two of you could manage to resist teasing Bo while in the presence of our subjects, you might actually learn something worthwhile.”

			Without waiting for a response, the Queen signaled to the guards, and they flung open the throne room doors. A stream of people entered the room, each stopping to make their courtesies to the Queen as they entered. There were people from all walks of life: members of the nobility I recognized from the endless social engagements that were the norm when I was at court, merchants dressed in extravagant imported Samirian silks and common folk whose clothes had plainly been mended over and over again. Some of them came with petitions, others just to watch the spectacle and collect gossip with which to tantalize or lord over their peers.

			The Queen’s secretary bustled through the crowd, approached the dais and presented her with a list written in a neat hand. Runa scanned the list, raised her hand and waited for the room to fall silent.

			“First, I will hear from Jacobb Rosy. Mister Rosy, if you would, please approach the dais.”

			The petitioners shifted and moved, and Jacobb Rosy came to bow before the Queen. He was a man in his middle age, of medium height and build, with unblemished light brown skin and dark, wavy hair. He was utterly unremarkable, but for the brilliant yellow suit he wore. The jacket was cut long, as was the fashion, ending just above his knees, and trimmed all around with black ermine. Embroidered bees climbed the legs of his slim trousers, and an enormous onyx brooch ringed with diamonds was pinned to his lapel. He spoke in a clear alto, loud enough to be heard throughout the entire room.

			“Your Majesty, I am deeply honored that you have chosen to hear my petition today.”

			Runa raised one eyebrow, and I studied the man, looking to see if I could spot his tell. Most people did everything in their power to present themselves as the victim when offering their story to the Queen.

			“I hear the petitions of all my subjects, Mister Rosy. What troubles you?”

			“Your Majesty, I am on the verge of losing my shop. You see, for the last decade I have designed and created clothing for the fashionable people of your empire. My wife, with the help of a shopkeeper, ran the business in order to give me the freedom to focus on the creative side of the work.”

			“It sounds like you’ve created a comfortable and successful life for yourself.”

			“It was, Your Majesty. But now, without my wife’s help, the burden of the business has grown to be too much, and with taxes due, I am likely to lose my livelihood.”

			Runa’s face took on an expression of sympathy. “I’m sorry for the loss of your wife, Mister Rosy. How long has it been?”

			The man squirmed, gazing down at the toes of his mirror-polished black boots, and fell silent. He hadn’t walked to the palace, not with the gray slush of snow still clinging to the streets. He’d taken a carriage. So either he’d not yet sold off all the luxuries typically enjoyed by the merchant class—which was likely, given his clothes and the jewels on his lapel—or he had enough money to pay for carriages and jewels, but had squandered what he should have saved for taxes.

			“How long?” Runa pressed.

			Lisette snickered, and Runa shot her a hard look.

			“She’s not dead, Your Majesty. She left me.”

			“And she didn’t see fit to remain a partner in your business or find a suitable replacement?”

			“How could I trust her to have my best interests at heart if she was so willing to give up everything we’d built together?”

			“This is not the haven hall, Mister Rosy. I am not in the business of arbitrating marital disputes. However, if your predicament is due to neglect on the part of your business partner, there may be some grounds for leniency on the part of the crown. Will you give me your ex-wife’s name, that I may call upon her for her side of this dispute?”

			The man blanched. He seemed to be wilting. His shoulders drew inward, and he refused to meet the Queen’s gaze. He muttered something unintelligible in the direction of his feet. All around the room, people were shifting and squirming, trying to get a better look at the man.

			“What was that, Mister Rosy?”

			“I told her she wasn’t welcome in the shop after she left. I didn’t want her running the business into the ground out of spite.”

			“I see.” Runa looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “And what, exactly, would you ask of the crown today?”

			“Humbly, Your Majesty, I ask that my tax burden be forgiven this year and the next, to allow me to rebuild my assets and business in the wake of this unforeseen tragedy. Additionally, I ask that my ex-wife be made responsible for the mess she left me in, and pay half of my taxes for the two years after that.”

			The Queen nodded slowly and shifted her focus to me.

			“Your thoughts, Lord Gyllen?”

			Runa had an incredible knack for putting on and taking off personas. In public, she was formal, even stiff, with me. She addressed me by my full name or title, a courtesy she didn’t always bestow on the other singleborn, and she treated me with the respect of a monarch to her successor, despite the fact that I’d not yet been formally named. And while Rylain was allowed to while her days away at her northern estates, only emerging for the most important state occasions, Runa insisted I always be at her right hand.

			Her demeanor in private was another matter entirely. She teased and cajoled and demanded that my mastery of matters of state be not just sufficient, but the best in the room. She was every bit the exacting and affectionate aunt, and though I’d not spent a great deal of time with her, the closer we got to my birthday and the announcement of my role as her successor, the more attention she paid me.

			Despite all of this, I was shocked when she asked for my opinion. I took a moment to gather my thoughts, wanting to impress her.

			“In most cases, I tend to believe that the duty of the crown is to assist and uplift its people. However, it seems to me that it is Mister Rosy’s actions and choices that have led him to this vulnerable place. The taxes paid by the citizens of the Alskad Empire serve to provide basic services and resources to all the people of the empire. It seems that Mister Rosy did not plan adequately for his taxes this season, which is unfortunate. However, there is still sufficient time for him to liquidate some of his assets—such as the jewel he wears upon his lapel—and take in more work. He can hire a bookkeeper to help him as he learns to manage his business in the absence of his wife.”

			I paused for a moment, weighing my next words. “It is my belief that the crown should not forgive his tax burden. However, I do admire his excellent tailoring skills, and I will certainly pass some business his way, and I am sure my cousins Lisette and Patrise will do the same.”

			Queen Runa gave me a small smile and a nod. I’d done well. I breathed a sigh of relief and sat back in my chair. Mister Rosy’s cheeks were burgundy, and his brows were so tightly drawn that it looked like he had an entire mountain range of wrinkles spanning his forehead. My answer, obviously, hadn’t been what he wanted to hear. It would take a great deal of study for me to learn how to do this job without inciting the ire of my subjects.

			“Lord Gyllen is right. The High Council and I have worked hard to ensure that taxes in the empire are not a burden on anyone’s shoulders unless they simply do not plan. It is never any use to stick your head in the sand and ignore your responsibilities, Mister Rosy. That said, however, I appreciate that you sought my guidance and help, and I will have my secretary provide suggestions for bookkeepers with honest reputations to help you manage your business. Further, the royal treasury will pay the bookkeeper’s fees for the time between now and when your taxes come due.”

			The tailor bowed, muttered his thanks and retreated into the crowd.

			The rest of the day was much the same. We listened to troubles as large as a housekeeper accused of stealing a noblewoman’s jewels—only to find that the noblewoman’s husband had gambled away their entire fortune—and as small as an argument between two street vendors over a particular corner in a park.

			Runa showed each of them the same amount of respect, and even made certain to include Patrise and Lisette in the consideration of certain petitions. She paid careful attention to the needs of the poor and destitute, and made notes of the bevy of ways in which the social services provided by the Alskad throne were failing. She frequently asked my opinion, and most of the time, she agreed with my assessments. When she and I were at odds, she explained her thinking to both me and the gathered petitioners, and every time, I saw how her logic was sounder than mine. There was so much I didn’t know, and the plethora of ways in which the privilege of my wealth had coddled me and shrouded me from the everyday challenges of the Alskad people continued to shock me.

			By the time the chamber emptied, we’d heard more than thirty petitions, and my brain felt like mush. That was the moment Queen Runa decided to begin quizzing me about the shipbuilding industry.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			VI

			With only hours left until his departure, Sawny and I stayed awake all night, teasing and telling stories and remembering and acting like nothing would change when we were an ocean apart. Even Lily managed to endure my presence in their shared room with a bare minimum of complaints. She had, after all, gotten her way.

			We’d planned to leave the temple quietly before first adulations, but the anchorites who’d taken the most responsibility in raising us—Lugine, Bethea and Sula—were waiting for Sawny and Lily in the entrance hall. They wore informal yellow robes and thick wool scarves in golden orange wrapped tight around their shoulders. The color flattered Sula’s and Lugine’s dark brown skin, making them glow. Unfortunately, for a woman committed to a lifetime wearing a very limited palette, yellow turned Bethea’s thin, pale wrinkles sallow and sickly.

			“You’ll not sneak away in the night like thieves,” Bethea said grumpily, but she leaned one of her canes against her hip and pulled Lily in for a hug.

			I pressed myself into the wall. This was their moment, and I wanted more than anything to become invisible. The anchorites had never hugged me. Not even once. Sawny and Lily and the other twins like them were, in their own way, the children these women would never give birth to themselves, committed as they were to their goddesses. Though we three were all wards of the temple, the fact that I was a dimmy made me a threat.

			I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of goodbye I would get when my time came.

			Sula slipped a bulging satchel over Sawny’s shoulder and stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “We’d extra copies of some cookery books in the library. I thought you might find them useful in your new life.”

			Lugine cupped Sawny’s and Lily’s cheeks, one in each hand, a warm smile lighting her face. “Magritte protect you both. Write often, and let us know how you are.”

			“And get yourselves to adulations,” Bethea added. “Just because we’re not there to worry you into the haven hall doesn’t mean you can stop showing up.”

			Lily burst into tears and flung her arms around Bethea. Sawny, chin trembling, bit his lip and nodded. I sank farther back into the shadows, tears welling in my own eyes. Even though we’d grown up in the same hall, in the same building, raised by these same women, our lives could not have been more different, and it had taken me until that moment to realize it fully. I would never be missed, never be wanted, never be anything but a burden.

			We walked in silence through Penby’s quiet streets in the faint glow of the waning moon, only one of its halves fully visible. I laced my arm through Sawny’s, trying to burn him into my memory. He’d been my best friend my whole life, and it didn’t seem possible that when I trudged back up the hill to the temple later, I would be alone.

			The city came alive as we got closer to the docks, where the great iron sunships, Alskad’s greatest pride, were moored. Sailors hauled trunks and crates up and down long gangplanks, officers shouted orders from the decks, and vendors pushed carts, hawking the kinds of trinkets a person might not realize they needed until they were on the verge of leaving everything they knew and loved behind. The whole scene was lit by the hazy, flickering light of sunlamps and the first rays of sunlight peeking over the horizon.

			“The ship is called the Lucrecia,” Lily said. “I spoke to a woman named Whippleston to arrange our passage.”

			We walked down the docks, scanning the names painted large on the backs of the ships.

			“There’s still time to back out,” I said quietly to Sawny, fingering the small pouch I’d stuffed into my pocket after supper the night before. “The anchorites would let you stay a bit longer. Work’s sure to open up somewhere in the city. If not, I’ll be sixteen soon. I know there’s work up north we can take.”

			But just as I finished speaking, the Lucrecia loomed up out of the darkness at the end of the dock, her name painted in bright white across the stern far above our heads. A brat couldn’t grow up in Alskad without learning a bit about sunships. Even in the cheap cabins set aside for contract workers, Sawny and Lily would experience more luxury in the short trip across the Tethys than we’d ever imagined. There would be endless buffets, libraries and game rooms. They’d sleep on soft beds, and for the first—and only—time in their lives, they’d wake each morning with nothing to do. A part of me wished that I could walk onto the sunship with Lily and Sawny, just to see, but that would never happen. Not for a dimmy. Not for me.

			An imposing woman stood at the end of the gangplank, a sheaf of papers in one hand, a pen in the other. The light gray fur of her jacket’s collar set off her high cheekbones and deep, russet-brown skin. She eyed the three of us as we approached.

			“Names?” she asked.

			I turned to Sawny. “You’re sure?”

			“There’s more opportunity there than we could ever hope for here,” Sawny said, his eyes begging me to understand. “It’ll be a better life. An easier life.”

			I retied the bit of string at the end of my braid. Lily reached out and squeezed my shoulder, and I started slightly. It was the first time she’d touched me in years.

			“We’ll take care of each other, Vi, and we’ll write. All the time.” She turned to the woman at the end of the gangplank. “Lily and Sawny Taylor. I believe I spoke to your sister?”

			The woman laughed heartily. “My daughter. Though I’m grateful to you for the mistake. Let’s get your papers sorted, shall we?”

			I tugged on Sawny’s arm, drawing him away from the gangplank and the sunlamp’s glow. Once we were in the shadows, I pulled him close to me, like the sweethearts we’d never been. Never thought of becoming. People’s eyes slipped away from sweethearts, cuddled up to say goodbye, and now more than ever, I needed to go unnoticed.

			Sawny squirmed. “What’re you about?”

			“Shut up and let me hug you, yeah?” I said, loud enough for anyone passing by to hear. I stood on tiptoe and whispered in his ear. “If you’re going to insist on leaving me behind, I have a going away gift for you. But you have to promise me you won’t open it until you’re well away at sea.”

			“Vi, you’ve nothing—”

			“Don’t be after arguing with me, Sawny. I’ve never had a scrap to give you for birthdays, high holidays, none of it. Let me do this one thing.”

			I dug into my pocket and fished out the little pouch, keeping my other arm around Sawny’s shoulders. There were sixteen perfect pearls and a couple of dozen less valuable, slightly blemished ones inside the pouch I’d sewn from a scrap of a too-small pair of trousers. The pearls were some of the best of my collection, and enough to give them a start on their savings. It wasn’t enough to pay off their passage or set them up with a shop of their own, but it was something. It was all I could give them.

			A long time ago, when I’d first learned to dive from one of the anchorites’ hirelings, she’d told me how pearls were made. The temple anchorites only had use for natural pearls, the ones that came of a tiny grain of sand or bit of shell irritating the oyster’s delicate tissues. But, the woman had told me, there was beginning to be a market for a new kind of pearl, one that could be farmed on lines strung in the ocean. They weren’t quite as valuable, but when you knew that almost every oyster would make a pearl, a bigger profit could be had.

			That bit of information had sparked an idea, and as soon as I’d begun to dive on my own, I’d hung lines and baskets beneath the docks, where none of the other divers ever went. I tended them for four long years, and on my twelfth birthday, I opened the first oyster off my lines and slipped a pearl as big as the nail on my little pinky from its shell. In the three years since, I’d harvested close to two hundred pearls from my lines, more than ten for every one natural pearl I’d found and handed over to the anchorites.

			That collection was hidden away beneath a floorboard in my tiny room in the temple. I’d created a small cushion for myself—enough to buy a cottage on one of the northernmost islands in the Alskad Empire, where folks were said to keep to themselves.

			When I lost myself to the grief, I’d be far enough away from other folks that I wouldn’t be able to do much harm. I’d be alone. It was selfish of me, wanting to spend whatever time I had left in the company of my only friend, but still I’d thought about offering Sawny and Lily my whole stash—everything I’d ever saved, everything I’d ever created—just so they wouldn’t leave. Wouldn’t leave me alone. But in the end, I couldn’t have lived with the guilt of it. My friendship with Sawny was the only real, honest relationship in my life, and I couldn’t bear the thought of holding them back from the life they’d chosen just because I was so desperate not to be left alone.

			Pressing the pouch into Sawny’s hand as stealthily as I could manage, I pulled back from our hug just far enough to fix him with a hard stare. “Don’t say anything.”

			Sawny’s dark eyes were wide. “Are these…?”

			“Don’t. You know the law. You know the consequences. Sell them when you can. Take your time. Be careful.”

			“Vi, this is, far and away, the stupidest thing you’ve ever done.”

			“Shut up,” I said.

			“Sawny,” Lily called. “It’s time.”

			Sawny threw his arms around me and squeezed me tight, and a part of me shattered, knowing it was the last hug I was ever likely to feel.

			“I’ll miss you,” he said, and I tucked those words, his voice, deep into my heart.

			“I’ll miss you, too.”

			I watched as they boarded the Lucrecia and disappeared. As I stood there, the sun crept slowly up behind the ship, lightening the sky from navy to violet to lavender, and a sharp cacophony of pink and yellow and orange. Tears streamed down my cheeks as the sunship was tugged out into the harbor, as the tugboat disconnected and the enormous solar sails unfurled and turned to greet the rising sun.

			Watch over them, Pru.

			I waited until the ship was a mere speck, a memory traveling far across the sea. I watched, careless of the time, of the stares I gathered from passersby, of the tongue-lashing Lugine was sure to give me the moment I showed my face in the temple, empty-handed and having skipped my morning dive. I didn’t care. I was alone in a city full of people, and nothing at all mattered anymore.

			* * *

			Without Sawny around to fill my spare time, I wandered through the temple aimlessly, counting down the days left until my birthday, when I would be free of this place and all the unpleasant memories of my childhood that frosted its walls and stained its floors. Whenever I wasn’t diving or off on some errand for an anchorite, I found myself in the library, revisiting the books I’d read over and over as a child. I’d always been fascinated by the stories about the world before the cataclysm.

			It had been so vast and varied, and yet so isolated at the same time. But, as the Suzerain would have us believe, its people had grown too bold, too selfish. Dzallie the Warrior asked Gadrian the Firebound to make her a weapon that would split the moon. As moondust and fire rained down upon the world, Hamil the Seabound washed away the dregs of the corrupt civilizations that had so angered the gods. Rayleane the Builder took the clay given to her by Tueber the Earthbound and reshaped the remnants of humanity, splitting each person into two, so that everyone would go through life with a twin, a counterweight—a living conscience. Those few precious to Magritte the Educator remained whole, becoming the singleborn.

			There were dozens of religious texts that told the story of the cataclysm, but I think the thing that drew me back to the library again and again were the stories from before. Stories about a time when losing your twin didn’t mean losing your life, your whole self.

			It didn’t take long for one of the anchorites to find Anchorite Sula and tell her I’d been lurking around the stacks, failing to make myself useful. One evening after supper, when I’d found an empty corner of the library where I could read in peace, Sula came bustling up to me, her orange robes fluttering behind her and a pained look of concern plastered onto her face.

			“Obedience, child,” she said. “Do you want for tasks that will better allow you to serve your chosen deity?”

			I shut the book I’d been reading and uncurled myself from the sagging armchair, already exhausted by a conversation I’d had a thousand times or more over the course of my childhood. Every child was encouraged to choose one of the gods and goddesses on whom they could focus their worship. I’d chosen Dzallie the Warrior, not that it mattered much to me either way. I’d long since given up any pretense of believing in the gods and goddesses. Growing up in the temple had shown me time and again that the Suzerain’s goal wasn’t actually the salvation of the souls of the empire, but rather power over those souls and their wealth. If the gods and goddesses were real, they would have given us leaders immune to corruption.

			Much to my chagrin, my lack of faith didn’t stop the anchorites from forcing me to attend adulations and questioning me about my devotion.

			“I don’t want for anything, Anchorite,” I said, grating against the fact that she’d called me by my given name. “I only had a bit of time and thought I might read.”

			“You’ve been downcast since Sawny’s and Lily’s departure.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you noticed.”

			“I don’t appreciate your tone,” Sula said, her voice flat with a familiar, weary warning. “Because you seem to have found yourself with so much free time on your hands, I have notified the Suzerain that you will assist with their equipment and cleaning needs during and after the Shriven initiates’ evening training.”

			My fingers tightened around the book in my lap, and I fixed my eyes on the stone floor between our feet. The worn flagstones were dark with age and centuries of boots. Someone had mopped recently, not bothering to move the armchair. There was a ring of dust surrounding it, the line between Sula’s feet and mine; I, fittingly, was on the dirty side of the line. I took a deep breath and tried to force my anger down to a manageable level. If Sula heard even a hint of it in my voice, it’d mean overnight adulations in the haven hall for a week at least, and I didn’t think I could stand the oppressive silence or being left alone with my thoughts for that long.

			“As I’m sure you’re aware,” I said, taking the time to choose my words carefully, the lies like barbs on my tongue, “my daily service is in the harbor and canneries under the supervision of Anchorite Lugine. And while I would surely be honored to serve the Suzerain in whatever capacity they desire, I know Lugine can’t afford to be left shorthanded during the warm months when we’re able to dive, and I’m in the midst of training my replacement. My sixteenth birthday is just around the corner.”

			Sula sniffed. “Your assignment to aid the Shriven initiates’ training is in addition to your service with Anchorite Lugine. There’s no reason you shouldn’t fill every available hour that remains to you as a ward of the temple by repaying the generosity that has kept you fed, clothed and housed for the first sixteen years of your life.”

			I bit back the sharp response that threatened to explode from my throat and simply nodded. There was no real use arguing with her. I’d do as they asked and count the days until I could leave, just like I’d always done.

			“Go on,” Sula said. “They’re expecting you.”

			My head snapped up and I stared at her, bewildered. “Now?”

			“Yes, now. Go!”

			I managed to keep the string of curses running through my head from making their way out of my mouth until I got into the hall, where I launched into a dead sprint. The last thing I wanted was to be noticed—especially unfavorably noticed—by the Suzerain.

			I vaulted down the stairs and tore through the maze of corridors that led to the Shriven’s wing of the temple. I’d made it a point to stay as far away from the Shriven as I possibly could manage over the years, but I’d been sent on errands for them often enough that I knew my way to the large training room.

			I paused outside for a moment to catch my breath before easing the door open, hoping to enter unnoticed. But the old hinges squealed, and I winced as every pair of eyes in the room turned to glare at me. There were maybe twenty of the Shriven initiates, all sitting cross-legged and silent. One of them grinned, baring newly sharpened teeth at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Curlin, her face flicking from surprise to a callous sort of amusement as she realized that my being there had nothing at all to do with her. I managed to keep my expression neutral, looking instead to the Suzerain. They stood at the front of the room, their arms crossed over their chests, identically impenetrable looks clouding their faces.

			“Obedience,” Castor said, his voice at once familiar and disconcerting. “Anchorite Sula suggested that you might consider joining the ranks of the Shriven and would be well served by observing and assisting with the evening training sessions as we saw fit. In the future, do attempt to arrive in a timely manner so as not to disrupt our proceedings.”

			Amler’s head cocked to the side, like a bird trying to decide if the creature in front of it could be eaten. I kept as still as I was able and did my best to fade into the wall. Standing there, with the full weight of their attention fixed on me, made me feel like they could see through to my very core and riffle through every secret I’d ever kept. My mind kept slipping to the loose floorboard beneath my bed and the box hidden there—my collection of pearls, waiting, glowing like so many miniature moons, still unbroken, inside.

			“She doesn’t want to join the Shriven, brother. She wants to be rid of the temple as soon as we’ll consent to her leaving.”

			“I simply stated Anchorite Sula’s suggestion,” Castor observed. “I didn’t say that she was correct.”

			Amler nodded. “A fair point, well made, but we’ve lost two full minutes to this disturbance, and I would not like to divert from our schedule any more than absolutely necessary. Obedience, please remain in the back, out of the way. We’ll let you know when you’re needed.”

			I bowed my head and shrank farther into the corner. As the evening passed into night, I found myself strangely fascinated by the Shriven’s training. I’d seen them at work in the city, of course—I somehow always managed to find myself nearby when one of the other dimmys fell into their violent grief, and the Shriven inevitably appeared to put a stop to their violence. But it’d never occurred to me that to become that capable, that deadly, the Shriven would have to work very, very hard.

			The Shriven initiates mimicked the Suzerain in an endless series of exercises that inverted, balanced and stretched them in ways that didn’t seem to translate into combat at all. They practiced the same movements again and again, so many times that even I, in the corner of the room, could see their muscles quivering.

			Eventually, the initiates separated into pairs, the dimmys in the room silently finding one another, and the twins turning to face their other halves.

			“The staves, Obedience,” Castor called, not bothering to hide the exasperation in his voice. “Bring out the staves.”

			I glanced around the room helplessly. Blunt clubs hung in clusters in one corner. Racks of blades—everything from throwing stars to swords almost as long as I was tall—decorated the wall behind the Suzerain, but I saw nothing that remotely resembled the deadly, metal-tipped staves some of the Shriven carried on their prowls through the city.

			Finally, rolling her eyes, Curlin peeled off from the group, darted across the room and shouldered me out of the way. She slid open a door that I’d completely overlooked, despite the fact that I’d been standing right in front of it. Blushing, I helped Curlin heave the padded staves out of the closet and distribute them to the rest of the initiates.

			The Suzerain exchanged a cryptic glance as I shrank back into my corner, fuming at myself and Curlin in equal parts.

			“You’re dismissed, Obedience,” Amler said. “Remember, when you plan your day tomorrow, that to be on time is to be late, and to be late is to be an embarrassment to your faith.”

			With no need for an excuse beyond my burning cheeks and the terrifying attention of the Suzerain, I turned on a heel and fled.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			BO

			After a solid week of cold, gray rain, the skies cleared and the sun finally came out. Queen Runa suggested to my tutors that I might be allowed an afternoon dedicated solely to relaxation. While I would have been more than content to while away the entirety of my rare free time reading a novel, Claes and his twin, Penelope, insisted that we take advantage of the beautiful day and go for a ride. Just after lunch we took off across the city on horses borrowed from the Queen’s stables.

			We three had grown up riding, and all of us were as comfortable on horseback as we were on our own two feet. Nevertheless, it had taken a great deal of wheedling and pleading to convince the stable master to give us mounts with a bit more spirit than a hay bale. We’d still ended up with a set of stodgy, dependable Alskad Curlies that made me desperately miss the horses I’d left behind at my estate in the country.

			Penby had grown up around the palace and temple, and as such, there were almost no palace grounds to speak of. However, there were wide swaths of parkland across the whole city—acres upon acres of green lawns, cultivated forests and trails that dotted the city like emeralds scattered over a field of ash. The parks had been a gift to the people from one of my queenly ancestors, and Queen Runa had recently declared that their upkeep would henceforth be entirely funded through a tax on luxury items like fur, kaffe and imported Denorian wool and Samirian silk. Just when I thought my mother was finished ranting about the subject, she brought it up again, appalled that the rich be punished “for having good taste.”

			The memory made me wrinkle my nose in disgust. For someone who had as much wealth and privilege as my mother to be upset by a tiny uptick in the cost of her unnecessary luxuries felt ugly, especially when that money went to providing all of Penby’s citizens with something as lovely as free, public green space in the middle of the capital city of the empire.

			“Smells like rotting fish, doesn’t it?” Claes asked, misinterpreting my expression.

			Penelope glanced over her shoulder and shrugged. “Better to suffer the stench of the wharf than chance getting our pockets picked by the riffraff in the End.”

			“Oh, please, Penelope,” I said with a sigh.

			“What? Didn’t you hear what happened to Imelda Hesketh three weeks ago? She was robbed blind coming home from a party. I’ve no idea why, but she decided to walk through the End. A gang of miscreants jumped her—they took her wallet, her jacket, her shoes, even her hairpins. Fortunately, she wasn’t hurt, just embarrassed by the whole affair.”

			Claes raised an eyebrow at his sister. “Are you certain that’s what happened?”

			“Of course. Imelda told me herself.”

			“I heard that she’s been spending more than a little time in the gambling dens in Oak Grove, and she used the story about the End to get herself out of trouble with her wife. Patrise told me she’s in debt up to her eyebrows.”

			I kneed my horse forward, up a hill and away from the wharf, and let the rest of their gossip drift away behind me. I focused instead on the city, watching the people I would someday rule as we rode into Esser Park, the most fashionable neighborhood in Penby. Tall brick houses, their doors and window sashes painted in bold colors, ringed the largest and most carefully tended of Penby’s parks. The houses were trimmed with ornate stone fripperies and built so close together, their occupants could open their windows and gossip without raising their voices. My father had owned one of these houses, but my mother had closed it up after he died. I tried to pick out which one had been his, but it had been too long since I’d visited. None seemed more familiar than the rest.

			Alskaders had thronged to the park, drawn by the lovely weather. The benches and pavilions were full of picnickers popping bottles of fizzy wine and laughing. Vendors hawked their wares from colorful carts, and people crowded around them, buying fry bread dusted with sugar, flaky meat pies and baskets of steamed, spiced crab, shrimp and clams. Children played on the rolling lawns, and their parents watched from blankets as they tumbled down hills and tossed balls to one another. There were other riders out, too, and I nodded at the familiar faces we passed.

			Despite the fact that this park was free and open to the public, the only people enjoying it were the nobility—the same nobles who attended the parties and dinners at the palace. Who visited our countryside estate. Who sent me birthday gifts year after year, not because they knew me, but for the simple fact that I was a Trousillion—and though the announcement would not come until my birthday, everyone knew that I would be the next king.

			It was as though there was some kind of unspoken rule, more effective than walls, that made this space inaccessible to the poor.

			“Why is it that the only people out on a day like today are the same ones we see at court all the time?”

			Penelope and Claes exchanged one of their infuriatingly meaningful twin looks, and Claes shrugged.

			“Did you give Gunnar the afternoon off before we left?” he asked.

			The heat of a blush crept up my neck as I realized my mistake. I hadn’t thought to give him time off. Of course I hadn’t. I was a fool to think I had any idea what it was like to be poor in Penby—or, for that matter, to be employed. It suddenly made perfect sense that the park was crowded with the nobility. We were the only people who could afford the time to enjoy these green spaces.

			The entire sum of my life had been devoted to work and pleasure in nearly equal portions. The work I did in preparation for the duties of kingship was challenging and extensive, but if I took ill or needed a day off to rest, I could have that. Queen Runa had always emphasized that the role of a monarch was to be a servant to their subjects, but the reality of my life was such that I rarely interacted with people who were actually poor. Those people I knew who worked for a living, by and large, worked for me in some capacity or another.

			Penelope tapped my thigh gently with the end of her riding crop and said, “There’s no reason you ought to have done, Bo. With your birthday around the corner, he hasn’t got the time for gallivanting around a park all afternoon. And frankly, neither do we. We must decide on the menu for your birthday party, not to mention the entertainment…”

			I stopped listening, and my eyes drifted to the edge of the woods, where a group of the Shriven stood, their white robes stark and austere against the dark evergreen tree line. I glanced around, looking for the city watch, but there were none in sight. Like the rest of us, the watch depended on the Shriven to protect us from the diminished, but it was odd to see a group of them standing there, as if waiting for something.

			“Bo? Bo. Are you listening?” Penelope’s voice snapped me back to the present, and I tore my eyes away from the Shriven.

			“Obviously not,” Claes drawled.

			A hunk of grass exploded a stride to my left. Then another, closer. I looked over my shoulder, confused. A sound like a thunderclap reverberated through the park, and my horse sidestepped, flinging his head up and snorting anxiously. It was the most activity I’d seen from the beast since I’d mounted. I glanced at Claes, but before I could say anything, something whizzed by my shoulder, and this time, I recognized the sound. Gunshots. One voice rose up in a scream, and in no time, it was joined by a chorus of panicked yells.

			I’d hunted for sport all my life. I knew the sound of a rifle, but it was so out of place here, so unexpected in this beautiful park in the middle of the city. There was no game to hunt, no reason for a person to come armed. I was as baffled as I was frightened; it simply didn’t make any sense.

			Realization dawned on me suddenly. Someone was shooting. At me. There’d been attempts made on my life before, but they’d been flashy, easy to identify and avoid. Poisonings, cut stirrups, clumsily hidden explosives. It was tradition more than anything—a show of strength and power. The singleborn threatened each other with assassination all the time, but never with firearms, and people rarely actually died unless in some kind of horrible accident.

			The horse jigged beneath me, and I knew he was on the verge of taking off. It took nearly all my focus to stay in the saddle, but even still, I saw the Shriven streaming up the hill toward the copse of trees at the edge of the bluff. They moved like silverfish streaking up a stream, silent and focused. Something about their coordinated movements, and the way they’d been waiting—it left a bad taste in my mouth. An overwhelming wrongness, like biting down on a copper tvilling.

			Another shot rang out, and this time my horse wheeled and started to bolt off down the hill. I sat deep in the saddle and tightened my grip on the reins, murmuring soothing nonsense and slowing his pace. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Penelope and Claes catch up to me as people dashed out of the park, leaving hampers and blankets behind in their rush to get away.

			“We have to get back to the palace!” Claes yelled over the din of the crowd.

			“Follow me,” Penelope called. “Side streets will be faster.”

			We rode at breakneck speed through the city, dodging street vendors and pedestrians. Our terrified horses needed no encouragement, and they only gathered speed as we rounded the last corner and finally caught sight of the palace.

			Startled guards threw open the gate, and we thundered across the courtyard, finally slowing as we neared the stables. Claes leapt off his horse, snarling, and stalked off toward the palace without a second look for Penelope or me. I dismounted more slowly. As the rush of danger faded, my hands shook, and my knees felt like jellied eels.

			“Are you all right, Bo?” Penelope handed her horse’s reins off to a groom and looked me up and down.

			Dry-mouthed and weak, I ignored Penelope, pressing my forehead against the curly hair on the horse’s thick neck, petting him automatically. He was shivering, too. Without thinking, I started to run my hands over his body, looking for injury. When I reached his left flank, my hand came away damp with blood. The poor beast had been skimmed by a bullet.

			“Bo?” Penelope put a hand tentatively on my shoulder.

			“He’s been wounded. Call for the stable master. He might need stiches.”

			A groom gently took the reins out of my hands and led the horse away.

			“Bo?” Penelope asked again, peering into my eyes. “Do you need to sit down?”

			“I don’t know, honestly. I’m not injured. That poor horse, though…”

			Penelope sighed in exasperation. “Honestly, Bo. Worried about a horse. The beast will be fine. It was only a scratch.”

			“Do you think the Shriven will make a report to the Queen?”

			“Why would they? They deal with the diminished all the time.” Penelope drew my arm through her crooked elbow and led me back toward the palace. “They must’ve gotten a tip that one of the dimmys was on the verge of breaking. We were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

			I stopped and drew back. “Why would you assume that it was one of the diminished? Those bullets were aimed at me. They hit my horse. It was an assassination attempt.”

			“The Shriven were there. What more proof do you need that a dimmy was holding that rifle? It was, in all likelihood, simply an unfortunate coincidence, and one of the diminished lost control while we were in the park.”

			“Why would Claes run off like that, then?”

			Penelope’s eyes flicked down the path, and though Claes was inside the palace and well out of earshot at this point, she lowered her voice. “You know that coming into contact with the diminished has always upset Claes, but ever since our father…”

			Her voice trailed off. There was no need for her to finish the sentence as we continued down the cobblestone path that led to the palace. The twins’ father was my mother’s eldest brother. When his twin died, the family had gathered to say their goodbyes, but their father didn’t do as was expected of him. He didn’t die. In fact, he seemed healthier and more full of life than ever. After several weeks passed, the family was caught between relief that they wouldn’t lose him as well, and fear of what would happen to their standing in society. Unfortunately, their fear was well-founded. They stopped receiving invitations and visitors, and before long, their social stock had fallen so appallingly low that the only place they were welcome was the palace—and there were whispers that even the Queen, with her liberal views on all social rules, would refuse to allow them to court, if only as a way of keeping herself safe should he lose his grip on the grief.

			Not long after, Penelope and Claes had come to live with my family, and their parents immigrated to Ilor, where their social status would no longer threaten their children’s prospects. Claes lived in constant fear of learning that his father had finally succumbed to the grief and done something horrible.

			I ducked my head. “We still don’t know if it was one of the diminished that fired that rifle. Surely the Shriven will tell Runa that much at least.”

			A guard held open the side door, and Penelope paused, waiting for me to go first. The dimness of the inner hallway after the bright day was temporarily blinding. I stopped, blinking the starbursts of darkness out of my eyes.

			“We shouldn’t mention this at the dinner tonight,” Penelope said. “Just in case.”

			“In case I’m right, and it wasn’t one of the diminished?”

			“In case it panics your already overwhelmed mother.”

			I scoffed. “Mother is absolutely fine. A meteorite could demolish our house on the same day a tempest strikes Penby, and the only thing that would make her bat an eye is the potential impact on our profitable interests.”

			“It isn’t a bad thing to be concerned about, Bo. Her careful business strategizing is the reason you’re kept in books and horses.”

			I sighed in defeat. “I know. I ought to go study before dinner. Queen Runa is sure to quiz me about the kind of metal used to make the pipes on the sunships or something equally obscure, and I’d rather not be embarrassed in front of the rest of the singleborn. Check on Claes for me?”

			Penelope nodded, a knowing smile playing around her eyes. “Of course. See you at dinner.”

			* * *

			State dinners were held in the same cavernous great room where all of the important royal ceremonies and celebrations had taken place since the cataclysm and Penby’s founding. That evening, with most of the Alskad singleborn and nobility in attendance and fires burning in the wide hearths, the room was warm and bright and full of jewels glittering in the light of the solar lamps. I peered through a crack between the doors and watched as Claes moved through the crowd, all dark, perfectly mussed hair and bright blue silk. His jacket was embroidered with silver thread and crystals in a pattern that made it look as though there were raindrops clinging to his shoulders. He was, by far, the most handsome young man in the room.

			The whisper of footsteps snapped me out of my reverie, and I stepped away from the door just as the Queen said, “We can’t be spending the whole night in the doorway, mooning over some pretty young thing, Bo.”

			“Apologies, Your Majesty.” I bowed.

			The Queen adjusted the golden cuff bracelet on her wrist and made a face.

			“You’d think that after all these years, I would have grown used to the ceaseless gossip and small talk these kinds of functions require. Yet every time I come to stand outside this room and wait to be announced, I find myself desperately wishing for a quiet night in the peace and comfort of my rooms.”

			I nodded, grateful that I wasn’t alone in that feeling. Before I could respond, she went on.

			“It’s the meaningless, petty gossip that I find intolerable. Most of the people in that room have no idea that the seemingly scandalous behavior of a wealthy member of the nobility will have mind-bogglingly little effect on the struggles and triumphs of the greater population. Sometimes I wish that the first queens of the empire had quashed the ambitions of the noble class in the very beginning. It’s those most innocuous and seemingly necessary things that will do the most damage in the long run.” She paused and looked at me wearily. “There’s a lesson in there somewhere, Bo.”

			Queen Runa took a deep breath, and before I could reply, she asked that I be announced. The butler called out my name and titles, and as I entered, I realized this was the last time I would hear the titles I’d been given at birth spoken into a room in just that way. In a couple of days, I would turn sixteen, the Queen would declare me her true and rightful heir, and all of my titles would change. When the room quieted, the butler blew a triplicate call on the long, twisting horn, a relic of some long-extinct animal, and announced the Queen.

			Runa swept into the room, all smiles and cheerful greetings for the courtiers who approached her, the irritation of moments before washed from her face. It didn’t seem to matter at all that she loathed these kinds of events—she played along beautifully. Waiters swept through the crowd, offering the guests flutes of sparkling wine, snifters of ouzel and appetizers as complex and intricate as they were small. The long table was laid with gilt-edged dishes and gold-plated flatware. Exotic hothouse flowers overflowed from tall vases, and each place setting had no less than five matching crystal glasses.

			I snagged a glass of sparkling wine from a passing waiter and searched the room for the brilliant blue of Claes’s jacket. Before I spotted him, Patrise and Lisette descended on me. They wore matching looks of predatory delight, and with them came a cloud of rich perfume. Patrise’s dark brown eyes were crinkled in amusement, his sepia skin bore almost no wrinkles and his black hair was perfectly arranged, as usual—I’d never seen a single lock out of place on his head. But where he was all languid grace, lithe muscle and smoldering looks through suggestively lowered lashes, even I could appreciate that Lisette’s beauty was sumptuous: all elegance and not a hint of the deceptive and brilliant political maneuvering that came so easily to her. Her tawny skin and auburn hair glowed like amber in the soft light of the sunlamps. Claes had often made a great point of reminding me that there wasn’t a man or woman at court who wasn’t entirely under Lisette’s sway.

			“Darling Ambrose,” Lisette trilled. “How are you? We heard about the unfortunate incident at the park this afternoon. You must be terribly unsettled.”

			Patrise laced an arm through mine and leaned in conspiratorially. “You don’t believe it was a coincidence, do you?”

			“Isn’t it odd that Rylain hasn’t yet arrived for your party?” Lisette asked, sending me a look full of meaning. “We’ve always suspected that she was up to no good, haven’t we, Patrise?”

			Spotting Claes, I squirmed out of their grasp, only barely managing to keep a civil tongue in the process. Of all the singleborn, Rylain was far and away my favorite, the one with whom I felt comfortable enough to be myself. She was a historian who’d devoted her life to researching the cataclysm and its fallout. She had visited our estates often when my father was still alive, and always brought with her huge numbers of books for my father and me. After my father’s death, Rylain had been a great comfort, always ready to lend a sympathetic ear.

			I refused to give weight to Patrise and Lisette’s ridiculous accusations against her.

			Well-meaning members of the gentry stopped me over and over as I tried to make my way across the crowded room. The questions on all of their lips were about the incident in the park that afternoon, and I had no answers for them. None at all. By the time I reached Claes, the butler had just announced that dinner was to be served. I laced a hand through his and leaned in close to whisper in his ear, my false smile beginning to make my cheeks and jaw ache.

			“How is it that every soul in this room has heard about what happened this afternoon?”

			Claes squeezed my hand. “It did take place in Esser Park, darling.”

			“Do you know anything else? Was it an assassination attempt?”

			“Bo, honestly. How often is there an incident with the diminished in Penby? Once a month? Twice? The Shriven wouldn’t have taken action had the violence been committed by anyone not diminished. It had to be a coincidence.”

			The assumption didn’t sit right with me, but I wasn’t about to argue with Claes in the middle of a dinner in my honor. The guests were beginning to find their ways to their seats. I glanced over at the Queen, flanked by the singleborn of her generation—Zurienne, Olivar and Turshaw, all wearing matching expressions of mild annoyance. Runa eyed the seat to her right, the place of honor I was meant to occupy. I took a step in that direction, but Claes kept hold of my hand and leaned in once more.

			“An attempt on the heir apparent’s life, so close to the ceremony? Think of the scandal such a thing might cause. It would look as though one of the other singleborn was so desperate to usurp your place that they would try anything. No one is that stupid.”

			Claes dropped my hand, and I sat down to my last state dinner before I became the heir. But his words sat like lead in my belly, and for the first time in my life, I wasn’t quite sure if I trusted him or not.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			VI

			The tide was low and the fishing boats not yet in the water as I walked, shivering, into the sea. Though the weight of the whole ocean pushed me back toward the shore, I slogged through the icy water as fast as my legs would propel me. The wind whipped black curls loose from my braid and into my eyes, but I kept my focus on the red marker bobbing in the water and the salty musk of the ocean. Five more strides before I could dive.

			I checked my knives, my nets, my ballasts. I tried to breathe deeply, to get ready. Focus, Vi, I thought. This cold summer morning would be the last time I dove for the temple, and glad as I was, I wanted the ocean to myself to say goodbye. I knew the memory of this last dive would stick to me like a barnacle I’d carry with me forever.

			I wondered what Anchorite Lugine would say when I left. She’d be glad, more than likely. I certainly wouldn’t get the tearful goodbye that Sawny and Lily had been given.

			Four more steps.

			My feet slicked around smooth rocks and sank into the sand. The seawater was as gray as the clouds. Gray as my eyes. Scummy foam laced the tops of the tiny waves and lapped at my shoulders. The chill would cling beneath the waves for months yet, turning lips and fingertips blue after a few minutes. But not mine. Not anymore. Not after today.

			Three more steps.

			Something sleek and scaled slipped past my calf in the cold water, breaking my reverie. I shuddered. It didn’t matter that I’d spent most of my nearly sixteen years in this same harbor—until I got underwater, the unseen creatures that swam past my legs still set my teeth on edge. My oil-slicked body had grown almost used to the cold.

			Two more steps.

			One last time, I checked that my tools were securely tied to my belt. As I pulled my goggles into place, I started taking deep breaths. Today’s dive would be easier than usual, with the water low and the tide nearly imperceptible.

			One more step.

			I took a last, long breath and sank beneath the waves.

			The sea was never silent. The hushing crush of the water, the clicks and squeals of the few hardy sea creatures and the soft thud of my heart finally drowned out my racing thoughts. My goggles were older than me, issued by the temple when I first began to dive. The leather was cracked, and tiny bubbles in the glass left my vision hazy at best, but they kept the seawater from stinging my eyes and made it a little easier to see below the surface. I found the red rope net that surrounded the underwater bed of oysters the temple’s divers were harvesting this month and swam toward it. I had to focus.

			When I reached the marker, I swam back to the surface and treaded water for a few minutes, breathing in the pattern I’d learned many years ago. A deep breath in followed by many little gulps of air.

			Good luck would go a long way today, Pru. See if you can’t manage a bit for me? I thought.

			Finally, on the third breath, I dove toward the ocean floor. I couldn’t hold my breath for as long as some of the older divers—only about seven minutes—but I was faster than most and a strong swimmer. I dug my fingers into the sea floor and yanked the rough shells of startled oysters from their sandy beds, my mind settling into the rhythm of the work. By the time my chest began to burn, my net bag was half-full. I ascended slowly, like I’d been taught, and as I caught my breath, I pulled my ballasts back up by the long lines that attached them to my belt.

			I went down three more times, and when both my bags were full, I swam back toward the wharf, where I’d hidden my clothes. I had one last thing to do before I steeled myself to get out of the water. I tied the net bags, heavy with oysters, to a rusted iron ring that had long ago been sunk into the wood of one of the pilings halfway between the end of the dock and the shore. I swam back out toward the bay, keeping myself hidden under the dock.

			I turned sixteen the next day, and I could finally bid farewell to the city, the temple and the anchorites. It was time to harvest the last of the pearls I’d been so carefully cultivating beneath the docks all these years. Since I wouldn’t be returning to the harbor again, I cut the ropes, after pulling the oysters from my lines, and watched them drift to the ocean floor.

			When I got back to shore, I set my bag of oysters apart from the others before I dried off and dressed with numbed fingers gone blue and wrinkly in the cold water. The cool air was a shock after having gotten used to the water’s chill. Even in the summer, Alskad was never hot, especially early in the morning before the sun had baked away the mist and fog.

			I stuffed my braid under my wool cap, kneeled on one of my folded sweaters and set to work. I needed to move fast. The others would be making their way to the shoreline soon, and they’d have questions if they saw me shucking oysters on the beach rather than under Anchorite Lugine’s watchful eyes. I could already hear the news hawkers on the docks, calling headlines about the declaration of the heir and rebel groups disrupting trade in Ilor. I thought of Sawny, hoping that he and Lily had arrived and settled safely as I slipped my knife into an oyster shell and twisted, popping it open.

			After I pulled the pearl from each of my oysters, I tossed its meat to the seagulls gathered around me. My stomach was talking at me, but even that wasn’t enough to make me eat the pearl oysters. Unlike the oysters we gathered to sell to the nobility for pricey appetizers, pearl oysters were tough and tasted of seaweed and slime. I wished I’d had the foresight to steal a couple of scallops from their seabeds.

			I worked fast, leaving a heap of shells in the sand next to me. By the time I finished, I’d harvested sixty-three pearls, my biggest haul yet—and of them, twenty were some of the biggest I’d ever seen, oysters I’d left undisturbed since I put them on the lines nearly ten years before. I dug a quick hole in the wet sand and buried the shells that had housed my small fortune. By the time the ocean pulled them back up, I’d be long gone.

			Pearls tucked safe in a pouch beneath my shirt and sweater, I hauled the bags of the anchorites’ oysters up and over my shoulder. If I could get back to the temple before the end of the morning’s adulations, I might be able to sneak a sugar-dotted cloud bun from the anchorites’ tray before it went up to their buffet. I didn’t just miss Sawny for the treats he’d pocketed for me, but I would’ve been lying if I said I didn’t wake up thinking about cloud buns and sweet, milky tea on mornings like this.

			I picked my way across the gray puddles that littered Penby’s streets. The merchants and street vendors had just started stirring as I stepped into the market square. Bene’s bakery windows were misted over with the fragrant steam of rising dough. My mouth watered at the thought of her spiced pigeon pies, which I’d tasted a few times but could rarely afford to buy on my own. Shopkeepers leaned against doors just opened and sipped their tea as their assistants chalked specials and sales onto display boards. Early risers bustled down the streets, shopping baskets hooked over their arms. A farmer set bowls heaped with the first salmonberries of the season onto his cart next to jars of bright pickled onions and the cabbages and potatoes we’d seen through the winter. I nodded to Jemima Twillerson as she flipped the sign to open her apothecary shop, but her eyes—no great shock—slid away from mine.

			No one wanted to be seen associating with a dimmy. Worse still, a dimmy like me—penniless and a temple ward. In all my life, Sawny’d been the only twin willing to call me friend. Others, like Jemima, might do me a kindness from time to time, but not where they might be seen—and worse yet, judged—.

			I pushed away the familiar sting and adjusted the sack of oysters balanced on my shoulder. A bright slash of red caught my eye, and I turned on a heel to see a girl I recognized streaking through the market square. She clutched a long, curving Samirian knife in each white-knuckled hand, and her feet were bare on the stone road.

			Her name was Skalla. I’d only met her the once. She was some Denorian merchant’s daughter, and he had enough drott to dress his girls in imported silks and brocades. Her twin sister had died a couple weeks back, and when the girl didn’t seem to be succumbing to death herself, Anchorite Lugine dragged me on a visit.

			“Vi,” Anchorite Lugine had said, “it’s important that she sees the glorious contentment that your faith has sustained, even after all these years of being diminished.”

			The implication—that the grief would inevitably catch up with me—had lingered in the air unsaid all through the painfully silent visit with Skalla and her family. What could I say to her? That I was sorry for her; for what she’d become? What we’d both become?

			I hated those visits. They were such a lie. I had no faith, and I certainly hadn’t kept myself from violence all these years through prayer and piety. I was a fluke: I would eventually lose the tight hold that kept my anger from turning to violence. Just because I’d lasted this long didn’t mean I would be able to avoid the grief forever.

			Skalla’s silks were damp with sweat, and her arms prickled with gooseflesh. Her eyes were blank with rage. She was gone; lost to the grief she felt for her twin.

			Before Skalla, it had been at least a month since another dimmy was lost in Penby. There’d been rumors of an incident in Esser Park, but I’d overheard a group of the Shriven saying that it’d been a ruse. Folks did that from time to time. Used dimmys as an excuse, as an explanation for their bad behavior.

			I clenched my jaw and sidled toward an alleyway. I didn’t want to see what happened next. Sometimes it seemed like I always managed to find myself nearby when a dimmy lost their grip. When I was younger, I’d tried to stop one of the temple brats, a dimmy, when she attacked Lily in a dark corridor in the middle of the night. I got between them right before the Shriven arrived and threw me off the other girl. That was the first time I’d broken my nose.

			Skalla’s bare feet smacked slush from potholes, and, in a moment, she was across the square, dragging the baker from her doorway before the woman had a moment to think. Still frail from a bout with the whispering cough, Bene never stood a chance.

			Blood spattered across the bakery’s steam-covered window.

			I froze in horror. Skalla smeared Bene’s blood over her porcelain pale face, screaming. The sack of oysters was an anchor, tethering me to the walk outside the apothecary’s shop. No one moved. We sank into the shadows, took shallow breaths, willed ourselves to become invisible. The Shriven’d appear soon, all tattoos and white robes and swift, deadly action. We’d be safe once they arrived. As much as I hated them, they were good for that much, at least.

			A high, keening wail poured from deep inside Skalla’s body, and then she screamed. In a language that had to be Denorian, her voice filled the square. She’d be cursing the gods and goddesses. They always did. Even the Denorians, who placed an irreverent amount of value on science over religion, spent their last, raging breaths cursing the gods for condemning us with grief.

			The names of the Alskader goddesses spurted from her rant as the Shriven slipped silently into the square. Magritte the Educator. Rayleane the Builder. Dzallie the Warrior. I couldn’t parse all her words, but I knew that feeling of vitriol. It rose in my chest, the anger, and I bit down hard on my cheek. I couldn’t afford to feed the slow burn always smoldering next to my heart.

			Not a day went by when I didn’t bite back fury. Every moment was a fight against the close heat of rage when I caught someone’s eyes staring, and I knew from that one look that all they saw was a dimmy. I stopped being a person and was reduced to danger wearing the skin of a teenaged girl in a hand-me-down sweater. But the anchorites’ chorus of voices in my head reminded me that anger loosened my grip, and I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t be like Skalla.

			The Shriven descended on her like a shroud. Their long staves whipped through the air, fast and dangerous as eels. I lost sight of her for a moment, then dark crimson spurted over one of the Shriven’s white-clad shoulders. He collapsed in a heap with Skalla on top of him, and I gagged as I caught a glimpse of her face. Blood streamed out of her mouth and down her neck—she’d torn the man’s tattooed throat open with her teeth.

			A moment later, it was over. Skalla’s wrists were held behind her back at vicious angles by two of the Shriven, another two stood at her elbows and a fifth had his hand wrapped tight around her throat. She wasn’t but a slip of a thing, but dimmys were unnaturally strong, and it looked like the Shriven were going to be extra careful with Skalla. They didn’t often lose one of their own—they were trained for this work.

			As they hauled her away, I tried not to picture the inevitable scene on the wide square between the palace and the temple. I’d seen it so many times—before I was old enough to know to hide, one of the anchorites had always taken it upon themselves to drag me and any of the other dimmys in the temple’s care to the executions. As though it would help. As though anything would help.

			They would chant Skalla’s name as the tattooed Shriven led her through the crowd. Skalla. Skalla. Skalla. The Shriven would pull her onto the platform, still writhing and wailing. They used to hang the diminished, but the day before my twelfth birthday, the Suzerain had declared hanging immoral and cruel. So violent dimmys lost their heads these days—as if that bloody death was somehow less cruel.

			All of us in the temple knew the truth. Donations poured in after those executions. Folks were so grateful to be protected from one of the diminished, they’d increase their already steep tributes. There was money in fear, and money in blood, and there was nothing the Suzerain liked better than a fat tribute and a city that remembered who kept them safe.

			Waiting for the Shriven to clear the market square before I headed back to the temple, I could imagine Skalla standing on that platform, fighting like a wild thing. They never went quietly. Her fiery red hair would be tangled and matted with blood, her fingers raw from scraping the stone walls of her cell. There would still be blood on her face, dried and flaking.

			They’d wait a day. Let the story spread. Drum up the crowds. The Suzerain’d be there at the back of the platform, all calm and beatific in their white robes. The benevolent guardians of everyone in Alskad—except for the people who needed them most.

			People like me.

			* * *

			The yeasty warmth of the day’s bread baking swirled around me when I opened the kitchen door. Perhaps tomorrow, on my birthday, Lugine might slip me a thin slice of ham or a cheese rind with my dinner roll. She’d never hugged me like she had Sawny and Lily, but from time to time, if it was a special occasion, she’d give me a small treat. After all, I’d been with the anchorites longer than any other dimmy but Curlin.

			As I turned to close the door, I was startled to see Sula, Lugine and Bethea sitting at the kitchen’s long slab of a table, their faces grim. They shouldn’t have been back in the residential part of the temple yet—adulations were barely over. Moreover, it was more than a little strange for all three of them to be in the same room together like this. What would bring them all here at this hour?

			My hands trembled as I dumped the sacks of oysters into the tin trough at the end of the table and shrugged out of my sweaters. I sent up a silent prayer to my twin. Watch my back, will you?

			“Before you say anything, I know I should’ve gone to adulations this morning, but I hadn’t yet had any luck this month, and I wanted to find at least one pearl for you before my birthday.” I gave the women my best smile, which none of them returned.

			They were each powerful within their orders. Anchorite Sula supervised all that went on in the trade library and made certain that each of the temple’s charges were assigned a craft or else made our way into the Shriven. Anchorite Lugine oversaw my work as a diver in the summer and in the canneries in the winter. Long-suffering Anchorite Bethea, the eldest of the three, was responsible for the spiritual education of us brats the temple took in. They were the closest thing I had to real parents. Though, to be fair, they were collectively about as warm as an ice floe. I’d spent my whole childhood with their eyes on me, watching me with the same wariness they’d use with a rabid dog.

			Once, when I was barely seven, a gang of grubby urchins cornered me in a back alley. One of them managed to break my nose before I fought my way free. I ran through the streets, blood and tears streaming down my face, and sought comfort from Lugine in the kitchen. She’d taken one look at me, thrown me a dishrag and set me to scrubbing pots. From then on, when the other brats came after me, I scrambled up onto the roof of the nearest building or into a dank corner to hide.

			That was how Sawny and I’d found our spot on the temple roof.

			Sula sighed. “We’ve long since given up on forcing you to attend daily adulations, Obedience.”

			My jaw clenched. I hated being called by my given name, and she knew it. The name “Obedience” had always seemed like a cruel joke. “I’d prefer you call me Vi, Anchorite.” I fetched a plain ceramic bowl and a spoon from one of the shelves that lined the walls of the cavernous kitchen. “My birthday’s not ’til tomorrow, and before you ask, I already sent my ma a birthing day note. Did you come to tell me you’d miss me when I leave?”

			I lifted a ladle from its hook and started toward a pot of rich broth studded with root vegetables and chunks of lamb. Before I got close, a low, disapproving sound from Lugine stopped me. I turned to the half-congealed pot of pea and oat mush on its hook at the edge of the hearth instead and filled my bowl, and settled myself on the rough bench across the table from the anchorites to eat. Diving was hard work, and trouble or not, I was ravenous. I shouldn’t have provoked her with the stew, though. Not when she already looked so angry.

			“Tell me, Vi. What are the rules of the pearl trade?” Lugine asked.

			I swallowed my spoonful of lumpy mush and recited the rules I’d been taught since I began to train. “All the fruits of the dive must go toward the betterment of the temple and its occupants. The meat to feed the servants of the goddesses and gods, the pearls to glorify the goddesses and gods by making their home and their servants beautiful.”

			“And why are laymen allowed to partake in the bounty of the sea?” Bethea asked.

			“So that they, too, may share in the glory of Hamil’s gifts.”

			Sula nodded. “And how do the laymen honor the god’s gifts to them?”

			“I don’t plan to stay here and keep diving, Anchorite,” I said. “I’ll look for work in the North, near my ma’s people.”

			“Answer the question.”

			I sighed. “Laymen must offer their bounty to Rayleane, Hamil’s partner, to thank him for his gift. They can keep what the goddess doesn’t want and be paid for their service besides.”

			The anchorites stared at me in silence. I set my spoon on the table, the pouch of pearls burning between my breasts. A wave of cold ran over me, and I tried not to shiver.

			Finally, Bethea asked, “What is the penalty if a layman is found to be giving the goddess less than her due?”

			“What is this about?” I asked, though the answer weighed heavily on a thong around my neck. They’d found my stash. That was the only explanation for this interrogation.

			They waited, unblinking. Lugine’s brow furrowed. Bethea bit the inside of her cheek. Sula’s face was implacable, as always.

			“They suffer the same penalty as any thief, time in jail and half of their earnings until their debt is doubly paid.”

			“And what is the penalty for a thief who is diminished?” Sula asked.

			Lugine stared at her lap, and Bethea cleared her throat. So. This is how it would end. Just shy of sixteen years, and not a day without someone’s terrified glance. I’d long ago accepted that no one would ever hold me, kiss me, love me, but I had hoped that I would at least have one day when no one looked at me with fear in their eyes.

			“Death,” I whispered.

			“Do you know why we are here?” Sula asked quietly.

			I nodded, studying the table, tears hot in my eyes. I wasn’t ready to let go. I’d held on for so long.

			“We sent Shriven Curlin to pack your things in preparation for your birthday. She brought us this.” Sula slid the wooden box full of cultured pearls across the table toward me. My pearls. My savings. Of course Curlin had known where to look for my secrets. She’d shared the room with me for years. “You know, if you were to join the Shriven, you would be exempt from any penalty.”

			Fury flooded me. Nothing, not even the threat of death, could make me become one of those mindless, soulless murderers. The people of Alskad might think that the Shriven were righteous, holy even, protecting them from the atrocities of the diminished, but I knew better. I’d grown up in the temple. I knew the kinds of poison that ran through their veins.

			“Over my rotting corpse,” I snarled.

			Lugine drew in a sharp breath, but Sula put a calming hand on her arm.

			“We assumed you’d say something of the kind.” Bethea laid a stack of papers on the table.

			“What’s that?” I asked warily.

			“A choice,” Sula said. “We care for you, as much as you may not believe it. We’ve not brought this matter before the Suzerain. Instead, we’ve decided to let you choose your own path. You may either join the ranks of our holy Shriven, or you will be sent to Ilor, to spread the word of our high holies to the wild colonies by helping to construct temples there. You’ll serve one month for each pearl you stole from the temple through your deceit. Twenty-five years.”

			My breath caught in my chest. It wasn’t a choice. Not really. Either way, I would be forced to spend the rest of my life in service to a pantheon of gods and goddesses I didn’t believe in, couldn’t bear to worship.

			I would be no better than a prisoner in Ilor, but I knew deep in my bones that I could never join the Shriven. I could never be like Curlin.

			And there was a bright spot of hope in a future in Ilor: the only person who’d never been afraid of me. While I knew I would never see freedom if I accepted the temple’s twenty-five-year sentence—the grief would take me long before those years were up—but at least in Ilor, I would be close to Sawny. I would see him again. Missing Sawny was an ache that went all the way to my bones.

			I met the eyes of the three anchorites and took a deep breath, rising to my feet. “Ilor. I choose Ilor.”

			I stalked out of the room, visions of space, of time to myself, of freedom crumbling in my mind, leaving my bowl of half-congealed mush uneaten on the long-scarred table—and my hard-earned fortune in the hands of the anchorites.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			BO

			My bedroom was warm from the large fire crackling in the hearth, but I was ice all the way to my bones. I’d been cold since I woke up, probably due to nerves at the thought of what the day would bring. I smoothed my jacket’s embroidered cuffs and stared out the window. I turned sixteen at midnight, and the Queen would declare me a grown man, singleborn of the Trousillion line and successor to her throne. The thought of that heavy crown and the responsibility that came with it nauseated me.

			I wanted to be King. I wanted to be a great king, but I’d never felt the easy entitlement the other singleborn flaunted. And after the incident in the park, I’d never felt so unsure of myself, so afraid. I’d spent my whole life preparing for this day, yet still feared that I would trip over some part of the ceremony and embarrass myself—or, worse, my mother.

			The soft din of the party drifted through the palace. The fashionable quintet my cousins had hired seemed to play only fast, reeling tunes. My feet ached at the idea of another night spent dancing, but I’d do, as always, what was expected of me, though the stack of books Rylain had sent for my birthday called to me from my bedside table. There was a history of trade dating back to the cataclysm that I ached to dig into.

			Outside, in the dark night sky, the two halves of the fractured moon were full, and so close they looked like they might crash into each other. My tutor, Birger, said this interaction of the moon’s halves was a rare and good omen: the reunited twins. He claimed that when the halves of the moon were close, the goddesses and gods forgot the evil our ancestors had done when they split the moon in half. I’d always thought they looked more like twins conspiring in a corner than a pair long lost and reunited, and personally ascribed to the theory that the halves were always the same distance apart—it was our perspective that shifted.

			No great wonder Birger was so fascinated by the moons. He and his twin, Thamina, were always whispering in each other’s ears and exchanging those infuriatingly weighted looks twins gave one another. Nothing made me feel more alone than standing in a room full of twins, steeped in the knowledge that I ought to be grateful for the fact that I was singleborn. I knew it was a blessing, but the constant reminders that I’d been born with a greater conscience, a keener sense of justice, a powerful birthright—they had never helped me see those things in myself.

			A knock at the door brought me out of my reverie, and Mother swept into the room, not waiting for my response. Rather than her usual well-cut breeches, silk tunic and jacket, She wore a floor-length, lavender-gray gown that sparkled with silver embroidery and accented her olive skin. Her brown hair had been curled, and it brushed the immaculate white fox-fur stole wound round her neck. Huge hunks of raw diamond set in creamy gold cuffs decorated each of her wrists, but her bare arms and sleeveless dress made more of a statement than those jewels. She was the living personification of Dzallie, invincible and immune to the chill of the early summer night.

			She narrowed her dark eyes and looked me up and down and adjusted my jacket. “That color suits you, Ambrose. It brings out the gray in your eyes.”

			“I thought it was a little garish, but Claes insisted I choose something bright.” I felt like a pigeon dressed in peacock feathers. The purple silk jacket was festooned with scads of embroidery; colorful birds and flowers exploded from my shoulders, trailing down the sleeves and to the wide hem that brushed the floor. At least my trousers were plain—if very fine—gray wool, with embroidery only along the cuffs.

			I was waiting for someone to notice how out of place I really was.

			“You look so like your father, Ambrose.”

			She wasn’t exactly right. I saw him in the line of my jaw and the stubborn set of my mouth, but my eyes were gray where my father’s had been hazel, and I’d grown taller than both my parents by the time I was twelve. Four years later, and I still hadn’t filled out the promise of that early growth. Though my shoulders were broad enough, I was tall and skinny, where the rest of my family was small and muscular.

			I coughed, not knowing what to say. I never knew what to say about my father. His absence was like a gaping hole in our lives, and Mother had an uncanny knack for bringing him up at times when feeling the enormous emptiness of his loss would be crippling. I didn’t think she did it on purpose.Even after four years without him, the specter of my father’s death was a constant weight my mother carried. Her grief followed her everywhere, and his memory colored every private moment we shared.

			Mother perched on the edge of a gilt-legged settee piled with furs and patted the seat beside her. I sat obediently, careful not to wrinkle my jacket or sit on her skirt. She ran a hand through my newly shorn curls. She used to cut it herself when my father was still alive, as she’d done for him. We’d had the same dark brown curls, unruly and difficult to style. But since his death, she’d left the task to my valet and was ever critical of his work.

			“I have something for you.”

			I looked at her questioningly. “I thought we were going to wait to open gifts until tomorrow. The spectacle’s half the ceremony, or so Claes and Penelope are always telling me.”

			“You’ll get the rest of your gifts tomorrow, but this is between you, your father and me. He and I decided long before his passing.”

			She pulled a small cedar box from her skirts and handed it to me. I untied the crimson ribbon. Inside the box, a long, brass key rested on a velvet cushion.

			“A key?” I asked, bewildered. There was no door in our house I had any reason to unlock, and the only time I left our estate was in the company of my mother and our ever-present cadre of servants. There was never a need for me to unlock anything at all.

			“To your father’s house here in Penby. You’ll need a place to get away from the chaos in the palace as you spend more and more time at court. Your father’s house is perfect for a crown prince. We’ll have to hire a staff to open it, but that shouldn’t be any trouble. I’ll even give you an allowance to redecorate it to your taste. Do you remember it?”

			Strange that, after years without thinking of it, the property had come up twice in one week. I hadn’t been there often—since Father’s death, we’d always stayed in the palace when we went to court. Before his passing, I’d only been a child, and rarely visited Penby—children of the nobility were raised in the countryside, where they could breathe clean air and learn genteel sports. But, much to my mother’s dismay, Father had taken me to see the sunships launch when I’d been briefly fascinated by them as a little boy. I’d wanted to become a ship’s captain in the royal navy, to spend my life at sea, exploring the vast swaths of land left unpopulated and destroyed by the cataclysm. I remembered sliding down the banister of the grand, sweeping staircase in the front hall and hiding on the landing long past my bedtime, wrapped in blankets and listening to my parents laugh with their guests.

			The reality of what lay ahead of me curdled my stomach. The responsibility of guiding the empire, of working hand in hand with the Suzerain—it was daunting, especially when I felt so very alone. I wished, as I so often had, that I was normal; that I had a twin like everyone else. And seeing the expectation, the eager hunger for my accomplishment and success in my mother’s eyes inflamed me.

			The old argument, the one that tangled our every interaction lately, took hold before I could stop myself. “Mother…”

			Her jaw tensed. “Don’t start, Ambrose. You are the Queen’s choice. It’s your duty to serve the empire. To become its next King. You will show Queen Runa that you are, without a doubt, the best choice to lead the succession, just as your father or I would have done, had we had the luck to be singleborn.” She tucked the key and its box into an end table drawer.

			I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to extinguish the anxiety rising in my chest like a flame. If only I could escape from that word. My whole life, I’d been told I was special because I’d been born alone. Singleborn. The conscience of the empire. Every move I made was lauded, commented upon. My interests became trends. I was deferred to, admired and praised at every turn. But Mother’s eyes never rested on me for a moment without the expectation that I could do more, be better.

			As if she could read my thoughts, Mother reached out and cupped my cheek. “You know that I’m proud of you? You know that I love you?”

			I sighed. “I know. I know you want the best for me. I love you, too.”

			Before the heaviness of the moment could weigh me down more than my anxiety already had, I changed the subject.

			“Has there been any more news about what happened in the park?” I asked.

			Mother dropped her hand into her lap, exasperated. “There’s no need for you to continue to bring that up,” she said, annoyance sharpening her words. “It was a coincidence. One of the diminished. Honestly, if there were something to tell you, I would. Now, tonight is a momentous occasion, and I want for you to remember it fondly.” She glanced at the clock on the mantel. “We should go down. Your cousins are doing what they can to keep Her Majesty occupied, but Claes may run out of gossip if we don’t relieve him soon.” She laughed, a sound like a burbling spring that did nothing to soothe my frayed nerves. “Worse, Penelope will be in a state trying to keep him from saying something out of turn.”

			I grinned, knowing she was right. I offered her my arm. “Best make my entrance, then. Into the den of foxes, as it were.”

			Mother swatted at me as we left my room. “Hush, you. You mustn’t make jokes about the other singleborn where someone might hear you.”

			“It’s Father’s joke,” I protested.

			“I know.” Mother stretched up onto the tips of her toes and kissed me on the cheek. “But those foxes hold your fate in their jaws.”

			* * *

			Outside the great room, I stared at the enormous, ancient doors. Doors I’d seen so often during our many visits to court, but never truly looked at. I wondered what had crossed the minds of each of the other singleborn chosen to wear the crown, who’d all waited outside this very door on the night of their sixteenth birthdays. It was a sobering thought, and all my jokes and nervous giggles fled my body.

			Gunnar, my valet, knocked twice on the carved panel beside the great room door. I took a deep breath, and three bass notes from the horn just inside the great room reverberated through my bones. The musicians went quiet, and an anticipatory hush settled over the crowd inside. Gunnar looked to Mother for her signal. She wound her arm through mine and looked up into my eyes searchingly.

			“Ready?” she asked.

			I nodded and set my jaw, forcing a slight smile onto my lips. Gunnar heaved against the doors’ polished bone handles. Inside, a uniformed servant took up the Trousillion horn, curling and carved, and blew a long, clear note. Silence hung heavy in the room, and the weight of hundreds of eyes fell upon me all at once. The solar lights were dimmed, and they cast a golden glow over the nobles dressed in their best silks and furs. Their jewels shimmered as they waited for the ceremony to start.

			Penelope, Claes and I had spent months shaping the guest list. In addition to the ambassadors from Denor, most elite Ilorian merchants and the highest-ranking members of the nobility, the guest list included a number of my more irritating relatives who had to be invited, despite their tendencies to hoard all of the attention in a room. The three other singleborn of my generation were like that, captivating and dazzling all at once. Even Rylain, despite her hatred of public appearances, was the kind of person who could enchant a crowd with a single word.

			I felt drab standing next to them, like a baby puffin before its plumage fills in. I should have been brimming with excitement, but instead I was blinded, unable to move, like a fish frozen in a streambed. My eye landed on a woman draped in austere black wool, her dark brown hair threaded with silver, and a serene look on her unlined face: Rylain. My heart lifted slightly—I hadn’t thought that she would be willing to make the trip to court, even for such a significant event. I was relieved to see her—perhaps her presence would stop Patrise and Lisette from spreading their bizarre notion that she’d had something to do with the shooting in the park.

			Patrise lounged on a chaise nearby, flanked by a beautiful, red-haired woman. I wondered if the accusations he’d leveled at Rylain were a thinly veiled attempt to hide his own involvement in the most recent attempt on my life. He’d tried to have me killed more than once, or so Mother claimed. It was a fair concern—if something happened to me, the Queen would likely choose either Patrise or Lisette to succeed her. Patrise’s companion whispered something to him, and he threw back his head and laughed. His hearty guffaw became the only sound in the room, and he turned to grin at me before leaning in to reply to the redhead.

			For a moment, everything I’d learned to prepare for this moment disappeared. I started to turn, to flee, but Mother’s elbow dug into my ribs. My eyes darted around frantically, and I finally found Claes standing with his sister. He smiled at me, his face a beacon in the crowd. His grin lit me like a torch, and warmth blossomed in my belly. When I looked at him, it felt like he and I were the only people in the room, and suddenly, I cared about doing this right.

			I wanted so badly for him to be proud of me. I wanted to show them all that I deserved to be King.

			I blinked and looked away before I could start blushing. Beside him, Penelope looked at me with the impatient urgency that seemed to be the natural set of her face, and my hours of practice flooded back to me. I stepped forward, smiling the solemn smile that my cousins had cajoled me into replicating for hours on end until it was more natural to me than any other expression.

			Our guests parted, creating an aisle that led to the dais where Queen Runa waited. Tonight, her cape was black sealskin trimmed with gray fox fur. She wore the Alskad Empire’s ceremonial crown, a hefty circlet of hammered gold studded with raw jewels and pearls. Her hands rested on the Sword of the Empire, a weapon nearly as tall as she, forged in folded steel so keenly sharpened, it could cut a whisper in half. It was a weapon made to shed blood, though the empire’s rulers had expanded their borders by exploration rather than force.

			Queen Runa was flanked by the Suzerain. With their pure white robes, pale skin and blond hair, they looked like twin towers of salt. Aside from the Queen, these were the most powerful people in the empire. While the Queen controlled the nobility, and had the final say on all laws written in the noble council, the common people looked to the Suzerain and their ranks of the Shriven for religious justice and protection from the diminished. The Queen never made a decision without considering the opinion of the temple.

			Seven of the Shriven, all clad in the purest white, stood like statues against the wall behind the dais, their eyes glittering amid the black paint that bisected their faces. Tattoos crept up their necks and across their knuckles, and one of them bared her teeth, sharpened to spikes, at me. It took everything in my power to keep from grimacing. I wished they’d take their hands off the long knives in their belts, even only for the duration of the ceremony, but I knew it didn’t matter. They were as deadly unarmed as they were if they bristled with weapons.

			Wrenching my gaze away from the Shriven, I was grateful for the kind faces of the anchorites, with their brilliant yellow-and-orange silk robes and the ropes of pearls that draped their wrists and necks. They stood before the dais, the emblems of the empire in a chest at their feet. The anchorites showered me in approving nods and warm smiles as I approached them. We stopped before the first step, and I leaned down to kiss Mother on both cheeks. She took her place next to her twin sister, to the right of the anchorites, and I knelt before the Suzerain and the Queen. I inhaled deeply and focused my thoughts on the ceremony at hand.

			Together, their solemn voices filled the room, as rich as kaffe and sweet as honey. “Why do you kneel before us, Ambrose, son of Myrella and Oswin, descendent of the Trousillion line?”

			I paused, took a breath and let the responses I knew by rote flow. “For I am worthy of the Trousillion crown.”

			“By what right are you worthy?”

			The words caught in my throat, and I coughed before saying, “By right of birth. I am singleborn, chosen of the goddesses and the gods.”

			“Why were the singleborn chosen to rule their lands?”

			“When the moon split and the people corrupted the earth, the goddesses and gods chose to split their souls in twain, that the consciences of the people be doubled. They decreed that each person be born with a twin they would love above all others, to whom they would be responsible for all their deeds. The goddesses and gods chose a family from each land, one who had demonstrated great honor, compassion and intellect. The descendants of those families would bear a number of singleborn in each generation, and from those, the next ruler would be chosen.”

			Silks rustled as the crowd shifted from one foot to the other. The Queen nodded to my mother, who joined her on the dais. They each took hold of one end of the long Sword of the Empire, hefting it above their heads to form an archway. The female Suzerain, Amler, stepped through the archway, carrying the empire’s golden wheel. The male Suzerain, Castor, followed her, a delicate gold net stretched between his hands. Finally, the Queen nodded to me, and I stepped beneath the sword, ducking to clear my head. I was grateful to kneel once again on the other side and hide my shaking legs.

			The Queen handed the sword to my mother and came to stand before me, to perform her role in the ceremony. She faced the crowd. “Do you swear to uphold the honor of the singleborn of the Trousillion line?”

			I looked into her deep brown eyes, feeling the enormous magnitude of the vow radiating from the depths of her soul. “I do.”

			The weight of the net, surprisingly heavy for all its delicacy, settled over my shoulders like a ballast, and my heart sank. I admonished myself silently—I’d spent my whole life preparing for this, and it would be years yet before I took the throne. The weight of the responsibility need not feel so wildly overwhelming yet.

			“Will you guide the people of the empire with your conscience, serving them with justice and grace, putting their needs before your own?”

			“I will.” I accepted the wheel, and the Queen gave me the barest hint of a smile.

			“Will you wear this cuff as a daily reminder of your duty to your crown and your country, and swear in the name of your chosen god that you will serve the people of the Alskad Empire for the rest of your days?”

			I held out my left wrist. “I swear on my honor and in Gadrian the Firebound’s name that I will serve the people of the Alskad Empire for the rest of my days.”

			The Queen snapped the hammered gold bracelet onto my wrist and locked it in place. The crown-shaped bracelet was fitted to my wrist, loose enough to move up and down my forearm, but too tight to slip over my hand. There was no way for me to take it off without the key unless I was willing to break my hand. As the weight of the bracelet settled on my arm, I wondered if any of the other singleborn had ever tried to remove the cuff.

			The Queen held out her hand to me, her own bracelet gleaming in the low light. “Stand, Ambrose, son of Myrella and Oswin. Stand in the knowledge that you are my chosen successor to the throne of the Alskad Empire.”

			I took the Queen’s hand and stood, heart pounding in my chest, raising the wheel over my head. The room erupted in cheers and whoops, and the musicians struck up a fast, reeling war song. Queen Runa squeezed my hand reassuringly as we descended the dais together.

			* * *

			There were several comfortably furnished chambers adjacent to the great room, where guests could rest or talk quietly during the epic gatherings that were the social centerpieces of the empire’s nobility. I followed the Queen and my mother into one of these rooms, and they waited in silence as two anchorites lifted the golden net off my shoulders and relieved me of the wheel.

			When the anchorites had gone, closing the door behind them, the Queen settled into a wide chair, plucked the crown off her head and set it on a side table. The regal monarch disappeared, and in her place was my great aunt, all sharp wit and convivial smiles.

			“Myrella, be a dear and pour me a glass of something strong, will you?”

			Mother went to the sideboard and filled a glass with clear ouzel from a crystal decanter. She took a sip from the glass, to show it wasn’t poisoned, before handing it to Runa. The Queen accepted it and downed it in a gulp, holding the glass out to be refilled.

			“Sit, sit, both of you,” she said.

			Mother poured a cup of kaffe, doctored it with cream and sugar and took a sip before handing it to me. I sank gratefully onto a divan, and Mother took her place in the room’s other chair, an ouzel glass of her own in hand.

			“Now, tell me. Whom will he marry?”

			“His cousin Penelope, though we haven’t made the formal arrangements yet.”

			I choked on my kaffe. This was news to me. My heart fluttered. What would Claes say? Did he know? There was no way Penelope would agree to the match, not when I’d spent the last year kissing her twin. Even the Queen had seen me kissing Claes. Never mind the fact that I had no desire to marry her. No desire to marry a woman at all. And why should I? Even as King, the heir to the throne would not necessarily be my heir, but the singleborn I deemed most suited to the role. Runa herself had never married, never had a child. She ruled the empire alone, and while I didn’t entirely understand why she’d chosen me out of all the singleborn, I didn’t think it was purely due to our close line of descent.

			When my coughing fit subsided, I looked up to find Mother glaring at me.

			“When was this decided?” I asked. I tried to keep my voice level.

			Queen Runa laughed, ignoring me. “It’s a good match. She’s smart and will continue your good work with the estate with no great trouble. Poor Oswin would have been destitute without you. Poor man didn’t have a practical bone in his body.” She bit her lip, eyes softening. “My apologies, Myrella. I miss him so, as I’m sure you do.”

			Mother nodded. “It has been exceedingly difficult, but we’ve made do.”

			“The Suzerain think we should see Ambrose married within the next two years, and for once, I don’t disagree. It will lend him more weight with the nobility if they know he has a strong partner.”

			I sputtered, “Excuse me?”

			They ignored me.

			“And the other matter?” Mother asked.

			A muscle in the Queen’s jaw twitched. “Still safely in the hands of the temple. Magritte’s wisdom keep her.”

			“Magritte keep who?” I blurted, knowing as soon as the question left my lips that I should’ve kept quiet.

			There was no point in asking questions that wouldn’t be answered. It seemed like they were intentionally speaking in riddles, throwing out one incomprehensible statement after another in order to infuriate me. It wasn’t as though they didn’t know better. It wasn’t as though they weren’t the ones who’d taught me my manners, and here they were. Acting like I wasn’t even here.

			The Queen waved her hand dismissively and shot Mother a look cold enough to freeze mulled wine. “No one you need ever worry about. Now, before you leave, I’ll have a chat with the tutors about the topics they’ll need to cover in Ambrose’s and Penelope’s curriculum. We’ll correspond soon about announcing the engagement and planning the wedding. Meanwhile, he should spend more time at court, and Penelope will be able to assist you in running the estate.”

			The music died away in the great room. My mind raced, trying to process the last few minutes of conversation.

			Queen Runa lumbered to her feet and replaced the crown on her head. “Time for toasts. Come along.” When she got to the door, she turned sharply. “You do have someone tasting for him, don’t you, Myrella?”

			I looked at my mother, one eyebrow raised. My valet, Gunnar, was ostensibly my taster, but I rarely bothered with the pretense at home. It didn’t seem necessary.

			“Of course,” Mother said.

			At the same time, I replied, “Sort of.”

			The Queen closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. “Not a drop, not a crumb passes his lips before a taster has sampled it. Not. A. Crumb. I will not lose my heir to something so easily preventable. Not after everything I’ve done to secure his place. Do you hear me?”

			Mother bowed, her knees nearly dropping to the polished marble floor. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

			They swept out of the chamber together, leaving me to wonder what, exactly, the Queen had contrived to make me the heir to the Alskad throne.

		

	
		
			PART TWO

			“The knotted, tangled cord that stretches between twins serves as both lifeline and tether. Your twin exists to be your counterweight, to balance you as you balance her.”

			—from the Book of Rayleane, the Builder

			“When my earth was rent apart by the mothers and fathers who came before, Dzallie spilled her fiery fury upon my land, already so broken by the shards of the moon. Steward this second chance well. Use and care well for my gifts, for you will find no mercy in my arms again.”

			—from the Book of Tueber, the Earthbound

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			VI

			A single day was not enough time for me to find my balance after my whole world had turned upside down. The anchorites tasked Curlin—her shaved head, seemingly ever-multiplying tattoos and newfound piety still startling, even after all this time—to be my shadow in the hours before I was to board the ship at dawn. I didn’t like to think about how they’d managed to get a captain to agree to give me passage, or what that would mean for me on the journey ahead, so instead, I focused my ire on Curlin.

			I suppose the anchorites thought I might’ve tried to run, despite the fortune they’d taken from me and I from the sea. I might’ve, too—the weight of the secret pearls in the pouch around my neck whispered to me of escape, but I knew all too well how far the temple’s reach extended. How far the Suzerain could see. There was nowhere I could hide if they wanted to find me. My stash would have to go with me to Ilor.

			Curlin shifted from one foot to the other in the doorway of my bedroom, her arms crossed over her chest. The new tattoo on her knuckles was red and tender-looking. Yet despite the vast chasm that’d opened between us since she’d joined the Shriven, I could still read Curlin’s face as easy as any book.

			“Dzallie’s eyebrows, Curlin. Come in or don’t, but stop looming there like an ass. We’re alone now.”

			Curlin made a sour face, but came in and sat on my bed. Her eyes avoided the side of the room that’d once been hers. I shoved my spare set of clothes and the few small bits and trinkets I’d collected during my childhood into an ancient bag and sat back on my heels, glaring.

			“Now what?” I asked. A long day and a longer night stretched ahead of us, and I’d nothing else to occupy my time until I left to board the ship that would take me to Ilor. There was no one who’d care to hear my goodbyes, no one who’d care that I was gone. The only person in the world who’d ever given me a second thought was on the other side of the ocean.

			My heart beat a little faster at the possibility of seeing Sawny again. I wouldn’t hate seeing Lily, either, though I could only imagine the look on her face. She’d thought herself rid of me, after all.

			Curlin’s dark blue eyes searched my face. “There’s still time, you know.”

			“Time for what?” I asked.

			“Time to change your mind, idiot,” Curlin snapped. “They’d still take you. It’s not so bad. Better, at least, than what you’re walking into. Do you really want to spend the rest of your short life hauling stones until your fingers bleed or your back breaks? You’ll never make it twenty-five years. I bet you’ll hardly last one.”

			I ran my hands through my still-damp hair, working out the snarls and doing my damnedest to stay calm. “Do you have no recollection at all of the promise we made?”

			“Of course I do, but—”

			“I’d rather die than break it,” I said, cutting her off. “I would rather die than turn into a monster like them. Like you.”

			Curlin’s brows furrowed, and she set her jaw. I’d gotten under her skin. I couldn’t help but dig a little deeper.

			“At least in Ilor, I’ll be near Sawny. Near someone whose word actually means something.”

			“Actually,” Curlin said slyly, her voice taking on a cruel, musical edge, “you won’t. They’re sending you to the far side of the islands. They know the kind of trouble you two get into together. They’d never chance letting you see Sawny again. You don’t deserve a reward like that after what you did.”

			Bile rose in my throat. There was no one in the temple who could possibly care that much about my only friendship. “Horseshit,” I said. “They’re sending me away to die quietly. Where I won’t embarrass the Suzerain when the grief breaks me.”

			Curlin scoffed. “If the Suzerain knew what you’d done, that you’d stolen pearls from them, you’d be waiting for an execution block, not a ship. Count yourself lucky that the anchorites care enough to protect you. Though I’ll see Hamil dry the seas before I understand why.”

			“Are you going to tell them?” My nails dug into my palms, suddenly wondering if Curlin had truly changed that much.

			It would be the right thing for her to do. Her loyalty had been to the Suzerain since she’d taken her vows. There was a part of me that hoped some flicker of our friendship still warmed her, though. Just a little.

			“I could. One more dimmy given over to the gods and goddesses to excise in their mercy,” she pondered, her voice icy and distant.

			“Don’t talk like that,” I said, my voice a hoarse whisper. “We were friends once, Curlin, and you’re a gods’-cursed dimmy, too. Remember?”

			“No,” Curlin said. “I’m Shriven now. Shriven of all sin. Past and present. No more rules. No more holding back. My only task is to protect the faithful. I am not cursed, but forgiven. Each time I do violence, I bask in the glory of the gods and goddesses, for I act as the arms of the Suzerain, and they are the embodiment of the gods and goddesses.”

			Curlin crouched in front of me, looked me in the eyes and raked her sharpened nails across my face. Pain shot through me, and even as I forced myself not to flinch away from her, the tears that’d welled in my eyes snaked down my cheeks, mixing with my blood.

			“You could have been saved, Vi. But you’re too stupid to save yourself.”

			“Get. Out,” I snarled.

			She smiled at me coolly. Unable to contain my fury for another moment, I spat in her face. Shock played over her features like wind over the ocean, and before I could even process what I’d done, she’d stood, lifted one booted foot and kicked me in the gut, sending me sprawling backward. Air gusted out of me. It had been a long time since someone’d caught me and given me a proper beating, but the red-hot blaze of pain was uncomfortably familiar.

			She was gone, with the door slammed closed behind her, before I’d gotten my breath back.

			* * *

			In the gray light of the predawn, I walked the foggy streets of Penby for the last time, surrounded by the women who’d colored and shaped my childhood. Sula and Lugine flanked me on either side. Bethea walked in front, her two canes clattering on the cobblestones, and Curlin trailed behind. No one had remarked on the three slowly scabbing wounds on my cheek where Curlin’d scratched me, but I was well aware of them, especially as the icy air stung the tender skin.

			I would’ve left Penby on my sixteenth birthday anyway, but instead of heading toward a freedom I’d chosen, clouded though it was with the threat of my own unstoppable violence, I trudged toward twenty-five years of hard, never-ending physical labor—and the inevitable loss of myself in a land impossibly different from the one where I’d grown up.

			I knew a little about Ilor, but only what we’d been taught in our history lessons. After the moon split and the goddesses and gods rained their vengeance down on the world, little land was left habitable. The virtuous chosen who survived fled to the places not pocked by falling moon shards or covered in fiery rock spewing from the fragmented earth, splitting into three settlements.

			Samiria, a distant, mountainous land, had closed themselves off from the world. Even now, everything we knew about them came through their ambassadors. Trade ships were forced to dock in their harbors and wait for the Samirians to come to them. There were rumors of magic, but, much like the stories of the amalgam, hardly anyone believed them. Denor’s people were said to have little fear of the goddesses and gods, instead living their lives guided by the murky principles of science. And in the Alskad Empire, all gray and frozen drizzle, lived the only people brave enough or stupid enough to venture out to explore and colonize the unsettled lands decimated by the rage of our goddesses and gods.

			When Alskad’s explorers had harnessed the power of the sun and built the first sunships, they set off to explore the land left empty since the cataclysm. It was in these explorations that Ilor had been discovered. Its wild jungles, high mountains and deep harbors had lured some sailors to stay, and thus, the first settlement on Ilor had been born.

			The crowd on the docks hushed and parted in the presence of the anchorites. The great hulking masses of the sunships, nestled into their places along the docks, took on new meaning this morning, though I’d seen them almost every day for the past ten years. We approached the ship that would take me to Ilor, its portholes like black sores lined along its lower levels. The decks that ringed its upper third were already half-full of folks flapping their handkerchiefs at the lives they’d chosen to leave behind.

			Irony of all ironies, it was the Lucrecia. Tears pricked my eyes at the thought of Sawny and Lily, but I fought them back. I wouldn’t let Curlin see me cry.

			“I don’t suppose I’ll see any of you again,” I said. “Let my ma and pa know what you’ve done with me, yes? And Curlin…” I smiled sweetly at her. “I hope you rot and die.”

			Curlin glowered, and I could see the effort it took to keep her trap shut. She deserved it—her vindictive prying had gotten me into this mess in the first place. I’d never forgive her for that, never forgive her for becoming one of them. I was glad to be rid of her, even with the short, hellish life that was laid out before me.

			Anchorite Lugine tsked at me and handed a slip of paper to the familiar uniformed woman at the end of the gangplank. I recognized her fox-collared coat and the humor crinkling the corners of her dark brown eyes. She was the same woman who’d arranged for Sawny’s and Lily’s passage to Ilor. She examined the paper and rifled through a box before handing me a ticket. She didn’t seem to recognize me, but why would she? I’d just been one in a sea of unremarkable faces she saw every day.

			Lugine pulled a parcel from the pocket of her wide skirts and pressed it into my hand. “Rayleane bless you, child.”

			Sula exchanged a meaningful glance with Bethea before saying, “Remember what we’ve taught you. Only devotion can save you from the burden of your diminishment.”

			I did my best to keep from rolling my eyes. These women had raised me from a babe, but they’d forget me before I’d been gone a month. My ma certainly had. Da’d come to see me from time to time, plying me with sweeties when I was little. Later, after some brat had broken my nose the first time, he’d taught me how to climb walls and find hidey-holes. He’d even taught me how to throw a punch, the idiot. Not many in Alskad were stupid enough to encourage a dimmy to violence.

			I shook away the thought. I didn’t want to think about Da. The man, as much as he’d tried to be kind to me, had still abandoned me to the temple. All those memories brought with them were darkness and pain. No matter how many times he’d come to see me, no matter how many times he’d told me he cared, at the end of every visit he still left me there, alone in the temple, and went back to my brothers and sisters in their warm house on the good side of the End. And not once did he hug me. Not once in all those visits had he held me close, like he did his other brats.

			I was far better off without him. Without any of them.

			I didn’t look back as I climbed the gangplank. Not once. Not even a glance. I’d forget them as quick as they’d push me out of their heads.

			See if I don’t, I thought petulantly to Pru.

			By the time I made my way to the railing on the third-class deck, the tugboats had begun to chug us out toward the open ocean, where the sunship’s sails would unfurl. The folks around me wept and laughed and talked in nervous whispers about the lives they had to look forward to in Ilor. They talked like they’d never heard about the way folks treated their contract workers. No one mentioned the temple’s demands on the folks they hired to manage contract workers like these folks, and the length those managers would go to to see those obligations fulfilled.

			It was like the news hawkers on the streets of Penby never once hollered a story about rebel groups destroying crops or workers so mistreated they ran away, only to be hauled back, the terms of their contracts doubled. The world we were chugging toward wasn’t any better than the one we were leaving behind, but I understood the impulse to escape. Sawny and Lily weren’t the only folks who’d had trouble finding work in Penby. Outside fishing and shipbuilding, jobs were hard to come by. At least in Ilor there was a chance, albeit a vanishingly small one, for a person to make something of themselves. To change their station.

			That chance existed for some people, anyway. But not for dimmys. Not for me.

			I raised a hand to my brow to protect my eyes from the icy drizzle and watched the capital of the Alskad Empire disappear into the fog of the early summer morning.

			Good riddance, I thought.

			I took one last look across the frigid gray waves and spat into the water. Hoisting my bag over my shoulder, I elbowed my way through the folks peering over the railing as if they could still see their kin on the docks. I wanted to claim a bunk in the cabin where I’d sleep for the next two weeks. I didn’t plan to do much more than sleep there, though. The ship was filled with so many things I wanted to see, so many rooms and luxuries I’d only ever imagined, and I planned to savor every moment of freedom I had left. I never thought I’d get the chance to explore a sunship, much less live on one for any length of time.

			Free of the crowd, I rested my bag on an empty bench, blew on my numb fingertips and tried to get my bearings. It’d gotten colder on the deck as the ship picked up speed, even in my sweaters and scarves, and I wished that I had thicker leggings and another pair of woolen socks on under my worn knee-high boots.

			Someone tapped me on the shoulder.

			“Excuse me, miss.” The deep voice still held the nasal vowels of the End, though softened and disguised. Anyone who got out of that poor, shabby neighborhood always tried to leave it as far behind them as they could.

			I assumed my most polite expression before turning around. “Yes, sir?” I asked, gray eyes wide and innocent. That look worked on all the anchorites, even Bethea, unless she was in a particularly foul mood.

			“See your ticket?”

			My face masked in a feigned, sweet smile, I fished the slip of paper out of my pocket and handed it over to the bald, pinch-faced man, his chapped skin red and peeling. His eyes lingered on the scratches Curlin had left on my cheek.

			He scanned my ticket and his mouth twisted in a cruel smirk. “Temple worker, are you? Miss Obedience Violette Abernathy. Cabin 687. You’ll need to find E deck with the rest of the trash. Walk down there a ways, and take the staircase on the left down six flights. Follow the signs in the corridor from there.” His rough words grated on my nerves.

			“Thank you, sir,” I said as politely as I could manage, heaving my bag over my shoulder.

			“Where’s your twin, girl? Ought not get separated, even on the ship. It’s an easy place to get lost.” There was a dangerous glint in his pale eyes.

			“I’ll keep that in mind, sir.”

			I started walking toward the staircase he’d pointed out. I knew where this conversation led.

			“Where’s your twin, Obedience? Mayhap you need some help finding her?” His thin screech carried over the din of the ship and the ocean beneath us.

			I continued striding across the deck and fled down the stairs as soon as I reached them. I’d have to be more careful. Some people could smell dimmys from a mile away and took special pleasure in torturing us. The scratches on my face didn’t make me any less conspicuous, either.

			I shuddered, remembering Gil, a little towheaded boy who’d been left on the temple doorstep when he was maybe five years old. There was a note pinned to his sweater, explaining that his twin sister had died, and his parents couldn’t be burdened with a dimmy. It wasn’t unusual; dimmys were left on the temple steps all the time. Curlin and I used to take them under our wings a bit. Us being the dimmys who’d lived in the temple longest, we knew how to skirt the rules. Make things more comfortable.

			Gil’d been practically silent during the day, but every night he’d shown up in our room, asking for a story before bed. One day, early in the spring, Gil hadn’t come back from an errand. The anchorites fussed for a night or two, but after that it was like they’d forgotten him. Sawny, Curlin and I had combed the streets for days, driven by some invisible force. None of us wanted to give up on him. He was too little to fend for himself, and too sweet. I’d finally found him, shivering in an alley, covered in burns and blisters, his arms and scalp cut to ribbons.

			He’d never spoken another word, and soon after, he’d tried to set the temple ablaze. The Suzerain had forced all of us temple brats to watch his execution. Curlin, Sawny, Lily and I had stood there, shivering in the first snow of the fall, our tears cutting icy paths down our cheeks, as the Shriven hauled Gil onto the platform. One of the anchorites stood behind me, hands on either side of my head, so that I wouldn’t be able to look away when the Shriven hangman tightened the noose around his slim neck. That was the day we’d sworn, on our lives, that none of us would ever become one of them. We promised not to join the Shriven, and three of us kept that promise.

			The people who’d targeted Gil hadn’t been dimmys, just cruel folks who knew a lot more about hate than love.

			I followed the signs through a maze of corridors, looking for my cabin. Turning on to the final hall, 680–690, I saw a young man with dark brown skin that glowed under the hall’s sunlamps leaning against the doorjamb outside what looked to be my cabin. His shoulders were broad beneath his deep purple livery. Another of the ship’s crewmen, and likely as not, this one’d hold the same prejudices as the other. I stepped quickly back around the corner, hoping he’d not spotted me.

			I didn’t know if I could manage to hide myself from the ship’s entire crew for the whole of the journey. It didn’t seem possible. I gritted my teeth and tried to push down the fear, anger and exhaustion that brought tears to my eyes. I’d hardly slept the night before, and the idea of dealing with another ignorant, aggressive idiot was almost too much.

			Steady me, I thought, reaching out for Pru, and strode down the hall with every bit of confidence I could muster. The young sailor straightened when he saw me, drew his hands out of his pockets for a brief bow and watched me with clear, golden brown eyes.

			“May I see your ticket, please?” he asked pleasantly. His voice was warm and carried a faint lilt I didn’t recognize.

			“It’s already been checked,” I said. “And you’re blocking my way. Excuse me.” I tried to shoulder past him, but the young man was all lean, hard muscle, and my head barely came to his chest.

			He very gently placed his hand on my shoulder and nudged me out of the door frame, which he now fully occupied. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m required to check the tickets of everyone who’s been assigned to this room.”

			A cluster of middle-aged Denorian men dressed in beautifully dyed and intricately knitted wool whispered at the end of the hall. Their broods of children swirled like storm clouds at their feet. I eyed the young man standing between me and the cramped room lined with bunks. It was empty, thank all the gods. I didn’t think I could bear to have one more person witness this exchange.

			The young man’s amber eyes refused to leave mine, not even to linger on the scratches on my cheek, and I was grateful to him for that small kindness. Heat crept into my cheeks, and I could’ve kicked myself for blushing. His wide mouth seemed unable to contain its smile, and with his high cheekbones and those eyes, he was easily one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen. It was a pity he was a sailor—a good-looking fellow like him could make a fair match in the city. He looked to be about the right age for marriage, perhaps five years older than me.

			I glanced at the Denorians and weighed my options. The part of me that knew better than to cause a fuss outweighed the urge to run—though only because the young sailor had some of the longest legs I’d ever seen and would surely catch me before I made it back to the stairs.

			I fished in my pocket and handed my ticket over. “See? 687. Now may I please pass?”

			He studied the paper for a moment and handed it back to me. “Miss Abernathy, would you come with me, please?”

			“Why? This is my room. Haven’t you got to check the other tickets?”

			His jaw tensed and his voice softened, like he was talking to a frightened animal. “Your cabin assignment has been changed. If you’ll come with me, I’ll escort you to your new room.”

			Alarms sounded in my head like the horns that blew each time some hovel in the End caught fire. I took a step back and my eyes flashed to either end of the hallway. This felt like a trap.

			“I’m fine here. Promise,” I said.

			“I must insist you come with me, Miss Abernathy.” He put a big hand on my shoulder, but I ducked out of his grip, thinking fast. He didn’t seem threatening, but I’d learned the hard way that looks were often deceiving. I didn’t trust anyone.

			“I’d rather wait for my twin,” I lied. “Don’t want to get separated. It’s a big ship, you know.”

			The young man leaned down close to me, careful not to touch me again, and whispered in my ear. “I know you’re traveling alone, and I think it’s for the best if we keep that knowledge as quiet as possible. Don’t you agree?”

			His breath tickled my ear, and fear roiled in my belly. I hadn’t been on the ship for an hour, and two people already knew I was a dimmy. But how? I hadn’t given this sailor any indication.

			“There you are, girl,” the deep, nasal voice of the crewman from earlier echoed down the hall. “Good thing you caught her, Whippleston. There’s something squirrelly about this one.”

			Whippleston. His name was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. I adjusted my bag over my shoulder to keep my hands from shaking. The young man stepped between me and the crewman and put up a hand in warning, stopping the other man’s advance.

			“I’ll handle this, Hicks. Go about your business.”

			“I don’t remember passenger safety being included in the duty of—what was it they were about calling you this time? A steward?” Hicks scoffed. “Why don’t you let someone who actually earns his keep see to the ship’s safety, yeah? You can go fluff your uncle’s pillows or stir your daddy’s pot, hear?”

			I remembered. Whippleston was the name of the woman who’d arranged Sawny’s and Lily’s travel. A family business, then. Maybe this was her son.

			Whippleston drew himself up, and even though the other man was nearly as tall, he cut a much more intimidating figure. “If you’d like to clarify the range of your duties versus mine with the captain, I’d be happy to have that conversation—after I’ve seen to the task I’ve been assigned. Out of our way, Hicks.”

			Hicks scowled at Whippleston, but stepped aside, vibrating with malice. He was clearly outranked and not at all happy about it.

			Dangerous.

			Whippleston strode past the other man, who glared at me. Given that my choice seemed to be to follow Whippleston or stay in the hallway with the now-seething Hicks, I fled down the hallway behind Whippleston, feeling the crewman’s eyes following me like baying hounds.

			We climbed three flights of stairs in silence before the young man stopped and turned to face me.

			“I’m sorry. I never offered you my name. I’m Mal. Mal Whippleston. Welcome aboard the Lucrecia.” He put a hand over his heart and bowed his head, the amused smile still playing across his wide mouth.

			I stared at him for a moment, flabbergasted, before blurting, “What was his problem?”

			Mal twitched his eyebrow up at me. “Hicks doesn’t appreciate the fact that my brother and I outrank him, and he has a rather nasty way of showing it.”

			Every lesson in good manners the anchorites had tried to cram down my throat in the first fifteen years of my life was gone, sacrificed to fear and a healthy dose of self-preservation. “Where are you taking me?”

			“Like I said, your cabin assignment has changed. My uncle, the captain, asked me to take you to your new lodgings. The anchorites alerted him of your, erm, status, and he thought it in everyone’s best interest that you bunk alone.”

			How very strange, I thought, for a man to be a captain. I knew men worked on ships—men did all kinds of work, and it would be a bad idea for their female twins to leave them behind, given how out of sorts twins seemed to get when separated for too long—but women were usually heavily favored to become officers. We women were the ones linked to the moon and the stars, after all. Our bodies, like the tides, were controlled by the moon’s twin halves. Or at least that’s what we’d been taught by the anchorites. Nevertheless, there was no doubt in my mind that what I didn’t know about shipboard life could fill volumes, and now was not the time to ask questions.

			“But why?” I asked, still wary. “Shouldn’t I be staying with all the other temple laborers?”

			“I’m sure you’ll be much more comfortable in your new cabin. Trust me?” He smiled at me again, all white teeth and warm golden eyes, and for a moment, I almost did.

			“I don’t, but you can call me Vi.”

			Chuckling, Mal led me out into the corridor and through the maze of halls that was the interior of the vast ship. His silence was a blessing, as my mind had set off racing. Sawny and Lily had left on this ship a month ago. Maybe Curlin had been wrong. Maybe I could find out where they were. Maybe I’d be able to get close enough to see them again.

			The hallways on the upper decks were well lit by brass lamps that hung from the walls every few paces. Plush carpets quieted our footsteps, and the people we passed wore elegant, fashionable clothes. Mal made frequent shows of respect to them, and they nodded back at him, but pointedly averted their eyes from my damp, threadbare wool clothing and disheveled hair. A gaggle of anchorites, the sides of their heads freshly razored and the rest of their long hair elaborately braided and oiled under tall, fluted orange hats, swept by us in a whisper of orange silk robes and heavy perfume. We both bowed deeply as they passed.

			At the end of the long hallway, Mal unlocked a door with an enormous brass key and ushered me inside. He crossed the room to fling open the shades while I stood, rooted in place, just beyond the room’s threshold.

			The room was nicer than anything I’d ever seen. An ornately carved four-poster bed was bolted to the floor and ceiling, covered in pillows and blankets and thick, lustrous furs. A sofa and two armchairs done in blue upholstery were clustered around a small hearth. A delicate table and three matching chairs sat next to a large window. A glass-paned door opened onto a deck that was the size of the room I’d shared with Curlin in the temple. Walls on either side of the deck enclosed it, ensuring privacy, and a pair of chairs held brightly dyed wool blankets for those brave enough to face the arctic air of the passage before we turned south.

			I took it all in, miserably comparing it to the room I’d seen over Mal’s shoulder. Guilt prickled up my arms. I didn’t deserve this kind of luxury.

			Surely, I thought, this must be a trick of some kind. What am I missing, Pru?

			Mal, who’d been lighting the lamps, saw me gaping and grinned at me. Laughter colored his voice as he said, “Best come all the way in and shut the door.”

			I did as he said, but had a hard time finding the right words. I didn’t want to offend him, but surely—surely!—this wasn’t simple generosity. I couldn’t see his play, his angle, but I knew it felt all wrong.

			“You look as wary as a cat over a bathtub. Speaking of, the washroom’s through that door there,” he said, pointing, “and there’s a tap for hot water in the tub, but don’t crank it all the way. Comes out near to boiling. One of the benefits of a sunship, I suppose.”

			“What’s the catch?” I asked.

			“The catch?”

			I raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m guessing you know what I am, and there’s no reason I can think of that a body would put a dimmy in a room so nice as this.”

			Mal pressed his lips together and slumped into one of the armchairs. “Would you like to have a seat?”

			“I would not.”

			“Will you at least put your bag down? No one is going to jump out of a closet and steal your things, I promise.”

			I realized I was crushing my bag to my chest, so I set it at my feet and stared at him. “It’s not like I’ve anything worth stealing,” I grumbled, knowing the only thing I owned of any value was safely in the pouch around my neck.

			“My uncle wanted you to have a room to yourself in order to keep you safe,” Mal explained. “A ship like this may seem big, but it isn’t—and if people find out that you’re a dimmy, they’re going to want you off the ship, land beneath your feet or not. They’d rather throw you overboard than risk storms and sea monsters, and loudest among those that’d speak up are a gang of superstitious crewmen.”

			“Why would your uncle agree to give passage to a dimmy like me in the first place?” I asked nervously.

			“Because the anchorites paid well, very well indeed, and my uncle worships nothing more than a bit of coin.” He sounded grim and a little sad.

			I perched on the edge of the sofa and narrowed my eyes at him. “So your uncle decided to risk the lives of all these people to make a few tvilling?”

			“It’s likely more to do with money owed than earned. My uncle’s not always so good at remembering his tithing.” Mal coughed. “And it’s not much of a risk if he manages to limit the number of people who see you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, as deplorable as I find this whole thing—and trust me, Vi, I do—I’m going to have to lock the door when I leave.”

			My hands knotted into fists and rage boiled in my belly. “I’ve gone sixteen years without hurting anyone. I think I can make it two more weeks.”

			“I’m sure you’re right. You seem about as harmless as a shark,” he said, eyes twinkling. “But you’ve been on the Lucrecia for less than two hours, and Hicks already has you in his sights. Imagine what’ll happen if the whole ship finds out there’s a dimmy onboard.”

			I could imagine it quite well, and I found my own concern reflected in his eyes. “You won’t survive the trip,” Mal said with a pained look. “ It’s for your own safety as much as anyone else’s. Besides, the anchorites said your twin died when you were still an infant. I think if you were meant to succumb to the grief, you would’ve done it by now.”

			I gaped at him. No one, not even Sawny, had ever considered aloud the possibility that I might not turn to violence like every other dimmy.

			Seeing I’d apparently lost my ability to speak, Mal went on. “My brother and I’ll bring you meals and anything else you want. Do you read?”

			The hidden insult snapped me back to myself, and I said, “I was temple-schooled. Of course I read.”

			“I don’t mean to offend you,” Mal said, that infuriating smile never leaving his wide, lovely mouth. “Not everyone does. I’ll bring you books then, too. Novels, histories, whatever you like.”

			“Fine.”

			“Can I ask you a question?”

			“You just did.”

			Mal snorted. “Why would the anchorites send you all the way to Ilor, and you diminished?”

			My pearls felt heavy around my neck, and I thought of what Anchorite Sula had said in the kitchen. Anger had so clouded me in that moment that I hadn’t seen the truth of what had happened, of what they’d given me. Tears welled in my eyes, and I fought hard to keep my voice from trembling. “They saved my life. They gave me an impossible, horrible choice, but they saved my life.”

			Mal cocked his head to one side, sympathy on his face. “May I ask what the choice was that they gave you?”

			I swiped my eyes with the back of my hand and snapped, “No. But I’ll tell you that twenty-five years hauling rocks for the temple was far and away the best option.”

			I didn’t know why there was so much of me that wanted so desperately to confide in him. Perhaps I needed to feel heard by a real person, and not just the specter of my long-lost twin. It’d been only a month since Sawny left, but I still felt like there was a hole in the world next to me where he ought to’ve been. Maybe there was some idiotic part of me that hoped Mal might become something like a friend, at least for the short time we were both on this ship.

			Mal let out a long, low whistle. “I’m so sorry. That can’t have been easy.”

			“Wasn’t much of a choice anyway.”

			A bell sounded, and Mal got up to leave. He stopped at the door. “I’m going to do everything I can to make this passage easy and comfortable for you. It’s the least I can do.”

			I sighed. He seemed sincere, but I’d seen sincerity worn and discarded like a mask many times before. Still, it wouldn’t hurt me to be polite. “Thank you, Mal.”

			He beamed, and his white teeth gleamed against his deep umber skin. “You’re quite welcome. If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask. I’ll do my best.”

			With that, he left. I waited until I heard the key turn in the lock before examining the rest of the room. I unpacked the few things I’d brought with me from the temple quickly, burying my little pouch of pearls in a drawer beneath my few extra pieces of clothing. I sat on the bed, regarding the package Lugine had given me. I didn’t want to open it, didn’t want to know how she’d chosen to say goodbye, but curiosity got the best of me. I untied the bit of twine, unfolded the butcher paper and opened the box.

			The scent of cedar and argan hit my nose, and I lifted a tin of the healing salve the anchorites made for the Shriven out of the box. I smoothed a tiny bit of the salve onto the scratches on my cheek and stowed the tin on my nightstand, the sting of the scratches fading almost instantly.

			On the bottom of the box, there was a plain, leather-bound book. At first, I assumed it was a cheaply printed copy of the holy books, the words of the gods and goddesses, but when I flipped it open, my breath caught in my throat. It was a novel taken from the temple library, the book I’d been reading when Sula sent me to serve the Suzerain. I took a deep breath and clutched the book to my chest. It was proof that they’d cared about me, these women who’d raised me. The plan I’d so carefully constructed for the rest of my life had been ripped away, but at least I was alive.

			A wave of exhaustion washed over me, despite the sunlight shining through the windows of my cabin. I had no idea what the rest of my days would bring, but for now, I could at least get some more sleep.

			Sinking deep into the cloud-like feather bed, warm for once beneath thick down blankets, I closed my eyes and thought of my twin. Happy birthday, Pru.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			BO

			I worried the gold cuff on my wrist, twisting it round and round. I hadn’t yet gotten used to its weight or the way it fell heavily against the joint at the base of my thumb. Birger, my tutor, was currently engaged in drawing a dining chart on the blackboard he’d wheeled into the parlor, his low voice droning like the buzzing of a well-smoked beehive. Queen Runa had decided that my engagement to Penelope ought to be announced as soon as possible, and a date only a few months away had been set. No amount of protest on my part had swayed Runa, my mother or even Penelope. It was like I was a puppy yapping at their ankles, better ignored in polite company than chased down and quieted.

			In the two days since my birthday, everyone—Mother and Penelope included—had swirled into action. No one in the household had been given time to recover. We’d packed up and left the capital in favor of the country estate where I’d grown up to escape the distractions of court. I was rather relieved by this—I certainly had no desire to stay in Penby. I was furious with everyone, and I didn’t think that I could keep a civil tongue in my head around Queen Runa at this point. Her duplicitous manipulations were the kind of thing that I’d expect out of Patrise and Lisette, or even Penelope, but from a woman who had dedicated her life to serving the people of the empire, these deceptions were outrageous. I knew that I ought to look past it, to assure myself that the Queen and my mother knew best. I should focus on my duties, on learning to be the kind of ruler I wanted to become.

			Instead, I was consumed with thoughts of Claes.

			He was inexplicably placid about the whole mess. He’d spent this morning cheerfully discussing the politics of seating charts and deciding on the arrangement of the high table at my engagement party, despite the outrageous fact that my engagement was to his twin sister and not to him, the person I’d been kissing for the past year. Loving, even.

			“How does none of this bother you?” I asked him, whispering to keep Birger from hearing. It felt like the thousandth time I’d voiced the question in the last two days.

			Claes smiled lazily at me and slung his black hair out of his eyes. It didn’t matter how I approached the question; Claes managed to slip away from it every time without so much as grazing the topic.

			“Your Royal Highness, do you have a question?” Birger snapped. “I know you’re still excited from your birthday, but I should think that I need not once again explain the importance of the arrangements for this party. Your engagement, more even than the announcement of your ascension to the throne, will be the singular event that solidifies your reputation in the eyes of the nobility.”

			I drew in a breath, still unused to my new title, and said, “No, sir. I understand, sir. My apologies.”

			Birger raised a bushy eyebrow, but continued his stentorian lecture on the politics of seating charts. I glared at Claes. He picked at his nails and pretended not to notice me.

			When Karyta, the butler, ducked in to announce the noon meal, Claes leapt out of his chair, grabbed my hand and dragged me from the room, giving Birger only the briefest of courtesies. The door closed behind us before Birger could assign extra lessons for the afternoon. We sprinted halfway to the dining room before slowing to a walk. Claes grinned, and his dark brown eyes crinkled above his cheekbones like twin crescent moons.

			“Let’s go for a ride this afternoon. Maybe we can filch a couple of rifles and bring home some game for tomorrow’s supper. How does that strike you?”

			I clenched my jaw and scowled at Claes. My burning need to confront him about my mother’s plan to marry me to his sister threatened to erupt at any moment. He had to have an opinion. There was no way that he was simply fine with the idea of my marriage to his sister.

			“Are you really going to ignore this?” I snapped.

			“Ignore what?” He paused by an end table and idly hefted a gold paperweight.

			“Ignore the fact that we’re planning my engagement to your sister!”

			“What about it?”

			I wanted to throttle him. How he could be so easygoing, so cavalier, was entirely beyond me. “Are you playing dull on purpose, or do you not care that I’m meant to marry Penelope?”

			Claes tossed the paperweight back onto the table and closed the distance between us. He ran a hand through my hair and kissed me on the cheek. “Don’t be cranky with me, Bo.”

			I shrugged out of his embrace and pushed his hand away. “I’m not cranky. Don’t try to make me sound like a petulant child. I’m a grown man.”

			He pursed his lips and looked out the window.

			“How long have you known?” I asked, heart pounding in my chest. I almost didn’t want him to answer, but I had to know. Had to know if everything I thought we had was a lie.

			“Honestly, I don’t understand how you didn’t see this coming. It’s the right thing to do, strategically. It strengthens your power base among the nobles. Everyone knows Penelope is brilliant. Everyone respects her. There isn’t a bit of tarnish on her reputation anymore.” He stilled for a moment, and I knew he was thinking of his father, far away in Ilor, out of the public eye, but then his face masked into a smile. “You’ll have a strong business partner who can, with any luck, bear you a singleborn child.” He giggled. “Do you find her attractive? I don’t think I’ve ever asked if you like girls, too.”

			“I… But… I don’t know. No,” I sputtered, my mind racing. He was the only person I liked. The only person I found attractive. The only person I trusted. I corrected myself—had trusted. The fact that he’d known about this mess, had been part of its plan all along, made me regret every secret I’d ever shared with him.

			“I didn’t think so. I do.” Claes smiled, and something deep in my chest cracked as I realized that the relationship I’d imagined between myself and Claes had little to do with the reality in which he and I lived. “Penelope likes power,” he continued. “I don’t think she’s attracted to anything else. She’ll make a wonderful consort.”

			“But what about us?” I snapped, asking the question almost out of spite.

			“What about us? Nothing has to change. Penelope knows what we are, and honestly, it wasn’t as though this romance was built to last a lifetime. You’re sixteen. I’m not yet eighteen. Can you imagine how much we’ll change in the next five, the next ten years?”

			My throat constricted. I willed myself not to cry. He may not have thought we were meant for a lifetime together, but I’d imagined a life with him beside me often enough for it to feel very real.

			He went on, chipping further and further away at the dreams I’d had for us. “We’re young. We’ll drift apart. I’ll marry, or I won’t. You’ll have affairs. Penelope will have power and renown, and that’s all she cares about. She’s perfectly happy with this arrangement.” Claes wrapped his arms around my waist and smiled into my eyes.

			His nonchalant smile was the last hammer tap that sent my heart shattering. While I had been busy falling in love and dreaming of a future with Claes, he’d been engaged in a meaningless dalliance. He hadn’t reacted to the news that I was to marry his sister because he didn’t care. The only things that mattered to Claes were power and pleasure, and with his twin married to the King, he would have plenty of both.

			I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t seen it before. All the lies and half-truths and wiggly excuses that I’d forgiven because I’d believed that we were in love. I’d believed that Claes wanted the same things I did. Wanted a life with me.

			A cloud of flowery scent surrounded me, and something sharp poked me in the ribs. The telltale heat of a deep blush rushed into my cheeks. I stepped back out of Claes’s arms and turned to face Penelope. Taking a deep breath, I silently cursed my blushes. Every minor embarrassment, irritation or pleasure was always painted plain on my face.

			She was older than Claes by just three minutes and shared his features, though they were soft and feminine on her. The twins had the same thick black hair and fawn complexions; the same angular brown eyes, small noses, high cheekbones and full mouths. They were two sides of the same coin, but where I found Claes achingly attractive, those features didn’t hold the same draw on Penelope.

			Penelope winked mischievously at her brother and put her hands on her hips. “Your ears are as pink as seashells, my dear. Has Claes been telling you raunchy stories from one of his novels again? I’d hate for him to ruin your innocence before our wedding night.”

			I forced my face to impassive stillness as Claes chuckled and clutched his hands over his heart, wearing an exaggerated look of shock. “Your accusations cut me to the core, dear sister.”

			I looked from Penelope to Claes and back again and threw up my hands in frustration. “How is it that you are both content with this? How can such a political arrangement—” I spat out the word like a bitter seed “—not bother you?”

			Penelope arched an eyebrow at me and said, “Don’t be so melodramatic, Bo. Why do you think we stayed when our parents immigrated? This has been decided for as long as we’ve all been alive.”

			“Could we please move on?” Claes asked. “I’m bored of going ’round and ’round in circles. What’s more, I’m starving.”

			Penelope wove her arm through her twin’s and led the way into the dining room, leaving me spluttering and furious in the hall.

			* * *

			Mother, austere and imperious in a crisp navy shirt, high-waisted trousers and fur stole, swept into the room as I took my seat. She motioned for Claes and me to remain seated and continued to dictate instructions to her secretary, a mousy, obsequious woman who skittered in Mother’s wake, scribbling notes. After several minutes, she finally waved the woman away and turned to me.

			“Ambrose, darling, I hope you haven’t planned another of your elaborate luncheons today,” she said, settling into her chair at the head of the table. “I’ve gotten word that there are some issues that must be settled at the mill this afternoon.”

			I clenched my teeth. I had never been able to predict the tides of my mother’s desires. When I planned sumptuous meals, I was berated for my extravagance, but if the meals I chose were simple, they weren’t considered appropriate for entertaining guests—not even Penelope and Claes, who’d lived with us for years.

			“Just four light courses today.” Her lips began to purse, and I quickly added, “But that includes dessert.”

			“Hold it until tomorrow.”

			I waved for Karyta to begin the luncheon service. She would make sure the kitchen knew to keep back dessert. Servants flowed around the table pouring water, iced tea and wine. In unison, they set the first course in front of us. Gunnar, my valet, leaned over me and tasted everything in front of me. I forced myself not to roll my eyes. I’d practically made the soup myself the night before.

			After a nod from Gunnar, Karyta introduced the meal. “A creamed soup of the first summer snow peas, with fried sage leaves and bacon.”

			I watched carefully as Mother took her first bite. Since I had taken over the menu approval in the household, food had become something of a hobby of mine. The soup was a new variation on an old favorite of hers, made with herbs picked the day before and cream from our own cows. I’d asked Jasper, the cook, to add a single dragon fire pepper—a variety I’d acquired from a rare seed dealer and grown in the estate’s greenhouse—to the large pot of soup. Mother closed her eyes and sighed. Pleased, I spooned a bite of the soup into my own mouth. The familiar creamy sweetness of the peas played well with the smoky bacon and crispy sage. I swallowed, and a mellow but notable heat filled my mouth. Perfect.

			I looked up to find Mother’s hawkish glare fixed on me. I glanced around the long table. Claes and Penelope, eyes fixed on one another, spooned up their soup with placid expressions on their faces but pointedly did not meet my gaze.

			“Ambrose, darling,” Mother said, her voice far too sweet.

			“Yes, Mother?”

			“What, in the names of all of the goddesses, have you done to this soup?”

			I nearly batted my eyelashes and asked what she meant, but the vapid posturing that worked so well with my tutor only made Mother angry. Instead, I bowed my head to hide my smile. “I do apologize, Mother. I only thought to improve upon an already exemplary recipe. Do you find it disagreeable?”

			“You know how I feel about overly spiced food. Your father would be disappointed in your inattention and neglect of the tastes of the people at your table.” Mother placed her spoon back in her soup plate and waved Karyta over. “Bring me some of whatever the servants are having, please.”

			Karyta’s usually implacable expression twitched. “It’s cabbage and potato, but Jasper’s added a heap of the same peppers to the broth. It’s enough to make a body perspire, ma’am. Begging your pardon.”

			Mother’s eyes flashed at me, and she said, “Fine. I’ll simply have a lighter luncheon. I trust you haven’t similarly contaminated the remainder of the courses with your culinary experimentation?”

			Karyta whisked away the soup plate and glowered at me over Mother’s head. I would feel the harsh side of her tongue later, no doubt, but she wouldn’t chastise me in front of my mother. Jasper, the head chef, was her twin, and the two of them had practically raised me, along with Gunnar. The three of them had always treated me like I was their own child. Normal. They’d never allowed me to self-aggrandize, and I loved them for it.

			In a calm voice, I said, “No, ma’am. There will be a vegetable terrine, followed by roasted pheasant, and I’d planned a meringue and fruit for dessert.”

			“That will do. Serve the dessert, if you please, Karyta. I apologize for the confusion my son has caused.”

			I returned to my soup, which I quite enjoyed, triumphant. Something about irritating my mother, who’d so upended my life recently, was delightful.

			As the servants cleared the first course, Mother said, “Queen Runa wants you married within the next two years, and I think if we select a date for the summer after this, that should provide a sufficiently long engagement. It will give you both an excuse to spend time in the capital between now and then, cultivating your relationships with the merchants and the nobility.”

			“Do you think that will be enough time to plan the wedding?” Claes asked. “Given the circumstances, shouldn’t it be rather ostentatious?”

			Penelope laughed, sharing a meaningful look with my mother. “It’s a wedding. How much work could it possibly be to plan? A ceremony and a few days of feasting. Done.”

			Claes rolled his eyes. “You don’t know anything about what it takes to move through high society, do you? A wedding like this will take ages to plan. It’s got to be damned near perfect. Bo and I’ll handle everything.”

			“We will?” I asked in a choked voice.

			“Don’t be petulant, Ambrose,” Mother said. “Now, enough about the wedding. We haven’t even had the engagement party yet.” She turned to Penelope. “Would you care to ride with me to the mill this afternoon, dear? I’ve gotten word that there is an issue with the foreman and a manager that must be resolved immediately. It will be yours soon, and you’ve a lot to learn before you’re prepared to take over the running of the estates. No time like the present to begin.”

			For the rest of the meal, Penelope spoke with Mother about the various businesses we held, and I counted the minutes until I could excuse myself and get to the barn. They spoke about a perfumery—obviously, a sort of code for something else, as Penelope chose her words altogether too carefully, but I let my mind wander rather than focusing on their conversation. I kept thinking about the person Mother had asked about after I was named heir. It wasn’t as though her keeping secrets from me was unusual, but she was almost never so open about it.

			I watched the clock on the wall, willing the seconds to pass more quickly. Nothing could bother me when I was on a horse.

			* * *

			After lunch, Claes followed me down the rocky, heather-covered hill to the stables. He had to know I was annoyed with him; I hadn’t said a word since we left the dining room, and he’d spent the whole time trying to make me laugh. Carrying the two long fowling pieces he’d snatched from the safe by the door, he mimicked my mother in a high, proper accent, “Your father would be gravely disappointed.”

			I glared at him. “She did not say gravely. She would never have made a pun about Father. She isn’t that horrid.”

			“She’s right, though, in a way.”

			“What do you mean?” I stopped walking, and Claes turned to face me.

			“You’ve been testing your mother’s patience these last couple of days. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were acting like an amalgam, two-faced and fearsome, not the blood-of-the-empire singleborn you are. What’s gotten into you?”

			“We aren’t children anymore. There’s no such thing as amalgams, and you know it. Anyway, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“You’ve been cross since you learned about the engagement. I don’t understand, Bo. It makes perfect sense. Once you marry Penelope, you’ll be the richest singleborn in the whole of the Alskad Empire, and the crown prince besides. Before you know it, you’ll have every noblewoman and man in the empire slavering at your feet, begging for favors.”

			I bit my lip, blushing. I knew I had to get used to the idea of all that attention focused on me, but it didn’t come naturally. Not like it did to the other singleborn. I’d never felt like I could live up to the expectations of the people around me, much less those of an entire nation.

			I reached for something to say. Anything. “It is incredibly rude to discuss the intimacies of my finances, Claes.”

			“Gadrian’s hammer, Bo. Why wouldn’t I talk about your finances? When you and Penelope are married, they’ll be my finances, too. All we want is to see you become the best King you’re able to be. Why does that make you so uncomfortable?”

			I knelt to tighten my bootlaces. I didn’t want him to see me blush again. When I stood, Claes took me by the hand and led me into the leaf-draped privacy of an ancient willow tree. He leaned our guns against the gnarled trunk and took my face in his cold hands. “You don’t need to be frightened of the succession. You’re singleborn. You were born to rule.”

			He pressed his lips to mine, and I did my best to relax into his kiss, but I couldn’t. I saw Claes in a different light now. It was one thing for him to resign himself to the fact that a political match between his sister and me made sense. It was another thing entirely that he’d pursued me, that he’d romanced me, knowing that I would someday be asked to marry his twin. Worse than that, though, was the thought that he might’ve been responsible for what happened in Esser Park. That kind of recklessness was terrifying—innocent lives could have been lost in a rash bout of political scheming.

			The overwhelming weight of his lies battered against my love for him, chipping away chunks and shards, and left me with nothing. Worse than nothing. I was incomplete, like I’d forever misplaced a piece of myself.

			I stepped back, cold with the knowledge that I would have to guard my tongue around Claes from now on, would have to keep my own secrets. So I simply said, “The Queen is healthy yet. It’ll be a long time before I sit on the throne.”

			“Perhaps you’re right, but we’ll have you ready either way. Now, then, are we sorted?”

			I nodded, and Claes patted my cheek before retrieving our rifles and holding the branches of the willow aside to let me pass. “Let’s go. I’ve a craving for goose, and I had the juiciest letter from the capital yesterday. I simply cannot be asked to keep this much delightful gossip to myself.”

			* * *

			We were close to home—dirty, drenched in sweat, with geese slung like grim saddlebags over our horses’ backs—when Claes toppled off his horse and landed in a clutch of bracken. I thought for a moment that his mare must have spooked, but rather than galloping toward home, she stopped and nuzzled him, clearly puzzled herself.

			“Claes? Are you all right?”

			His back arched, and a low wail came from somewhere deep inside his chest. He screamed and tore at the grass, his howls reverberating through my body. His horse jigged away from his thrashing form, eyes rolling back in her head. Terrified, I kicked my feet out of the stirrups, but before I could dismount, Claes had collapsed, heaving, into the mud. I slid down from my horse, unsure what else I ought to do.

			Claes beat his fists into the muddy ground. He tore at his hair, his clothes. He was wild, ferocious. When he finally turned to look at me, there were tears streaming from his eyes. Slowly, hesitantly, I approached and knelt down beside him. The cold gray Alskad sky had spit rain all day, and the damp seeped through the knees of my trousers. I shivered and took Claes’s hand in mine. He was clammy, as though with fever, when only a moment before, he’d been hale and joking.

			“Something’s happened,” he said, jerking his hand out of mine. “Hamil save me, I have been so faithful. Please, Hamil, by your oceans, make it false.”

			“What is it? Claes, you’re scaring me.” I touched his cheek, but he shrank away from me.

			“Don’t touch me.” His voice was choked, hollow. “Something’s happened to Penelope.”

			“What do you mean?” My anxious mind whirred with awful possibilities, like a cloud of screaming beetles flying through my thoughts. All my irritation and mistrust melted away as I watched him, fear gripping me. I reached for him again, but he pushed my hand away.

			“For the love of all the gods. She’s gone. I can’t feel her anymore.”

			“That doesn’t make any sense. She’s at the mill with Mother. Why would you be able to feel her at all?” My voice trembled and threatened to crack—something it hadn’t done in ages. I wanted so badly to hold him, to kiss him, to do something to make whatever this was right.

			“She’s my twin, Bo. I can always feel her. She’s there, like a weight—” a sob, like a songbird dropping from the sky, stopped him mid-thought “—in my head. She’s there all the time. She was there. Now, she’s just gone.”

			His face flooded with another wash of tears, and he curled around his wet, muddy legs. Our horses, no longer perturbed by Claes’s low moans, grazed peacefully in the light of the dying sun. I pulled his head onto my lap and stroked his hair. We sat there for hours, and even as Claes wept, I tried to make myself believe that nothing had happened, that nothing was wrong. But I knew, deep in my bones, that everything had changed.

			When the sun sank below the horizon, I pulled Claes to his feet, got him onto his mare and took the reins from him once I’d mounted. I led him back to the barn, and in the soft glow of the solar lamps, I could see that the servants already knew something was amiss.

			The stable hands supported Claes up the hill toward the house. I trudged behind them, dreading what I would find inside.

			* * *

			Karyta ushered me into the sitting room as soon as my boots clacked onto the hardwood in the wide entrance hall. Birger and his twin, Thamina, were seated side by side on a sofa next to the fire. Thamina’s dress, a too-small indigo thing that was three years out of fashion, clashed with the saffron upholstery and wallpaper in the room and turned her long face sallow. Each of the twins clutched a tumbler of clear liquid—ouzel, if I had to guess.

			I cleared my throat. When Thamina’s eyes met mine, tears rushed down her cheeks, as if at a signal. I’d never seen her cry, and I didn’t quite trust it. Birger motioned to an armchair, and I sat, fists clenched on my knees.

			“What happened to Penelope? Where’s Mother?” I asked.

			Birger refused to meet my eyes, and Thamina sipped from her glass, grimacing.

			“Tell me. Will she recover? I know something’s wrong. Claes collapsed on our ride.”

			“You tell him,” Thamina commanded. “Get him a drink first.”

			Something inside me went cold as I watched Birger and Thamina, still as stone. A servant appeared and pressed a glass into my hand. I thanked him automatically and took a sip, realizing as soon as the liquid was in my mouth that no one had tasted it for me. I swallowed it anyway, careless, and my throat burned as the ouzel slid into my belly.

			Birger’s lips compressed, and he said, “I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you this, but there’s been an accident.” He laced his fingers through Thamina’s and kept his eyes trained on the flames in the hearth. “Your mother and Penelope were killed at the mill today. One of the turpentine stills exploded, and the building caught fire. There was nothing to be done. I’m so sorry, Lord Ambrose.”

			I watched numbly as the glass fell from my fingers. It took a curiously long time to land, as though time had ceased moving forward at its usual pace. As it rolled across the carpet, the spilled liquid seeped into the pattern, darkening it from burgundy to black.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			VI

			I forced myself to stop pacing and stared out the window at the endless waves. The temple’s maps had shown me that the sea between the Alskad Empire and the Ilor colonies was enormous, but the reality of water as far as the eye could see made me itch, and we’d only been sailing for three days. Being locked away in my cabin didn’t help one bit. I was so close to things I’d never dreamt I’d get to see, and yet still impossibly distant from them—there was a heated swimming pool on this ship, a room designed for dancing and innumerable gambling halls, all done in different themes. The ship was filled with the kinds of entertainments that only the stupidly wealthy could manage to contrive, and while I might not’ve been allowed in those rooms, I could’ve peeked through the doors. I could have at least seen them.

			Beyond those extravagances, though, I wanted to climb the masts and see how hot the solar panels on the sunsails got at midday. I wanted to see the enormous pantry full of enough food to supply so many people for the voyage. I wanted to peek into the hold and see all of the luggage and trade goods destined to make these people a bit more comfortable as they started new lives in Ilor.

			I wanted to do anything but let myself obsess about my own uncertain future. A deep, heavy sadness had settled over me like a dark blanket I couldn’t shake. It was worse than the grief that possessed me in the depths of winter; worse than anything I’d felt before. Without a goal to work toward, without something driving me, I had nothing to live for. I couldn’t stop thinking about Sawny, and the life he was building in a place he’d not yet been in long enough to call home. I hoped the pearls I’d given him had helped. Even a little.

			Sighing, I picked up one of the books Mal’d brought for me and took it out to the private deck. If I was stuck inside the confines of the small cabin, I could at least have some fresh air. Really, it wasn’t as though I couldn’t leave my rooms—I’d long since planned a handful of escapes. Over the rail and between the private decks, down to the decks below or—if there was time—picking the locks and simply walking through the door. Just in case. It was simple good sense to know a couple of ways out of any room, especially a room meant to keep a person locked away.

			But Mal had gone out of his way to be kind to me. I didn’t want to give him a reason to distrust me, so I stayed. Not because I was locked in, but because Mal was right, and keeping the danger on the other side of that locked door was the smartest thing I could do for myself.

			The air was still brisk, but warmer than when we’d left. Despite my presence onboard, our luck had held, and the weather had been fair. I wondered what it would be like to feel the island heat of the Ilor colonies every day, instead of the constant chill of Alskad.

			The horizon was empty as far as I could see, and the blue of the sky blurred into the sea’s shining waves. It was almost as if, alone in my room, I was the only being in an oceanic world. I set the book aside and went to the small deck’s railing. Mal had said we’d be turning southward today, into a warm current that would carry us to Ilor. Soon, he’d said, I would be able to see beasts swimming alongside the ship. The kind of great, fierce creatures I’d read about in the temple’s library, staring in awe at the drawings of beasts with horns growing from their heads and creatures that thirsted for the blood of sailors. In the old days, when we sent raiders to Denor and Samiria in wooden ships—before we’d dared to explore as far as Ilor—the beasts would overturn ships to feast on the crews, leaving nothing but wee scraps of wood floating on the waves.

			I leaned over the rail, searching the sea for dark shadows and beasties. I’d spent my whole life in the ocean, but the harbor was a nursery compared to these waters. In the depths beneath this ship, there were worlds I would never see, creatures that I couldn’t even imagine. Even if I could hold my breath for an hour, I’d never make it to the dark ocean floor beneath us. No one would ever see the mountains and gullies and coral cities down there, preserved beneath those waves like precious jewels on blue velvet, caged in water.

			I’d seen the jewels of the Alskad Empire displayed like that once. Sawny’d heard they were to be pulled through the streets of the wealthy neighborhoods in the capital to celebrate Her Majesty’s thirtieth anniversary as the ruling monarch, so we’d found Curlin and dashed off to see them after my morning’s dive. Some in the crowd whispered that they were replicas, but the glittering sapphires and diamonds and the rich, creamy gleam of the metal in which they’d been set had more than convinced me.

			Sawny. He would have loved to be trapped in a room this luxurious. He’d have reveled in it, pretending to be some sort of fur-draped aristocrat.

			A spout of water erupted from beneath me, and I caught sight of a pod of whales, something I’d only ever read about in books. I leaned so far over the railing that the wind caught in my loose curls, whipping them around my face. They didn’t look ferocious at all. They were beautiful, playful, and their antics brought laughter bubbling into my throat. Seeing them weave through the waves elicited the first real joy I’d felt in what seemed like years.

			Catching sight of a baby whale, I leaned even farther, straining to see more. Suddenly, strong arms closed around my waist, and I was hauled off my feet. In a moment, I was back in my room, having hardly had time to blink. As soon as the arms let go of me, I whirled around snarling, and found myself face-to-chest with a man who could only be Mal’s twin, Quill. Fury curled through me, and I glared.

			“What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?” I spat.

			Quill laid a broad palm over his heart and looked at me askance, a startled smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Me?” he asked, and the laughter in his voice set my nerves ablaze. “What am I doing? I just saved your life. What the bloody hell are you doing, leaning over the rail, fit to leap?”

			“I saw a pod of whales! I’d never imagined I’d see such a thing in all my life. I was in no danger, thank you very much.”

			My cheeks felt hot, and fire danced along the half-healed scratches Curlin had laid into my cheek. I was startled to realize how it must have looked—like I was thinking about jumping—but that’d been the farthest thing from my mind. I’d only wanted to revel in that one gleeful moment and watch those enormous, graceful beasts play in the waves.

			Quill’d never come to my room before, but Mal had mentioned that he would bring some of my meals when Mal couldn’t get away. Mal and his brother had the same golden eyes and wide mouth, though Quill’s hair was twisted in long locks and tied back from his face. I wondered if their personalities were as alike as their faces. My interactions with Mal had been so straightforward, honest to a knife’s edge. He was as earnest as a person could be, but he had the easy laugh of a person who’d spent his whole life well loved. But as I glared at Quill, I realized that his smile held something more, a kind of mischief I hadn’t seen in his brother.

			“Mal’s gone on and on about how civilized you are, especially for a dimmy, but I see the truth,” he teased. “You’re quite the nuisance, aren’t you?” He closed the glass door that led to the deck and pulled out a chair at the little table, gesturing ostentatiously for me to sit.

			“A nuisance?” I sputtered. “I didn’t ask for any of this! I’d’ve been just fine in a cabin with the other temple laborers.” I yanked out the chair opposite the one Quill held for me and sat, trying to slow my pounding heart. “You didn’t need to pull me off that railing, either. I wasn’t in any danger. I’m probably a better swimmer than you by half.”

			I didn’t know why I was still talking. Quill made me nervous. Under my breath, I muttered, “Son of a goat.”

			He quirked an eyebrow at me and went to the liquor cabinet, still smiling. “I think my father would be insulted that you called him a goat.”

			“Your father?” I asked. “Why would he care what some worthless dimmy thinks?”

			“Jeb Whippleston’s our da. He’s the one who’s been providing this grub for you, and he’d be right hurt to know how ungrateful you are. Though I imagine he’d be more concerned that you think yourself worthless.”

			I bit my lip. Magritte’s tongue, Pru, I thought. Send me guidance. I’ve no idea how to read this one.

			“I need a drink,” he said, opening the cabinet door. “What’s your poison? Wine, ouzel, cider?”

			“Isn’t it a bad idea to drink when you’re on duty?” I asked, eyeing Quill’s neatly ironed uniform. I wanted him out of my room. His easy confidence—the way he’d so quickly made himself at home with me, in this room—made me antsy, and I couldn’t stop blushing.

			“I’m done with my shift as soon as you’re fed, and frankly, I think saving someone’s life deserves a bit of celebration, even if you won’t earn me a single tvilling. Wine then, yes?” He pulled a bottle out, examined the label, then replaced it and took another. Seemingly satisfied, he plucked two crystal goblets and a corkscrew from one of the shelves and closed the cabinet. Seeing my expression, he laughed. “Best close up that flytrap, Vi. You look as dull as a porgy fish, and not even the kindest of the temple’s farm managers’ll be inclined to do you any favors if they think you’ll let them pull one over on you.”

			I blinked at him, struck by an idea. “How much do you know about them? About the temple’s farm managers, I mean.”

			Quill shrugged. “My ma runs an import and export business that Mal and I’ve been helping with for some years now. She sends a lot of contract laborers from Alskad to Ilor and works fair closely with the temple. I’d say I’ve met most everyone who hires contract labor in Ilor, temple included. Why?”

			“I wish I knew a bit more what to expect. This wasn’t exactly my choice, you know.”

			Quill studied me, his mouth compressed into a thin line. “You’re not alone in that. It doesn’t happen often, but we’ve taken more than a handful of folks to Ilor to serve long sentences laboring for the temple. No matter what they might’ve done, it’s not a mercy. I can tell you that much.”

			I stared down at my hands, knotted together on the polished wood tabletop. “Does anyone…” I hesitated. I didn’t know what it was that made me want to trust Quill—Pru’s guidance, or gut instinct—but either way, I forged ahead, reckless. “Does anyone ever manage to find their way out of serving that sentence?”

			Quill’s expression turned uneasy. “What do you mean?”

			I shrugged, doing my best to look noncommittal, but my heart was pounding in my chest like waves against a seawall. “I mean, do you think it would be possible for me to take another contract, rather than going to work for the temple? I’m no one, a dimmy. The temple’s got no reason to look for me or care now that I’m away from Alskad. Do you think someone would take a dimmy’s contract?”

			He studied me thoughtfully. “It’d be a risk, defying the temple that way.”

			“How would they ever find out?” I asked. “The anchorites’ orders are here on the ship. If they just…got a bit lost…” I gave Quill my most winning smile.

			He grinned back at me. “You’re even more trouble than I suspected.” Quill popped the cork out of the bottle and sniffed it appreciatively. “There’s something to be said for the idea, though. It might surprise you, but there’s a bit of a market for oddities in Ilor. Our percentage on a contract for one of the diminished would be more than we’d make on all the laborers on this ship right now.”

			My mouth fell open. “Gadrian’s fiery breath. Why?”

			He handed me a glass of ruby liquid and shrugged. “Some folks have more money than sense.” He grimaced. “No offense intended. It’s the fashion now, see, for folks in Ilor to use their wealth to show their rich friends how brave they are. The Ilor colonies are new, you know that. Almost none of the empire’s nobility have immigrated, but more than a few wealthy merchants have, and they’ve used the resources in Ilor to create vast fortunes. But those rich folks don’t have any system in place to decide who’s the most important the way the nobility does. So it’s become fashionable to collect, well, oddities, to show the others how brave and interesting they are. Some collect dangerous animals, like long-toothed cats, wild dogs and bears, but others—”

			I finished for him. “Collect people. Dimmys.” An idea began to crystalize in my brain.

			“No one’s been able to yet, though I know more than a few who’d pay a fortune for the privilege. There aren’t exactly scads of dimmys on the docks advertising themselves for hire. Some recruit Denorian poisoners to tell stories at their dinners—others bring in Samirian chefs to slice up pufferfish for their guests to taste, even though it kills one in every hundred or so folks that eat it. I even know a man who’s gone and married an amalgam. I’ve heard people call him brave, but I think stupid’s probably a better fit.”

			The word amalgam struck me like a bolt of lightning. I’d never believed the stories about the amalgam were true, but I found myself wondering—briefly—if maybe I’d been wrong all along.

			“You can’t hornswoggle me!” I said. “Everyone knows there’s no such thing as an amalgam.”

			“Sure there are!” Quill protested, laughing. “Vicious creatures, too. I’ve heard they can do magic. People say their eyes are two different colors, and that they have the power to force anyone to do whatever they want.”

			“I suppose I’ll be sure not to look any of them right in the eye then,” I said wryly. My tone more serious, I asked, “But, Quill…would you consider it? Helping me?” I looked down, nervous. “The only thing I’ve ever wanted was control over my own life. And, like you said, you stand to make quite a profit.”

			Quill raised his glass to me. “To profit and freedom, then. Let’s hope Mal can be convinced.”

			I smiled at him, daring, for the first time in a long time, to hope.

			“Take a sip. That’s a carmenere from northern Denor. My da sure does know a good bottle when he sees it. I’m surprised you haven’t done more damage to that cabinet.”

			I sniffed the wine experimentally. It smelled tart, and the alcoholic fumes burned my nose. “Never saw the point of drinking piss to wind up acting a fool and clutching my head come morning.”

			Quill laughed, a deep belly laugh, and swirled the wine in his glass with expert grace. He sipped and sighed contentedly. “The worst thing my da ever did was give me a taste for good wine. Go on. Try it. It tastes like cherries and chocolate and spice.”

			I took a cautious sip, and the flavors exploded in my mouth. I tasted cherries and spices, as he’d said, but no chocolate. “Won’t your father be angry that we’re drinking this?”

			“No, not at all. What’s in this room is his private stock. He’s got a soft heart, my da—thought that if we were going to keep a person locked in these rooms for the whole passage, they should at least have something nice to drink. He always says that good wine’s meant to be drunk and shared.”

			There was a brief tap on the door, and Quill rose. He produced the long brass key that was now familiar to me, slid it into the lock and unlocked the door. The shipboard locks were the old-fashioned kind that required a key to lock and unlock the door from either side. Easy to pick, if you had the right tools. Mal entered, carrying a tray that held three plates covered with silver domes. He smiled at me, and I wondered if he could be convinced to go along with my idea as easily as his brother had been.

			Quill said, “About time. I’m starved. I’m glad you insisted I come. Vi is a delight.”

			“Nice to see you, Mal,” I said, cool as I could manage with so much of my future hanging on the line. “I’ve just been getting to know your brother.”

			Quill’s eyebrows shot up. “There are the manners I’ve heard so much about. I half thought Mal was lying to me!”

			“Nice to see you, too,” Mal said to me, shooting an exasperated look at his brother. “Allow me to apologize for Quill. He does mean well, but his own manners are atrocious. May I set this on the table?”

			I nodded and moved the bottle of wine to make room.

			“I see you’ve already opened the wine, and no idea what our supper will be, eh, brother?” Mal turned to me. “That is, if you don’t mind us having our supper with you. I thought you might like the company.”

			I glanced at Quill and felt that inevitable blush curling up my cheeks again. “Of course not. I’d love it.”

			Quill grinned. “I’d put heavy odds on stewed goat and rice. I heard Da cursing about one of the nannies having gone dry. I’ve opened a carmenere.”

			Mal whipped the covers off two of the plates, and fragrant steam filled my nose. My mouth watered. Flaky golden pastry encircled a thick slice of pink meat. There were root vegetables, gleaming like gems in their glaze, and next to them, a swirl of white fluff that promised to be potato or turnip.

			Quill gasped and let out a low whistle. “Are you being fed like this every day?”

			“It’s the best food I’ve ever had,” I said, tucking my feet up under me. “Though if I keep eating this way, I’ll burst my seams and have to go about in a robe all the time, like some kind of gadabout noblewoman.”

			The twins exchanged a look and burst into gales of laughter. Mal went to the cabinet and retrieved a glass. When he was settled in the empty chair, Quill poured more wine, distributed plates and discarded the tray.

			“We should have been volunteering to take meals with you all along. Da never feeds us this well. This is first-class food,” Quill said.

			Mal grinned wolfishly at his twin. “She’s not half so ferocious as you thought, eh?”

			Quill’s face darkened. “Not to you maybe, but she’s no innocent lamb. She was trying to hop the railing when I came in. Girl has a taste for the ocean.”

			I put my fork down with rather more force than was necessary. “I certainly was not. I saw a pod of whales. I bloody told you that.”

			Mal scrutinized me, and exchanged another of those infuriatingly meaningful looks with Quill. It seemed that these two were another pair that could nearly read each other’s minds. I wondered if my twin and I would have been so obnoxious if she’d lived.

			“I wasn’t!” I insisted. “I only wanted to see if I could catch another glimpse of the baby.”

			The twins snorted, and I forced myself to breathe. If I pretended that I’d known them as long as I’d known Sawny and treated them like they were old friends, perhaps they’d begin to see me that way. But as we ate, I found myself relaxing more and more in Mal and Quill’s company—they were so easy to be with. Where Mal approached every sentence, every gesture with earnest thought and consideration, Quill was sharp-witted and vocal about his deeply seated opinions. Though they were identical twins, they were so very clearly their own men that I would’ve been able to tell them apart after a single sentence, even if not for their different hairstyles.

			After supper, Quill produced a deck of cards and suggested that we play a hand of brag. I forced my expression to impassive. Sawny, Lily, Curlin and I had learned brag when we were bitty little things, and it hadn’t taken long for one of the older temple wards to teach us how to cheat well enough to take a good bit of money off unsuspecting folks in the End who’d had a few too many. The trick was, we’d learned, to make them believe you were just learning the game.

			“I’ve nothing to stake on a game. You could sell everything I packed, and you wouldn’t get more than a few measly coins. Not even enough to buy your sweetheart a poesy,” I said, and paused, doing my best to contain the smile that so often accompanied my lies. “Plus, I don’t know brag.”

			“That’s fine. We can teach you. And Mal will lend you a few tvilling to get you started. Just promise that you’ll pay him back when you make your fortune in Ilor. Shake on it?” Quill offered me his hand, and Mal shot his brother a confused look.

			“I suppose I could try,” I said, pushing reluctance into my words.

			Quill shuffled. By the time he’d dealt, he’d explained the rules of brag fairly thoroughly and set a stack of copper tvilling in front of each of us. “Think you understand the basics, Vi? We can have a practice round, if you’d like.”

			“No point in playing a game without stakes,” I said. “If I win, I’ll pay you back what you lent me, but I get to keep any profit. Sound right?”

			“Sure,” Mal said, laughing. “Do dimmys have beginner’s luck, or is it negated by your bad luck?”

			Quill punched his brother’s arm. “Rude,” he said. “Just rude.”

			I laughed and looked at my cards, then drew from the pile. “Don’t worry, Quill. At least he’s not trying to throw me overboard.”

			“No,” Quill quipped, laying down a set. “You did that yourself.”

			I lost the first few hands on purpose as we bantered, getting a feel for how Mal and Quill played.

			“Did you know that there are sixteen places to sit in this room, if you include all the tables?” I asked suddenly.

			Mal blinked at me. “What?”

			“I haven’t had much to occupy my time. A girl can only read for so many hours in a single day.” I drew another card.

			“I could stop by in the afternoons when I finish my duties, if you like,” Mal offered.

			Quill arched an eyebrow at him. My heart beat hard in my chest. They were both so handsome, the thought of it made me blush, and Mal had been so kind to me, had taken time out of his days to bring me little comforts. He was the softer of the two, the more straightforward. And yet somehow, despite all that, I wished it’d been Quill who’d offered to spend his time with me.

			“I’m all in,” I said, dodging Mal’s comment.

			“Are you sure?” Quill asked.

			I nodded. A bell sounded, and the twins both sighed in resignation.

			“It’ll have to be our last hand,” Mal said. “I fold.”

			Quill eyed me, a light in his golden eyes. “I’ll go all in, too. No sense in leaving money on the table.”

			He pushed his tvilling to meet mine in the center of the table and laid his cards down. I screwed up my face, but couldn’t help grinning as I showed them my hand.

			“Looks like I win,” I said, winking at Quill. “I guess dimmys do have beginner’s luck after all.”

			Mal, laughing, started to collect our dishes and glasses and arrange them carefully on the tray he’d brought.

			Quill took a long, betrayed look at his cards before gathering them up. He stood and walked over to the deck door, locking it with a long brass key. Seeing the annoyance on my face, he shrugged apologetically. “You were nearly over the railing when I came in earlier. I’m sorry to lock you in, I am, but Uncle Hamlin would have my head if I let you out there alone after a stunt like that. It’s for your own good.”

			A surge of anger swept over me like a wave. My jaw clenched, my eyes narrowed and I bit my lip to keep a string of curses from spewing out of my mouth. “I see,” I gritted out. I could pick the lock, of course, but I didn’t want to sacrifice a couple of pins for the sake of fresh air. Not if I didn’t have to.

			“Sorry, imp. That’s the way it is,” he said. “By the way, tomorrow’s laundry day. Do you have any that wants doing?”

			I grimaced. “I’d love that. Everything I have is in need of a good cleaning.”

			“All right, then. I’ll come by in the morning to get it.” Quill grinned broadly at me and plucked a book I’d been reading off the end table. He shuddered. “The Pirates of Calavance. That one gave me nightmares for weeks.”

			“I like adventures,” I said. My heart fluttered in my chest as I gathered up my courage. I’d have a better chance of convincing the Whipplestons to help me out of my temple sentence if I could get both of them on my side. “And, Mal, I would like it if you visited in the afternoons. If you have time, of course.”

			He grinned at me and started toward the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

			I smiled, and pulled two leather billfolds from my pocket. “Might not want to leave without these.”

			Quill’s and Mal’s faces contorted with an identical series of emotions—confusion, recognition, anger—before they both erupted in peals of laughter.

			“How did you do that?” Mal asked. “I never even got close to you!”

			“You think that, you need to pay closer attention. I’m not even a half-decent pickpocket. Never had anyone to teach me the trade.”

			Quill guffawed and clapped me on the back. “I’ll pay you a drott if you show me how to do that. For now, though, we need to be off to bed. We’ve an early shift tomorrow.”

			Mal smiled warmly and wished me a good night. Quill held the door for his brother. When Mal had gone through, Quill smiled rakishly at me and saluted. “Pleasant dreams, Vi. I’ll see you soon.”

			When they’d gone, I undressed, turned off the lights and crawled into the big, soft bed. I tried to hold on to every detail of the evening—every taste, every word, every look. I wanted desperately to fix all the luxury of this journey in my mind, for fear that these memories would be the only bright spot in the coming years. But the wine made me sleepy and unfocused. I kept drifting from the bits of conversation that were important—like the man Quill had mentioned so causally, the one who’d married an amalgam—to the patently irrelevant, like the long, straight bridge of Quill’s nose. His slow, warm smile, and the broad expanse of his muscular shoulders.

			I pinched my arm hard. On my way to a short life of hard labor, and here I was, all soft-eyed and swooning over a handsome face and a bit of witty banter. But even as I silently scolded myself, I wondered if he had a sweetheart.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			BO

			The funerals were a blur of indigo crepe and sympathy. I followed Claes as he drifted from room to room, neither of us hearing the whispered condolences of our guests or the murmured platitudes of the anchorites. He held tightly to my hand, and I was as unwilling to let go, even for a moment, as he seemed to be. The house overflowed with the nobility of Alskad, including all of the singleborn. Even the Queen had come for the funerary rites. Some faraway part of me was grateful that she was there, grateful for the support of my family, no matter how distantly related.

			The hurt and betrayal I’d felt at Claes’s flippant acceptance of my betrothal to his sister had all but disappeared now, and as I watched him fade before my eyes, I fought desperately to keep from clinging to him, from begging him to hold on to his life for my sake.

			On top of the aching pool of grief and fear was the question of how this had happened. Most people might easily accept that it was an accident, but that felt too simple to me. Too coincidental. It had been only a few days before the explosion that those shots had been fired at the three of us—Claes, Penelope and me—in the park. I found myself wondering if the assassination attempt hadn’t been meant for me at all, but perhaps for Claes or Penelope. Retribution for some wrong they’d committed during their endless rounds of blackmail and political maneuvering.

			I was so preoccupied that I didn’t notice Queen Runa at my side until she placed a light hand on my arm. With an apologetic look at Claes, she pulled me away to an alcove, leaving my cousin behind.

			“This is an unfortunate turn of events, and I’m sorry to lose so much of your family at once,” she said. “Your mother and her sister were very dear to me, as was your sweet Penelope. You’ll have to be strong now, Ambrose, but look at this as an opportunity to show the nobility that you can manage your own affairs.” She reached out and squeezed my hand. “Feel free to look to your mother’s solicitor for help. She has access to your finances and records and has been apprised of your situation.”

			“Thank you, Your Majesty, but…” I trailed off. How could she expect me to think about managing an estate when I’d just become an orphan, when Claes was succumbing to his sister’s death before my eyes, when all too soon I would be all alone in the world—and none of it looked at all like an accident? It was too much. I’d already cried until there were no more tears—all I felt now was emptiness. I was hollowed out, and I wanted desperately to curl in around the gaping pit in my chest.

			“You ought to come to court, and soon,” Runa continued. “Do your mourning publicly. Allow your parents’ acquaintances in the city to offer you their condolences without making the trek out here.” She squeezed my hands again, this time with an iron grip, and tapped the cuff on my wrist twice. “I mean it, Ambrose. Take charge of your finances. Go through your records. I’d hate for you to find yourself caught unawares by something you might have otherwise been prepared for.” She met my eyes, giving me a meaningful look that I couldn’t quite interpret, and said firmly, “I’ll expect you in the capital before the Solstice.”

			Before I could reply, she’d swept across the room, leaving a path of bowing nobility and scraping servants in her wake.

			* * *

			Though the Queen’s command echoed through my head like a never-ending reel, I couldn’t bear to leave Claes’s side. He stood next to his sister’s pyre for hours after the funeral, still as a statue. By the time I managed to get him back into the house, his cheeks and mine were both chapped from the wind and our tears.

			After our well-meaning guests departed, Claes retreated upstairs, saying he wanted to be alone. He stopped coming down for meals, stopped leaving his room at all. He refused to bathe, refused to speak to anyone. I recognized in him the way my mother had grieved after my father’s death, and his suffering impressed upon me how rare my parents’ love must have been. It was as though when Penelope died, she took hold of the cord of Claes’s life and began dragging it through the halls of the gods with her, pulling him toward death with every step she took, every second they were apart.

			One morning, two days after Penelope’s funeral, I found Claes in his room, curled in his bed under a pile of blankets, the drapes all drawn. A sour smell hung in the air, like dirty laundry and curdled milk. The flame guttered in the hearth, so I plucked a log out of the basket. Before I could add it to the fire, Claes’s voice echoed from the bed, startling me.

			“Don’t waste the wood.”

			I jumped and dropped the log on my toe in the process. Teeth gritted, I did everything in my power not to curse and stirred the coals before adding the wood to the fire anyway.

			“I came to see if you wanted to go for a ride,” I said.

			“I’m too tired. I’m sorry, love.” Claes seemed like a thin, brittle sheet of paper that was being folded over and over. This folding, I knew, would continue until he was simply gone.

			“A short one, then. We’ll go down to the river and back. It’ll do you some good to get some fresh air.” I drew back his bed curtains and opened the window’s drapes before returning to his side.

			Claes turned away from me and pulled the covers up to his chin. “Don’t you understand, Bo? I’m dying, and I certainly won’t stand in the way of it the way my father did. I won’t become a dimmy. You have to let me go.”

			My stomach twisted, and I looked away for a moment, trying to come to terms with what he was saying. I knew he was dying, but his insistence on it infuriated me.

			“You’re just giving up? You’ll leave me without even saying goodbye? You selfish prig.”

			Claes sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, anger written all over his face. “I didn’t choose this, Bo! I would never choose to leave you. You couldn’t possibly understand what it’s like. When Penelope died, I died, too. I cannot be me without her. I cannot live in this world if she is gone. You don’t know how it is, having someone be a part of you like that. I feel her calling me away, calling me out of this world, and even as much as I love you, Bo, I can’t leave her alone in death.”

			It was like he’d slapped me. I stumbled back and collapsed heavily in a chair, trying to sort through my thoughts. At least he’d been whole for most of his life. I knew I was supposed to be grateful to be singleborn, but all I could think was that he was lucky to have had a twin at all. All I’d ever wanted was to not feel so alone. I’d had that with him, or at least I thought I had. Now I knew that I’d always come second to Penelope. And I’d never hated myself so much as I did, thinking that. I knew it was selfish. Knew that I was a terrible person for warping his grief that way. And knowing how terrible I truly was broke my heart even more.

			“So that’s it, then. That’s our goodbye?” I whispered, tears hot in my eyes.

			Claes crossed the room and knelt in front of me. His voice was resigned, weary. “No, Bo. You’re right. It isn’t fair to you to say goodbye like this. I don’t know how much longer I have, but I’ll ride out with you.”

			My tears fell like the curtains at the end of a play, heavy and final.

			* * *

			My eyes were still swollen when we reached the stables. Claes sent the stable hands to polish the fittings on all the carriages and sleighs so that we could tack up our mounts in peace. Though most gentlemen relied on their staff to take care of their horses, Claes knew that I found the chores cathartic, and I wouldn’t want to try to explain my tearstained face. I was grateful to him for being so thoughtful of my needs and feelings even through his own grief. It wasn’t like him to put my needs before his own.

			Claes was quiet as he groomed his glossy chestnut mare, Allera. She was a Turkmene, and her name meant “gentle wind” in the language of the Samirian mountain traders who raised the breed. She was a beautiful creature, and Claes whispered fondly to her as he curried dust from her shining flanks. I didn’t try to hear what he said—there are some secrets that are meant only for horses’ ears.

			My own mount, a long-legged dapple gray Trakhener I called Laith, stamped in the cross ties, anxious to move. Laith lived to run fast and jump high. We made a good pair, Laith and I, and as I groomed him, I began to feel some clarity for the first time since my mother’s death. The tasks I’d completed hundreds of times—combing his mane and tail, brushing the mud from his hips (he, like every light-colored horse I’d ever known, loved nothing more than rolling in mud), picking small stones from his hooves, cinching his girth—opened up space for me to think.

			Though the day was cold and gray, and storms threatened the sky, we warmed up in the small ring by the barn and took off across the pasture, all without saying a word. I let Claes lead, and when he gave Allera her head, she streaked off toward the river like a vein of copper. Laith soon overtook her, and I laughed with the simple joy of riding fast on a horse I trusted. We drew rein and slowed our mounts to a walk when we reached the rocky shore of the river that marked the manor’s northern border. We often swam in its deep, slow pools in the heat of the summer, but now, the thaw had only just begun in earnest, and chunks of ice still floated in the currents.

			Claes’s eyes were narrowed, but not against the sun; the sky was still a mass of roiling gray that promised rain by supper. I waited for him to speak.

			Finally, after several long minutes, Claes asked, “Will the Queen push you toward another engagement soon?”

			My mouth fell open. “You’ve barely spoken to me in two days, and that is what you want to talk about?”

			Claes’s brows furrowed. “This is what my life has been, Bo. Everything I’ve ever done has been to make your ascent to the throne as seamless as possible.”

			Rage washed over me, and I kneed Laith toward the icy river. I wanted to scream. Claes would focus on the damn throne now, as he was dying, of all times. On some level I knew that I could never understand the pain that had enveloped him since Penelope’s death, but that he still found the energy to consider political maneuvering was altogether too much. My ribs seemed to squeeze my heart, caging it in ever-smaller spaces.

			“Why are you being so selfish?” he asked me. “What’s gotten into you?”

			“Selfish? How, in Gadrian’s own name, could you call me selfish?” I tried to keep myself from screaming at him and spooking one of the horses. Tears stung my eyes. “You’re the one leaving me all alone.”

			“I don’t have a choice!” Claes exclaimed, wheeling Allera in front of me. “This is how it works. Penelope is dead, and soon I will be, too. You’ll have to accept it.”

			“Accept it? Just like that, I should accept that you’re giving up?”

			“I’m not giving up. I’m letting nature take its course. I don’t want to fight it.” He sighed.

			Thunder echoed off the mountains in the distance, but I didn’t want to return to the house yet. I swung off Laith and led him to the riverbank. I could feel Claes’s eyes following me as I squatted by the river and splashed icy water on my face. Laith drank, and pawed playfully at the river with one hoof. I wished that his playing would lighten my mood, but I felt like I was about to collapse. I stood and laid my head on his neck. He whickered and nudged my hip with his velvety black nose, begging for the lump of sugar I always carried in my pocket.

			Claes led Allera to the water and stood quietly beside me as she drank.

			“Why do you work so hard to hide from your fate? You were born alone for a reason. The Queen chose you, declared you the singleborn best able to succeed her, and you’re telling me you don’t want that? You don’t want to be King of the Alskad Empire?”

			“I never said I didn’t want it, Claes. I just don’t know if I deserve it.”

			I scuffed the dry grass with the toe of my boot. When I looked up, Claes was studying me thoughtfully.

			“Why not?” he asked. “You’re singleborn, and from a long line of singleborn, aren’t you?”

			I toyed with the cuff at my wrist. Less than a week ago, I would have kept my mouth shut. I would have kept my anxieties and the self-doubt that was on constant loop in my head all to myself. I had known then that he would run to tell Penelope anything I told him, and I didn’t want anyone to know how little I believed in myself. In my ability to rule. I had thought that I trusted Claes, but looking back, I’d always known that there were some things I couldn’t tell even him. His first loyalty had always been to Penelope, and, in the cold light of our goodbye, I realized that was the reason I’d been so mad about his reaction to our engagement. My feelings didn’t matter nearly as much as Penelope’s, and being married to the future King was a great triumph for her.

			But none of that mattered now. For the first time in my life, I could give voice to the fears and doubts that clung to me day and night.

			I scrubbed a hand through my dark curly hair and said, “I’ve always felt out of place. I’ve never felt like I belonged. I feel unmoored, like I’m just following the currents of a life set before me. There’s never been a moment in my life when I knew with any kind of certainty that I was the right choice to be King.” I sighed. “I don’t think I’m capable of living up to the job. I don’t think I’m smart or kind or compassionate enough to hold that responsibility in my hands.”

			I waited for him to say something, to tell me I was wrong, but he didn’t. He looked at me, like he was weighing my worth and finding me wanting.

			Finally, he broke the silence. “Maybe that’s the burden of being singleborn. You have to find a way to steer on your own. There are people who say that Queen Runa only chose you because your father was her nephew. People who’d rather see you dead than see another Trousillion on the throne.” I flinched, but I knew he was right. Still, it made me uneasy to hear him give voice to it. “Your mother was positive that Patrise tried to have you killed, and more than once. You’ve lived through how many known assassination attempts now? How many times has one of the other singleborn whispered, just loud enough for you to hear, that you were a bad choice for the throne?”

			More than I could count—and being reminded of those things didn’t exactly help soothe my nerves.

			Claes met my eyes squarely. “Don’t you want to show them the kind of King you can be?”

			I looked away and shrugged. Wanting to have that kind of motivation and actually having it were two very different things. Claes’s comment about the assassination attempt bit into me, and I cocked my head to the side, studying him.

			“What?” he grumbled.

			“Did you do it? Did you stage that assassination attempt in the park last week?”

			Heaving a great sigh, Claes jerked Allera’s head up rather more harshly than was necessary. “I’m exhausted. Let’s go back to the house before it rains.” He led Allera up the riverbank, sniffed and wiped a hand across his eyes.

			I called after him. “Claes! Wait.” I led Laith up the hill and stood in front of Claes, drawing myself up to my full height. “I won’t blame you. I just need to know. Did you do it?”

			Claes tapped his crop against his boot, and I could almost see him weighing his answer.

			“Please, Claes. The truth.”

			Rolling his eyes, Claes sneered. “You may make a great king, Bo. Honestly, I think you will, but you don’t always focus your attention on the right questions. What happened in Esser Park doesn’t matter. What does matter is what happened to my sister and your mother. Do you actually believe that was an accident?”

			My heartbeat quickened, and I stared at him. I’d had the same suspicions, but it was different to hear someone else voice them as well.

			“For what it’s worth,” Claes said, “I wasn’t behind the attack. I think it was Rylain, personally, but there are any number of people who would benefit from your death.” I winced, and he sighed in exasperation. “Honestly, Bo, you have far too much faith in her. In people in general. You need to realize that most will try to take advantage of you now that your mother and Penelope are gone—especially once I’m gone, too.” I swallowed hard as he continued. “I don’t know that it matters who killed them, if anyone, or if it was only a terrible accident. But Bo, your next move does matter. You have to show the rest of the nobility that you won’t be broken by this loss. You have to stand up to them.”

			Tears welled in my eyes. This was all too much. Too overwhelming. I wasn’t strong enough to make it through all the gossip and intrigue and the endless things I’d yet to learn. Not by myself.

			I swiped at my eyes and took a steadying breath. “The Queen commanded that I get to the capital before the Solstice. Come with me, please?”

			Claes squeezed my hand and lifted it to kiss my knuckles. “I’ll make you no promises, but as long as I last, I’ll stay by your side. But you must learn to keep a wary eye about you, especially with Thamina and Birger. You know that they’re working for Patrise, don’t you?”

			I gaped at him. “How do you know?”

			He rolled his eyes, and for a moment, I could almost see the arrogant boy I’d loved for so long. “He bought them off years ago, Bo. It’s half the reason your mother kept them around. Easier, after all, to keep an eye on the spies when you know who they are.”

			I leaned in and laid my head on his shoulder. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you, Claes.”

			“You’ll fend for yourself. You’ll become the King we all know you’re meant to be. You’ll make us all proud as we watch from the halls of the gods and goddesses.”

			Fighting back tears, I kissed him on the cheek, trying to memorize the salty tang of his sweat, the musky cologne he wore and the dusty smell of the horses that clung to him. Memories would be all I’d have left of him before long.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			VI

			A sharp knock on the door registered in my dream as a cadre of drummers appeared rather suddenly. They beat a sharp tattoo as they followed me through the winding alleys of the End. The motion of the enormous boat was hardly perceptible when I was awake, but something about it lulled me into the deepest sleep of my life, a sleep remarkably hard to come out of. The drummers disappeared as quickly as they’d arrived, and I opened my bleary eyes to see a grinning face looming over me.

			I shrieked and sat up, pulling the covers to my chin. Narrowing my eyes, I made out the name stitched on his jacket and glared.

			“Good morning, Vi,” Quill said. “Quite the slugabed, I see. It’s nearly seven o’clock.”

			I ran my hands through my hair. My dark curls were sticking up in every direction. I wasn’t best pleased to be seen sleep-creased and crowned with wild tangles. I tried to tell myself I was just making nice to get where I wanted to go, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate the twins’ charms for what they were. I certainly didn’t want Quill to see me all puffy-eyed and looking a total mess.

			“You’re so chatty in the morning. Makes me wish I could stay and gab, but if I’m not on the bridge in ten minutes, Uncle Hamlin will hang me by my ankles from the sunsail rigging. I brought some more books for you, and pen and paper. Also—” he tossed me a bundle of heavily embroidered silk “—Mal and I found a trunk that’s been sitting in storage since some rich woman left it onboard a few months ago. She was about your size, and her clothes are a lot nicer than the lot you brought. We usually sell those kinds of things, but as you’re here…well, we thought you could use some new things. He’ll bring up the rest later.”

			I unwrapped the bundle. It held a pair of sheepskin slippers, a silk shirt, an absurdly soft sweater and loose wool trousers, all of the finest quality. “This is too much. You can’t give a wharf rat like me a getup like this.”

			Quill tapped his foot impatiently. “Shut up. You’ve never had something so nice in all your life.” He winked at me. “Just take it and be grateful, yes?”

			I grimaced. “I’m grateful, but you’ve all done so much for me since I boarded the ship. I keep waiting for the catch.”

			“No catch, imp. Uncle Hamlin put you in the only empty room he had. Pa feeds you what’s left over, and I’ve given you someone else’s forgotten clothes. No one’s gone out of their way. At least not yet.” Quill gave me a little shove. “Scoot on out of bed and change. I’ll take your kit to the laundry.”

			Incredulous, I climbed out of bed and darted into the washroom. Before I stripped off my old, ratty nightshirt in favor of the new things, I smoothed a touch of ointment onto the scratches on my cheek. They’d faded away to almost nothing in the days I’d been aboard the ship, thanks to Lugine’s gift.

			I was pulling on the trousers when Quill knocked. “Vi? Hand your things out. I’ll bring them back as soon as they’re done, all right?”

			Blushing, I opened the door a crack and passed my nightshirt out to him, embarrassed that it was still warm from my body. “The rest are in the drawer. I can get them if you wait a moment.”

			“I’ll grab them and go. See you at dinner.”

			I pulled the silk blouse on and burst out of the washroom, buttons half-undone, altogether too aware of my red face and wild, snarled curls.

			Quill raised an eyebrow at me from where he knelt in front of the chest of drawers.

			“I may be a dimmy, but I’ll have you remember I’m still a person, and I’d rather you kept your nose out of my things.” I dug my clothes out of the drawer, careful to keep the pouch with my pearls out of sight. There was a part of me that didn’t trust this good fortune of mine, not one bit, and I was sure I didn’t entirely trust Quill yet. I wanted to, desperately, but I had as many reasons to be cautious as I had scars.

			Still blushing, I handed him the clothes. Quill set them in his lap, let his weight shift back and sprawled on the carpet, graceful as a cat. He propped himself up on an elbow and regarded me with the deep-set gold-brown eyes he shared with the other men in his family. I noticed that he’d missed a spot when he’d shaved that morning—there was a patch of coarse stubble under his chin.

			“What’re you hiding, then? What’s in the drawer you want to keep hidden so bad you’re willing to sit out here half dressed? Not,” he added quickly, “that I’m complaining.”

			“Oh hush,” I said, cold as the sea in winter. “I’m a dimmy. You know as well as I do that I could snap at any moment. I once heard about one of us, a noble girl, who was praying in temple for her salvation when the grief overtook her. She ripped out an anchorite’s throat with her teeth.”

			“Hogwash. I’ve heard that story told ten different ways by ten different people. You’ll have to do better if you want me scared of you. Meantime, I brought you breakfast, and you don’t want that tea to get cold. Eat up, and read your books. I brought you a few to choose from, plus a pamphlet on the rules of brag. Best study up, aye? No telling how quick beginner’s luck will fade.” Quill rose and was out the door before I could say another word.

			* * *

			I was counting the pressed tin ceiling tiles and doing my damnedest to figure out how to convince Mal to help me ditch the temple’s sentence and take a contract of my own when he arrived with an enormous steamer trunk. Mal hefted the trunk into my room, set it down with a huff and retreated into the hallway. When he returned a moment later, he was pushing a wheeled tea trolley laden with enough food for all the temple brats back in Penby. My mouth watered, and I longed to dig in, bare-handed like a wild thing. I didn’t want Mal to think I was entirely without manners, though, so I restrained myself. He grinned at me, pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to mop his sweat-damp brow, and bowed deeply.

			“Afternoon. Hope you’ve got an appetite.”

			“Have you invited half of the crew for tea?” I asked, brows raised.

			“They’re leftovers. Da won’t let food waste. Mind if I stay? I’m famished.”

			“Yes, please. My mind is going to mush stuck in here, and there’s not a chance I’ll finish all that on my own.”

			“What are you doing with your time? Have you been reading?”

			I had just crammed a pasty into my mouth, so I shrugged and chewed. Around a mouthful of spiced meat and flaky crust, I said, “Some. It’s hard to focus on a novel right now.”

			Mal wheeled the tray over to my little table and poured tea for both of us. I sat down and took another pasty from the tray.

			“Why’s that?” Mal asked.

			I pushed an escaped curl behind my ear. To hell with it, right, Pru? I thought. “I know we’ve not known each other long, and you’ve no reason to do me any favors, especially not after all the kindness you’ve shown me.”

			“What can I do for you?”

			I shook my head and studied the tea tray, avoiding Mal’s golden eyes. “Never mind. I shouldn’t ask.”

			Mal reached across the table and took my hand. His long, elegant fingers closed over mine, and his palm was warm against my skin. It felt comforting enough to near take my breath away. The last person who’d so casually touched me had been Sawny, before he left.

			“Tell me what it is you want, Vi, and I swear I’ll do my best to see it done,” he said.

			There it was again, the sincerity I’d heard from him when we’d met for the first time. I looked him in the eyes, searching for some kernel of a lie, for the fear and mistrust I’d seen looking back at me every day of my damned life. But it wasn’t there. All I saw in his eyes was blazing, incomprehensible sincerity and fathomless warmth.

			I took a deep breath. “I want you to help me avoid the temple’s sentence. When we get to Ilor, I want you to help me find a contract. Quill said there were people who’d take a person like me. A dimmy.”

			Mal jerked his hand away from mine and looked at me like I’d set myself on fire.

			“What?” I asked. “Quill said you’d make a fortune off a dimmy’s contract. I thought you’d be pleased.”

			“Ignoring entirely the fact that we’re to deliver you to the temple, and I’ve no interest at all in a quarrel with the Shriven, what on earth would make you think that life as a contracted servant would be any better than what you’ve got waiting for you in Ilor?”

			I rolled my eyes. “You can’t honestly think that being some rich ass’s plaything for a few years would be worse than half a lifetime of hauling rocks, can you?”

			Mal bit his lip. “I don’t know. Those contracts are ironclad, and they don’t allow any rights for the workers themselves. The folks who hire out that kind of labor think nothing of exploiting the contracts for everything they’re worth.” He paused, and said quietly, “I don’t think it should be legal. It makes me sick.”

			Mal picked up a sandwich, studying it, carefully not looking at me. “No one tells folks when they sign up that they may never see the end of their contract. Uncle Hamlin’s even had some reports that say there are groups of folks who’ve run out on their contracts and are revolting against the worst of the rich folks. You don’t want that life, Vi.”

			“Maybe I do, and maybe I’ll live to regret it immensely. But at least it’d be my choice,” I said. I hesitated for a moment, and decided to be honest. “My only friend in the world is in Ilor. He and his sister came over on your ship. This ship. This could be a chance for me to see them again. Spend the rest of my life close to the only people who care about me.”

			Mal’s brow furrowed. “I know what it is to want to be around friends, but there’re risks involved, Vi, things you haven’t considered. I don’t want to see you in a situation that could erupt into all-out violence at any moment. And that’s even if we could get Hamlin to agree to this.”

			“But you’d ask him? For me?”

			The muscles in Mal’s jaw clenched, and he stared me down, unblinking. “Vi, before I bring this to him, I need you to understand what a difficult life you’d be setting yourself up for. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors about the unrest in Ilor. They aren’t just rumors. Estates have been burned to the ground, whole farms abandoned when their laborers run away from their contracts. And if the runaways are caught? The law is cruel at its best. Plus, it’s not like you’d be getting out from under the temple’s thumb anyway.”

			My stomach twisted. “What do you mean?”

			Mal looked away and finally took a bite of the sandwich he’d been holding. He chewed slowly, avoiding my eyes. Finally, he said, “Most of the people who hire contract work in Ilor are in debt to the temple in some way or another. Either they themselves are growing things on the temple’s behalf—fruit, kaffe, linen, that sort of thing—or they’re folks who pay enormous tithes to the temple in order to be overlooked in some way. They don’t take care of their employees the way they should, and the temple doesn’t care as long as their goods are delivered on time. You wouldn’t believe how much of what we export is owned by the temple. They collect nearly all of the profits from Ilor, and all of the goods are produced by underpaid and overburdened contract workers.”

			“But five or ten years of that kind of work is still better than twenty-five years of hard labor. Twenty-five years of being forced to adulations and watched by anchorites waiting for me to give them a reason to slice my head off my neck.”

			Mal grimaced. “But you’d still be signing your life away, agreeing to years working beneath someone you don’t know at all. You’ve no idea the kind of people who’d pay money to have one of the diminished on their property. No offense.”

			“But you do. Quill does. You’d make sure I didn’t sign a contract with someone awful.”

			Mal’s eyes softened again. “Think this through, Vi. Even if we agreed to it, you’re supposed to be fulfilling a sentence for the temple. Don’t you think they’ll be looking for you?”

			“Who’s going to tell them? You? Worst luck, Anchorite Lugine thinks to ask after my well-being, and they come looking for me. Someone will’ve paid a fortune for me. The temple doesn’t care enough about me that a bribe won’t send them on their way in a hurry.”

			I plucked a small cake off a silver tray and picked it apart. Bright red jam spilled across my fingers and onto the white porcelain plate in front of me, pooling like blood. I started to lick the jam off my finger, but stopped when I caught Mal’s amber eyes watching me. I used my linen napkin instead, wincing at the stain it created.

			“So. Will you help me?”

			Mal studied his hands for a moment. When he looked up, he said, “I’ll talk to Quill about how to approach Uncle Hamlin. I’m not making any promises, but I will try. For you. If you’re sure it’s what you really want.”

			I smiled at him. No one had ever thought twice about what it was like to walk in my shoes, and yet here was this young man—so empathetic, so kind that he’d put himself at odds with the temple to help me.

			“Why aren’t you scared of me?” I asked.

			Softly, Mal said, “I guess I can imagine what it would be like for me, if I lost Quill. He’s a bothersome cad, but I can’t imagine my life without him.” His eyes looked sad at the thought. “I’ve never been able to blame the diminished for what they do. It’s not as if any of them can help it. And you—you’ve been alone your whole life, and somehow, you’re still strong and smart and, well, whole. I admire you for that.”

			I bit my lip, looking away. “I’m not so strong as all that. I’m terrified of what’s coming next. All I wanted was to find a little cottage somewhere up north and wait out the violence. I know it’s coming, and I can’t stand it. It’s like I walk every day under the shroud of a crime I’ve not yet committed.” I gestured at the remains of our tea, at the room. “And now there’s all this. I can’t afford to forget what my life was like before—”

			Mal reached across the table and laid a hand over mine. I let myself appreciate the warmth of his calloused fingers, the memory of what it was to have a friend for a moment.

			“I wonder,” I said, “if I could ask you for one last favor.”

			“Why not?” He laughed and took his hand away to refill our teacups.

			“No matter what happens with me and the temple, I wonder if you might help me find my friends before you leave Ilor. I’d like to know where they are—maybe see them again if I can.”

			Mal looked at me in confusion, then grinned.

			“You don’t know!” he said. “I thought that’s why you’d asked for our help, but of course, we haven’t told you yet.”

			“Told me what?” I asked.

			“Quill and I are finished with sailing. Our mother and aunt have an import and export business in the capital, and we’re going to run their office in Ilor. Quill and I both like the islands, and there’s money to be made there. Chances that don’t exist in Alskad.”

			“And give up the adventure of the high seas, traveling the world, for the life of a merchant trader?” I quipped.

			Mal looked at me quizzically. “It’s what our parents have always planned for us. I’ll manage our exports. Kaffe, precious metals and gems, some weapons, wine.”

			“And Quill?”

			“Quill’s running the import side.”

			“Contract labor? Working with the temple?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. I went to stand near the glass door that led to the deck and stared out at the ocean. Quill was funny and charming, and something about him made me want to melt into a puddle of blushes. But for all that, the fact that he planned to make his livelihood from negotiating labor contracts when he knew how badly the folks who took those contracts were treated set my teeth on edge.

			But I couldn’t let my feelings show—I’d asked for Mal’s help in doing just that. I wanted to contract myself out, and not as a laborer, as an oddity. And if I did everything right, I might be able to land near my friends, spend the rest of my days with Sawny and Lily. I might get close enough to find a bit of happiness for myself. If I wanted a chance at that sliver of joy, I had to keep myself in check.

			Mal crossed the room, took my hand and said, “He’s not a villain, Vi. He does everything in his power to see that the folks who choose this path are treated fairly. He does more than you know, more than I can tell you, to change the system from within.”

			“Maybe my contract will help you make a name for yourselves,” I said, forcing my voice to be airy and light. I wondered, though, what Mal meant about Quill changing the system.

			“Vi…” His voice was strained.

			“Honestly, Mal. Don’t think about it for a second. I’m sure you’re right. Quill would never let someone be taken advantage of. Not if he could help it.” Despite my best efforts, I sounded exhausted, frustrated. I plastered a smile across my face and looked up at him. “I’ve lived my whole life under the temple’s thumb. Any life would be better than what I’m facing.”

			A bell sounded in the hall, and Mal started.

			“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get back.” He squeezed my hand once before letting go. “I’m happy to know you, Vi.”

			“Talk to your uncle?” I asked.

			He nodded, and in a moment, he was gone, the tea cart with him. I collapsed on the bed, all the pieces of my plan spinning themselves into place like so many gears. I imagined my twin, a mirror of myself, and wished she could be here to share this with me. But then, if she’d lived, I wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t be so thrilled to find a pair of friends like Mal and Quill. If she’d lived, we might have been scheming to start a business of our own, or giggling over what it might be like if Quill tried to kiss me. I imagined kissing Quill, how his lips would feel against mine, how his arms would feel around me, his hands on my waist.

			I shook my head to clear away those thoughts—I couldn’t indulge my growing feelings for him. Instead, I fetched my pearls from their new hiding place between the mattresses. I spilled them out onto the blue bedspread and counted them, one by one. Sixty-three pearls. I’d thought they might serve as a bribe for the Whipplestons, to help me out of the temple’s grasp, but I hadn’t yet needed to add the extra incentive. Maybe instead, they could do something even more important. Maybe they could buy me a future after my contract, if Mal and Quill could convince their uncle to go along with our plan.

			I poured the pearls back into their pouch, put the pouch back in its hiding spot and went back to counting ceiling tiles. There were 194.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			BO

			Several mornings later, a thick envelope bearing the Queen’s seal waited for me on the breakfast table, along with a stack of condolence notes. Though I couldn’t hope to keep anything a secret from them for long, I slid Runa’s letter under my chair. I didn’t want to give either of them the opportunity to read any correspondence that might prove to be sensitive over my shoulder. Claes might be sequestered in his room, but his warning about Birger and Thamina burned bright through the fog of sleep and grief that lay heavy on my mind.

			I drank two cups of strong kaffe and read the bulk of the letters before the heady smell of bacon cooking awoke my appetite.

			“How kind of you to wait for us,” said Thamina as she strode into the room. Birger stumbled in close on her heels. The dark smudges under his eyes and the cloud of tafia fumes that surrounded him belied his clean shirt and damp hair. Birger had always been fond of drink, but the stench of cheap tafia was a new one, and until now, he’d not let his drinking interfere with my lessons.

			I noted, with growing ire, that Thamina wore the third new indigo mourning jacket I’d seen on her this week. I wondered if she thought I was too blinded by grief to notice all her new things, or if she just didn’t care. I certainly hadn’t increased her salary since Mother’s death, so she had to have found a new source of income—and even if Claes hadn’t warned me, it wouldn’t take much to imagine who’d bought her services.

			Though it had not been their custom before Mother’s death, my tutors had taken it upon themselves to have their meals with me in the days since. Presumably they meant me to think they were there to ensure that my grief did not overwhelm me. But it was obvious that Thamina, at least, had other priorities.

			She eyed my stubbly face and rolled sleeves with distaste, and said, “I believe that we ought to begin to discuss your plans for the coming year. Without the assurance of an alliance with Penelope, it is imperative that you are an irresistible candidate for marriage when you reenter society. Therefore, we must spend some time working on smoothing your rougher edges.”

			Birger drained a cup of kaffe and eyed his sister warily. Perhaps there was still a shred of loyalty beneath his corpulent, tafia-soaked exterior. I wondered if I could trust Gunnar enough to see if we couldn’t sway Birger back to our side.

			“They’ve not been gone two weeks,” I said, tapping my cuff nervously on the wooden table. Since Mother’s death, memories of my family, especially my father, had screamed for my attention through every moment of every day. This familiar conversation about my future and my marriage—I could feel it chipping away at the floodgates. My eyes felt hot, my throat tight, but I did my best to keep my tone level. “I’d like to abstain from discussing my marriage prospects until I’ve had sufficient time to grieve. The Queen wishes for me to make an appearance at court before the Solstice. Please make yourself ready to travel tomorrow if you wish to accompany me.”

			“As you wish, my lord, but I’m afraid we mustn’t put off this conversation. I feel it is my duty to see that you make an appropriate match.”

			“Thamina…” Birger stopped at the derisive look his sister shot him and went back to moving food around on his plate.

			“Your duty is to see to my education in preparation for becoming the King of the Alskad Empire. It certainly is not—” I bit out the word, making it as sharp as the anger rising inside me “—your duty to think about or plan for my marriage. If you continue to presume duties outside those you’ve been hired to fulfill, I’ll see that your time as my employee comes to a quick end.”

			Thamina’s mouth fell open, and even as I maintained my glare, I berated myself. It would do me no good at all to let Thamina know what she could do to get under my skin. Any advantage she was able to find over me would inevitably be passed along to Patrise, and he undoubtedly knew too much already.

			I cleared my throat. “As I said, we’ll leave tomorrow. See that Claes’s things are packed for him.”

			Both Birger and Thamina looked at me with horror in their eyes.

			“Surely Claes will not agree to return to Penby. Not with his…condition,” Birger wheezed.

			“I’ve no idea what you mean by that,” I said coldly.

			“He’s diminished,” Thamina said, looking as if she couldn’t believe she had to spell it out for me. “You cannot mean to bring one of the diminished into the capital. What will the Queen think? What if he were to do something? The Shriven would take him. Behead him. You cannot want that.”

			An image of Claes, pale and weeping softly in his darkened bedroom, flooded my brain. My stomach clenched, and bile rose in my throat. I bit my lip, forcing the contents of my stomach back down.

			“Claes is not diminished. He’s dying. The Queen has summoned me to court, and I will not leave him alone. Not in his final days. Let the Shriven try. No one but the gods will take him from me.” I rose and pushed back my chair in one swift motion, reaching for the Queen’s letter. I didn’t wait for a response before grabbing up the rest of my correspondence and stalking out of the room, slamming the heavy wooden door behind me.

			I raced up the stairs to the library, tossed the letters into an armchair and collapsed on the floor, trying to slow my racing heart and force the tears from my eyes. I couldn’t think about Claes slowly withering away in the rooms below me. I didn’t want to face the fact that in almost no time at all, I would be really, truly alone, with no one in the world who knew me as well as my mother had, or Penelope, or Claes. It was too much. Too much loss, too much sadness, too much heavy, overwhelming responsibility.

			Father had once told me that lying on the floor changed a man’s perspective, and whenever he’d felt overwhelmed, he’d simply lie on the floor, breathe deep and stare at the ceiling. It sent Mother into hysterics when, out of nowhere, Father sank to the floor and lay still for several minutes. She always tried to get him up, giggling and calling him an improper heathen. He ignored her, and eventually the silvery peals of her laughter rang through the house. The servants grinned and nudged one another, unable to keep their placid masks in place.

			Though I never followed my father’s example in front of Mother, I often retreated to my room or the library, locked the door and lay on the carpet, staring at the ceiling. In those moments, my father came back to life, and the idyllic time before he died didn’t seem so very far away.

			My mother had always been an ambitious, well-respected woman. Her intelligence and business acumen had seen my father’s bedraggled—though royal—estate grow into a flourishing enterprise with scads of holdings. Before my father’s death, she’d been warm, affectionate. But his loss had broken something in her. She’d been stricken, keeping to her bed and avoiding everyone. She emerged a month later, hollow-cheeked and sallow, with an edge of anger that had made her capable of lashing out at any moment.

			Though I had never had the gall to ask her about it, my mother’s fury confounded me. It was as though my father’s death turned her into an entirely different person. Then Claes and Penelope came to live with us. Our games and manipulations consumed me, and Mother continued to ignore me as best she could.

			I didn’t want to think ill of the dead, but as I listened to the clock tick, I found myself wishing that she had been a different sort of mother in recent years. I studied the clouds that had been painted on the high, domed ceiling. They were great, puffy white things—the type of clouds rarely seen in the rain-drenched countryside of the northern Alskad Empire—and the ceiling’s painted sky was nearly always at odds with the gloomy gray one currently visible through the library’s tower windows.

			I picked myself up, went to sit at the desk and tore open the Queen’s letter.

			My dear Lord Ambrose,

			I have taken the liberty of having your house in Esser Park opened and refurbished for you. Now that you are the heir and a man grown, it’s only right that you occupy your own property when visiting the capital. The nobility will respect you more if they see you operating outside the palace and away from my constant oversight. That said, I expect to see you in court before the Solstice. Let me once again reiterate the importance of your taking an interest in your finances and records. Power is gained not through blood or right, but through knowledge and control. Be thorough and keep yourself well-guarded.

			With fondest wishes, your great-aunt,

			Runa, Queen of Alskad, Empress of Ilor, Singleborn Chosen of the Goddesses, First of the Trousillion

			I read the letter twice more, committing the Queen’s words to memory, and went in search of my mother’s ledger. Perhaps there was a kernel of truth in the Queen’s commands. I resolved to arm myself with knowledge. Perhaps, if I knew enough, could learn enough, other people would stop presuming to make decisions for me. Perhaps I could become the kind of King that my parents had so wanted me to be. Perhaps I would find a way to stop the churning anxiety that ate away at the pit of my stomach.

			At the very least, it would stop me ceaselessly considering every person I’d ever met and wondering whether or not they were capable of plotting a murder—mine, my cousins’ or my mother’s. It hadn’t taken much to entirely demolish my sense of safety in the world.

			* * *

			It was full dark and the clock on the mantelpiece had chimed ten when I finally flipped to the last section of the ledger. I was driven by a kind of unstoppable energy to make my way through the enormous book, which covered the estate’s financial transactions for the past seven months, before I went to bed. The silver pot of kaffe the cook had sent up with my supper—confit goose leg, roasted vegetables and fresh bread—had long since gone cold, but I gulped down another cup anyway. My elbows and shoulders crackled when I stretched, and I rolled my neck before I read the final entry.

			Much of the information in the ledger had been familiar to me. It detailed the expenses associated with each of the houses we kept. There was the townhouse in the capital, the cottage by the sea and the grand manor house where I’d grown up. Also in the ledger were personal budgets for each member of the family. My heart ached when I saw the line that documented the yearly allowance paid to the household for Penelope and Claes’s upkeep by their parents.

			Grief washed over me in waves. It seeped deep into my body and settled there, a dark and silent weight. As quickly as it came, it evaporated, and I was able to move on for a little while. I focused on the work in front of me once more.

			I already had a general understanding of the house’s budget for food and entertaining, since I’d taken charge of running the household after my father’s death. However, Mother continued to pay the staff’s salaries, and as I flipped through this final section of the ledger, I was shocked to see that each maid was paid less per year than was allotted for new clothing for me each season.

			Buried in a column of payments to craftsmen—clockmakers, tailors, cabinetmakers, cobblers and the like—was a line I couldn’t explain.

			X.A.—G.O.A.T.—200 drott per annum.

			It was strange. Every other entry in the column had some explanation of the expense after the name, but this only had letters. I stared at it for a few minutes, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. X.A. might be someone’s initials, but what could G.O.A.T. stand for?

			Rubbing my eyes, I added a note about the line to my list of questions for my mother’s solicitor and closed the ledger. I stacked my notes on top and locked everything in the safe built into the floor beneath the desk. I turned off most of the lights and crept downstairs to my rooms.

			* * *

			The next morning, I wrestled all of my questions into a letter to my mother’s solicitor, a woman called Gerlene, and, letter in hand, went to look for Gunnar.

			“I’m planning to go to the capital this afternoon,” I said when I found him. “Will you see that mine and Claes’s things are packed and the carriage is made ready?”

			“I assume Thamina and Birger agreed to this?” he asked.

			I cringed inside, but managed to keep my face impassive. I was determined to be treated like an adult. “I don’t believe I need my tutors or anyone else’s permission.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “You’d best ask them before you go making plans.”

			I gave him a doleful look. “They’ve been informed,” I said dryly.

			“And Mister Claes? He’s willing to travel with you? Even in his condition? What of the temple? The Shriven? Oughtn’t you make arrangements for him to spend his final days here instead?”

			I rubbed my temples, willing myself calm. “Gunnar. Am I, or am I not, your crown prince?”

			“You are, sir.”

			“And am I, or am I not, a grown man and master of this house?”

			“Well, sir, you are, of course, but…” I sighed, and he suddenly became quiet, gazing into my face. He shook his head ruefully and patted my shoulder. “Sometimes, sir, it’s hard to remember that you’re no longer a wee little tyrant running about the house in nappies, wailing for your father to stop his writing and take you riding. I’ll do my best to show you the respect you deserve.” He held his hand out. “Would you like me to see your letter posted, sir?”

			I’d nearly forgotten about the letter I was holding. I passed it to him, with thanks. Gunnar bowed, and an idea skittered into my head. “Do you, by any chance, happen to know where my father’s journals were stored after his death?”

			Gunnar cocked his head to one side and tapped his lips. “If I can’t put my hands on them, Karyta will be able to find them, surely. Would you like me to pack them to take with you?”

			“Please. And, if you would, I’d like the last of them in with my things for the carriage ride. I’ve been missing him so terribly lately. Perhaps if I know what he was thinking before his death, I can be more of a comfort to Claes.”

			It was an easy lie, or perhaps not even a lie at all. Just the truth stretched and folded to look like a swan, when it was more like a great gray bear.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			VI

			As the days passed and we drew nearer to Ilor, the twins seemed to relax, just as my nerves seemed to fray to the point of collapse. Hamlin Whippleston had agreed—albeit reluctantly—to our scheme, and Mal and Quill had been dual whirlwinds of planning and preparations ever since. But when I was alone, I spent as many hours pushing my muscles to the point of trembling exhaustion as I did studying the map of Ilor Quill’d brought me.

			The colony was small, situated on three islands so close, they were nearly touching. All told, a person could walk from one end of the string of islands to the other in just under two weeks. Or rather, they could if not for the enormous mountains that ranged up the center of the islands and spread like sand dunes from coast to coast. In the century and a half since Alskad had sent its first settlers to Ilor, the colony had grown exponentially. Between the three major towns—one on each island—small villages had sprung up, and around them, vast estates where kaffe and other goods were grown. The only land that hadn’t yet been claimed and settled was the range of mountains that were the spine of the island chain, dominating the great majority of its acreage. I’d never seen mountains, apart from illustrations in books, and I had a hard time imagining them as anything but snow-capped, even though I knew Ilor’s climate was far too warm for snow.

			One evening, after supper, Quill’d lost early in our card game and had made himself comfortable as I did my best not to beat Mal too handily. He was convinced I’d been cheating, and while he was right, I didn’t want him to know it—not yet, at least. Didn’t mean I’d let him win, I just let him take longer to lose.

			“How do you feel about someone religious?” Quill’s boots were off, and he was sprawled out over the small settee, jacket unbuttoned.

			I didn’t know how he could possibly be comfortable like that, and yet, there he was. “Have you found out who holds Sawny and Lily’s contracts?” I asked.

			As Quill put together the list of people who’d be invited to interview me when we arrived in Ilor, I’d marked each of their estates on the map, but he’d not yet told me where Sawny and Lily were. I refused to make a decision that would land me clean on the other side of Ilor from them.

			Mal looked up from the cards in his hand and glared. “Do we have to talk about this now? The records aren’t on the ship. We’ll find them as soon as we get to Ilor.”

			I rolled my eyes and slid another tvilling into the middle of the table. “I don’t think it’s outrageous for me to want to be as close to the only two people I know in the whole damn colony. Fold or call?”

			“You’ll know us,” Mal said, and stared at his cards for another moment before folding.

			“You know I’m fine with whichever rich fool’s willing to pay the most for my contract,” I said to Quill. “So long as they’re close to Sawny and Lily.”

			Quill lifted his head to grin at me, eyes sparkling. “Oh, they’ll pay. Never you worry about that, imp. They’ll pay.”

			“I think you’re missing my point—” I said, but Mal was already talking over me.

			“Who are you thinking of?”

			“Mehitabel Long. She’s got some kind of flower farm. Makes essential oils that sell for a fortune in Penby. We’ve got a small bit of her export business, and she’s contracted workers from us in the past. Close ties to the temple.”

			Mal, shuffling the cards, made a face. “She’s awful. Don’t put Vi through that. She built that horrible haven hall on her property, and she makes us sit through endless prayers every time we have to go over there to do business.”

			“I don’t want her to end up with the contract, you ass,” Quill said. “I want her to drive the bidding up.”

			Mal dealt the cards. “This’ll be my last hand. Do you mind, Vi?”

			I looked at my cards and gave him my most wicked smile.

			“Only if you don’t mind handing over the rest of your coin.”

			My cards were garbage, but half the point of the game was to bluff, and I excelled at bluffing. Mal took one look at his cards and pushed the pile of coins across the table to me.

			“They’re all yours. I can’t play with a pair of twos.”

			I raked the money to my side of the table, grinning, and laid my cards on the table faceup. A seven and a two. Possibly the worst hand a person could be dealt in brag. Mal gaped at me for a full moment before a smile spread over his face.

			“I can’t decide if you’re the most foolish or the most brilliant woman I’ve ever met. Either way, I’m off. Quill? You coming?”

			Quill looked up from the ovstri he was flipping back and forth across his knuckles.

			“In a bit. I want to run a few more potential candidates by Vi.”

			Mal nodded and gathered the dishes from our supper onto the tray. I went to help him, but he shook his head, smiling. “I’ve got it. See you tomorrow, Vi.”

			As the door closed behind Mal, Quill stuck out his tongue at his brother’s back, rolled to his feet and began to pace.

			“We should invite more people than we need to be there. We’ve already got four—I think three more.”

			Quill tapped a finger against his lips, and for a moment, all of my thoughts were replaced with a bone-deep wish that I could, for a moment, know what it was like to kiss Quill. As if he could read my mind, he settled himself on the small settee next to me. His thigh brushed against mine, lighting me on fire and burning away my every thought.

			“There’s one who springs to mind. He’s got the money, and he’s expressed interest in similar hires before, but I don’t know if he’d be a good fit.”

			“Why not?” I tried to focus, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his long fingers, absently brushing my leg as they drummed against his knee. I so wished I had the courage to take his hand, lean into his touch.

			“For one, his wife is an amalgam.”

			I groaned. “There’s no such thing, and you know it.”

			“I’ve seen her. She’s like two people in the same body. She’s half redheaded, half blonde. Half freckled, half pale as porcelain. One eye is green, the other violet. I didn’t believe it myself until I saw her. You wouldn’t want to be in a household with an amalgam, would you?”

			I dropped my head back, resting against the couch, and stared at the ceiling.

			“I can’t go about my life afraid of something out of a bedtime story when I’m that same kind of horror myself.”

			“Vi…”

			Quill’s tone was frustrated, defeated, and I felt the muscles in his leg tense as he started to stand. I put up a hand to stop him without thinking, and he relaxed back onto the couch. I pressed my lips together, willing myself not to blush, and spoke, if only to cover the silence. “It’s the plain truth, and you know it. What’s the fellow’s name?”

			“Phineas Laroche.”

			I ran my hands through my curls casually and grinned at Quill, as though it was easy. As though I was thinking of anything but kissing him. “That’s quite a name.”

			Quill laughed. “He’s got an estate called Plumleen. They mostly grow kaffe, I think, but he has an eye for oddities, and he and his wife breed and train some of the best horses in Ilor.”

			“I’ve always wanted to learn to ride a horse.”

			“Then onto the list he goes.”

			Quill stayed in my room for another hour, teasing and laughing. When he finally left, I collapsed onto the floor and stared up at the ceiling, wishing for my sister and thinking of all the secret thoughts I’d pour into her ears if only I could.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			BO

			The only way Claes could be coerced into the carriage was if he were allowed to ride alone. Rather than upsetting him, I had another carriage made ready and spent a bumpy, uncomfortable day and a half making tense, uncomfortable conversation with my tutors and wishing that I could be reading my father’s journals instead. I wanted to dismiss them both, quite frankly, but I preferred to have known spies in my household than ferret out whomever Patrise sent to replace them. So I spent much of my time staring out of the carriage window while Birger snored and Thamina nattered on about the possibilities she saw for a potential match for me.

			When we arrived, I found a letter written on thick green paper waiting for me. It was from the solicitor, Gerlene, and I was fairly shocked at how quickly she’d managed to not only receive my letter, but respond. While procuring more information about the property in Ilor would take a considerable amount of time, she’d given me clear answers to many of the questions I’d had about the estates in Alskad, except one. The large sum paid to X.A.—G.O.A.T. was as much a mystery to the solicitor as it was to me. All she could tell me was that a woman came to collect the drott once a year, on the Solstice, and it was to be paid without question as long as she continued to appear.

			I’d ruled out the idea that it could be a pension, as the records of all the pensions we paid were kept alongside the salary ledger. But even though the amount was negligible in the grand scheme of things, I couldn’t shake the need to get to the bottom of the whole mess. The Solstice was fast approaching, so I wrote to Gerlene to inform her that I planned to be there when X.A. came for her money. This, at least, was a mystery I could solve.

			I didn’t know if I would ever learn who, if anyone, was responsible for my mother’s death, but the looming question of X.A. gave me somewhere to focus my attention. Something outside of my grief, outside of myself, that could occupy the dark, empty pit in my heart. If I kept myself occupied, perhaps the overwhelming weight of loss and responsibility that had slammed down on me since my mother’s death would disappear. I knew there would be freedom in this new, lonely future of mine, but I wasn’t yet ready to begin building a vision of how that future might look. This strange little mystery was a way for me to escape.

			Claes had drifted upstairs, into one of the guest suites, the moment we’d arrived and had refused to see me since. Rather than dwelling on the hurt that his stubbornness caused, I chose instead to dive into my father’s journals. My father had written almost religiously throughout my life, taking time every evening right after dinner to sequester himself in his library. Those journals had always seemed sacrosanct, but with the Queen’s words echoing in my head, those pages seemed as good a place as any to learn more about my family’s history. Thus far, the most interesting thing I’d learned was that my father had called my mother “Rellie,” which I could only imagine she had hated, and that the only time he called me by my given name in the pages of his journals was when I’d committed some sort of truly heinous childhood offense. On most of the pages he’d called me his darling monster, a nickname I’d long forgotten.

			After yet another trying supper with my tutors, I settled in with one of my father’s journals. I’d worked my way back to the time just after I was born, when my father was in his late thirties. It seemed as though his relationship with my mother became more and more tense as I traveled back in time. The closer I got to my birth and their wedding, the less my father seemed to like his wife, and the more arguments and scuffles he described, sometimes in excruciating detail.

			I’d read almost as much as I could stomach when I stumbled upon a passage that made my hair stand on end.

			Myrella’s spies brought something to her attention today that both astonishes and bewilders me. I’m not entirely sure if I believe them, but the evidence they present seems more than compelling. It would seem that there is some question as to the truth of my and my brother’s parentage. An old nurse has, on her deathbed, confessed to these spies of my wife’s that before Runa was crowned, she spent a great deal of time here at our estate with her elder sister, my mother, in the months before my brother and I were born. This nurse said that she was the only servant still living who’d been in attendance here at the time. The implication being, of course, that Runa is our mother, and for whatever reason—perhaps because she would have been what, sixteen, at the time?—decided to pass us off as belonging to her sister.

			I read the passage again, and then again, aghast. Did that mean that the Queen was my grandmother? Why would she have kept this a secret? And if this was true, why hadn’t she had more children?

			I scanned the rest of the journal, looking for more explanation, further exploration of what must have been the strangest discovery of my father’s life, but there wasn’t so much as another word. In his whole life, the only words he’d written about this enormous secret were in the short paragraph staring through the years at me from a midwinter day when I was still a babe.

			I wondered briefly if there were some way that I might bring this up with Runa, but quickly dismissed the possibility. If it were true, surely my father would have written more about it. Or would he? I’d no way of knowing, and no way of verifying what might well have been the bizarre fancies of a dying woman. Once again, I was left with more questions than answers—and an early appointment with the solicitor the next morning.

			I asked Gunnar to wake me at dawn.

			“I would like to go for a walk in the morning,” I said. “Set out the wool trousers, please. It’ll be chilly. I won’t take breakfast. Just kaffe, please.”

			“As you wish, sir. Though I wonder if you oughtn’t ask one of your tutors to accompany you. For propriety’s sake, I mean.”

			I answered his question with a glare. He nodded, turned off the lights and left, wishing me pleasant dreams.

			I lay in bed, tossing and turning for what felt like hours. I must have eventually drifted off, though, because when I woke to Gunnar’s rather violent shaking of my bed, my room was no longer bathed in darkness. I opened my eyes a crack, took one look at Gunnar and closed them again, despite the smell of strong kaffe filling the room.

			He cleared his throat. “You asked me to wake you at dawn, sir. You said you were going to take the air.”

			At that, my eyes flew open and I leapt from bed. I was dressed and out the door in less than a quarter hour, the solicitor’s address secreted in my pocket.

			* * *

			Just past dawn, the streets were busier than I expected. Nobles stumbled arm in arm, singing bawdy songs and swilling the dregs from fat-bottomed bottles of sparkling wine. They looked like wilting flowers in their wrinkled silks and bedraggled hats. Street sweeps followed them, collecting the shattered remains of the nobles’ merriment in dustbins. Paper girls ran from house to house, depositing newspapers on doorsteps.

			Having a secret errand of my own, I felt the most kinship with the filthy street urchins who darted from shadow to shadow, pockets bulging with stolen and dropped finery. I had hardly ever been up so early in my life—social events ran late into the night, and even as a child I’d slept late. This morning, though, I buzzed with nervous energy.

			Gerlene’s house at 42 Hawthorne was plain, much like the others on the street, distinguished only by its green door. I knocked and waited for an awkward minute, shifting from one foot to the other and glancing up and down the street before I knocked again. The door opened a crack, and a steel-haired, green-eyed woman glared out from below the chain.

			“Oh. It’s you,” she said. “You’re absurdly early.”

			She slammed the door closed in my face. Bewildered and blinking, I raised my fist to knock again. The door flew open, and the woman I assumed was Gerlene yanked me into the house. She exerted a surprising amount of force for someone so small. With strands of gray hair escaping her braid and wire-rimmed glasses perched on her wide nose, Gerlene resembled nothing so much as a disgruntled porcupine. The olive dressing gown and slippers she wore set off her russet-brown skin, and, looking around, I saw that the green was a decorative theme that carried through the house, perhaps to the extreme. The entryway was all done in green and dark wood; a Clifton table held a green glass vase filled with light green flowers, and the chandelier’s glass shades were in green, as well.

			“I apologize for waking you. When you said seven in your note, I assumed I ought to come a bit early, to be safe, and it did not take nearly as long to walk here as I thought it would. Should I pop out and scrounge up something to eat? Or some kaffe? Tea?” My nerves made me babble.

			Gerlene rubbed an ink-stained hand across her eyes and yawned. “More than an hour early?” She snorted at my blush. “No need for you to go out. I bought pastries last night and have tea in the kitchen. What if you make us a pot while I dress, and I’ll meet you in the office?”

			I pursed my lips and stared at the green floral carpet. “I’m sorry. I don’t…”

			The solicitor interrupted me with a sigh. “You’ve never brewed a cup of tea in your life, have you? Never mind. I’ll do it. You can make yourself comfortable in the office. It’s through there.” She pointed at an arched doorway that led into a sitting room, also decorated exclusively in green and dark wood.

			“I don’t mean to be a bother, but do you have any kaffe? I’ve only had the one cup this morning.”

			“I might have some in a cabinet somewhere.”

			“Thank you. I do appreciate it.”

			“Certainly. Now, you know how to light the lamps, don’t you?”

			Gerlene’s condescension put my teeth on edge, but I did my best to control my tone. I needed her on my side. “I’ll manage.”

			“Good boy. I’ll be down in a tick.” Without waiting for my reply, she trudged up the stairs, and I wandered into the office.

			After lighting the lamps, I ran my hand down the spines of the gilt-edged law tomes that lined the bookcases along the walls and peeked through the picture window behind an enormous mahogany desk. Gerlene’s garden was meticulously tended, though small.

			I took a seat on a small, spring-green sofa. Its silk upholstery matched the two armchairs planted in front of Gerlene’s desk and the one behind. My fingers drummed an anxious rhythm as I played through all the possible scenarios for the thousandth time. I’d imagined this moment—meeting X.A. and solving the puzzle—so many times that every disastrous possibility turned my skin a little greener. Before long, I was sure to match Gerlene’s decor.

			Some little time later, Gerlene bustled into the office carrying a tray, heavy with an assortment of plates, pastries, cups, pots and silverware. She slid it onto the table and adjusted her crisp mint trousers.

			“She should be here soon. She nearly always comes before eight, or so I’m told,” she said.

			“You haven’t met her?”

			“This is a task for a clerk, not a solicitor with clients like the crown prince. I’ve always given my most junior clerk the payment and had her spend the night on the sofa. Never had a problem. I take my tea with cream,” she added pointedly.

			I was on the verge of apologizing for my manners when there was a tentative knock at the front door. I jumped to my feet. Gerlene rose, as well.

			“I’ll get it.”

			She strode out of the room, and a moment later, soft voices murmured in the hallway. Gerlene entered first, a tall woman following close on her heels.

			“Let’s have it done, aye?” she rasped. Her accent was coarse and Northern, but bogged down by the lazy slur of the poorest section of the capital, the End. Her voice was harsh with years of tobacco smoke and cheap tafia, and her clothes were little more than rags—a shock given the sum she was about to receive. Her hair was tied back in a stained kerchief, but the few brassy curls that had escaped were laced with gray. Something in her face was so familiar to me, yet I couldn’t manage to place her.

			Gerlene retrieved a fat purse from a drawer in the desk and showed it to the woman before putting it back in the drawer. “Madame, if you don’t mind, I would like to present Lord Ambrose Oswin Trousillion Gyllen. He has some questions for you.”

			“Ambrose?” The woman turned to look at me, and when our eyes met, she flushed bright red. For a moment, our eyes—identical, large gray eyes—stayed locked on one another’s, and, without a word, she bolted for the door. She was gone before I had time to get my bearings.

			“It’s rather striking, isn’t it?” Gerlene asked. “It’s in the eyes, obviously, but your mannerisms are so similar.”

			I didn’t bother to answer. Instead, I dashed out of the room and down the hall. When I flung open the front door, I found Thamina on the stoop, her hand poised to knock.

			Her nose twitched in surprise, and she said, “Ah! Ambrose. What a coincidence.”

			Clearly it was not. Gunnar must have taken it upon himself to let the tutors know that I had decided to go for an early morning walk. I itched to push past her, to run after the woman whose eyes were so similar to mine, but I simply couldn’t give Thamina that kind of ammunition.

			“Come to see your solicitor, eh? And so early in the morning.” Suspicion filled her every word.

			Gerlene padded up behind me, her shoes muffled by the thick green rug. Thamina inclined her head politely. I craned my neck to peer over her shoulder, scanning the street for any sign of the fleeing woman, but she’d disappeared from view. Thamina would manage to ruin this.

			“You’re a patient woman to put up with our prince’s questions at this hour. If your business is concluded, Ambrose, allow me to escort you home.”

			Gerlene put a hand on my arm and gave it a warning squeeze before she nodded politely at my tutor. “You’re too kind, Thamina. As for the matter at hand, Ambrose, I’ve all the information required to follow up with the parties in question, and I’ll contact you when the budget is balanced. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. Your mother would be proud.”

			I looked at her helplessly. I had to go after X.A.—I had to know who she was, and what she was to me—but I couldn’t risk rousing Thamina’s suspicions. “Thank you, Gerlene. I’m grateful you were able to take the time to see me. I’ll be staying at my house in Esser Park. You have the address, I assume?”

			Gerlene nodded, so Thamina and I made our goodbyes and turned back toward Esser Park. We walked for several long minutes in silence before she said, her tone blithe, “It’s good to see you so engaged in your financial affairs, Ambrose. Up before dawn and in the solicitor’s office. Your mother would never have believed it.”

			I had to tread carefully. I wondered how Claes might handle this situation. He was such a brilliant manipulator—most of the time his marks hadn’t even realized they’d been had. “It was kind of you to come to collect me. I think it’s necessary for me to take more of an interest in my affairs, now that I’ve officially been named the heir. Though I do, of course, still appreciate your tutelage and the care you’ve taken with me. Your service is invaluable.”

			Thamina preened with my flattery. “That’s wise. Your mother often lamented your lack of interest in the succession. Perhaps, then, you are ready to return to your lessons?”

			The city was waking around us. Merchants with bags under their eyes swung open the doors of their shops. Carriage drivers in stripped-down livery fed their exhausted horses. Flower hawkers took up their street-corner posts and halfheartedly called their wares. Servants guzzled tea in preparation for another day run on borrowed sleep, while last night’s revelers lay safely tucked in their beds, blissfully unaware of the buzz of the waking city.

			“Soon,” I said. “I’ve been so focused on settling my mother’s estate that I’ve barely had time to grieve.” I paused and looked out into the park, willing tears into my eyes. “I think I need a bit of time to myself. You’re so compassionate—I’m sure you understand. It’s so hard with the servants and all of my social obligations…”

			“Well, if it would help…” Thamina straightened her cuffs.

			I bit the inside of my cheek, hoping my silence would push her to speak.

			“No, it wouldn’t do at all. Never mind,” she said.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“Birger and I had planned a visit with our parents, but in light of your recent losses, we decided we should stay close, in case you should need us.”

			Thamina might well want some time with her parents, but I would put good money on a visit to Patrise being much more likely.

			“You should see them. Gods know, I don’t want to keep you from your family.”

			“I wouldn’t want to abandon you. We would be gone for at least two days.”

			We ambled up to the house, where Gunnar waited in the entryway. With the tutors gone for two full days, I’d have enough time to find the woman with my eyes—and uncover the reason she’d run from me.

			“You should go. Take a week, if you like. Gunnar and Karyta will see that I’m taken care of, and you’ll be back in no time at all.”

			I stepped into the dim entryway. The curtains hadn’t yet been drawn back, and dust motes floated in the slats of light that came in through the gaps in the rich crimson fabric. The strange woman’s gray eyes still haunting me, I went up to my room and waited for word from Gerlene.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			VI

			The next evening, Quill and I sat in the two chairs on my little deck, watching the ocean and talking long after Mal retreated to his own cabin for the night. The ship’s bell rang, startling us out of our laughter at eleven—later than Quill’d ever stayed in my room before. He looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read, eyes narrowed and brow furrowed, but smiling.

			“What?” I asked. “Do I have basil in my teeth or something?”

			“No. I was just wondering…”

			My stomach knotted around itself. “What?”

			“Do you want to go for a swim?”

			“First you want me to keep out of the ocean, and now this?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “Make up your mind, sir.”

			Quill took my hand, laughing, and tugged me back inside. He led me barefoot through the quiet halls of the ship, our giggles caught behind lips clamped shut in giddy smiles. We twined our way through the ship until finally, Quill stopped. He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and, hushing me, unlocked the door.

			The smell hit me as soon as I walked onto the warm tile floor. Water. But not ocean water—it was cleaner, more controlled, like a bath, almost. I closed my eyes and breathed in the scent.

			“Pretty, isn’t it?” Quill asked.

			The room was cavernous, with high ceilings and columns that surrounded a wide pool. Every surface gleamed with white stone or metal. A few dimmed solar lights twinkled along the walls, but most of the light in the room glimmered up out of the water, casting wavelike shadows on the walls and ceiling. Cushioned deck chairs were arranged in pairs around the pool, and between them, tables were stacked with towers of thick towels. At the far end of the room, a bar dominated one wall, the bottles and glasses on the shelves behind it glittering like jewels.

			“It’s astonishing. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“The excess steam from the solar panel system is piped through the floors and around the pool, so the whole room stays comfortably warm,” Quill said. “There are bathing suits in the room over there. No one will notice if one goes missing. Meet you back here?”

			“Bathing suits?” I tried to keep the laughter out of my voice, but I couldn’t manage it.

			Quill blinked at me. “Did you not wear a suit when you dove for the temple?”

			I raised an eyebrow at him. “I might write a letter to Anchorite Lugine just to let her know that such a thing exists. I can’t wait to see what this suit of yours looks like.”

			Without waiting for a response, I skipped across the warm tile floor and into the changing room. Turned out, a bathing suit was more or less the same as my underthings, but cut from a thicker fabric. I found a drawer full of the things and rifled through until I found a pair that looked as though it would fit. I shucked out of my clothes and slipped into the striped top and bottoms. Untying the ribbon that held my braid, I shook loose my curls and left the changing room.

			Quill hadn’t yet emerged, but my whole body tingled at the idea of swimming. I shifted from one foot to the other at the edge of the pool, trying to be patient, but I couldn’t wait.

			I dove.

			The water was startlingly warm after years of the freezing Penby harbor. It wasn’t hot, not like a bath, but instead the perfect temperature. Just cool enough that I could have floated there happily for the rest of my life, and warm enough that I’d never start to shiver. I kicked down to the tiled bottom of the pool and turned happy somersaults there. It wasn’t deep—maybe twice as deep as I was tall—and when I looked up through the water, I was startled to see stars overhead.

			I floated back up to the surface and lay on my back, staring out through the glass roof of the pool and marveling at the vastness of the sky overhead. I’d never seen stars like that. Even high on the temple roof in Penby, the lights of the city drowned most of the stars. But here, in the middle of the Tethys, the sky was awash with pinpricks of distant, ancient light.

			“How’s the water?”

			Quill’s voice startled me, and I flipped my body beneath the surface, suddenly, inexplicably shy. Everyone I’d ever dived with back in Penby had seen me in a lot less than this bathing suit, and mine was a body like any other, after all. Quill stood at the edge of the pool, hands on the ladder, and dipped a toe into the water. His bathing suit, like mine, was nothing more than a pair of undershorts, and the sheer beauty of his strong, lean muscles and smooth brown skin made my heart seize in my chest. A smattering of tight curls of hair sprang up across his muscular chest, and I caught a glimpse of a tattoo on the underside of one of his arms.

			Hot blushes burned across my cheeks, and I forced myself to look away. “You can’t possibly be serious,” I said teasingly. “Just jump.”

			“Not a chance. A body shouldn’t take a shock like that.”

			He eased himself down the ladder, and the long, elegant fingers of one hand kissed the top of the water, making little ripples that reached out to me like invitations. I needed to get myself together—no good could come of indulging myself in this flirtation.

			“You say that to the girl who spent the past fifteen years of her life swimming in the Penby harbor half the year.”

			Quill grinned at me over his shoulder and lowered himself another inch into the water. I had to do something. Had to stop staring. I swam toward him at the shallow end of the pool, made scoops of my hands and directed the biggest splash I knew how to make at his unsuspecting back. The water rushed over his head, soaking his long, twining locks and tensed shoulders. Quill froze, and a moment later, he let go of the ladder and flopped backward into the pool, laughing.

			“I’m going to get you for that, imp.”

			“Try and catch me,” I said, ducking under the water.

			I swam to the other side of the pool. Not so slowly that it would feel like taunting, but slow enough that Quill could catch up. He was a strong swimmer, but it would take a lot of practice for someone to be able to keep up with me after my years in the water. When I surfaced, I saw Quill draw his hands back to splash me, so I somersaulted toward the deeper end of the pool.

			I wanted him to catch me. I wanted it with every bone in my body, and I was a Dzallie-damned fool for it. Quill made me feel like I could be myself. Without apologies. Without restraint. Just me.

			A hand closed around my ankle, but I slipped out of his grasp. When he wrapped his fingers gently around my wrist, though, I let him pull me to the surface. His eyes, like glimmering amber, were something other than playful as he laced his fingers through mine.

			I knew better. I knew it wasn’t right or fair for me to let the bubbling flirtation between us go any further. But when he pulled me through the water toward him, I let him. And when he brushed my long, dark hair over my shoulder, I met his eyes. And when his arms went around my waist, I let him pull me close. I’d never kissed anyone before. Never imagined what it would be like to kiss someone. I never thought I’d have the chance.

			So when his lips met mine, damp with pool water, I didn’t expect the electric need that ran through me like a bolt of lightning. I didn’t expect to wrap my arms around his neck and bring him closer. I didn’t expect the greed and the power and the flush of joy that threatened to drown me. He was gentle and acquiescent, like a slow-burning fire, to my overwhelming, hungry desire.

			I never wanted to stop kissing him. I didn’t think I could.

			He held me close as he kissed me. His arms slicked around me, steadying, as I pressed him into the cool tile side of the pool. He drew back for a moment, only to lay a line of kisses from my jaw to my collarbone.

			I wanted things from him that I couldn’t even name. When I pressed my lips to his again, he let go of restraint, whirled us around so it was my back against the tile wall and drew me deeper into the kiss. Filled with that unfamiliar, fiery need, I wrapped my legs around his waist and gave myself over to the burn.

			Later, we lay side by side on deck chairs, wrapped in towels, our pruned hands interlocked, staring up through the glass ceiling at the sky. While we’d hauled ourselves apart before our scant bathing suits had come off, our wild, exploratory hands had roamed across the landscapes of each other’s bodies.

			The two halves of the moon hung huge and silver overhead, washing the room to shades of gray. I thought about the whales, those sleek gray creatures cavorting in the waves, racing the enormous ship. They were so playful, so happy. Seeing those whales leaping from the water had delighted me, and I found myself wishing I was as carefree as they were, flipping through the dark jewel of the ocean without a second thought for the monsters that lurked below.

			I would miss the ocean. More than anything from Alskad, I would miss the ocean when I made it to Ilor and sealed my terrible fate. But even more than the ocean, I would miss this feeling. I was so glad for this night—for the one, precious memory Quill had given me. I’d finally had one normal moment in a lifetime of standing out.

			“Will you miss the sea?” I asked.

			Quill turned to me. “I’ve never felt entirely comfortable on the water. Swimming’s a different thing than living on a ship. The fact that a ship made of iron can float—and not just float, but speed—across the sea feels like impossible magic. It doesn’t matter how much I understand the science of it, I can never quite forget the weight of the ship and the fact that there’s a whole, vast world filled with ferocious beasts we haven’t even begun to imagine beneath us. It could swallow us at any moment.”

			“You’re scared!” I teased, punching him lightly in the arm.

			He gave me a wry smile. “I’m smart enough to know I belong on land, is all. What about you? Will you miss it? You likely won’t end up close to the ocean. Most of the wealthy folk live farther inland, close to the mountains.”

			“Yes,” I said simply. “I haven’t ever been away from the water. I’ll miss the challenge of diving and the way it sounds beneath the waves—but I won’t miss numb fingers or jellyfish stings. I already miss the seals, though.”

			“The seals?” Quill asked.

			I smiled. “They’re almost like puppies. The ones in the harbor grew up with us divers, and they’d get in the water and play with us while we dove.”

			Somewhere, far across the ship, the bell tolled three o’clock in the morning. I bit my lip, not wanting the night to end. I knew I could count my future with Quill in hours, minutes. Like this perfect night, he and I would be over far too soon.

			I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the deck chair. “We should get back. What if Mal’s gone looking for you?”

			Quill sat up slowly and pulled me across the gap between us and into his lap. “We should. But first…”

			He kissed me again, and this time, he was the lightning, and I was the fire, and together, we burned.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			BO

			Thamina and Birger left later that morning, due in large part to Gunnar’s and Karyta’s assurances that they would keep an eye on me. I heartily protested the necessity of such a measure, wondering the whole time if either of them had been bought, as well. If they had, it was likely that Karyta’s brother had been, too, and then I’d have to hire a new cook for fear of poisoning. I didn’t like to think of them in such a distasteful light, but Claes’s warning echoed in my head. I had to be more vigilant. More aware.

			A note arrived not an hour after they left.

			Dear Lord Ambrose,

			I’ve made several discoveries regarding the X.A. account we discussed earlier. However, I need you to verify some facts before I move forward. The necessary documents should be stored in your father’s study and labeled X.A. or G.O.A.T. Under no circumstances should they be given to a messenger, as they are the sole copies and cannot be lost. If you are able, please join me tomorrow at The Turnspit Dog, a tavern on West Riverton Road, between eight and ten in the evening. Dress plainly. You must go unrecognized. I am,

			Your most humble servant,

			Gerlene Vermatch

			While Gunnar took most of the afternoon to finish a long list of errands I’d concocted, I searched the study for a file labeled X.A. or G.O.A.T. and came up empty-handed. I spent ages tearing through my father’s desk drawers, to no avail, until I remembered that he’d had a safe built into the floor beneath his desk at our country estate. I lifted the rug and, sure enough, there was a safe, its face covered in dust.

			Luckily, the combination was the same as the other safe at our country house, and it only took me two tries to get it open—my hands were shaking too much on the first attempt. Inside, I found the file Gerlene needed, along with a small sack of gold drotts. I so rarely had need for coin, as every merchant in the city simply put my purchases on credit and billed the household later. Still, I might at some point want the anonymity of physical money, so I tucked the coins into my pocket and the file under my arm.

			Back in my room, I locked the door and settled myself onto the floor by my large, curtained bed. The papers inside the file were neatly organized into three sections, each sealed with wax and tied with a ribbon. Before I could begin to read, however, Gunnar knocked and announced dinner. Quick as I could, I slid the file and the money into a bag and tucked it away beneath my bed.

			I desperately wanted to know the contents of the documents, but I also felt the burning need to be near Claes with what little time he had left. So after dinner, I pulled the file from its hiding place and slipped down the hallway and into Claes’s room. He was asleep, the curtains drawn and his bed piled with blankets. He looked so gaunt. So pale. He was still refusing to come to meals and now would not even take broth or tea. I knew that he was ready for death, and I was glad for the fact that his door wasn’t locked, glad to spend this little time near him.

			I pulled an armchair up to his bed, opened the file and began to read.

			* * *

			Some time later, I rested my head against the back of the armchair, my mind reeling and my heart racing, like I was on the verge of a swoon.

			“Bo?” Claes’s voice was hardly more than a whisper. “You look as though the Shriven are knocking down your door.”

			I reached over and took his hand in mine.

			Claes shook his head and wheezed, “Tell me what’s the matter.”

			Everything that could have been, every lie I’d ever been told, every horrible moment since my father’s death flooded through my shattered, splintering heart—and all I wanted was to have someone else share the burden of what I’d just read.

			If it had been a month earlier, I would’ve put him off, knotted these secrets up inside me and lived with the uncertain ache of questions I could never ask. But between Claes’s gaunt face and his every rattling breath, I didn’t think he could possibly live much longer. And when he was gone… Well. I couldn’t bear to think of it. In a rush, I told Claes all about X.A., about the things I’d learned in my father’s journals and files. And while I couldn’t yet manage to voice my suspicions, I gave him all the pieces I’d put together myself, the facts that could only lead to one possible conclusion.

			When I finished, Claes brought my hand to his dry, cracked lips and said, “The gods work in mysterious ways.”

			I sucked in a breath. “How can you be so apathetic? Not two weeks ago, you said that you’d spent your whole life working to get me onto the throne. I’ve spent my whole life training for something that—” I choked on the words.

			“You cannot know the will of the gods, Bo,” Claes said with a sigh.

			The wire-taut anxiety that’d threatened to drown me flashed into anger, and it was all I could do to keep myself from punching through the damned bed frame. “When did you turn into such a flaming devotee?”

			“I’ll be meeting the gods soon, my love,” he whispered. “I should not want to offend them. You should consider it, you know—finding your way back to the temple. We’ve been too lax in our worship.”

			A moment later, his eyes fluttered shut and his breathing slowed. I left him there, furious at him, yet even angrier with myself for the rage I felt toward him, whom I had loved so well. I found myself unable to face the possibilities I’d laid before Claes, and in some ways, much as it made me loathe myself, it was easier to be mad at him than to sort through my own mess of a life.

			* * *

			With the next day came an endless stream of visitors, and I found myself unable to tear my eyes away from the mantel clock as the day wore on. Whenever I managed to get away to check on Claes, he was asleep, and by the time I managed to extract myself from the last of my distant relations, it was well after seven in the evening.

			I didn’t know the tavern Gerlene had named, The Turnspit Dog, but West Riverton Road was halfway across the city in Oak Grove. I’d never been there—the families in my social circle had moved closer to the fashionable parks long ago—but if I hailed a driver, I could be across the city in less than half an hour.

			When the clock struck quarter to nine, I returned to my room, where I stuffed Gerlene’s note into a bag with the files and money I’d found in my father’s safe and hoisted it all onto my shoulder. I hadn’t thought through how I would leave without alerting Gunnar or Karyta. They certainly wouldn’t allow me to go out unescorted at night, so I would have to sneak out. There was sure to be a servant posted by the front door, so that was an impossibility. I couldn’t go out the window; my room was on the fourth floor.

			I’d never been properly grateful for the freedom and solitude of my life in the countryside. In the city, with the endless duties at court, the social calls and the propriety required of my position as the crown prince, I was hardly ever alone. Taking a deep breath and hoping for the best, I crammed an old knit cap I’d found in the basket of servants’ winter things into my pocket, opened the door a crack and peered into the hallway.

			“Anything you need, sir?” Gunnar’s deep voice was slurred with sleep. He’d been slouched in the wing-back chair in the alcove outside my room, but leapt to his feet when he saw me.

			I clenched my teeth. With a watchdog like Gunnar, I’d never get out of the house in time. “Nothing, Gunnar. You can go to bed,” I said.

			“I don’t mind, sir. I’ll stay out here in case you need anything.”

			“I’m fine, really. Just looking for a book to lull me to sleep.” I gave him what I hoped was a disarming smile. “Why not get some rest? I’ll be asleep soon. Early morning and all. I’m exhausted. Please, go to bed.”

			Gunnar gave me a skeptical look, but bowed and said, “Thank you, sir. Sleep well.”

			After Gunnar disappeared into the servants’ stairwell, I closed my bedroom door and watched five minutes tick slowly by on the clock on my mantel. I put my ear to the door and listened. Silence. I called Gunnar’s name softly, and then again, a little louder. When no response came, I eased my door open again and crept into the dimly lit hallway.

			The fourth floor was quiet. I snuck down the stairs, sticking close to the walls, where dark alcoves and potted plants might hide me should the need arise. I paused on the second-floor landing, peering down over the railing. As I’d expected, one of the servants was waiting by the front door, in case of a summons from the palace or some sort of emergency. The house’s main staircase had been designed to descend dramatically into the front hall, so I couldn’t go that way without being seen.

			The grandmother clock in the hallway chimed nine o’clock. That only gave me an hour to get out and across town. I took a deep breath and scurried to the servants’ stairs. I prayed to my chosen god, Gadrian the Firebound, that no one would be on them and eased the door open. I glanced up and down. Empty, thank the gods. I sprinted down the stairs two at a time, slid through the door at the bottom and dashed across the hall into the sitting room.

			Fortunately, the room stood empty; the ashes were cold in the hearth. I eased a window sash up and froze, hearing a carriage rattle to a stop in front of the house. Voices and laughter rang merrily out. I strained and thought I heard Birger’s distinctive cackle, but dismissed the idea. He and Thamina were half a day’s ride away, and I had to move fast if I wanted to catch Gerlene.

			I dropped the rucksack to the ground—a good five feet below the window—and swung myself over, as well. I nearly lost my footing as I landed. There was no time to struggle with getting the window closed, so I grabbed the rucksack and bolted down the narrow alley between my house and the next. I slowed to a walk when I reached the next block of houses and pulled the hat, which smelled rather strongly of sweat and unwashed hair, down low over my brow.

			Three hansom cabs passed me before one stopped, and I had nearly given up hope of making it to my meeting. The driver, a broad woman with thick braids to her waist, said, “Where to, sir?” in the thick, clipped accent of the lower-class city dwellers.

			“Do you know The Turnspit Dog? In Oak Grove?” I asked.

			“And what’s a gentleman like you going to a seedy place like that for, eh?” She twisted in her seat to get a good look at me.

			“I’ll give you a drott if you get me there before ten and don’t ask me any more questions,” I offered, showing her the coin.

			Her eyes widened, and she turned back to her horses. “Just as you say, sir,” she said cheerfully. I climbed inside, and she urged her team into a bone-rattling trot.

			* * *

			The Turnspit Dog occupied all three floors of a decrepit house that had likely been beautiful in its time. I tucked my cuff bracelet into my sleeve before entering. A symbol like that, and gold, too, would be noticed in a place like this.

			The air inside was thick with tobacco smoke and the sour stench of stale beer and unwashed bodies. The booths and tattered couches on the first floor were unoccupied but for one enormous, bearded man. He stood when I entered, then sat again with a sneer on seeing me. I’d never felt so small in all my life and was sorely tempted to race back outside, flag down another cab and disappear back into my safe, cushioned world. Instead, I glanced around the dingy room, steeling myself.

			A stout, smiling woman who was dwarfed by the mammoth wooden bar she stood behind asked, “Get you a drink, love?”

			“Err, I’m, ah…” I cleared my throat. “I’m meeting someone, but I don’t see her.”

			The bearded man snorted.

			“Most everyone’s upstairs,” the barkeep said.

			I nodded my thanks and headed for the stairs at the back of the dark room.

			“Not those, love,” she called after me. “Take the front stairs.”

			I did as I was told, feeling absurdly out of place. When I reached the second floor, I saw the reason for her suggestion. The other staircase led directly onto a dance floor, where several couples swayed to the sad whine of a lone fiola. There was a second bar on this floor, and several bedraggled characters hunched over their drinks, engaged in quiet conversation. It seemed clear to me that there had been some kind of mistake, some misunderstanding. For surely Gerlene—proper, business-minded, respectable Gerlene—wouldn’t in a thousand lifetimes bring me to an establishment so thoroughly caked in disreputability. Just to be sure, I decided to climb the next set of stairs and make a hasty pass through the third floor before heading back to Esser Park.

			I found Gerlene in a dim alcove beside the staircase. The third story of the building was essentially a balcony that looked down on the dance floor below. Mismatched tables snuggled up to the railing, and booths occupied the dim, stoop-ceilinged alcoves that ringed what must have originally been the building’s attic. Gerlene, having naturally chosen the only green table in the room, had a pile of papers and the dregs of something dark and thick in a mug in front of her.

			“Ah, good,” she said. “I didn’t think you were going to make it. Do sit down. Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

			I slid into the booth and stowed my rucksack beneath the table. Eyeing the overflowing ashtrays and smudged glasses that littered many of the tables, I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

			Gerlene chuckled as she rose. “Don’t look so worried. The kitchen’s clean enough, and Mistress Vick brews the stout herself. You’ll have a draft and a couple of pasties. A boy your age wants regular feeding. I’ll find Ed and let him know.”

			She disappeared down the stairs in a flutter of olive serge, and I looked around nervously, fiddling with the buttons on my coat. Most of the alcove booths were occupied by hard-looking men and women. They leaned their heads together and spoke in low voices. The majority of their garments appeared well-made, if worn, and every person I saw wore a knife or pistol on their belt. The sight of so many armed persons actively seeking dark corners only increased my anxiety, and the sidelong glances they directed my way had me shaking by the time Gerlene reappeared with another woman beside her. I nearly jumped when I realized it was Queen Runa, dressed in drab trousers and a veritable collection of sweaters, her hair sloppily braided and dark circles beneath her eyes. She set a pitcher of dark brew on the table, along with three smudged stout glasses, and slid into the booth beside Gerlene, smiling fondly at the solicitor.

			“What…?” I spluttered, but Gerlene interrupted me.

			“Did you find the file?” she asked.

			“File? Oh! Yes. Here. I, uh, I have it here.” I pulled the documents out of the bag and handed them across the table. Gerlene took them and pointedly looked from me to the pitcher and back again, but I couldn’t stop staring at the Queen. She stuck her hand across the table, offering it to me. I took it, my own hands shaking badly, and noticed that her fingernails were dirty. I’d never seen her anything less than perfectly put together. The sight was deeply unsettling.

			“Is it safe for you to be here?” I asked, my voice a whisper.

			“Try not to cause a scene,” Runa hissed. “I’ve three of my most loyal guards here, but if these folks get wind of something untoward, we’ll be in a bit of trouble.” She grinned at me. “It’s good to get out around the people every once in a while. Gives me a sense of what’s really going on in the empire.”

			Gerlene nodded to her. “We’ve business to attend to, youngling, and quick-like. Can’t afford to let all our hard work be bungled because you don’t know how to handle yourself.” She slid the papers to Runa, who leafed through them, nodding.

			“I made it here with no trouble, didn’t I?” My statement was made somewhat less convincing by my wavering voice. Belatedly, I realized that Gerlene still expected me to pour the stout. I hastily slopped the dark brew into one of the stout glasses, filling half of it with foam that oozed over the top. Gerlene put out a hand to stop me pouring again.

			“That’ll be yours.” She took the pitcher and deftly poured a glass for the Queen and one for herself. “I suppose it stands that a man in your position needn’t know how to pour for himself.” She took a sip and sighed in irritation. “You should’ve dressed more plainly.”

			I looked down. I’d worn my oldest trousers and a plain shirt with far less embellishment than fashion dictated. Granted, my burgundy waistcoat was rather loudly embroidered with turquoise toads, but the jacket I wore covered most of the bold colors and I hadn’t brought a fur, thinking all of mine would be too ostentatious. “Can we please get to the point? I don’t see what my clothes have to do with anything.”

			Runa shot me an exasperated look. “Aside from the fact that you’re quite young, quite pretty and dressed like the noble you are, you blush every time anyone so much as looks at you. You’re hard to miss, and you’ll be harder to forget. Have your tutors taught you nothing?”

			I started to ask what the hell kind of lessons she thought I’d been given, but Gerlene put her hand up to stop me as the scent of spiced meat wafted over my shoulder. A scruffy man in his middle years, long hair pulled into a tail, set a plate of steaming pasties on the table.

			“That be all for you, Miz Gee?” he asked in a thick city accent.

			“Yes, thank you, Ed,” Gerlene said, and added as an afterthought, “Ed, this is our great-nephew, Tiffin. He’s a footman for one of the noble families down by the parks. He’s been kind enough to spend his precious night off with his old aunties while his brother tends to their employer’s needs. Tiffin, say hello to Ed.”

			The man cracked a gap-toothed smile at me and wiped his hand on the pristine apron tied around his scrawny hips before offering it to me. “Pleased to meet you, son,” he said. “Your aunties are some of our favorite customers. Been coming in together as long as I’ve worked here, these two lovebirds.”

			I forced my jaw to stay closed as I wondered why, in the names of all the gods, the Queen of the Alskad Empire was known in a place as seedy as this—and why Ed implied she was Gerlene’s lover—but now was not the time for such questions. I shook his hand, trying not to grimace at the clammy sweat clinging to his palms. “The pleasure’s mine, sir.”

			“Ooh, look at the fancy manners on this one.” He winked at Runa. “If y’all will excuse me, I best be getting back to the kitchen afore sissy skins me alive.”

			Ed nodded to us and ambled back toward the stairs. Gerlene pushed the plate to me, took the papers I’d brought from Runa and riffled through them, reading quickly in the low light and muttering to herself.

			“It’s all in order. These papers back the woman’s story.”

			“What’s her story?” I asked. “You’re my family’s solicitor. Shouldn’t you know everything about my estates?”

			Runa gave me a sharp look over the rim of her stout glass. “Manners, child.”

			I blushed, but neither of them seemed to notice.

			Gerlene gestured at the papers. “This was all done in my mother’s time. She died ten years ago now. Before that, I had my own practice. She wouldn’t have kept notes about something like this.”

			“Like what?” I asked. I didn’t want to believe what I’d read. What I’d told Claes. I was desperately hoping for another explanation.

			“First, let me ask you two things. Do you have any birth marks?”

			I nodded hesitantly. “A port wine stain on my thigh. Why?”

			Gerlene ignored my question. “Did you ever hear your parents talking about someone called Ina?”

			I racked my brain, but I couldn’t remember hearing that name. All I could see was the woman who’d run from Gerlene’s house, her gray eyes so like mine.

			Bile rose in my throat. I didn’t want it to be true. I’d prayed to all the gods, not just Gadrian, that it wasn’t true. “Who was that woman, Gerlene?”

			“Best have another drink, child. We asked you to come here rather than meeting you somewhere more respectable, because what we have to tell you shouldn’t be overheard.”

			I did as she suggested, taking a hurried sip of my stout.

			The Queen leaned in close and whispered, “She’s your mother.”

			I swallowed hard and stared at Gerlene and Runa, horrified. “My mother is dead.”

			Gerlene looked at Runa, and at her nod, said, “I had an assistant posted at the corner in case she ran. He tracked her to a slum house in the End. When I went to see her, she told me a wild story that I had a deal of trouble believing, but your birthmark and Ru—erhm—these contracts confirm the claims the woman made.

			“She said Myrella, your father’s wife, had trouble falling pregnant, and when she did, she often lost the babes. The woman, her name is Xandrina—Ina—was a servant in your family’s household. She and your father had an affair, and she learned she was carrying around the same time as Myrella. Ina was bundled off to Penby to avoid a scandal. It would have all been over then, but this time, Myrella carried the babe to term. He was singleborn, a boy they called Ambrose.”

			“Me,” I said. My heart rose in my throat, and suddenly I realized the meaning of the acronym in the records I’d found—G.O.A.T. Those were my initials, scrambled. Ambrose had been my mother’s choice. Oswin for my father, and my family names, Trousillion and Gyllen. Trousillion had been my father’s last name before he’d married my mother and taken hers.

			The pieces began to fall into a startling, horrifyingly clear picture.

			Runa touched my cheek. “No, dear, not you. The birth was hard on Myrella, and she was very sick for a long time afterward. The doctor said she’d never have another child, so when her babe took ill, she was inconsolable. I suppose it occurred to Oswin that Ina’s babes were the same age, and he came to the city asking after them. One was a girl, Obedience, and the other was a boy, Prudence. Oswin offered Ina a great deal of money and a yearly stipend to switch her healthy babe for Myrella’s sickly one.” Seeing the shocked look on my face, she added, “She was young and had few skills. It’s a pitiful story, but she said she saw a better life for one of her babes.”

			“So…that woman. She’s my real mother?” Cold spread from my gut to the tips of my fingers and toes. My father had loved nothing in the world so much as he’d loved my mother—except perhaps me. To know that he had been unfaithful, like so many other members of the court, shattered my memory of him. I’d always wanted to be like him, above the immoral indulgences of the nobles. I’d always imagined he was better than the rest of them.

			“Ina gave birth to you,” Runa said grudgingly. “But Myrella raised you. By my reckoning, Myrella’s as much your mother as Ina, if not more.”

			Her words, their meaning, slammed home. “And I’m not singleborn?” I twisted the gold cuff at my wrist. I’d always known I didn’t deserve its weight. I shouldn’t have taken those vows. My chin trembled, and I fought back tears.

			Gerlene poured more stout into my glass, refusing to meet my eyes. Runa, however, met my gaze, her warm brown eyes steady and unconcerned.

			“No. You aren’t. Though these documents are ironclad—we made sure of it. Gerlene’s mother knew what she was about.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“One is a secrecy agreement,” Gerlene explained. “Ina is bound to tell no one about the circumstances of your birth, other than yourself or your legal representative—me. The other names you sole heir to your parents’ estates. But the third is the most brilliant—a contract, signed by Runa and your parents, that names you Runa’s chosen heir. It is irrevocable. You’re the first twin in the history of the Alskad Empire to be the heir to the Trousillion throne.” She paused, her eyes gleaming. “This could change everything.”

			The reality of what Runa and my parents had done bloomed like deadly jellyfish up from the treacherous depths of the ocean. “I have a twin?” I asked tentatively, wanting more confirmation. Gerlene and Runa nodded. “I’m heir to the Alskad throne and I have a twin? Hamil’s watery damnation. A sister? Where is she? Who is she?” I stared at Runa, aghast. If she was my father’s mother—if she was my grandmother, as I was nearly positive she was—then this cruelty was far, far worse. She’d taken away my other half. My balance. My conscience. “How could you?”

			Runa’s weariness disappeared, and she fixed me with a glare that held all the power and might of her years on the throne. “You do have a sister. Her name is Obedience, though she goes by Vi. When Myrella’s babe died, we asked Ina to give her to be raised by the temple. It seemed to me that it would be a bit easier for Ina to let go if she lost both of you, and I have some friends among the anchorites who have kept me apprised of Vi’s progress. We thought that if Ina could start over, could live without the burden of raising one of the diminished, her life would be more or less normal. It isn’t easy to live with one of the diminished, much less raise one.”

			My heart thudded. It was as though everything in my life had been explained by one simple fact. I had a sister, a twin. No wonder I had always felt so alone. I ached with the knowledge that she must have spent her whole life knowing that she didn’t belong and waiting for the grief to take her. My feelings of not belonging and estrangement were at least couched in wealth and love and a lie that would put me on the throne. Her childhood couldn’t have been so easy.

			I closed my eyes and imagined what my sister’s life must have been to this point. Horror and disgust sweeping over me in turns. “But Ina knew she wasn’t one of the diminished.”

			Gerlene took up the thread of the conversation. “She appeared to be, and with the stigma that entails, it was more than Ina could’ve handled on her own. I hate to say this, but Ina isn’t a good woman. She’s greedy, mean, a drunk. You’re both better off without her.”

			“But, Ru…” I stopped myself. “But I can’t be King if I’m a twin. It isn’t right. I’m not fit to rule.”

			Runa rolled her neck and sighed deeply. “I’ve been the Queen of this empire for more than thirty years, and I can tell you with a great deal of certainty that my not having a twin does not make me any better than you are. It has broken my heart every day to keep you and Vi apart, and I’d never planned to keep up the ruse forever. So when your mother died, I thought it best you knew now rather than later. You needed to know all the ways you were vulnerable, so that you can protect yourself as we continue grooming you for the throne.”

			I couldn’t fathom it. Everyone around me had spent every day of my life preparing me for a position that our religion—that simple common sense—dictated I should not hold. “Why not Patrise? Why not Lisette? Why not one of the actual singleborn?” I demanded.

			In a dangerous voice, too low for anyone but Gerlene and me to hear, Runa said, “You are the most direct heir to the throne. Trousillion blood runs in your veins, and I will not sit by and watch one of those pompous, lazy nitwits ruin my empire. I know better than anyone what it takes to lead this nation, and I chose you. You will sit on the Alskad throne.”

			My heart raced. This knowledge, that the Queen had chosen me for her heir, even though I was a twin, even though everything dictated that it was a role I should not hold—it bolstered me. She, at least, believed I would make a good king. And she was the only person who could say so, really. “Then why not tell me the truth?”

			“And risk you telling someone? If the Suzerain find out who she is, they’ll use her to control you. They’ve been looking for a way to take more power than they’ve already managed to steal from the throne, and I refuse to let those graspingly devout charlatans take any more control of this empire. You’ve not said anything to anyone, have you?”

			I paled, thinking of Claes. Runa, her eyes sharp as a hawk’s, must’ve caught my expression. She ran a hand through her hair, and a moment later a filthy, dangerous-looking woman sidled up to the table.

			“Your contact in the Shriven. How quickly can you get information from her?” Runa asked.

			“Before night’s end, I expect,” the woman said in a harsh voice.

			“I need to know if the Suzerain have called a meeting of the Anchorite’s Council in the past day. If they have, I need to know everything you can learn about that meeting. Also, find out if there’s an Obedience Abernathy—Vi—on their list.”

			The woman nodded, and a moment later she was gone. Runa drummed her fingers on the table. “Who was it? Who did you tell?”

			I swallowed. “My cousin, Claes. But he’s dying. And he loves me. He’d never…” A pit opened up in my stomach, and my hands grew cold. I didn’t know anymore. I didn’t know anything. “Where is she? Where’s my…” I choked, unable to say the word, that single, beautiful word. “Where’s Vi?”

			Gerlene coughed. “She’s in Ilor. She was sent to do labor for the temple there as punishment for stealing. I’d planned to use back channels to see that she was released from her sentence as soon as possible. She could, at the very least, live comfortably in relative safety there with a share of your father’s wealth, so long as no one knows of her connection to you.”

			Runa took a deep breath through clenched jaws. “We’ll have to wait,” she said. Rage and betrayal coursed through my veins like fire and ice, burning in equal measure. Seeing the expression on my face, Runa added, “I’d planned to reunite you eventually, Bo. We could have manipulated the laws, tempered the influence of the Suzerain. Their power comes from the people’s terror of the diminished and the odd mix of fear and safety the Shriven bestow upon them. That, and their belief that only the singleborn can sit on the throne. Let’s hope your Claes has kept his mouth shut.”

			We waited in tense silence, the pasties on the table growing cold. Our eyes burned from the smoke in the air for what may’ve been minutes or hours. I’d not thought to bring a timepiece, and in the dismal, endless anticipation, time seemed not to exist. The lateness of the hour, it seemed, had no effect whatsoever on the number of patrons occupying the filthy tables of The Turnspit Dog, for each rough character that left was replaced by someone dirtier and meaner-looking.

			Eventually, after what seemed to be forever, the woman reappeared and whispered in Runa’s ear. The Queen braced her fingers against her temples and let out a long sigh.

			“According to Tove’s source, the temple received a letter this afternoon. Soon after, the Anchorite’s Council was summoned by the Suzerain for a meeting. Not even their secretaries or attendants were allowed into the chamber, and they’ve been sequestered ever since. Tove’s source says the letter came from Claes.” My heart sank as Runa continued. “So it looks as though your cousin could not be trusted after all. It will take some great effort for them to find the connection between you and Ina and Vi, but I have no doubt that they’ll learn the truth eventually. You’ll have to be extraordinarily careful.”

			“And Vi?” I asked desperately. “Do they know about Vi?”

			Runa shook her head. “Her name isn’t on the Shriven’s list. Not yet.”

			“It’s only a matter of time,” Gerlene said. “I should leave immediately. Perhaps, with some luck, I can get her out of the temple in Ilor before they discover the rest of the story.”

			Runa nodded. “Get on the next ship. Do you have sufficient liquid capital to keep yourself from being traced?”

			“I’ll go,” I blurted. “Let me go.”

			Gerlene looked at me aghast, but I saw a spark in Runa’s eyes. As we’d waited, I’d considered my future. I’d thought about the heavy weight of knowing that my sister, my twin, was somewhere else. I’d thought about going the rest of my life without meeting the girl who’d been with me in my mother’s womb. And I’d wondered if I could live with the guilt, the fear of being found out—and the aching loneliness that’d haunted me every day of my life.

			“She’s my sister,” I said pleadingly. “I can’t go my whole life without knowing her. Let me go. You said yourself I can’t go home. Tell the world that I’ve sequestered myself in Denor or on your northern estates. Tell them that I’m grieving.”

			“And what of your tutors?” the Queen asked, eyebrow raised.

			“They’re on Patrise’s payroll and at their parents’ house outside the city. Have them arrested, tell them they’ve been dismissed. Hell, give them a minor title and a bit of land. That’ll shut Thamina up in a hurry.”

			“You cannot mean to let him travel to Ilor on his own,” Gerlene hissed at Runa.

			The Queen gave her a look that would turn a shark into a quivering, fearful mass of gelatin.

			“I’ll go whether you give me permission or not,” I said, reckless bravery going to my head.

			“You are a particular kind of foolish if you think that’s true, but be that as it may, I think you’re right,” Runa said. “You should go. See what kind of girl your sister has become. Find a safe place to settle her in Ilor until I think of what we will do with her.” She turned to Gerlene. “See that he’s given passage on a ship and has access to adequate funds once he reaches Ilor. Your mother—” She stopped herself. “Myrella bought land in the colonies. Perhaps that can serve as a refuge.”

			She leveled one last hard gaze at me. “There will be little we can do to help you once you arrive in Ilor. See that you make it back in one piece.”

		

	
		
			PART THREE

			“There is joy that can be found in ignorance, but true bliss, true freedom may only be found in the profound knowledge of self. In the peace of total self-awareness, fear fades into nothingness. It is in this fearlessness that true power may be found.”

			—from the Book of Magritte, the Educator

			“In the wash of the ocean and the caress of the rain, you will find my strength. In the rivers and lakes and springs—therein lives my forgiveness. Each time you bathe your face, each drink you take, let it cleanse you of anger, fear and regret. With my water, start each day anew.”

			—from the Book of Hamil, the Seabound

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			VI

			Nothing I’d read could have prepared me for the reality of Ilor. The air was thick and damp, like breathing through a wet cloth. And the heat! The heat flat took my breath away. Somehow, in that moist oven of a land, plants grew with a fervor I’d never seen at home. They sprouted from the ground with enormous, wild enthusiasm. Flowers, like ladies in bright silks, sprang up from every patch of dirt and hung from every branch.

			I did my best to distract myself from the overwhelming anxiety blossoming in my gut by spending every waking second out of doors. I studied the outrageous birds that mimicked folks’ voices and giggled at the antics of the small, funny monkeys with long fingers and furry yellow cheeks. Mal said that great big cousins of the mischievous fellows lived in the mountains, and I longed to see them. Sloth bears lived in the mountain hollows, too, smaller than the great gray bears that terrorized the northernmost parts of Alskad—gentler, too. There were dozens of creatures here that I’d only read about, and even with the breakneck speed of Alskad’s colonization, much of Ilor was still unsettled wilderness.

			The Whippleston house was in the center of Williford, the largest of the port towns. There were three rambling floors, all rung round with covered porches. A huge walled garden surrounded the home, complete with a springhouse and burbling fountains. They set me up in a fine, wood-paneled room with a delicate net draped over the bed. A fan spun lazily on the ceiling, and its winding cord only needed to be yanked every half hour or so. Wide, slatted windows let in the jungle breeze, and the room opened onto the third-story porch. From there, I looked out over the town’s roofs to the shining promise of the harbor.

			Mal found the record of Sawny’s and Lily’s contracts before I’d even unpacked. They’d gone to Phineas Laroche, the man with the amalgam wife. Never in my life had a piece of luck felt more like fate. As the days passed, and I grew increasingly anxious about who might purchase my contract, Mal tried to tempt me with flowers and fruits I’d never seen before. He told jokes and read to me from novels set in Ilor, but none of his distractions could stop me from worrying. I’d hung all of my hopes on the slim possibility of being reunited with Sawny and Lily, but I didn’t even know if they’d be happy to see me when I arrived. I couldn’t manage to think of anything except the uncertainty of my future, and the dreamy reminders of the kisses I’d shared with Quill.

			I hardly saw Quill at all during the day; he and his uncle, Captain Hamlin, were kept busy negotiating contracts for the other workers who’d come over from Alskad, making preparations for their new business office in Williford and arranging interviews for me. But every night, long after darkness fell and the chorus of cicadas started outside my windows, Quill tapped softly on my door. He sat on my bed and told me everything he knew about Phineas Laroche and his amalgam wife. I was determined to mold myself into the most appealing candidate possible.

			When I was done peppering Quill with questions, we found our inevitable way into each other’s arms, and together, we discovered all the ways a person could be kissed. Our time together was vastly and horribly limited, but that wasn’t enough of a reason for me to stop kissing him. I didn’t think anything could make me want to stop kissing Quill Whippleston.

			On the morning of my interviews, I woke to a cacophony of birds jabbering outside my window. I lay in bed, wanting desperately to suck every last drop of pleasure from the feather bed and the cool white sheets. But if I was to be honest, I would admit that I was scared. Scared of diving headfirst into unknowable waters, scared of losing my heady new connection with Quill.

			I sat up and scrubbed my hands through my snarled curls. I couldn’t afford to go down that gloomy road on a day already so fraught with emotion.

			As if he’d read my thoughts, Quill suddenly bounded into my room, limbs flying.

			“I can’t believe you’re still in bed,” he cried. “We’ve got so much to do. You’ve got to bathe and wash your hair, and then we’ve got to get you dressed. Do you remember what you’re to say?”

			“At least let the poor girl have breakfast and a cup of tea before you start in on her, Quill.” Mal followed his brother into the room, smiling. He carried a tray laden with tropical fruit, a mound of pastries and a glass pitcher of creamy tea beaded with condensation. The housekeeper, Noona, kept big jars of water, tea and fruit juice in the springhouse so there was always something cool to drink, a true luxury in the oppressive heat.

			Quill made a face at his brother, and Mal set the tray down on a little table. “You look like you’ve been sucking on limes, brother mine. Careful your face doesn’t stick that way.”

			I snorted and tried not to laugh. I’d tried to eat one of the sour little fruits the day before and had spent the next ten minutes spitting and scowling at Mal, who’d howled with laughter.

			“Don’t you have business that wants tending?” Quill asked. “Maybe a friend to see in town?”

			Mal rolled his eyes at Quill. “I do have to run, but good luck today, Vi. I can’t wait to hear how it all turns out. Just remember to be yourself and choose the person who’ll treat you with the most respect.”

			When the door closed behind Mal, Quill stuck out his tongue and made a rude gesture, sending me into peals of laughter.

			“He’s always been too serious,” Quill said. He waggled his eyebrows and handed me a tall glass of strong, milky tea. “Are you ready for this?”

			I grinned at him. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

			The rest of the morning passed in a blur. I took a long, cool bath, and the housekeeper’s freckled, redheaded twin, Ophenia, told me stories in her lilting accent as she washed my hair. I sat in the garden, wrapped in a bright cotton robe, and listened to the little monkeys chatter as my curls dried in the sun.

			The scent of unfamiliar spices wafted out of the kitchen and made my stomach growl. Frustratingly, when I finally sat down to lunch, I was too nervous to eat more than a bite of the spicy fish stew. Captain Hamlin stomped around the house, directing servants as they cleaned and arranged vases overflowing with tropical flowers. Mal and Quill’s father, Jeb, had absented himself almost as soon as we arrived, and I hadn’t seen him since.

			Noona did her level best to help me dress, but I’d done for myself for so long that I felt like a fool even letting her try. I’d kept the trunk of clothes Mal had given me, but most of them were impractical to the point of foolishness, having been made in Alskad with its dreary gray chill in mind. There were a handful of light silks that might have been made to work, but Quill insisted that I have something special for the occasion, so he’d brought a seamstress in to rush a dress for the auction.

			The dress was a loose, sleeveless style that Noona claimed was popular in Ilor. I didn’t have much practice wearing dresses, and I hated the pale pink, tissue-thin fabric Quill had chosen. He claimed it would highlight my blushes becomingly. I’d knocked him hard in the arm for that one, face reddening all the while. Noona chose a bright orange shift to complement the pink, and she helped me tie the garment in place. I stared at myself in the mirror. The dress had a straight collar that fell just under my clavicle, and a scant inch of cloth covered each of my shoulders. The sash was tight around my ribs, and the full skirt fell loose to the floor. My dark curls wafted around my shoulders, and I suddenly felt an overwhelming surge of sadness. Hideous pink or no, this was the first garment I’d ever owned that hadn’t been handed down to me—and it would be the dress that I wore on the day I said goodbye to Quill.

			As I studied my reflection, I couldn’t help but picture Lily and Sawny getting themselves ready to meet Phineas Laroche, just as I would in a few short hours. Lily would have fussed over Sawny, her nervous energy sending her flying around the room. I could almost see his slow, tolerant grin as he waited for her to settle. Just like them, I was being prettied up for an uncertain fate, and I could only hope that I would find a way back to my friends.

			Noona saw the tears welling in my eyes and patted my cheek. “It won’t be so bad, dear. There are many who find good placements, and sign contract after contract with the first folks who hire them. You needn’t be nervous.”

			I sniffled and grasped for a lie. “Thank you, but I’m not so worried about the contract. There’s naught I can do about that, is there? I suppose I’m overwhelmed.”

			“Oh, you poor, dear little bug. No one’s ever been even half-decent to you, have they?” She wrapped me in her arms and squeezed. “Be kind to the folks you come across who aren’t so fortunate as you, eh? Though I think you’ll have a hard time finding any.”

			I hugged her back, hard, and did my best to choke back the tears. There was a knock at the door, and Quill slipped in.

			“No, no, no!” he exclaimed. “I won’t have you all red-faced and weepy! Today’s the day that the bright, shiny part of your life starts.”

			Noona ducked out of the room, leaving me alone with Quill.

			“Do you want to take it back?” Quill asked. “I can go down there and tell them all to go away if you want.”

			“No,” I lied. “I’ve no desire to turn myself over to the temple now. Not after we’ve both put so much into this. It’d only bring you to their attention, and neither of us wants that.”

			“You don’t have to do either,” Quill said. “Ilor is a big country. You could start a new life.”

			I laughed through the tears, but I didn’t let myself dwell on the idea for even a minute. “I am starting a new life. And if you do your part and negotiate well for me, I’ll be wealthier than I could’ve ever imagined.”

			Quill wrapped his arms around me, hugging me close to his chest and tucking his chin on top of my head.

			“You are going to be amazing. I’ll come to bring you down in half an hour.”

			I rubbed the tears out of my eyes, blew my nose and went over my mental notes about Phineas Laroche one last time. If ever you wanted to intervene with the gods in my favor, Pru, I thought, now would be the time to lend me a hand.

			I knew Quill would see me well settled, no matter what, but I wanted to make sure that I did everything in my power to see that Phineas made an offer. To make certain sure that I found my way back to Sawny and Lily.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			BO

			After spending an uncomfortable night waiting, at Gerlene’s insistence, in a fleabag inn near the wharf, it was a relief to be shown to my cabin aboard the Adelaide. Despite her initial protestations, Gerlene had eventually stopped trying to convince me to change my mind and booked a first-class passage for Bo Abernathy on the next ship leaving for Ilor. The pseudonym had been her idea—Abernathy was Ina’s surname, so I supposed I had a better claim to it than I did to Gyllen. More importantly, though, it was a name that linked me to Vi.

			She’d asked, over and over, if I wanted to go back to the house in Esser Park and say a final goodbye to Claes, despite the danger such a venture would present. I’d nearly gone, but the fury and betrayal overwhelmed everything else I’d ever felt for him. I didn’t want to give him a chance to explain—I knew what he’d say, and I had no interest in his excuses. The Claes I’d loved was really and truly gone, if I’d ever known him at all. Everything I’d understood about him, about us, had been ripped away when he told the Suzerain my secrets.

			Gerlene would tend to the running of my estates until I returned. She’d provided me with a handful of drott, a small sack of ovstri and a larger pouch of tvilling. It was as much money as she could gather quickly without raising eyebrows, though it didn’t seem like much to me. She also gave me letters that would allow me to withdraw funds from the bank in the town closest to the land my mother owned. I would travel under the guise of an assessor, hired by Gerlene to check on my mother’s holdings in Ilor.

			Lost in my thoughts and unaccustomed to answering to the name I’d assumed, I didn’t hear the steward call me at first. “Mister Abernathy,” he repeated. “Your room is down this hall to the right.”

			He unlocked the door and handed me the key before showing me in. The room was quite small, its furnishings outdated, but it was well equipped enough to serve. The steward gave me a map of the ship. He pointed out the first-class decks, dining halls, exercise room and parlors, as well as other amenities, such as a swimming pool and cards room. Then he said, “If you’ll give me your tag, sir, I’ll bring up your other bags.”

			I blinked at him for a moment, not understanding. When he gestured to my rucksack and the valise Gerlene had given me, it dawned on me that most of the other passengers would have a great deal of luggage being loaded from the wharf, and the tag he mentioned must be a way of organizing those bags. “Oh, eh, this is all I’ve brought, actually… What was your name?”

			The young man’s face split in an incredulous grin. “Schaffer, sir. Would you like me to send up the tailor? He’ll have you a whole new wardrobe by the time we see land again, he will. But you’ve got to get to him quick-like. The other gents always have him booked up after their first night winning at the tables.”

			I pressed a gold drott into his palm. “Yes, thank you, Schaffer. That would be lovely.” Considering for a moment, I gave him another. “There’ll be two more when we dock if you’ll bring my meals up to me.”

			Schaffer gave me a firm pat on the back. “They aren’t so superstitious in the Ilor colonies,” he said. “You’ll do fine.”

			It was an odd statement, and I wondered what he was insinuating, but thought better of asking. “Thank you, Schaffer. Will you bring up a pot of kaffe when you’ve got the time? After you see the tailor, please.”

			Schaffer left with a bobbing bow and eased the door closed behind him. I’d no sense of what these kinds of clothes would cost me, but it would be worthwhile to leave the ship with a wardrobe appropriate to the climate and fashion in Ilor. The last thing I wanted was to stand out.

			I ran my hands through my hair and thought of my sister. I wondered if she looked like me, like Ina. I couldn’t think of her as my mother, no matter how I tried, but I wanted to know everything about Vi—what she liked and didn’t, what sorts of things made her laugh, what frightened her. I promised myself that I would do everything in my power to make up for the circumstances of her childhood.

			I spent much of the two-week journey pacing the ship and trying to distract myself from the guilt and grief that washed over me in waves. I hated myself for the anger that had kept me from saying a final farewell to Claes, who was surely gone by now. Every corner I turned reminded me of him. He’d so loved the enormous sunships and had always talked of our traveling to Denor or Ilor together one day. In some moments, I wished desperately that he could’ve been here, leaning over the railing and watching the dolphins with me, but in the blink of an eye, I went right back to hating him for going to the Suzerain with my secrets. I wondered if he knew that his betrayal could end with my death as well as my sister’s, or if he’d only been thinking of the dictates of the temple and the lessons we’d been taught about the superiority of the singleborn.

			The tailor came to deliver my new wardrobe and collect his payment late one afternoon. I counted the money into his palm, silently cursing myself; for when it was done, the whole endeavor had drained most of my reserve. Sniggering silently in the corner, Schaffer did his best—and failed—to hide his mirth.

			“Spent a bit more than you expected, sir?” He grinned at me. “What if after the tea’s all delivered, I come back and show you up to the library. Gentlemen like you love to read, and all them books are just gathering dust as it is. No one ever goes up in there, except to clean. Even has its own deck, the library does. You can take the sea air and get your head off this ship for a bit. It’s restlessness and boredom from being too far from your twin. Turns your mind all crooked, sir. Can’t be without that other hand what to stay your own.” Schaffer clapped a hand over his mouth. “Forgive me, sir,” he said. “I let my mind run off with tongue. I meant no offense, really.”

			I laughed, finally realizing that he’d thought that I was one of the diminished all along. “It’s fine, Schaffer. In fact, I’m on my way to my twin as we speak.”

			Schaffer heaved a sigh. “That’s good to hear, sir. Truly it is. Terrible thing to be apart though, ain’t it? That’s what happened to you, then. Can’t make a right decision with my Selah too far off. She keeps me even. I took a job without her once, when she was growing a babe, and I spent my whole pay on a bottle of bubbly for a girl over in Williford. Didn’t even think on it ’til she downed the last sip. That’s when I realized I’d have naught to eat for the week we was ashore before our return trip. Why’d you let him go, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“She’d business to attend, and I couldn’t get away.” I gave him a long, appraising look. Perhaps he was right. Maybe the impulsive decisions I’d been making since my birthday and my mother’s death could be attributed to Vi’s departure. The timing was certainly right. I said casually, “I’ve never heard that before. Were you irrationally peevish, as well?”

			“You mean was I touchy and quick to use my fists? Aye! I was, now that I think on it. Most folk don’t ever leave their twins, so they don’t talk much on it.”

			I turned that over in my mind. He was right. No one in the Alskad Empire ever went more than a hundred or so leagues from their twin, and even that was rare. Odd. Very odd. “I think I would like to see that library, Schaffer,” I said. “Will you show me the way?”

			* * *

			When we landed in Cape Hillate, Schaffer pointed me in the direction of an inn he called “not at all awful for the price” and said they’d be able to direct me to a livery. Heaving the strap of my newly acquired valise onto my shoulder, I took a deep breath and set off down the gangplank. As soon as I stepped off the ship, a wall of heat, like that from a potter’s kiln, hit me. I gasped, filling my lungs not with crisp sea air, but with a substance that felt more liquid than gaseous. I wanted to take off my jacket, to roll up my sleeves, but I couldn’t. Not without revealing the telltale gold cuff on my arm.

			The docks swirled with activity. Women and men in loose trousers and sleeveless shirts hefted ropes as thick as my forearms and carried crates off ships. Fisherwomen flung insults back and forth as they hawked their wares. Other folk ambled through the crowd in loose linen suits and long, flowing dresses, their expressions insouciant and paces distinctly unhurried.

			I marveled at the colors as I made my slow way off the docks. The ocean water was turquoise and clear in a way I’d never expected. The trees were rich with enormous leaves in every shade of green. Flowers erupted from the rich, dark earth. At the edge of the water, sailors crowded outside taverns, their faces slicked with sweat and eyes blurred with alcohol.

			“Look, ladies, that pretty Alskad orchid’s crumpling up and dying, and him not even having touched Ilor’s soil yet.”

			My face burned with blushes. Nervous sweat trickled between my shoulder blades.

			“Watch out, gents. This one’s gone so red, he might catch fire any minute.”

			I cringed and did my best to brush past them, back straight, but my breath caught in my throat and my legs went weak. “How does anyone survive in this heat, much less choose to settle here?” I muttered to myself.

			“You get used to it, bully,” a deep voice said from beside me as a big hand clapped me on the back.

			“Excuse me? What did you call me?” I glanced at the man as I spoke. He was just my height, but where I was slim, he bore broad, muscular shoulders and arms like a blacksmith’s. His green eyes twinkled with laughter, bright against his tanned, freckled skin. His sun-bleached hair was tied back in a tail that drew attention to his square jaw. He was beautiful. Not like Claes, with his perfectly arranged black hair and high cheekbones, but a livelier, less polished beauty.

			I pushed Claes out of my head and did my best not to gape into this young man’s gorgeous green eyes.

			“Bully,” he repeated. “It means friend.”

			A brawny man, whose sharp nose and beady eyes made him look like a bird of prey, strode up to us and shoved my newfound companion. He stumbled backward a step.

			“What’d you do that for?” the beautiful young man asked, pouting.

			“You know why,” the hawkish man snarled. “Get out your purse, Swinton.”

			I took a step back—I had no desire whatsoever to find myself in the middle of a dock brawl. Another step backward bounced me off an iron wall of a person, who’d evidently come to watch the impending fight with several of his largest friends.

			“Watch yourself,” he snapped.

			“Pardon me.” I hefted my valise and tried to make my way through the crowd.

			“Not so fast,” the hawkish man called, reaching for my valise. He threw a sly look at the handsome young man he’d called Swinton. “What do you say I just take this one off your hands, and instead of breaking your knees, I’ll give you a week to pay up.”

			Something tickled my nose, and I rubbed it, irritated. “I don’t even know this person. I really must be going—”

			But before I could finish, one of the onlookers shoved me between the two young men.

			“I’ll tell you what,” Swinton said. “I’ll come on by and talk this through with your pretty sister. I’m sure she and I can settle this between us. We all know you don’t have a head for figures.” He turned to me with a grin. “Come along, bully. We’ll be on our way.” Swinton moved behind me, but the hawk-like man stepped toward us and grabbed for Swinton over my shoulder.

			Suddenly, unable to contain it for another minute, I sneezed, and my head hit something, hard. Pain flared across my forehead as I fumbled for my handkerchief, and laughter rose around me like a swelling wave. Looking up, I saw that our harasser was sprawled out on the planks of the dock, his nose streaming blood.

			Swinton took my arm and pulled me through the crowd as it dispersed, grinning and nodding at everyone who caught his eye. When we finally broke free and made our way off the dockside boulevard, I was short of breath and sweating profusely.

			Swinton patted me on the back and gave me a broad, white grin. “Thanks for getting me out of that one, bully. And to think, I was about to lift your wallet.”

			“You were about to what?” I asked, aghast, rubbing the tender spot on my forehead.

			“Don’t look so put out. You’re an easy mark. Not that I’d let anything like that happen to you now. You saved my skin back there.”

			He offered me his hand, which I shook, warily. I said, “I’ll be going, then.”

			“I can’t let you go off by yourself in a city like Cape Hillate, not with you a newcomer, and me owing you a debt. Let me take you to an inn, at least.”

			His trousers were bright orange linen, slightly rumpled—though what else could one expect from linen in this heat?—and faded along the seams from regular ironing. His creamy cotton shirt was unbuttoned past his clavicle. Rather than proper shoes, he wore leather sandals. Disreputable as he looked, though, Swinton made a good point; I didn’t want to be robbed of my last few coins. I fumbled my valise from left to right hand and pulled a scrap of paper from my waistcoat pocket. “I’m looking for an inn called the Traveling Bluesman. Do you know it, Mister…?”

			“Just Swinton. How’s about I walk you over there, and you can tell me what brings you to Ilor.”

			I told him the story I’d concocted with Gerlene, the true bits—that I was looking for a young woman about my age, with dark, curly hair and a Penby accent. I said she was a by-blow of my father’s, a dimmy, who’d come to serve a labor sentence with the temple. And then came the lies—that I’d come because our father had remembered her in his will, and my employer had given me leave to bring my sister her inheritance, so long as I checked on my employer’s estates in the meantime.

			The papers, bank drafts and letters of introduction Gerlene had provided for me backed this story, and—in a less than amusing twist of fate—my meager stock of remaining coin made it even more plausible. Swinton made agreeable noises and nodded as he steered me through the crowded, sweltering streets of Cape Hillate. I finished my story as we stopped in front of a two-story building, its wooden shingles gone gray from years of exposure to the salty ocean air. A sign, black script on white, swung over the door: The Gilded Vole.

			“This isn’t the Traveling Bluesman,” I said dumbly.

			Swinton opened the front door and waved for me to go first. “I couldn’t take you to a hole like that in good conscience. It’s full of rats, and the beds are more bugs than feathers. My auntie runs this place. She’ll take good care of you.”

			“I don’t know. I appreciate the thought, but my valet recommended the Traveling Bluesman. I’m certain he wouldn’t lead me astray.”

			“And I’m sure he takes a cut from the Bluesman for every rich fool who pays for a dirty room and a bad meal. You seem like a nice young fellow. Let me do you a favor.”

			I searched Swinton’s twinkling green eyes for a sign that he might be less than sincere. Finding none, I took a deep breath and walked through the door he held open.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			VI

			I clutched Quill’s arm in a white-knuckled grip that was sure to leave bruises as we walked together into the parlor. The nonsensical babble of birds wafted in on the breeze as we entered the room. Aside from myself, Quill and Hamlin, there were two women and two men, all dressed in light fabrics cut in elegant, unfamiliar styles. The women wore elaborate hats with wide straw brims. Both men wore shirts cut long over their hips and closely tailored linen trousers. One of the women wore a blue striped dress similar to mine, while the other sported loose cotton trousers and a sleeveless blouse made from thin Samirian silk.

			Hamlin stood by the hearth, a sweating silver cup clutched in one big hand. His bright grin glowed in the dark of his skin. He elbowed the portly man next to him. I took all my prospective employers in one by one, assessing, calculating. Quill laced his arm through mine and leaned down, reminding me to smile under his breath.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, it is my great honor to introduce to you Miss Obedience Violette Abernathy. Vi is a sixteen-year-old from the capital of our empire. Each of you are here because you’ve expressed interest in hiring one of the diminished in the past, and now we, the Whippleston Exchange Firm, would like to offer you that opportunity for the first time in the history of Ilor. Vi has been among those unfortunates some call dimmys for near on sixteen years, and in that time, she’s shown nothing but good judgment and piety. Vi’s contract will last for ten years, and the bids for her salary will start at two hundred and fifty drott per year.”

			I felt my eyes widen slightly and shot a quick glance at Quill. He’d said that they’d make a fortune off my contract, but I had no idea it would be that much. Quill’s face remained pleasant and welcoming as he said, “Please avail yourselves of the refreshments we’ve provided and take some time to interview Vi. She is a lovely young woman with a number of interesting, erhm, talents that would be an advantage to any household in Ilor.”

			Quill pried my fingers away from his arm and gave me a little shove into the center of the room. I bobbed a slight bow to cover my stumble and glared back at him, but he was already moving toward the door. The men and women hoping to bid on my contract surrounded me like flies to a piece of half-rotted fruit. I twitched, but Quill had warned me about this; I needed to bear it as politely as I could.

			A middle-aged lady with a round face and tiny hands lifted a curl off my neck and peered at my skin. Mehitabel. She was the godly one. I simpered at her, playing the part she expected of me.

			“She’s quite pale. That milky, freckled skin they have in Northern Alskad. She’ll burn like Gadrian himself, Phineas. You won’t be able to take her out riding, and we all know how much you and Aphra enjoy your horses. Best leave her to me.”

			Ice shot up my spine, despite the heavy heat in the air, and I turned to look at him, plastering the friendliest smile I could manage on my face. Phineas circled me, appraising my swimmer’s build and long muscles. He was a big man, with a thick barrel of a chest and arms as wide around as my legs. His glossy brown hair was laced with gray, and he had creamy skin tinged gold from the sun.

			“You’re wrong, Mehitabel. She’s pale, but tough. She’d do fine on my estate, riding and all. Do you like the outdoors, child?”

			“Very much, sir,” I said, smiling.

			The portly man—he must’ve been Luccan—patted me on the waist, looking through me as though I weren’t even there. “A little full in the hips for my taste, perhaps.”

			I seethed.

			“Too bad about the nose,” red-faced Constance said, taking a crystal flute from a passing servant’s tray. “If it hadn’t been broken, she might be nearly pretty.”

			I did my best to tamp down my surging temper, but when a hand squeezed my bottom, I whipped my head around and spat, “Excuse the piss out of me! Where exactly do you think you get off, you—”

			Hamlin strode across the room. “Excuse us for a moment.” He yanked me out of the room by the elbow. “Control your temper, girl. It would be a grave mistake to insult the people who will determine your quality of life for the next ten years. A contract like this is nearly impossible to get out of once signed. We can play that last off as a charming show of sass, but do not—I repeat, do not—offer these people insult. Do you understand me? If you behave nicely and manage to gain their favor, your life will be comfortable. If you do not, well, Dzallie protect you, for I won’t be able to.”

			When we reentered the parlor, I managed a fair approximation of an apology to the woman who’d taken a handful of my ass, Constance. Luckily, she laughed it off. I spoke briefly to Luccan, who seemed more interested in the Whipplestons’ wine collection than in hiring me, and sat on the couch between Mehitabel and Phineas.

			“I do hate these virtue names that we have, don’t you, child?” Constance tittered. “I keep hoping they’ll go out of style, but they seem to be here to stay. Tell me, do you have any talents or training at a craft?”

			“Well, ma’am,” I said, “I used to dive for pearls, and I’m quite good at cheating at cards.” Quill’d told me that Phineas and his brother were known throughout Ilor for the days-long gambling parties they threw. I winked at Phineas.

			Constance and Phineas burst into laughter, but Mehitabel’s expression grew sour. Perfect.

			“It’s true.” I turned to see Quill coming through the door. He smiled at me before turning to Phineas. “She took more than thirty ovstri from me on the journey here. I didn’t even know she understood brag until I’d lost more than half my purse. She’s a canny one, though I can’t attest to her skills as a diver.”

			“Ah, Quill, you’re back. Let’s get down to the meat of it, shall we?” Constance suggested.

			Phineas nodded, and Mehitabel said, “Yes, let’s. Our time is valuable.”

			Hamlin seemed to have disappeared with Luccan. Everyone in the room looked to Constance, who said, “We’ve all come here because we’re interested in hiring one of the diminished. We all have our own reasons, which, I assume, we would rather not divulge. But I assume we all need to know about her history.”

			Mehitabel piped up. “And, of course, her devotional practices.”

			They all nodded, and I tried not to twitch. This was all very strange and very personal. More personal than they knew. Quill gave me an encouraging smile.

			Phineas said, “I’ll start. Have you ever committed a violent act against another person or an animal?”

			I furrowed my brows and debated how to answer for a moment. “I’ve thrown a punch or two, but never unless I was hit first,” I admitted. “As for the other, I’d never hurt a beast.” I thought of what Mehitabel had said earlier about how much Phineas loved riding. “I love all animals, especially horses.”

			“No need to get defensive, child. You must understand why we have to ask,” Constance said. “Now, have you ever stolen anything?”

			I bit the inside of my cheek. “Nothing I didn’t need more than the person I stole it from, ma’am. I’ve done a bit of pickpocketing, lifted a few loaves of bread, a few pieces of fruit. Nothing substantial.” A blush crept over my face. It wasn’t an outright lie. I just happened to see my pearls as my property, where the temple saw them as theirs. I glanced up, guarding my expression, but for the barest hint of a smile. Quill’d said she was paranoid. I wanted her to feel a tinge of worry that I might make off with her jewels. Just enough to stay her hand.

			Mehitabel cleared her throat. “Are you faithful?”

			I thought of the hundreds of hours I’d spent at adulations in the haven hall in Penby, the years I’d scrubbed the flagstones in front of the temple’s altars and the thousands of times the anchorites had implored me to find solace in prayer. If the women who raised me could have given me one thing, it would have been faith, but the stories about the gods and goddesses had always seemed like that—stories.

			I decided to give an honest answer. “I was raised in the temple in Penby and schooled by the anchorites, but theirs was never my calling.”

			Let them chew on that, I thought to Pru. I had to be bright red now, like one of the strange talking birds in the trees outside.

			Quill clapped his hands onto his knees. “I think that’ll do it. Vi, if you’ll retire? Ladies, gentlemen, this way.” He ushered them toward the study, glancing at me over his shoulder. That may not’ve gone as he’d expected it, but I crossed my fingers, hoping my answers would push the folks who’d make bids for my employ to do as I wished.

			* * *

			I paced my room for more than an hour and a half before Quill burst in, grinning. He swept me up in his arms and twirled me around in a circle. But when he set me down and leaned in close, I pulled away, anxious.

			“Well?” I asked.

			“We did it, Vi!” he declared with a laugh. “Phineas and Constance did their best to outbid each other. They were practically foaming at the mouth to get you.”

			“So, who is it?” I asked, heart beating in my throat.

			“You’ll go with Phineas—Master Laroche—to Plumleen Hall in New Branisford. You get to be with your friends, Vi. And it’s only a half day’s ride south of here. He agreed to eight hundred ovstri a year for your salary.” I sucked in a shocked breath as Quill continued excitedly. “Even less our ten percent, that’s a fortune for you! Better still, Luccan has agreed to an exclusive shipping contract for our wine. You’ve just secured a future for Mal and me.”

			Quill put a gentle hand on my cheek, pulled me into his arms and kissed me. And for a moment, the whole world melted away. Everything was sparks and light and the warm comfort of his arms around me. All I knew was his lips on mine, his arms around me and the insatiable need to kiss him back.

			When we finally, reluctantly pulled apart, I slumped on the edge of the bed. It was like the wind had been knocked out of me. I’d done it. I’d actually managed to pull it off. Eight hundred ovstri a year. I couldn’t imagine that kind of money, much less someone having that sum to throw away on a servant.

			I took a deep breath, my heart racing. In a few short hours, I would see Sawny again. Excitement ran through me like a bolt of lightning, leaving shocks of nervous joy in its wake. I couldn’t wait to see the look on Lily’s face when she saw me.

			I wasn’t blind to the risk I was taking. I’d heard the rumors of unrest, the stories of contract workers horribly mistreated. I knew that I’d sold ten years of my life away—ten years of being trotted out at parties and gawked over, being Phineas Laroche’s most recent badge of bravery. But I’d done it for the simple possibility of a bit of happiness, a little more time with my best friend, and I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.

			“I’ve heard nothing but good things about him, Vi,” Quill said, kneeling before me. “We never would have done business with him otherwise.” He tucked a curl behind my ear, suddenly solemn. “I’m sorry, but Phineas wants to leave at once. Can you ride? We’ll lend you a horse for the journey—gods, we’ll give you a horse!”

			I scoffed. “Of course I can’t ride, numbskull. What, you think the Suzerain bought me a pretty white pony when I was a girl? The closest I’ve been to a horse is the back of a tatty cart. I can walk, thanks.” I couldn’t help the acid on my tongue, despite everything he’d done for me. Despite everything I felt for him.

			Quill and I stared at one another for a tense moment, and he burst into laughter.

			“But you told them that you loved…” He trailed off, grinning. “I’ll see about a gentle horse for you, then. Maybe find something a bit more practical to wear?” As I moved to my trunk, glad for a reason to shed the dress and its layers of billowing fabric, Quill said, “I know that you made this decision with open eyes, Vi, but there’re some practical things you ought to know. It’s not getting any easier for contract workers, and every one of the laws favor the wealthy. Mal and I’ll do whatever we can for you if aught goes wrong, but it’ll be to your advantage to try to gain favor with Phineas and his wife. The more they like you, the easier your life will be.”

			I grimaced. “I’ll do my honest best, but the truth is I’m about as likable as a nest of rats in the bedsheets.”

			“Vi, please. I’m trying to look out for you.” He cupped my cheek in his hand. “I care about you. You’re wonderful.”

			I rolled my eyes, but didn’t pull away from him.

			“Well, you’re wonderful when you aren’t attacking folks with the sharp side of your tongue and rolling your eyes at them.”

			I bit my lip, trying not to blush. Having cleared the first, impossible hurdle—having found a way to Sawny—I was suddenly overwhelmed. I needed time, a quiet moment to collect my wits. “Can’t we wait for a minute? I haven’t packed. I haven’t said goodbye to anyone.”

			Quill arched one of his eyebrows, raising it nearly to his hairline. “No reason to pack everything now. Just take what you’ll need for a few days. We’ll send your trunk along sometime this week. I’ll send Mal up for a goodbye if I can find him.”

			“What about you?” I asked.

			“What about me?”

			“Are we going to say our goodbyes downstairs in front of your uncle and Master Laroche and everyone?”

			A smile, like a ray of sun breaking through rain clouds, passed over Quill’s face, and he folded me into his arms. I shouldn’t have let him, should have pushed him away, but nothing in my life had ever been quite so wonderful as letting Quill hold me tight to his chest. I let myself savor the moment, knowing that I would be stuck at Plumleen Hall for the next ten years, and this would likely be the end of our brief, blissful romance.

			Quill kissed me, one hand tracing the line of my jaw, the other around my waist. He laid a row of feather-light kisses down my throat and across my clavicle. When he was done, and I was nothing but ocean spray and the unrelenting warmth of an Ilorian sun, he took my face in both his hands and fixed me with his golden stare.

			“There’s no need for us to ever say goodbye. We’ve only just begun to explore this thing between us. We have all the time in the world.”

			Just then, Noona strode into the room, carrying a pair of heavy leather saddlebags. I sprang back from Quill, blushing. There were a thousand questions on the tip of my tongue, and while I desperately wanted to believe that this wasn’t goodbye, I knew better. Even if Quill wanted to labor under the illusion that we could maintain this thing between us, I had to be realistic.

			“I packed some food for you.” Noona set the bags down by my steamer trunk and shooed Quill away to envelop me in a hug. “You be well, Vi. Tell the boys if you need anything. I wrote down our address here, as well as the new office. Remember what I said. Be kind to those around you, hear?”

			“Thank you,” I said, tears welling in my eyes.

			“You’re welcome,” she said. “Phineas told me to say he was leaving in half an hour, and you with him. Best hurry.”

			Quill said, “I’ll go see if I can’t find my brother,” and ducked out of the room with a playful wink at me.

			My chest was tight, and I couldn’t catch a breath. Noona flew into action. She helped me strip off the filmy pink dress, and I pulled on the light cotton shirt and pair of trousers. When I had dressed, I knelt in front of my trunk, digging around for my pouch of pearls. I slipped the cord over my head and tucked it into my shirt while Noona’s back was turned. I exchanged my thin sandals for soft leather boots and stuffed the sandals and a few changes of clothing into the saddlebags. Noona folded all the diaphanous layers of my pink dress into a bundle and tucked it in on top.

			“That’s all that will fit. Everything else will have to be sent along. Now, you take care of yourself, hear me?”

			I nodded and hugged her one last time. As I trudged down the stairs, weighed down by the saddlebags, I felt a wave of sadness wash over me. I had so badly wanted to say goodbye to Mal. He’d become a friend, and a dear one at that. His laugh lit me up, and I didn’t want to go the rest of my life without hearing it again. I hated that he wasn’t here to see me off.

			Phineas was waiting in the foyer with Hamlin and Quill. There was a large, iron-banded chest that had not been there when I went up, and my new employer was tapping a riding crop against his boot.

			“Well, Vi, Quill here tells me that you don’t know how to ride. No time like the present to learn, eh? The wife and I are great riders. In the stable morning, noon and night. You will be, too, soon enough.” Phineas’s accent carried the lilting music of the Ilor colonies, but none of its relaxed pace. He clipped many of his words short, racing for the next one.

			“I’m to be a stable hand, then?” I asked with a mischievous smile. “I think you may’ve overpaid a bit, sir.”

			The Whipplestons cast sidelong looks at Phineas. I watched, too, trying to gauge his reaction. Phineas studied me for half a moment, then chuckled.

			“I’d be a fool if that were the case, my dear. No, no, no. Your contract is a surprise for my wife. She…” He paused, pursing his lips. “Well, you’ll see. Come along, then.”

			His wife. That piece of the puzzle fell on me like a stone block. His amalgam wife. Shit. I’d entirely forgotten about her. I wondered if everything I’d been told about the amalgam was true. I certainly hope not, Pru, I thought, shuddering.

			Hamlin took my bags from me and clapped me on the back. “Be well. My nephews have spoken quite highly of you. I wish you all the best in your new home.”

			He and Phineas led the way outside. Quill pulled my arm through his as we walked out onto the porch. On the front lawn, a big, gold-colored horse was being led in great prancing circles by a stable hand. Phineas strode across the lawn, took the reins from the girl and whispered to the horse before swinging into the saddle. Hamlin threw my saddlebags across the broad back of a dull brown horse, who stood patiently while he fastened them.

			“That’s Beetle,” Quill said. “Uncle Hamlin bought her when he first started trade in Williford. She’s old as sin, but gentle and patient. Don’t pull on her mouth, keep your weight in your heels, and you’ll be fine. Beetle will take good care of you.”

			Quill hoisted me into the saddle, and Beetle snorted and shifted below me. I grabbed her mane in panic. Quill laughed and Hamlin handed me the reins, patting my leg reassuringly.

			“We’ll go slow until you get your bearings. Remember, heels down,” Phineas said. He loomed over me on his elegant gold horse. “We’ll be home before supper.”

			He nodded to the Whipplestons and started off across the lawn. Beetle jolted into action, swaying beneath me like the ocean beneath a ship. My heart raced, and I twisted in the saddle, calling to Quill. He jogged to catch up.

			“Tell Mal goodbye for me. Please. And take care of yourselves.” Tears washed down my cheeks. “I’m going to miss you.”

			Quill reached up and squeezed my hand. “We won’t be far, and I promise—we’ll check on you soon.”

			Phineas turned onto the main thoroughfare, and as Beetle followed, I looked back over my shoulder at Quill, waving now from the wide porch. I blew him one last kiss before Beetle’s plodding steps took me away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			BO

			The delectable smell of roasted meat and unfamiliar spices drifted out of the inn’s kitchen, quelling most of my reservations. Swinton ambled in after me and gestured to a table. Grateful for the breeze generated by the fans overhead, I set down my bags and took a seat. Swinton reappeared a moment later carrying two big, green spheres. A stout woman in the odd sleeveless style of dress that seemed to be popular here followed him, smiling broadly.

			Swinton handed me one of the rough orbs—it was surprisingly heavy and appeared to be some sort of fruit—and set the other on the table.

			“Auntie Kelladra, this is Mister…” He coughed and gave me a pointed look.

			I put the fruit down beside Swinton’s, rose and bowed politely over the woman’s extended hand. “Bo. Bo Abernathy. A pleasure, madam.”

			“Would you look at the manners on this one!” She pulled out a chair and sat, gesturing for us to do the same. “So, Mister Abernathy. What can I do for you?”

			As she spoke, Kelladra stabbed the tops of the fruits on the table with a queer, triangular knife. She handed one to me and the other to Swinton, along with thin, metal tubes.

			“Thank you, madam. I need a room for the night and the name of the nearest livery, if you please.”

			“Drink up,” Swinton said. He’d put the tube into the fruit.

			I followed suit and sucked briefly on the metal tube. Cool, salty-sweet liquid filled my mouth like moonwater. “What is this?”

			Swinton and Kelladra laughed, deep belly laughs, and she said, “Coconut. Better than water in this heat. Now, as for the room, you can share for ten ovstri, or have one to yourself for twenty. A bath is two tvilling, and meals are the same. As for the livery, well, Tueber must be smiling on you. I run carriages from my stable out back. Where’re you headed?”

			“I’m not entirely sure yet. I’m looking for someone, and I haven’t yet learned where she’s landed.”

			“No trouble there. My Swinton’s got his ear to the ground. I’m sure he’d be happy to help you find what you’re looking for. His day rate as a guide is—what, ten ovstri? Any idea where you might start?”

			I stared at my shoes, completely at a loss. “I do need to get to Southill at some point.”

			“You want a carriage? That’ll be…” She considered for a moment, counting on her fingers. “Four ovstri, plus ten tvilling for food. Less if you can find folks to share with you.”

			I gulped, unable to hide my shock. That would eat up nearly all my money, leaving me nothing at all. “And what to buy a horse?”

			“I’ve a hardy little mare I’m willing to part with for two ovstri, but you’ll never get anywhere without a guide, you not knowing the countryside and all. Swinton, dear, fetch me something stronger while I think.”

			Swinton rose and disappeared through a slatted door at the back of the room. I fidgeted nervously while Kelladra fanned herself with a yellow silk fan that matched the trim on her dress. She was a handsome woman, and she bore more than a passing resemblance to her nephew. They shared an air of cunning mirth that was both charming and worrisome. Swinton reappeared a moment later with a tall glass of startlingly orange liquid, which he handed to his aunt before resuming his seat.

			Kelladra and I soon came to an agreement—one that left me with only a few small coins jingling in my pocket. Swinton would help me learn what I could in Cape Hillate, and he would serve as my guide in Ilor—for a fee. I would pay half the cost of the horse and guide services when we left, and half when Swinton and I parted ways. I headed upstairs to stow my bags in my room and bathed rather hurriedly in the slat-walled outdoor shower. Once I was dressed, I went back downstairs to meet Swinton for a late supper and some reconnaissance.

			I found him waiting for me in the common room, flirting with a young woman with dark brown skin whose head was shaved bald. Her eyelids were painted gold to match the embroidery on her sleeveless dress.

			“All set?” Swinton asked, springing to his feet. He kissed the girl on both cheeks and whispered something in her ear that made her eyes crinkle delightedly at the corners.

			My stomach lurched. The disappointment that coiled through me when I saw Swinton flirt with the young lady unsettled me, but I certainly didn’t want him to know that. It didn’t seem right, even given his betrayal, to be so attracted to someone else so soon after Claes. Swinton’s charms only brought my imagination to life, though, and I couldn’t help but consider how it would feel to kiss him.

			I forced the thought from my head, and said in what I desperately hoped was an unconcerned voice, “I am if you are, but I don’t mean to take you away from something important.”

			“Aw, Lalia will wait for me, but if she’s otherwise engaged when we get back, I can see her sister, Alzabetta, right?”

			Lalia slugged him hard on the arm and said, “We ain’t interchangeable, you scoundrel. Get gone, and don’t you come crawling back to me later.” But her grin belied her tone, and Swinton returned it, winking at me.

			He blew her a kiss as he steered me out onto the street. The onset of darkness had done only a little to lift the damp heat, and sweat glazed my temples even as we walked. The tree-lined streets buzzed with the rasping shrieks of seven-year beetles.

			“I thought we’d head to a little tavern I know. It’s a shade nicer than the dockside hells, and the cook sets a damn fine table.”

			We passed a group of women lounging on a porch. One sang an aching ballad in a sweet, low voice. The others picked out a tune on twangy stringed instruments and kept time on a steel drum. Swinton tossed a drott onto the porch, and the women smiled at him, but kept playing.

			When the music had faded behind us, I asked, “Why not go to a hell? Wouldn’t we have more luck finding information about someone just arrived and headed for a temple in a place where sailors drink? She’d be fairly distinctive, wouldn’t you think? A dimmy traveling alone?”

			Swinton laughed, stopping in the middle of the street to pound his knees and gasp for breath.

			“It isn’t that funny,” I said, irritated.

			“Not funny?” Swinton hooted. “Not funny! Little lord, you might be nothing but a low-rent clerk, as you claim, but you walk and talk like you piss streams of gold. I’d put good money on that valet of yours setting you up to get robbed blind, and if I take you to a hell, there’s no hope of us making it a step—much less all the way home—with our purses intact. At least in midtown, folks will take your money honestly while they pretend to believe your lies.”

			I gritted my teeth and silently thanked the gods for the darkness that hid my reddened face, saying nothing. What could I say, when he was so obviously right?

			“You’re right about one thing, though,” he said. “If your dimmy landed anywhere on this coast, we’ll hear about it. Not every day a captain’ll agree to take a dimmy on board.”

			Swinton led me through a maze of alleys that eventually emptied into a square. Tangles of moss hung from the branches of the stunted, gnarled trees that edged the center green. A statue of the first Queen of Alskad loomed in the middle, her shape familiar even in the darkness, and dim lamps lit the signs that hung over the squat buildings’ doorways. The air felt close and thick with humidity and stank of meat smoke.

			Swinton darted up a set of unswept stairs and eased a door open, gesturing for me to enter. There were twice as many women as men in the tavern, and most bore the weathered, leathery skin of the maritime life. Many of the patrons’ arms were tattooed from shoulder to knuckles, beautiful and terrifying pieces that made me want to stare. One woman turned from her seat to gesture at a serving lad; I gasped when I saw the lines of blue ink snaking up her neck and across her face. I’d never seen tattoos on someone who wasn’t one of the Shriven. Swinton elbowed me in the ribs.

			“Don’t be a fool. Stop gawking and find us somewhere to sit. I’ll get drinks.”

			I nodded, and he slid toward the bar. I edged around the room, trying to ignore the low whistles directed at me as I passed through the crowd.

			“You can come sit on my lap, sweetheart,” a rasping voice called out behind me.

			I bit my lip and scanned the room for an empty table, pretending not to hear the woman. I spotted one littered with glasses, but the stools around it were empty. I darted through the crowd, anxious to sit somewhere, anywhere, out of the way.

			A hand reached out and squeezed my bottom. I yelped and whirled around to face a table of women. All in their middle age, their faces were tanned, skin tones ranging from light fawn to dark russet brown. Their eyes were ringed in dark makeup, and dozens of silver rings marched up each of their ears. The woman closest to me sported another silver ring in her nostril. She grinned at me, her teeth dazzlingly white, and patted the stool next to her.

			“Come have a sit, pretty. Let Baya buy you a pint.”

			I channeled the Queen and looked down the full length of my nose at her, saying, “I’ll thank you not to touch me again, madam.”

			A muscular arm wound round my waist, and my stomach rose to my throat.

			“Sorry, bully. He’s with me.” Swinton kissed me on the cheek, and shivers raced down my spine. I absolutely shouldn’t be excited by kisses from this rapscallion, not after I’d seen him cozying up with someone else not an hour before, especially not with the memory of Claes still looming over me—and most of all, not when he was in my employ. But a part of me couldn’t help it. Something about Swinton set my heart racing.

			“What say we buy you all a round to drown your sorrows? Sit down, sugar.”

			I glanced at him, confused, but he pushed me onto an open stool and snatched another for himself. When the barman arrived with our drinks, he ordered more for the table. While Swinton made easy conversation with the sailors about the tides and trade prices, I kept my mouth shut and watched. Swinton had a way with people. He seemed to slide seamlessly into the conversation, and within minutes, the rough sailors acted as though they’d known him their whole lives. They trusted him, and I found that I did, too. Whatever he was up to, he had a good reason.

			Eventually, the conversation turned to the temples, and I saw an opportunity to ask about my sister.

			“I wonder if—”

			Swinton cut me off, giving me a sharp look and shaking his head just once. “Let’s have another. What do you say?”

			Several hours and a half dozen of my small coins later, Swinton was deep in conversation with the women. I’d stopped listening some time earlier. Instead, I watched the people in the tavern flow in and out like the tide and considered the plethora of human faces. The great variety of wealth and cleanliness alone was something to gawk at, but even more interesting was the range of styles and fashion. Unlike in Alskad, it seemed that no one style dominated in Ilor, and everyone simply dressed however they wanted. There were people in trousers and dresses, in leather and lace and linen, dyed in raucous colors and patterns. There were people with hair in every imaginable shade from gray to white, gold to black. The woman behind the bar had hair dyed indigo. It was her I was watching when Swinton dug his elbow into my ribs.

			I turned my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you.”

			“I said that you had heard the rumors about a captain bringing a dimmy across the Tethys, but you didn’t believe a word of it. D’you remember the captain’s name?” Swinton gave Baya a disarming smile.

			I took a deep breath to calm my nerves and tried to play along. “Don’t waste their time, Swinton. No one is idiot enough to confine themselves aboard a ship with a dimmy. Certainly not long enough to cross the Tethys.”

			Swinton had cautioned me about betraying any interest in Vi herself—that would only cause trouble. If we could find the captain, we could find Vi.

			Baya picked at her teeth with a bone from the pile in front of her and spat on the floor. “Believe it, love. Whippleston’s his name. He sails between Penby and Williford. He’s navy, but he’s in shipping, not military. There’re rumors about him—all kinds of things, but I do know he moves goods for the navy and books passengers, too. Does a nice trade in wine and exports, and his nephews do some recruiting of contract workers. Man’s got to be richer than Rayleane. Heard he brought a dimmy across not long ago. I think his nephews arranged for her contract in Williford. Made quite the profit off his cut alone, or so I’m told.”

			“He must have nerves of steel,” Swinton said.

			“Or a death wish,” one of the other women added.

			“He’s one of the only men to make captain in Her Majesty’s navy. He’s a lot of things, but he ain’t cracked,” said Baya. “I sailed with him when I was a lass. Man’ll do damn near anything if it’ll give him two extra coins to rub together. Brave as spit, he is. I wouldn’t bring a dimmy over, not for any kind of money.”

			“Why would anyone want to give a dimmy a contract?” I asked, baffled. A part of me hoped it was true. The farther she was from the eye of the temple and the Shriven, the better off she’d be. “Most people back in Penby can’t get far enough away from them.”

			“You ain’t been in Ilor long, have you, son?” Baya asked.

			I shook my head.

			“It’s still half-lawless here. The temples don’t have the kind of power they have in the rest of the empire. There ain’t more than two dozen of the Shriven in the whole of Ilor. Some folks with strange predilections and bizarre ideas come to settle here for just that reason. Rich folks get off on proving to each other who’s got more guts by collecting that what scares them and showing off to their pals. After what happened before, well…folks need contract workers for labor, and they’ve found a market for the more…exotic, as well.”

			I started to ask what she meant, but Swinton interrupted me. “Isn’t that the truth? Speaking of, we’ve a long day tomorrow, and I’m eager to get this one home, if you know what I mean.” He gave the women an exaggerated wink, which sent them into howls of laughter and me into a deep red blush.

			We made our way outside, and when we were away from the dim glow of the square, Swinton clapped me on the back.

			“Williford,” he said. “I’d put good money on your sister being there, or close by. I don’t know Captain Whippleston himself, but I know his nephews. Better, I know where they like to drink. Not too bad for a night’s work, is it?”

			“How far is it to Williford from here?”

			“From here? A couple of days by ship, less than a week by horse.” He reached out and rapped on a porch’s wooden railing. “So long as we don’t run into a herd of aurochs or a band of thieves, it shouldn’t be a hard ride.”

			“What that woman said back there…” I trailed off, hesitating. “About what happened before. What did she mean?”

			Swinton swung an arm around my shoulders, sending shivers up my spine. “It’s old news. Nothing to worry your pretty head about, little lord. I’ll tell you as we ride, if you’d like.”

			I thought of Lalia, the beautiful girl Swinton’d been kissing in his aunt’s common room. “You don’t mind being gone so long? I don’t want to pull you away from your sweetheart.”

			“You can’t mean Lalia? She’s not my sweetheart, just a friend. We have a bit of a flirt sometimes, but it isn’t serious. I’m a free man, and my tastes vary widely.” Swinton laughed and gave me a wink that threatened to melt me. “I’ll go with you, bully, and happy to. You’ve got secrets I plan to learn, and it wouldn’t hurt for me to get away from the folks under the impression I owe them money. Plus, can’t pass up an opportunity to help out a fellow dimmy, can I?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			VI

			I slid off Beetle’s back in the stable yard of Plumleen Hall, so sore and exhausted I could hardly walk straight. Phineas—he’d told me to call him by his given name—had explained during our ride what he’d meant about my contract being a surprise for his wife. Her birthday was less than two weeks away, and until then, I would be hidden away and receive training from the butler and other staff. He’d been more than clear that I was not, under any circumstances, to be seen by his wife, lest I ruin her gift. I wondered if Mal and Quill had been pulling my leg, or if the woman really was an amalgam. I certainly wasn’t going to ask Phineas.

			I wanted him to like me, but I also desperately wanted him to stop talking. He’d hardly shut his mouth since we left the Whipplestons’, and the more he talked, the more my nerves knotted with anticipation. I was so close to seeing Sawny and Lily.

			Somewhere in the jungle, about halfway through our ride to Plumleen, I’d realized that, for the first time in my life, I had almost everything that I wanted. Up until that moment, all my energy had been focused on convincing the Whipplestons to help negotiate my contract and making certain that it was Phineas who won it. I hadn’t given much thought to what would come next, what I would do when I was finally happy.

			“Lucky for you,” Phineas said, interrupting my thoughts, “our master of horse has recently been let go, and I’ve not had time to replace her, so her apartments are empty.”

			He clapped me on the back, a little too hard, and steered me toward a door that led off the barn’s main hallway. A passel of dogs in all sizes and colors yipped at his feet, but he hardly noticed them.

			“It isn’t lavish,” he continued, “but you won’t have to share with anyone while you get used to the way things are run here at Plumleen. Of course, after the party, you’ll move into the manor house, so Aphra can have access to you at all times.”

			Access, I thought, my stomach sinking. I hadn’t dared hope for any kind of privacy once I started my work, but that word slammed into me. Though the grounds and barn had hardly registered in my mind’s eye until now, his words jolted me out of my daze, and I finally began to take in the details of my new space.

			The rooms Phineas showed me were almost enough to make me forget my aching body and nerves. Almost. A wooden door opened off the barn’s main hallway into a tiny mudroom equipped with hooks for jackets and shelves for shoes. We removed our dusty boots, and Phineas showed me into what he called the great room. It was as big as my whole cabin onboard the Lucrecia and boasted a wide sandstone hearth. The room was sparsely furnished with old-fashioned, though well-maintained pieces—a couch, an armchair, a bookcase with shelves that sagged from the weight of too many books, a table with four mismatched chairs.

			Phineas gestured to the door by the hearth. “Through there is the bedroom and washroom. There’s hot water for bathing, so long as the boiler’s not gone out again. Get some rest, and I’ll see that one of the kitchen lads brings you a bite. Tomorrow Hepsy and Myrna will start your lessons.”

			“Thank you, sir,” I said. “This is all very generous.”

			“The rules here at Plumleen Hall are simple, Vi, and if you follow them, you’ll do well. Many of our servants have chosen to stay on past their initial contracts. First, you must never leave the property unless my wife or I give you permission. Second, you must never refuse a direct order from a member of my family or the managerial staff. And, most importantly, you are expressly forbidden to speak about my wife’s condition. Not to her. Not to me. Not to any of the other servants. Do you understand?”

			I nodded, though my mind seethed with questions. What kind of orders were these folks giving that following them had to be laid out so plainly? And why was Phineas so concerned about his wife’s so-called condition becoming a topic of conversation? I wondered if Mal had been right, and the lady of Plumleen was an amalgam.

			Just then, one of the stable hands brought my bags into the apartment. Phineas introduced her as Myrna, and she smiled at me. I returned the smile, grateful that at least one of the people who would be training me seemed friendly. Phineas wished us a pleasant night before gliding out of the room.

			Myrna looked to be no more than five or six years older than me. While she might’ve been as pale as I was had she lived in Alskad, the sun had turned her skin nut-brown and bleached her hair to nearly white. It hung in a long, pale gold braid over one shoulder, and her wide smile took over her whole face—even her eyebrows crinkled.

			“You look like you could fall asleep standing up,” Myrna said kindly. “You get yourself into bed. I’ll wake you come morning. If you need anything, our rooms are over yours. Stairs are around the corner by the hay. Can’t miss ’em. Sleep well.”

			I thanked her, and she gave me a rakish grin before leaving me alone in my new home. As the door closed behind her, I resolved to ask her to help me find Sawny and Lily as soon as I could manage it.

			* * *

			Myrna hauled me out of bed when the sun was still a distant promise of lavender streaking up the horizon. I felt like I hadn’t yet been asleep for more than a minute—despite my aching weariness after the ride from Williford, trying to sleep in the unfamiliar bed had been like trying to climb an ice-slicked roof. Every time I was close to sleep, I’d startled myself right back to wakefulness, excitement about seeing Sawny and Lily pulsing through my veins with every heartbeat.

			I pulled on the trousers, boots and shirt I’d worn the day before and darted into the apartment’s main room, where Myrna was waiting for me with a giant glass of cold, milky tea and a thick slice of ham tucked inside a soft white bun. She shoved the sandwich into my hand and started toward the door, already talking at breakneck speed.

			“Phineas said you’re to learn to ride, but that you’ve not had any practice at all—which, frankly, doesn’t seem at all possible to me, but I left Alskad when I was still a brat, so what do I know?”

			I gulped down the tea and followed Myrna into the barn, sleep-addled and barely tasting the sandwich as I chewed.

			“You’re going to be getting quite the education in all things Plumleen these next few weeks, so say a prayer or whatever works for you, because you shouldn’t expect to sleep much. Every morning you’ll help me feed the horses and muck stalls, and I’ll give you a riding lesson. From there, you’ll go to my horrible twin, Hepsy. She’s the butler, and she’ll be boring you to death with lessons in household protocol. You’ll serve the evening meal for the staff, then the same thing all over again. Aphra’s birthday’s in less than a month, so you’ll be running yourself near to death between now and then. Are you ready?”

			She thrust a pitchfork into my hand, not waiting for an answer. If I was to serve the evening meal to the staff, that would be my chance to find Sawny and Lily. I couldn’t wait to see the look on Lily’s face when I passed her grub to her.

			“Because I’m the most wonderful friend a girl could have, I’ve already fed the horses and put them out to graze. All we have to do now is muck stalls. Have you ever…” She trailed off, shaking her head in answer to her own question. “Of course not. You can’t ride, stands to reason you can’t muck a stall, either. I’ll show you.”

			Three backbreaking hours later, I’d hefted and tossed and wheelbarrowed, calling on muscles I didn’t even know I had. And all that before I’d even climbed onto Beetle’s back. I’d gone through my whole life believing I was strong, hauling oysters and diving for the temple, but nothing could’ve gotten my body ready for this kind of work.

			The riding lesson was another hour of Myrna shouting at me to keep my heels down, my toes pointed in and to flow with the horse, whatever that meant. When it was finally all over, Beetle untacked and released into a field, I collapsed onto a hay bale in the barn hall, my legs gone to jelly, my stomach growling so loudly I was sure to spook the horses.

			“I don’t think I’ll ever walk again,” I moaned to Myrna.

			Laughing, she offered me a hand. I batted it away.

			“You’re going to have to. You’ve only got an hour to clean yourself up and grab a bite before you’re to meet Hepsy in her office.”

			I moaned. “I can’t do it. I can’t move. I accept the consequences of my fate. You can tell her I said so.”

			“I’m not telling my sister squat if I can help it, and I’m not going to let you lie there and get yourself in a world of trouble on your first day. Up you get.”

			Reluctantly, achingly, I accepted her hand and groaned to my feet. Myrna patted me on the back.

			“Better run. Hepsy doesn’t accept excuses, and she can’t stand lateness. You don’t want to find yourself on the sharp side of her tongue.”

			As I bathed—quickly, thanks to years of growing up with fifteen or more other brats sharing the same bathroom and not nearly enough hot water—I wondered why Myrna and her sister didn’t get along. It wasn’t that twins were always the best of friends, but I couldn’t see how anyone could manage not to get along with Myrna. She was one of the cheeriest, kindest people I’d ever met. She never even mentioned the fact that I’m a dimmy, Pru. She treated me like any other normal person.

			As I dashed out of the bathroom, tying a bit of string around the end of my wet braid, I saw that Myrna’d brought me lunch, bless her. There was a flatbread piled high with roasted squash and caramelized onion and strung through with bits of soft blue cheese. Rayleane’s cheeks, I could kiss the woman. I folded the flatbread in half and stuffed it into my mouth as I jogged toward the manor house. Following the directions Myrna had given me earlier that morning, I raced down the steps and into the basement servant’s entrance.

			Hepsy was waiting for me outside her office, arms crossed over her chest. She and Myrna were identical, or had been at one point. Where Myrna was tan, Hepsy was pale. Where Myrna’s hair was long, Hepsy’s was cropped just beneath her chin. Where Myrna was plump and muscular, her sister was rail-thin. The two women could not have been more different.

			Hepsy eyed me up and down disapprovingly. “You’re three minutes late, you have food smeared on your cheek and your hair is wet.”

			“Ma’am—” I started, but Hepsy cut me off.

			“We’ve no time to waste. I assume you, being diminished, know nothing about etiquette or how to behave in a properly run household?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. “No. Of course you don’t. Follow me. We’ll start with the basics.”

			For the next five hours, Hepsy lectured me on a thousand things—how to properly fold a napkin, open a bottle of wine, remove a plate unobtrusively from a dining table. And that was just to prepare me to serve the staff meal that evening. In those five hours, I didn’t utter a single word. There was no space for it. While Myrna was quite the talker, she, at least, was jovial about it. Hepsy seemed to be so irritated by the fact that she and I had to exist in the same room that she filled every moment with endless instruction, making no little effort to assure me that she wasn’t pleased in the least to be the one tasked with my education in etiquette.

			I could hardly contain my excitement as Hepsy led me into the kitchen. Surely, given his experience and training, Sawny would be peering into an oven or stirring together some sort of delectable sauce. The kitchen was not one room, but three, and as Hepsy nattered on, I studied every person who walked through the door, searching for Sawny’s familiar features.

			Steady me, Pru, I thought. I feel like I could explode.

			Hepsy turned to me, her voice sharper than any kitchen knife. “Are you listening?”

			“Of course,” I lied.

			“Let’s get you an apron, then. The Laroches won’t be pleased if their dinner’s delayed because ours runs long.”

			As the servants streamed into their dining room, I carried platters of crisp-skinned duck and charred ears of corn, huge bowls of salad and tureens of creamy, delicious-smelling soup to the pair of long tables, scanning the room for Sawny and Lily all the while. As the room filled and folks started eating and chatting, I was nearly shaking with anticipation. My friends were nowhere to be seen. As I circled the table, refilling the tall water glasses and replenishing the bottles of chilled makgee, I listened for their names.

			Perhaps Sawny and Lily were occupied in another part of the estate—maybe their work had kept them late. But surely someone would mention them. There were more than fifty people in the room: folks with dirt beneath their fingernails that hinted at their work in the kaffe groves or gardens; those dressed in kitchen whites or neat, dark household uniforms; a group clustered around Myrna who clearly worked with animals. But as they finished eating and drifted out of the room, my heart sank. No one had said a word about Sawny or Lily.

			When Hepsy finally dismissed me, she said, “Tomorrow, tell my sister that you simply must arrive to your lesson on time. The least she could do is respect, for once, the importance of my work. And make sure your hair is dry. We’re going to begin your understanding of caring for Madame Laroche’s clothing, and it wouldn’t do for your dripping hair to spot her silks.”

			I trudged back to the barn, pausing inside my door for a moment to greet the puppies I’d found living in my apartments. The tumbling balls of golden fluff wagged their whole bodies as I scratched their ears. I fished in my pocket for the scrap of ham I’d secreted off a dinner plate as a bribe for the puppies’ mother and looked up to greet Myrna. My heart leapt when I saw that she was sitting on the steamer trunk Mal had given me.

			“You didn’t tell me you had a beau,” Myrna said, pouting. “And he’s deadly good-looking, too. What’s worse, you didn’t tell me you were flipping rich.”

			My eyes darted around the room, searching, I supposed, for Mal or Quill. I didn’t know which of the two I’d rather see, but I desperately hoped they’d waited. Myrna grinned.

			“He left before sundown. Said he had to get back to his business in Williford.”

			A weight settled in my stomach and disappointment must have clouded my face, because Myrna burst into gales of laughter.

			“Don’t look so downtrodden, pet. He left a note.”

			Myrna pulled an envelope from behind her back and waved it in front of me. I reached for it, but she hopped onto the trunk and held it over her head. The puppies yipped and cavorted around us, and their mother bayed a single long note before putting her head back on her paws.

			“No, ma’am,” she said. “This has to be an equal exchange. You tell me all about your handsome beau, and I get to go through your trunk. Then you can have your precious note.”

			I stuck my tongue out at her. “Come on! He left it for me, not you,” I said, her contagious laughter catching in my throat. “Nothing in there is worth a damn in this heat, anyway.”

			“I saw silks and velvets when your beau got the paper. I just want to know what kind of work you thought you’d be doing to need such fine things.”

			“They were a gift,” I said. “And he’s not my beau. Now give me the note. You can have anything you want out of the trunk. Really. It’s yours.”

			Sighing, Myrna handed me the envelope. “He certainly seemed like a beau, the way he asked after your happiness and health and all.”

			She hopped off the trunk and dove into its contents, flinging sweaters and trousers around the room gleefully. The puppies bayed and tottered around the room, soaking up as much excitement as each of their wiggly bodies could hold. I settled down on the floor next to their mother and opened the note.

			Vi,

			I waited as long as I could in hopes of seeing you, but I have to be back in Williford tomorrow. I’m sorry that I’ve had to leave without speaking to you. Keep your head up. I’ll see you soon.

			Cheers,

			M

			Nothing from Quill. I could have kicked myself for the shameless yearning that raced through me. My face was hot, and when I looked up, Myrna was watching me with a quizzical expression of amusement.

			“Not your beau?” Myrna asked, grinning.

			I threw a pillow at her. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Surely.”

			“Two of my friends from back in Penby, Sawny and Lily Taylor, took contracts here about a month ago, but neither of them were at dinner tonight. Do you know where I might be able to find them?”

			Myrna’s face paled, and she went still, her hands knotting in her lap.

			“What is it?” I asked, and I could hear the fear raw in my throat.

			“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but your friends…” She stopped and cleared her throat. “From what I understand, Lily noticed an error in the estate’s account books. She was helping with the bookkeeping, see? And rather than telling Phineas, she brought it to Aphra. That sent Phineas spinning.”

			One of the puppies pawed at my knee, whining, and I pulled her into my lap, grateful for the sweet, soft warmth as my heart turned leaden and heavy in my chest. I couldn’t make sense of what she was telling me. “What do you mean, ‘spinning’?”

			“I was going to wait a beat to warn you. Phineas—” Myrna’s lips tightened, and she let out a long, slow breath. “Phineas is a monster. When he found out what Lily’d done, he hauled her out of the house by her hair and beat her bloody.”

			My jaw was clenched so tight I thought my teeth might shatter. “Where are they now?” I gritted.

			“Vi, I’m so sorry. Lily died that night, and Sawny the next day. They’re gone.”

			I sat there, the puppy wriggling in my lap, numb for a solid minute before I fell entirely to pieces. Tears flooded my cheeks, sobs wracked my throat, and Myrna held me as I cried until I could cry no more.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			BO

			Swinton and I traveled well together. On our first evening in the jungle, when a roar in the distance sent me shooting to my feet, panicked, he managed not to laugh.

			“It’s a wild dog, bully,” he yawned.

			“You say that as though it should make me feel better.”

			I couldn’t see anything past the dim ring of our fire’s light, but I heard the horses, hobbled in the clearing with us, stamping and snorting.

			“They don’t come down out of the mountains hardly at all, and they’re too afraid to get close to anyone with a fire. Don’t worry about it. Get some rest.”

			I sat, pulling my knees in close to my chest and staring into the fire. Nothing in my life had prepared me for this. I thought of Runa, of her endless lessons on the monarchy and behavior and the history of Alskad. All information that would surely be useful to me someday, but here, in the half-wild jungle of Ilor, none of it was helpful. None of it was at all relevant.

			Swinton cracked open one eye and looked at me across the fire. “What’s giving you trouble, bully?”

			“Nothing. I don’t mean to keep you awake. Go back to sleep.”

			Swinton pulled himself to a sitting position and stared me down, a hint of amusement tugging his lips up at the corners.

			“If you’re not sleeping, I’m not either. After all, you did hire me to keep you company on the way to Williford.”

			I fought the urge to scrub my hands through my curls. “I hired you to show me the way, not to act as my nanny.”

			Swinton tsked at me and waggled one finger back and forth admonishingly. “If you refuse to sleep, then I’ll need something to occupy my time. Entertain me, little lord.”

			“I’m not—”

			“Buh, buh, buh,” he said, grinning. “No negatives. Only positives. Tell me about yourself.”

			He dug into his saddlebags and pulled out a thin cotton sack of caramels wrapped in waxed paper. He offered the sack to me, and I took one, peeling off the paper and popping it into my mouth.

			“You go first,” I said through a mouthful of sticky caramel. The thought of how Mother would’ve reacted if I’d done the same at home flitted across my mind, scoring a thin line of pain through me, like stepping into salt water with a cracked heel. “What was it like growing up in Ilor?”

			Swinton’s easy laugh was like balm. “I’ve nothing to compare it to. What was it like to grow up in Alskad? What was it like to grow up rich?”

			I wanted to blame the heat in my face on the fire, but I knew—and Swinton knew—that he’d made me blush. I shrugged and threw my wrapper into the fire.

			“Have anything to drink over there?”

			Swinton pulled a bottle out of his bag and came to sit beside me on my bedroll. I wanted desperately to ask him about his casual admission that he was one of the diminished, but I couldn’t manage to find a way that didn’t feel horrifyingly rude.

			“So, little lord. Tell me. What prompted you to travel all the way across the Tethys to meet this sister of yours? Generosity, or curiosity?”

			“Both?” I laughed. “Neither? It seems so odd that I could have a relative I’ve never met, especially a sister.”

			“And your twin?” Swinton asked. “What’s he got to say about this adventure of yours?”

			I panicked for a moment, realizing that the story I’d so carefully constructed with Gerlene hadn’t included my having a twin at all. But the memory of Gerlene fluttering around that awful room at the inn by the docks flashed through my mind, and I decided that she was as good a stand-in as anyone. “She’s a planner, and I sort of sprang the idea on her at the last minute. Let’s just say she wasn’t best pleased.”

			We talked until the moon set, plowing through the caramels and the bottle of fizzy fermented tea. Swinton was as captivating as he was surprising, and it was easier for me to talk to him than anyone else I knew. I felt like I could be myself with him—the real and honest part of me that I’d always kept shielded from my family, for fear of their disapproval.

			* * *

			My initial terror of traveling with one of the diminished wore away to nothing as we made our way to Williford. Swinton wasn’t someone I needed to fear. In fact, in his company, I felt as safe as I ever had in my life, wild dogs and other dangerous jungle beasts be damned. He made me laugh, really laugh, in a way I never had before. I was thrilled to be on an adventure with him. Swinton’s bright moods shone like the sun, and though a sour-tinged sadness curled in my belly when memories of Claes flashed through my mind, each time Swinton shot me a devilish grin or rested his hand on my thigh for a second too long, giddy currents of joy rolled up my spine.

			As we entered the crowded streets of Williford, leading our horses, I indulged in a brief fantasy about a hot bath and a comfortable, long night in my bed at home. The nights I’d spent curled on the rocky ground, listening to the strange symphony of jungle sounds and barely dozing, had left me ravenous for a solid night of decent sleep.

			Swinton nodded at a squat building set back from the street a ways. In the growing dimness, I couldn’t make out the words on the sign.

			“Looks like that’s our best bet. Shall I see if they can put us up for the night, or do you want me to wait with the horses?”

			I gave him a wry look. After a vendor in Cape Hillate had laughed me out of his shop when I tried to buy supplies for our trip, I’d agreed to let Swinton do our negotiating from then on. While I had a good idea of what it cost to maintain my household in Alskad, and the currency was the same, I’d not the foggiest clue what everyday items ought to cost in Ilor.

			He reappeared a few minutes later. “She’s all full, but for one room. Nice lady, though. Offered to stable our horses for the cost of grain and said she’d give us a bottle of makgee if we buy supper. What do you say? We can flip a tvilling for the bed.” Swinton smiled playfully at me, waggling his eyebrows.

			I laughed. “Whose coin would that be? Yours? I can’t seem to remember you paying for so much as a cup of kaffe since I met you.” The thought of kaffe made my mouth water. I hadn’t even smelled it since I left the ship, and though the headaches I’d had the first few days had now faded, I would have done just about anything for a cup of that particular nectar. “Do you think she has kaffe?” I asked.

			It was Swinton’s turn to laugh. “You can’t wrap your head around the costs of things, can you, little lord? There ain’t been a soul stay in this inn who can afford kaffe, well, ever.”

			We led the horses around back to the stables and surrendered them to the grizzled old man we found there.

			“But kaffe is grown here,” I whined, unwilling to give up the argument.

			Swinton held the back door open for me, saying, “And most of it is shipped to the heart of the Alskad Empire for lords like you.”

			“I’m not a—” I tried to protest, but was interrupted by an enormous woman who crushed me to her bosom.

			“Welcome to Bethesda’s!” she boomed. “I’m Bethesda, and I’m so pleased my boy’s brought you to see me.”

			The pressure of her arms released for a moment, but before I could step back, I found myself nose to nose with Swinton, who’d also been pulled into her tight embrace. He grinned at me.

			“My Swinton’s never brought anyone home to meet his mama.” She let us go and swatted Swinton, whose face turned red.

			I raised an eyebrow. Swinton shrugged, and his mother said, “After Taeb, I kept waiting to hear…” Bethesda paused, and her genial expression flicked briefly. She twitched her apron, but when she looked up, a smile was once again plastered on her face. “No matter. You’re both here now. I am sorry that I don’t have two rooms for you, but business is good.” She elbowed Swinton. “Can’t complain about that, can we? Now tell me, how is my waif of a sister?”

			* * *

			After unpacking our saddlebags, bathing and putting on clean clothes, Swinton and I made our way down to the common room of the inn. I headed toward the only open table in the large, slat-windowed room, but Swinton pulled me to a long trestle table in the corner. Two women and a man sat around a nearly empty platter. Half-full glasses of milky white makgee and a number of empty bottles littered the table.

			Swinton’s hand closed around my elbow, and his breath tickled my ear as he said, “I don’t let it get around that I’m a dimmy, so keep your mouth shut of it, aye?”

			I gave the barest nod, and Swinton clapped an arm around my shoulder.

			The man stood when Swinton and I approached. His collar was open and his sleeves rolled up, revealing deep brown skin and the ropey muscles of his forearms. As we crossed the room, I saw his golden brown eyes pass over me, taking in everything from my shoes to my dark, messy curls and dismissing me, all in a matter of moments. When we reached the table, before introductions could be made, the man grinned and enveloped Swinton in a hug.

			“Good to see you, bully. How’ve you been?” he asked.

			Swinton leaned across the table to kiss each of the women on their cheeks, and sat, gesturing for me to do the same. “Billa, Rue, Mal, this is my good friend, Bo.”

			I climbed over the bench and took a seat next to the two women. A serving boy bustled over with a pair of glasses and two more bottles on a tray. He and Swinton spoke for a moment in hushed tones, and he hurried away.

			“So, Mal,” Swinton said. “When did you get back?”

			I poured makgee into everyone’s glasses, hastily tucking my cuff up into my sleeve before I reached across the table to pour for Swinton. Nevertheless, I saw the glint in Mal’s eyes. He’d clearly seen the gold around my wrist.

			“Almost a month ago, and just in time, too. Billa was about to run off with a paneller and break my poor heart.”

			The woman next to me chuckled, and the other—Billa, I assumed—reached across the table and cuffed Mal on the ear. He grinned.

			“How long are you staying this time?” Swinton gave me a significant look and explained. “Mal’s from Penby, but his uncle is one of the only male captains in the navy—perhaps you’ve heard of him? Hamlin Whippleston? Mal and his brother, Quill, are apprenticed onboard, though by all accounts they’re both terrible sailors.”

			My heart raced, but before I could open my mouth to ask about Vi, Swinton kicked my shin, rather harder than was necessary. He shook his head ever so slightly and poured more makgee for Mal.

			Mal nodded his thanks and continued, all joking conviviality. “We aren’t so bad as all that. We have loads of admirable qualities.”

			“Only one I can think of,” Billa quipped. “You’re awful pretty. Too bad you’re both denser than knotted wood.”

			Mal pouted, and everyone at the table burst into laughter. When the mirth was more or less contained, Mal said, “I’m surprised you haven’t heard. Quill and I are here permanently now. You’re looking at the proud co-owner and operator of the Whippleston Exchange Firm.”

			The serving boy reappeared with an enormous platter and a basket, which he sat between Swinton and me. The tray was heaped with food—there were salads of roasted beets and pickled onions, potatoes in creamy green aioli sharp with the scent of wild garlic and shaved summer squash piled with capers and anchovies. Dumplings in a variety of colors were arranged alongside the salads, all piled atop a thick, spongy-looking crepe. And all around the tray, small copper tureens were overflowing with stewed and potted meats, chutneys and savory jams. The complex, unfamiliar scents made my mouth water, but even still, I was anxious to get to the point.

			“What do you import?” I asked Mal.

			“I import wine and liquor and export a variety of things—kaffe, cloth, sugar, tafia and the like. My brother brings over contract laborers.”

			“It might be that you could help me, then,” I said, doing my best to sound casual. “I’m looking for a young woman called Obedience. She’s from the capital, a dimmy. She may be calling herself Vi.”

			Mal’s eyes narrowed. “Not saying as I do know her, but why are you looking for her?”

			Swinton closed his eyes slowly and shook his head, but I plowed ahead.

			“She’s my half sister,” I said. “A by-blow of my father, and it seems he remembered her in his will. I’d heard that your uncle brought a dimmy across the Tethys not too long ago and wondered if it might be the same girl.”

			Mal’s face contorted into an expression of shock, and he stared at me for a long moment before he managed to collect himself and look down into his glass. Swinton glared at me.

			“I don’t have much interaction with the passengers. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I know her.”

			Swinton raised an eyebrow. “Have a heart, Mal. He’s looking for his sister. All he’s wanting is to meet the girl and give her a bit of money. You sure you don’t remember a girl named Vi? She might’ve been one of Quill’s contracts. Probably earned him a mint. We’d heard a rumor… We’re trying to find where she’s gone.”

			“Can’t say I know her, bully. My apologies. I can ask around for you, if you’d like. Anything special about her? Memorable?”

			“She’s one of the diminished. I’d imagine that would stick out in just about anyone’s mind. Especially on a ship.”

			“Didn’t Quill tell me—” Billa started, but Mal interrupted her.

			“If I know my brother, I’m sure he was far into his cups, and like as not there wasn’t a lick of truth to anything he said to a pretty girl like you. Now, speaking of drinks, shall we have another before we’re off?”

			The women agreed, and Swinton amiably called for another bottle of makgee. I laughed and made jokes about the differences between Alskad and Ilor, but beneath the surface, I was stewing. By the time Mal rose from the table, beckoned to the two women and we made our goodbyes, I could hardly contain myself.

			The moment the slatted door swung shut behind him, I looked at Swinton and said, “He was lying, Swinton. I know it.”

			Swinton rolled his eyes. “Was he, Bo? Was he really? How could you tell?”

			“No reason for you to be nasty about it. You know he was lying. Why wouldn’t he tell us the truth?”

			“He lied to you, not me. I’m not the one who asks idiotic questions.”

			I sniffed. “That’s helpful. Thank you so much for your insight.”

			Swinton refilled my glass. “He doesn’t trust you. You were blushing the whole time. He knew there was something you weren’t saying. I’m going to race to his house and see if I can’t beat him there. Perhaps if I can talk to his brother, I can clean up the mess you made. You stay here and finish your supper. Have another glass of makgee. Don’t talk to anyone.”

			I groaned. There was a part of me that thought he was right. I should stay behind. After all, I had managed to make a terrific mess of my only tie—however loose it might be—to my sister.

			“How will you find him?” I asked.

			“Thought I might start with his house.”

			“I’d like to come. I promise to do my best not to bungle things any more than I already have done.”

			Swinton stared down at his empty glass, frowning. I pressed my hands between my thighs to keep my fingers from dancing an impatient jig on the tabletop. The din of the inn’s common room might as well have been the empty silence of a ticking clock as I waited for Swinton’s answer. I desperately wanted him to trust me. To like me.

			When he finally glanced up, the stern look he gave me was belied by the twinkle in his green eyes. “You can come, little lord, but you’ll agree to my terms first, hear?”

			I nodded, doing everything in my power to contain my glee.

			“First, you’ll do your best to follow my lead. I think Quill will be more easily persuaded with a bit of cash. There’s more to your story than you’re giving away, and that’s all well and good. But when you get on with your poor try at a straight face, you look like a half-wit fox what thinks he can masquerade as a hen in the henhouse. Don’t do that. Unless you’re ready to spill the whole story, you keep your trap shut. Agreed?”

			Swinton’s insults stung, but I saw the truth in what he was saying, so I did as he asked and gave my silent assent.

			“Second, money’ll open doors not even my silver tongue can unlock. What do we have to work with, cash-wise?”

			I considered. If he connected the truth of my relationship to Vi to the gold cuff on my wrist and the crown, and thought to sell that information to the right people, my troubles would become far more unmanageable than they already were. However, if I lost Vi because I was afraid Swinton might learn my secrets, I would hate myself. I would have to walk a careful line and play my cards close to the vest.

			“I’ve got a line of credit at a bank in Southill. Bribe away, I suppose.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			VI

			My responsibilities and tasks didn’t let up just because my heart was broken, but Myrna, at least, let me sleep late the next morning. She shook me awake with just enough time to ready myself to face Hepsy—and the fact that the whole of the estate had turned itself upside-down in preparation for Aphra’s birthday celebration as I was mourning the loss of my best friend.

			Serving dinner that night was particularly horrible. Every moment was a reminder of how excited I’d been the night before, and how quickly that single moment of happiness had been ripped away from me. Before I could take my own meal back to my rooms, Hepsy pulled me aside and spent a torturous hour—through which my stomach groaned and yowled resentfully—detailing every aspect of the coming celebration, from the fireworks to the appetizers.

			“This party,” Hepsy said threateningly, “will be attended by every person worth knowing in Ilor. So when you are presented with the rest of Mister Phineas’s gifts, you will not—do you understand me?—you will not embarrass me.”

			That night, as I lay in bed, staring up at the dark ceiling, surrounded by sleeping puppies, I prayed to Pru to help me find a purpose, somewhere to put all the anger and grief and pain that was welling up inside. I was scared, more terrified than I’d ever been, that Sawny’s death would be the thing to break me. I’d made it through sixteen years as a dimmy, but this loss felt like more than I could bear. I wished for a sign, something to show me the way out of all this sadness. But even after the moons dipped below the horizon and sleep finally overtook me, nothing came.

			* * *

			When I sought Hepsy out for my lesson the next day, she scowled and flapped her hand. “I’m too busy to tend to you now. Find somewhere else to be.”

			I glared back at her. “What am I supposed to do, then?”

			Hepsy looked at me like I’d grown a second set of ears. “You’re to do whatever anyone asks of you, dullard. Make yourself useful. Now, off with you.”

			I went to look for Myrna. I was used to feeling like I was a nuisance, but the bustling, prickly servants at Plumleen had a way of making me feel like not only was I in the way, I smelled like rot, had stolen their breakfast and spent every free moment trying to make their lives more difficult. The only place I was comfortable was in the barn with Myrna and the animals.

			The sun was high overhead when I found Myrna barefoot and knee-deep in the manure pile, holding a pitchfork. “Well, well, well, has old stone-eyes given you the afternoon off?” she asked.

			Once again, I wondered about the rift between Myrna and Hepsy. I’d seen siblings fight, but I’d never seen such a thorough and unrepentant loathing between two people whose connection ought to’ve been strong. I nodded.

			“Good. You take the next load, Vi. My heart’s fit to explode in this heat, and some exercise might do you good. Distract you.”

			“Next load of what?” I asked, and then I saw the handcart, half full of manure, and cringed. “Oh. Good. Have anything else that needs doing?”

			Myrna let out a loud, cackling laugh, and dipped her hand into the bucket of well water beside her and splashed it on her face. “The gardeners showed up this morning, demanding manure for all the flower beds by the end of the day tomorrow. This load is going to the jasmine on the back lawn. Do you think you can manage, or are you too much of a delicate Alskad flower to haul a handcart?”

			I scowled at her, faking irritation. The truth was, I liked working in the barn with Myrna, and she was right. I needed something to fill the time, to keep me from wallowing in my dark thoughts. I admired her strength, and somehow, her teasing never felt weighted by truth. I didn’t mind the actual work, either. In fact, I reveled in the idea of developing some new muscles, different from those I’d cultivated swimming or with the exercises I’d learned in the temple.

			“I bet I can do it twice as fast as you, and for twice as long,” I teased.

			Myrna heaved a last pitchfork load of manure onto the heap in the handcart and said, “Have at it. Do you know where you’re going?”

			I nodded and pulled a scarf from my belt to tie back my wild curls. It took a great deal of heaving to get the single wheel of the handcart out of the muck behind the barn, but once I had it on the lawn, the going got easier. The grounds at Plumleen Hall were unlike anything I’d ever encountered in Alskad. The wild jungle plants native to Ilor were cultivated and carefully tended here; their oversized leaves shaded stone walkways, and flowers sprang up and hung like vivid, gaudy decorations from every plant. The vast expanses of lawn were carpeted in hardy, emerald-green grass that sprang up to meet my footsteps.

			Birds sang and chattered in the trees, a far more pleasant sound than the ceaseless hum of adulations echoing through the temple’s halls. It smelled better, too. There was no stench of rotten fish or unwashed reek of too many bodies all crowded together at Plumleen. It was all green growing things, the dusty musk of horses and heady floral perfume.

			I cut a wide path around the manor house, so as to avoid being seen by Hepsy, who would surely find some fault in my hauling manure for her sister—or Phineas, who might be displeased that I wasn’t studying with Hepsy. When I finally reached the bed of jasmine, sweat trickled down my face and chest, and my arms were shaking with effort. I hadn’t met any of the gardeners who helped me unload the manure, but when I said hello, they turned the other way, muttering about dimmys. I bit my tongue. Some things, like good-for-nothing foot-lickers showing their stripes, never changed.

			A bucket of water hung from a thick tree limb in easy reach, but when I moved toward it to get a sip, the gardeners blocked my path, arms crossed over their chests. Cart empty, I trudged back toward the barn, my throat dry and a familiar, lonely gloom curling in my belly like a snake. I’d guessed that folks in the colonies would be more concerned about surviving all the awful diseases and terrifying animals I’d read about than about one teenaged dimmy. But folks like those silent, glaring gardeners made it clear that once again, I’d guessed wrong.

			As I wound my way back through the gardens, I found myself lost in memories of Sawny and Lily. With them gone, I was once more adrift, purposeless. I’d committed myself to a life at Plumleen, at least for the next ten years, and I had to make every day count for something. I had to find a way to channel my anger and grief, to keep it from consuming me. My fury was quickly shaping itself into an arrow directed at one person: Phineas. He was the reason Sawny was dead. He’d destroyed my last tie to Penby, to my childhood, to the only person who’d never been afraid of me.

			I wanted revenge. I knew, from the newshawkers back in Penby and the warnings the Whipplestons had impressed up on me, that there was some kind of rebel group fighting back against cruel people like Phineas. I wondered if there might be a way for me to find them. Help them.

			And if they might, in turn, help me avenge Sawny and Lily.

			Halfway back to the barn, I heard hoofbeats and glanced around, wondering who it might be. People came and went on horseback all the time, and there’d already been scads of deliveries for Aphra’s birthday celebration since I arrived at Plumleen. Suddenly, a horse I recognized rounded the corner, and I gasped. My head spun, and, not sure what else to do, I dove into the clump of bushes closest to me, leaving my cart abandoned.

			I must look like quite the fool, Pru, I thought, but even as I thought the words, I felt fear coursing through my veins, remembering Phineas’s warnings. I watched from between the leaves as Aphra’s horse, a lovely sorrel gelding, cantered by with a woman on his back. The woman, who could’ve been no one but Aphra, rode like she was part of her horse. She wore her hair in a low coil, strands of red and gold knotted together and covered by a wide-brimmed hat. She, like me and the stable girls, wore tight breeches and a sleeveless blouse, though her breeches were impeccable, glowing white, and her blouse was light and dark green striped silk.

			After she disappeared, I stayed crouched behind my bush for a long while. I’d never imagined that I would see an amalgam, and I was as afraid of her and the stories I’d grown up with as I was terrified of what Phineas would do to me if she saw me. I kept myself hidden until I thought enough time must have passed for her to get back to the barn and tend her horse herself. Not, of course, that the lady of the estate would have enough time to do a chore like that, but I wanted to be safe.

			Myrna was walking the big sorrel gelding, Riker, into his stall, still a little damp from having the sweat washed off him, when I finally wheeled my cart back into the barn. She slid Riker’s halter over his ears and gave him an affectionate scratch on his forehead. She caught sight of me as soon as she closed the stall door. “Rayleane’s teeth! Where have you been? You decide to take a nap in one of the hammocks on the way back?”

			“I saw her,” I panted.

			“Saw who?” Myrna asked. She dipped a ladle into a bucket of well water kept for the stable hands to drink and handed it to me. I drank gratefully and splashed a little on my face. She eyed me up and down, plucking a leaf from my hair. “Where’ve you been hiding? I’ve taken three carts myself since you took yours, and the gardeners said you left near abouts an hour ago.”

			“I did,” I said, and told her about seeing Aphra in the garden. By the time I finished, all the color had drained from Myrna’s face, and her mouth was compressed into a thin, hard line.

			“Did she see you?” Myrna asked.

			“I don’t know. She was moving along at a right smart clip—that Riker’s faster than my Beetle by half—but I wasn’t exactly sly. I left my cart right there on the lawn when I dove into the bushes.”

			“Dzallie’s bosom,” Myrna spat. “This is all my fault. I should have kept you well out of sight.”

			“How bad would it be if she saw me?”

			Myrna pursed her lips again and glanced at her boots. “Breaking one of Phineas’s rules is bad enough on a good day. But with the stress of this celebration, and the fact that Singen arrived this morning… Magritte’s nose,” she swore. “Let’s hope she didn’t see you, or if she did, she forgets all about it.”

			“Why does it matter so much? Surely she doesn’t know every servant at Plumleen.”

			“You wouldn’t think so, would you? No, if she got even half a look at you, she’d know you were new. She knows everybody on this estate, for better or worse. Let’s hope she doesn’t ask Phineas, not while Singen’s here.”

			“Who’s Singen?” I asked.

			“Singen is Phineas’s twin. They—well, you know how some twins make each other better? Push one another to be nicer or more pious?”

			“Of course,” I said.

			“Well, the Oxfeld men—that was their name before they married—they bring out the worst in each other. Singen’s servants say that he hardly drinks when he’s at home, but when he’s here, he swills liquor like it’s water,” Myrna explained. “And Phineas is strict, but usually fair. The minute Singen shows up, anything might be enough to earn his ire. Singen was here visiting when…” She trailed off.

			I winced, realizing she was referring to the incident with Lily.

			Myrna bit her lip and paused for a long moment before she finally said, “It wasn’t just Lily that time, either. Phineas gave one of the houseboys fifteen lashes for eating an apple too loudly. He happened to walk by when the boy was having his snack, and the next thing any of us knew, the boy was tied to the fence, screaming his lungs out. Cracked two ribs and only just got back to work. He got two days added to his contract for each one he missed.”

			My stomach turned and twisted, coiling into a heavy knot in my belly. It didn’t seem possible. It couldn’t be legal. But I remembered the warnings Mal and Quill had given me, everything they’d told me about the unfair balance of power and the law. Fury was well on its way to replacing my grief now. If I could manage to do anything with my life, I wanted to put an end to this kind of injustice. The problem was, I had no idea where to start.

			“All that for eating an apple too loud?” I asked. “How are you supposed to eat a damned apple?”

			Myrna chuckled grimly. “Far, far away from Phineas. He hates to hear anyone chewing. There’s always a musician in the dining room. Always. It’s the only way he can eat in the same room as anyone else.”

			“What does Aphra say about all this?” I asked.

			“She won’t take a whip to any of us, but I’ve never heard of her stopping him. It seems like she indulges him in everything. Never mind about that, though. There’s nothing to be done now. I need to get the herd fed and turned out for the night.”

			“Can I help?”

			“No,” Myrna said, taking me by the shoulders and steering me toward the door to my rooms. “You any good with a needle and thread?”

			“I’ll do,” I said cautiously.

			Myrna grinned, opened my door and gave me a gentle shove. “Good. I’ve got a heap of saddle pads what need mending, and we should probably keep you out of sight for a while.”

			I sighed and closed the door behind me, turning over the day’s events as I absently greeted the dogs. I wished Madame Laroche hadn’t gotten her eyes on me, but a part of me was glad I’d seen her at last. My glimpse of her assured me that she didn’t have green skin or a second head, but as I sat down to repair the pile of saddle pads my mind churned, wondering how I might coax more information about Aphra out of Myrna. That, I supposed, was better than the alternative, because thinking about Phineas made my skin crawl, and I’d almost certainly begin to weep if I spent another moment dwelling on Lily and Sawny.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			BO

			Where Cape Hillate had been a rabbit warren of twisting paths and secret squares, the lamp-lit, cobblestone streets of Williford were laid in a wide, spacious grid that extended out from the harbor and stopped within a hair’s breadth of the jungle. Even late in the evening, long after the sun had fallen below the horizon, heat still oozed from the earth and sweat prickled my neck as I tried to keep pace with Swinton. His long strides ate up distance with an ease and grace that totally escaped me.

			When we finally stopped, I was drenched and heaving. Swinton led me across a wide lawn to a three-story, porch-ringed house set far back from the street. A line of lamps glowed along the front porch rail and the high garden wall. Two windows on the lower floor shone with the warm light of solar lamps, as did the glass-paned front door.

			“Ready?” he asked. Before I could answer, he rapped on the door and whispered, “Remember to follow my lead.”

			A lithe, middle-aged woman with fiery red hair and laugh lines around her freckled mouth swung open the door, took one long look at Swinton and flew at him. I drew in a quick breath and squeezed my eyes tight shut, steadying myself against an attack. But laughter rang through the thick night air, and I looked up to see Swinton twirling the woman in a circle, their heads thrown back in glee.

			“Whenever did you get back to Williford, pet?” she asked. Her musical voice carried the lilt of Ilor and was backed by a rasp like nutmeg in a spice mill.

			Their questions came fast, toppling over each other like eager puppies.

			“When did you leave my ma’s place?”

			“What’re you doing here then, and at this hour?”

			“Your brother still making those cocoa cream rolls? I’m hungry just thinking of them.”

			“How’s your Auntie Kelladra?”

			When the barrage of questions finally ended in more laughter, Swinton said, “It’s right good to see you, Noona, and I’m that sorry to trouble you so late, but I’m here looking for Mal and Quill. Might I speak with them?”

			She swatted him with a towel she’d had draped over her shoulder. “And look at you, forgotten all your manners as soon as you got grown and out of your ma’s house? Who’s this, then?”

			Swinton glanced over his shoulder at me, grinned and dropped into an overly elaborate bow. “My dearest Noona, it is my great and profound honor to present to you Mister Bo Abernathy of the Alskad Empire, newly arrived in our great colony of Ilor. Mister Abernathy, the woman who is responsible, if not for my good looks, then at least for my excellent manners and brilliant education, Missus Noona Booker-Hirsch. My ma hired Noona when I was wee to help care for my brother and me.”

			A shadow crossed Noona’s face at the mention of Swinton’s brother, but she took my hand and gave it a firm shake, studying my face with narrowed eyes. “A pleasure. You come on in. Mal’s still out, but I’ll see if Quill can’t come down and have a chat with you.”

			Noona ushered us into the house and deposited us in a comfortable sitting room before bustling up the stairs. She returned a moment later with a young man, presumably Mal’s twin, Quill. He was identical to the man I’d met earlier, but for the hair. His tied back in long locks rather than the short curls Mal sported. Swinton stood and grasped Quill’s elbow, drawing him close and clapping him on the back. Both of them were beaming when Swinton released him.

			“It surely is good to see you, bully. Quill, this is Bo. Bo Abernathy. He’s hired me to help him find his sister. We think you might be set up to lend us a hand.”

			Quill looked over Swinton’s shoulder at me, and took a step back, fumbled his way to a chair and sat with a loud exhalation. “Abernathy, is it?”

			Swinton raised an eyebrow at me encouragingly. I sat in a chair opposite Quill and tugged my sleeve down over my cuff in a swift, practiced motion. It’d become habit at that point, to tuck the telltale gold into my sleeve. To keep it hidden. I bit the inside of my cheek, wondering how close to the truth I might tread. “My mother’s name is Abernathy, as is my sister’s. We’d hoped that you would know her. We think she may have crossed the Tethys on your uncle’s ship.”

			Quill’s face had turned impassive. I looked to Swinton, hoping a touch of his confidence might bolster me. He squeezed my hand.

			“Look,” I continued, a pleading note in my voice. “We’d heard your firm made an enormous commission on her contract. I’m trying to find out if the girl you worked with was my sister.”

			Quill’s tawny gold gaze locked on me, and he seemed to choose his next words with a great deal of care. “I don’t discuss other folks’ contracts. Even if I did remember your girl, I wouldn’t be able to help you. Bad for business, see.”

			“You’d remember this one,” Swinton said. “She’s a dimmy. Vi Abernathy, by name.”

			“And why, exactly, are you looking for her? Not saying as I know her or not, but if she’s taken a contract in Ilor, she’ll not be going anywhere for quite some years.”

			Swinton gave me a long look and nodded. I steeled myself and plunged closer to the truth than was necessarily comfortable. I hoped that sympathy—or if not that, then gold lust—would convince Quill to help me. “I only recently learned of Vi’s existence. It seems that my father had an affair with her mother that led to the birth of Vi and her twin. He left a large estate, and, well, it seemed only fair…”

			I cleared my throat. Before I could go on, heavy footsteps on the front porch interrupted my thoughts, and a moment later, the door was flung open. Mal stormed into the house, shouting for Quill. He slammed the door shut, and the windows rattled in their frames.

			“Quill! Haul your gods’-damned arse out of bed.” Mal’s thunderous steps started up the stairs and stopped abruptly. “Oh. Noona. I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t wake you. Have you seen my brother?” His voice took on a chastened, almost boyish tone, and Quill looked as though he was struggling to hold back a smile.

			“Might be if you took a moment to look around before you came hollering, you would’ve seen your brother in the sitting room.” She lowered her voice into a dramatic, though still-audible, whisper. “With guests.”

			I managed to get to my feet as Mal barreled into the room. Mal took Swinton and me in with a single glance and shot an accusatory stare at his brother. Noona followed him, clucking with irritation, and set a tray of pastries and a pitcher of milky tea, beaded with condensation, on a low table.

			She patted Quill on the shoulder, pinched Mal’s arm and said, “I’m off to bed now. No more shouting, or else I’ll wake my sister and set her on you.”

			Once Noona left the room, Mal demanded, “What’re you doing here? I told you before I don’t know anything about the girl you’re looking for.”

			“We didn’t think to trouble you with it again,” Swinton said, charm oozing from his smile. “I’d thought your brother might know more, him being the one who handles contract work and all. We’re happy to pay you for any information you care to pass along.”

			Quill raised an eyebrow and shrugged. Mal shook his head, scowling.

			I tried a different tactic. “My only wish is to meet my sister and see that she receives the inheritance she’s due. I’ve no desire to disrupt the life she’s chosen for herself.”

			Swinton narrowed his eyes at me. “What Bo means to say is that if you do, in fact, know where his sister is working, he’ll do nothing to jeopardize your relationship with your customers.”

			I caught the thread of his argument and ran with it. “Actually, I may even be able to help grow your business. My employer has an estate here in Ilor that she’s asked me to look in on. I believe the majority of the work there is done by contract laborers. It wouldn’t be outside the realm of possibility for me to make some kind of arrangement with your exchange firm in return for your assistance.”

			“That’s all well and good,” Mal said. “But we don’t know the girl, do we? Now, I hate to be rude, but it’s awfully late and—”

			“Mal, don’t be—”

			“Enough!” Mal said firmly. “Now, I’d like for these gentlemen to leave so that I can find my bed.” He extended his hand to Swinton. “If you find yourself in these parts again soon, I’d love to have a game of brag with you, yes?”

			Our window was closing, and I couldn’t imagine how I’d manage to find Vi without the help of the Whipplestons. I needed them to see how dire her situation would soon become, even if it meant breaking my agreement with Swinton.

			“Please,” I said, a desperate note in my voice. “I need to find her. The Shriven are, even as we speak, looking for Vi. I’ve no idea how long it will be before they manage to track her down, but if I’ve found you, they certainly will, and there’s no telling what they’ll do to her. I’m begging you—please help me.”

			Swinton’s face turned to stone, and within a moment, Mal was steering us through the door and onto the porch, closing it decidedly behind us. The lock thudded into place, echoing like distant thunder, and inside, heavy footfalls mounted the stairs. We stood silently on the porch, side by side. I moved to leave, my heart crumbling to dust in my chest, but Swinton caught my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

			“Wait,” he said, and his lips curled in a sly smile. “We’re going to have a talk about your little outburst, but just you wait a moment.”

			Even though my throat was as tight as if I were being choked, and I felt as though I’d flayed myself open and left my heart beating in that entry hall, I was comforted by Swinton’s touch. As his thumb absently drew circles on the tender skin of my wrist, I closed my eyes and breathed in the cool night air. It smelled so green, so fresh. I thought I could actually smell the new growth as it shot out of the ground. I inhaled the salty ocean wind, too, carrying its deep secrets. It was, however, Swinton’s scent that captivated me—musky, pine-scented soap overlaid with smoke and makgee, and below that, something uniquely his own. A scent I would, even after such a short time with him, recognize anywhere.

			“Do you trust them, Swinton?” I asked.

			“Enough,” he said, and brought my wrist to his lips, asking a silent question that sent delicious shudders all down my spine. It wasn’t until our hands dropped back to our sides and the gold bracelet—the symbol of my place in life—fell heavily back into place, and my heart with it, that I realized what Swinton might now suspect about who I was.

			We couldn’t have been on the porch for more than a few minutes, my heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings as my thoughts raced to match, before the front door opened once again and someone stepped out onto the porch. Swinton let go of my hand, and my treacherous stomach sank. We turned, and Quill stepped into the circle of lamplight where we stood. I scrubbed a hand through my hair, waiting for him to speak.

			“How did you connect Vi to the temple?” he asked.

			“I’ve told you the truth. I’m her brother. I just want to see her safe. If I can find the people who bought her, maybe I can offer them enough to buy out the rest of her contract. See her well and truly safe.”

			“Are the Shriven really looking for your sister?”

			I let out my breath in a slow exhalation. “They are. I don’t know how much they know, or how soon they’ll find her, but you know as well as I that the Shriven don’t fail when they have someone in their sights.” I hesitated, then hurriedly said, “I’d see you well compensated for your help.”

			“We’ll find a way to do this so as your business isn’t affected. If you agree, that is,” Swinton added.

			Quill nodded his head slowly. “We’ll help. Not for the money—I wouldn’t see her in the hands of the Shriven. But you’ll need quite a sum to buy her contract off the people who hired her, and even still, it might not be an easy thing. Her contract’s meant as a birthday gift, and you’ll have a far better chance of convincing them if we manage to negotiate before the celebration. You’ll need cash in hand in less than two weeks’ time.”

			“Can we get to Southill and back in that time?” I asked Swinton.

			“We’ll have to make tracks, but we can do it.”

			I ran a hand through my hair and nodded at Quill gratefully. “Thank you for your help.”

			“You’re welcome. But, Mr. Abernathy, if you make one wrong move—if I for one moment think you don’t have her best interest at heart—I’ll make it my business to find out the truth about the cuff you wear.”

			I froze, taken aback. I didn’t think he’d seen it.

			“You look like her, you know,” Quill said, suddenly amiable. “The same eyes, the same blushes, the same hair. She even has that same tic you do—ruffles her hair so it stands on end when she’s anxious.”

			I compressed my lips and waited, feeling the heat of a blush curl up my neck.

			“It isn’t that Mal’s callous. I think he’s just mad we got her into this position in the first place. I’ll bring him around to the idea. Just give us a bit of time to plan. We can’t trot you onto the estate, visitors for the servants being frowned upon and all, but with a little luck, I might be able to sneak you in to see Vi. You’ll want to see her and let her know the plan, yes?”

			My heart leapt at the thought of seeing Vi for the first time, and my voice shook as I replied. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

			Quill eyed my wrist pointedly. “I believe you. It looks like you have a lot to lose.”

			Quill clapped both Swinton and me on the shoulder and headed back into the house. Before the door was fully shut, I flung myself into Swinton’s arms. Laughing, he hugged me tight and released me, skipping down the porch’s steps.

			“I do believe you owe me a drink, little lord,” he said. “A drink, and a raise. I’ll play along with this little farce of yours as long as you like, but I’ll get the truth from you at some point.”

			I wanted to tell him everything in that moment. The truth about Vi, the Queen, every secret I’d held so carefully guarded since I left my house in Esser Park. But I forced myself to hold my tongue, at least for a little longer.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			VI

			Sweat slicked every inch of my body and dripped, stinging, into my eyes. The sun had only just risen, but the blasted sunbeams were already beating relentlessly down on me, burning my once-pale, freckled skin and heating my dark curls past bearing. All I wanted was to be off Beetle’s jostling back, to let go of the reins and lift my heavy braid off my neck, to stick my whole head in a bucket of cool water. Instead, I did my best to focus on staying in the saddle and making at least some of the seemingly endless corrections Myrna shouted at me from the back of her delicate chestnut mare.

			“Shoulders back,” Myrna called, the reminder a familiar refrain. “Heels down.”

			I obliged, my breath ragged and heaving. It was beyond understanding that I could hold my breath for minutes at a time comfortably beneath the cold Alskad waves, but here in Ilor, each hot, wet breath I managed to pull into my lungs came with a fight. Despite Myrna’s assurances, I didn’t think a body could ever get used to this kind of humidity. Not really.

			After one more jolting trot around the flat field, Myrna slowed her mare to a walk, and I, gratefully, did the same. Reins in one hand, I lifted my heavy braid off my neck with the other.

			“You’re getting better,” Myrna said. “Now all you need to do is stop being so terribly scared.”

			I laughed. “I’d hardly say I’m scared. Just sensible. I’m a tiny scrap of a thing compared to Beetle here, yet somehow, I’m to convince her that I’m in charge? Seems unlikely at best and right stupid at worst.”

			Myrna laughed, and we rode toward the barn in companionable silence for a few minutes before she drew her horse to a halt. She peered down the hill. “What’s that, then?” she asked. “A bit early for deliveries, wouldn’t you say?”

			I followed her gaze down the hill to the drive, where a wagon loaded with casks and trunks was winding its way toward the manor house. Two figures sat on the back of the wagon’s bed, their feet dangling off the end, and two more on the wagon’s seat. They were still a bit too far away for me to make out more than their shapes, and it would take them a couple of minutes or so at least to get to the barn at the pace they were going.

			I wiped the sweat from my brow and looked at Myrna. “Think we ought to go down and lend a hand?” I asked.

			“You’re just looking for an excuse to cut your lesson short,” Myrna said with a cackle. “All right, then. We’ll go on down, but if you want me to go easy on you, you’ll have to beat me there.”

			Without another word, Myrna urged her horse into a gallop and went flying down the path. I gritted my teeth, tapped Beetle’s sides with my heels and gave the little mare her head. Beetle took off after Myrna’s chestnut. I clung to the reins and her mane and pushed my weight into my heels, holding on for all I was worth. By the time Beetle skidded to a halt outside the barn, my sides were heaving nearly as hard as hers, but Myrna had already dismounted and loosened her horse’s girth.

			“I’d no idea the beast could move that fast,” I gasped.

			Myrna gave me a sardonic look. “Hates being left behind, that one.” She hefted the saddle and blanket off her horse in one swift movement and set it on a rack. “Now you hop off so we can get these horses wiped down and turned out before our visitors get here.”

			I’d just managed to get Beetle settled and eased myself, aching muscles screaming, down onto a stool when the creak of wagon wheels and hooves came to a stop outside the barn.

			Myrna smacked me lightly with a crop as she streaked past. “Up you get. There’re horses to tend.” She paused and turned back to look at me. “Not even noon, and you’re soaked through. How does a person so fair turn so very red?”

			Groaning, I heaved myself to my feet and trudged after Myrna, muttering curses. I stopped at one of the water buckets hanging by the door to splash cool water on my face. When I looked up again, I found her beaming at me expectantly.

			“What?” I asked. “What is it?”

			“Come see for yourself,” Myrna said.

			Sunlight silhouetted the figures in the barn door, and it wasn’t until I stepped outside and shaded my eyes that I saw who our visitors were. I whooped with surprise and joy and sprinted toward them. Mal turned in time to catch me in his arms, and a moment later I felt Quill wrap himself around us, too, joining our happy embrace. I breathed in the smell of salt air and pine-scented soap and their own clean sweat, fighting back the tears that threatened to cascade down my cheeks. After bearing so much sorrow in the wake of learning about Sawny’s and Lily’s deaths, I was beyond grateful to seek comfort in their arms.

			A cough behind us reminded me that we weren’t alone, and I quickly let go of the twins. Quill kept hold of my shoulders and held me at arm’s length, looking at me.

			“Are you well, Vi?” he asked. “Happy enough? Eating enough? You look thin.”

			I crushed him into another hug. “I’ve gotten some bad news, but I’ll do. Don’t worry yourself. I’m so happy to see you.”

			“It would seem our Vi has lost hold of her manners entirely,” Myrna said. “I met your brother before, but I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. I’m Myrna.”

			Suddenly, I remembered the other two people in the wagon and broke away from the Whipplestons, my smile only slightly abashed. One man was occupied with unhitching the horses from the wagon. The other, a slouch hat pulled low on his brow, sifted through the wagon bed.

			Quill nodded to Myrna. I spotted a tiny, mischievous twitch at the corner of his mouth and eyed him carefully. “Lovely to meet you. Our companions unloading the wagon there are called Swinton and Bo. Think you might offer us a place to cool off and wait? Mal’s got some business to attend to in the manor house.”

			“I have some work I’ve got to see finished. But Vi doesn’t really have anything in the way of duties. She can entertain you while you wait. It’s hotter than an oven out here.” Myrna winked at me. “She’s as red as I’ve ever seen a body, and that fellow there doesn’t look much better. Take them inside and give them something to drink, will you, Vi?”

			Glowing with excitement over seeing Mal and Quill again, I said, “I suppose I wouldn’t mind that.” I turned to Mal. “Will you come say goodbye before you leave?”

			“Of course.” Mal gave my hand a squeeze and went to the wagon, where he took a box from the man in the bed with a terse nod. Quill, arm still wrapped around my waist, was beaming down at me. My cheeks hurt from grinning.

			“Not your beau?” Myrna asked.

			I shot her a baleful look and slid out of Quill’s arms with an apologetic smile. Myrna’s laughter rang out through the morning air.

			Shaking my head, I led the young men into my rooms.

			“Sit, eat,” I said, gesturing vaguely at the table, where some leftovers from breakfast still lay. My hands shook and sweat beaded my forehead, despite the cool breeze of the ceiling fans. I’d no idea what’d come over me. I needed to breathe. I needed to be alone.

			I headed for the washroom, thinking I’d splash more water on my face. “I won’t be but a minute.”

			I noticed Quill’s odd expression just before he caught my arm. “Vi, wait.” Inexplicably irritated, I glared at him and tried to jerk my arm free, but his grip was too strong. “We want to keep this quiet. There isn’t much time.”

			“Time for what? Keep what quiet?” Anxious energy flooded through me like ice water.

			“I’ve brought your half brother here to meet you. Let me introduce you.”

			His words sounded like gibberish. I didn’t have a half brother. What was he talking about? I took a quick step away, suddenly feeling faint.

			“Vi, wait.”

			Something in that voice stopped me in my tracks. It was familiar. Comforting. A sound I’d been waiting for my whole life without ever knowing I’d been missing it.

			“My name is Bo. My father was your father.”

			The floor creaked and wheezed as Quill moved away from me. I knew I’d have to turn around eventually, but the pounding in my chest and the nonsense racing through my head would have to slow down before I was ready to face whatever reality stood behind me. I exhaled, long and slow.

			“Vi, will you look at me? Please?”

			A hand touched my shoulder tentatively. I whirled around and found myself looking into gray eyes achingly like mine. I swayed and went cold. He—Bo—took my arms and guided me gently into a chair. He knelt in front of me, put his hands on my knees and smiled a shy, blushing, familiar smile.

			“It’s nice to finally meet you. I’ve come a long way to find you.”

			I grasped for something to say, but there was only one word in my head. A single word spinning, gaining speed like a wave flying toward the shore, threatening to drown me.

			Twin. Twin, twin, twin. TWIN.

			“Dammal Traegar’s your da, too?” I sputtered.

			Bo shook his head. “It makes sense that your mother would have hidden it, him being married and all, but no, Dammal Traegar isn’t my father. Nor is he yours. My father had an affair with your mother before she ever married, when she worked on my family estate.”

			My mind raced in circles around my memories, conjuring moments with my da. It was like someone was telling me the moon had never split when I’d seen its halves dancing across the sky every night of my life.

			This was absurd. I pushed Bo’s hands off my legs, glaring. The honesty, the sincerity, the love came off him in waves, and fury blossomed through my veins. I didn’t want to believe him. I didn’t even want to be near him.

			“What proof do you have?” I asked.

			“Have you never looked in the mirror, bully?” The other man, the beautiful one who must be Swinton, said. “You’re as alike as twins. Your father’s blood must’ve been right strong to stamp you both so.”

			I took in the lovely cloth and careful tailoring of his shirt and trousers, his fine leather boots. The quiet, regal confidence of his gestures. Bo’s life had been easy, comfortable. He oozed a sense that people would go out of their way to take care of him. Every jeer, every dirty look, every bloody nose and bruise of my childhood welled in the banks of my memory and threatened to pour out in waves of tears.

			I surged to my feet, knocking him out of the way. “I don’t know what kind of cruel game you’re playing, but I want you out. All of you. Get out.” I pointed to the door. “Get. Out.”

			Swinton and Quill stood frozen. I scowled at them.

			“Vi. Just listen…” Bo scrambled to his feet, but held his ground.

			I shoved him toward the door, but he loomed over me, and his lean ropes of muscle made him as immovable as a boulder. My body shook, hot with rage. It was an uncontrollable force, rising like fire through my veins. Bo clenched his jaw and scrubbed his hands through his hair. The gesture was so familiar, so my own, that it knocked the breath from my lungs. The anger washed out of me as fast as it had ignited.

			I studied him carefully. His nose was the nose I would’ve had if mine hadn’t been broken so many times. His dark curls matched my own. The square line of his jaw was stubbled with the promise of a beard, but the wide, full mouth looked as right on his face as it did on mine. I read a range of emotion in his gray eyes that hadn’t touched my own in time beyond remembering.

			Twin, I thought again.

			I sank back into the chair, my head spinning. Bo pulled another chair out from the table and settled himself in front of me.

			“How?” I heard myself ask.

			The story he told was something out of a tragic novel. My ma, a young maid, caught between a cold, guarded mistress and a sad, lonely master, both desperate for a child and distanced by repeated loss. A moment of tenderness and sympathy that got a set of twins on her just before the mistress fell pregnant herself. Ma’d been whisked away to the city to avoid a scandal, but Bo’s father—my father—had remembered us, Prudence and I, in his will.

			As Bo spoke, the still water of my own history whirled and muddied. Something in his story felt wrong, and though I pushed it away each time it rose up, that one word kept ringing in my head. Twin.

			“What was he like?” I asked. “Your father?”

			“Our father.” Bo smiled, a sad, longing smile. “He loved to read. He was funny. Silly. Mother was always scolding him for not behaving properly in front of the servants. He swam, even in the dead of winter. It was like he was impervious to the cold. He was the best horseman I’ve ever met.”

			Ma’s decision to give me to the temple throbbed like a scar newly reopened, and my heart ached, realizing that the man I’d thought was my father, who’d visited and defended me even when Ma wouldn’t come near me—the only one of my relations who’d ever cared a whit for me—wasn’t even blood kin. I hadn’t given him more than a passing thought since setting foot in Ilor, but now, sitting with Bo, I yearned for my da.

			I shook my head and bit my lip, trying everything in my power to stave off the furious disbelief that threatened to drown me. I couldn’t stop looking at my hands. They looked so strange, as if my body, my whole life didn’t really belong to me.

			Bo put a tentative hand over mine. “It’s a lot to take in, but we don’t have much time. There are other things we should talk about, Vi.”

			It was then that I noticed it. The sadness in his eyes. An ache that was at once mine and not mine.

			“I’ve got money. Our father was very wealthy, and my mother’s work increased that wealth exponentially. It’s all mine now. I can bring you back to Alskad, set you up in a house there.”

			I gaped at him, tempted, for a moment, by the idea of running away from Phineas. But I couldn’t think of Phineas without remembering what he’d done to Sawny and Lily, and I steeled myself against the idea. I would see him pay for his violence, for the murder he’d done, no matter the cost to me. “Oh. Our father was wealthy, and now you can rip me out of a life I chose and whisk me away? Play the hero? That’s it, is it? If it was our father’s money, then what he left me is mine and mine alone. I can take care of myself.”

			“I only meant…” he spluttered. “I told Mal and Quill I came to the colonies to give you the money. I thought it would be easier if…”

			“Your life has been nothing but finery and flowers, and mine’s been shit and scars.” I spat the words at him, hoping he’d feel the sting of my hurt. “All you know is easy. You haven’t got the foggiest clue about right.”

			Bo sat back, looking stunned, and the shards of pain—again, not my own—pricked at my brain. I glared. He wasn’t telling me the whole truth. How could I possibly trust him if he started out with lies?

			“Vi, think sense, just for a minute,” Quill said. “If you walk up to Phineas with a handful of cash and demand to be allowed to buy out the rest of your contract—” He put up a hand to stop the protests burbling up in my throat. “Don’t say you’ll be subtler about it. You’re about as subtle as a pod of whales. If he didn’t have you arrested for stealing, he’d laugh you out of his office. Best case. You need help.”

			“What if I don’t want to go? What if I’m fine where I am? I did choose this, after all,” I snapped.

			“Oh, certainly,” Bo said, voice dripping sarcasm. “As though you would’ve done this if you had any choice at all. Stop being so damned stubborn.”

			I glared, but part of me knew he was right. This was a way out of the hell I’d bought for myself, a way to live what was left of my life—

			I stopped myself. I didn’t believe for a gods’-damned minute that the man standing in front of me was my half brother. He was my twin. I knew it in my bones. And he was offering me a way to live the rest of what could be a long life—a fact that took my breath away—however I wanted. I could find the rebels. Help them. I could do something important, something useful with all the anger and grief I’d locked away for so long. I could see Phineas pay for what he’d done.

			I turned to Quill. “Then you do it. You take his money and buy out the remainder of my contract.”

			The agonized look Quill gave me sliced into me like a knife. “Vi. That would ruin me. Ruin the business I’ve just started to build. If we’re to do this, we need to do it with great finesse—and like it or not, you need your half brother’s hoity-toity manners and piles of cash. No offense, bully,” he said to Bo.

			Swinton nodded his agreement. “Your contract is to be a present to the mistress of the house, right?”

			“He’s going to give me to her at her birthday celebration,” I said. I gritted my teeth and avoided Bo’s eyes. If he wasn’t interested in telling me the whole truth, I wasn’t interested in him at all.

			“It’ll be a lot easier to get this done before Phineas makes a spectacle of Vi,” Quill said.

			Bo looked at Swinton, and I could feel the desperate grasping for reassurance that radiated from his questioning eyes.

			“We’ll be back in time, Bo. I’ll make sure of it.”

			There was a brief knock at the door, and Mal padded in a moment later. His broad smile wavered and faded as he took in the tension-filled room.

			“Introductions go well, then?” he asked.

			Quill shook his head at his twin, an uneasy twitch of a smile hiding in the corners of his mouth. “How’d it go with Phineas?”

			“Well. He’s taking most of the wine we brought, and wants us to try and find a few more things for the party. He asked if we could lay hands on fireworks. Can you?”

			Quill grinned, anxiety melting away at the prospect of a challenge. “You know me. Anything for a customer.”

			Mal quirked an eyebrow at Bo, but refused to meet my eyes. “If you’re planning to be back in time for this party, you should get on the road this afternoon. We’d best be going. I’ll get the horses hitched.” Mal jerked his chin at Swinton. “Ready?”

			Swinton nodded and followed him to the door. When he reached it, he turned to me with a last discerning stare that seemed to see straight to my bones. “We’ll be seeing each other again soon, bully. You take care, now. Try not to get into too much trouble.”

			I stood and walked past Bo, who sat as still as one of the statues in the garden, and went to Quill, head spinning. He wrapped his arms around me. I reveled in the stillness of his embrace, breathing in his scent, my own heartbeat slowing to match his.

			“I wanted more time with you,” I whispered.

			“There’ll be time enough soon,” he said, bending to kiss my cheek. “If I give you a minute alone with your brother, will you promise me you won’t gut him?”

			I scoffed and tried to pull away from Quill, but he held on. “Don’t pretend like it’s not crossed your mind. You looked about ready to go for a knife when you first saw him.”

			“I did not!”

			“You did, and you know it. Promise you won’t hurt the poor boy. He’d never be able to hold his own against an imp like you.”

			Righteous indignation welled up in my throat, but I pushed it down. I stole a quick glance over my shoulder and saw Bo, standing rigid, jaw clenched. I smothered the urge to smirk.

			“All right. I won’t do anything to him,” I said, squeezing Quill’s hand.

			Quill’s expression was serious as he released me and moved to leave. “You’ll be able to start a whole new life soon, Vi. Be thinking about how you want that to look.”

			The moment the door clicked closed behind him, Bo started talking. “I’ll have to go out there soon, so please hear me out. I’m not your half brother. I’m your twin. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before. It’s got to stay a secret, for both our sakes.”

			I stared at him. “I knew you were lying. I could feel it. I can feel everything you feel. Can you…?”

			“Yes. Look, I’m so sorry about the lies. I promise I’ll tell you everything as soon as we get you out of here. Will you trust me for now?”

			“How can I? I’ve only known you for half an hour, and all you’ve done is lie to me. How can I possibly trust you? I thought…” I stopped, embarrassed. “I thought my twin was a girl.”

			“I thought I was alone. All these years, I thought I was all alone.” There was pleading in his eyes, and his hurt swirled around me. “Everything I said was as true as I could manage. Please, Vi. Being around you… I feel like I’ve found a part of myself I didn’t know I was missing. I wanted this to be a happy meeting, and I’ve gone and bungled the whole thing.”

			The door squeaked open, and Quill’s voice shouted in. “Let’s go already! Time’s wasting. I’ll look for you at the party, Vi!”

			Bo took my hands. “Be careful, Vi. Promise me. There are people looking for you, and they mustn’t, under any circumstances, learn who you really are. I’ll be back for you. I’ll prove myself to you, I promise, but please, please be careful in the meantime,” Bo said, and the ache in his heart was as real to me as the pain in my own.

			I looked at him and bit my lip. I’d spent my whole life battered and bruised by the word that followed me around: dimmy. How had he been allowed to skate through life so whole, so unscathed? Tears welled in my eyes, and I turned away from him, silent. I refused to open myself to his pain when my own was as deep and vast as the ocean.

			The door closed a moment later, and I couldn’t tell the difference between his sadness and my own. I hadn’t asked anything about him. Not why he’d thought he was alone, not why he’d finally come to find me after all these years. Nothing. I hadn’t even asked which of us was older.

			I sank to the floor, my back against the cool, stone wall, and I wept for everything I didn’t know and for everything I did.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			BO

			At dusk, we set up camp in a clearing carpeted with dense, springy grass. I looked after the horses while Swinton set about making a fire. Not for heat—that was oppressive enough—but to keep the animals away. When the fire was crackling and the horses were hobbled and munching contentedly on their grain, Swinton and I unrolled our blankets and stretched out, our heads propped on our saddles, bottles of cider at our sides.

			It had been hard not to give up as we rode away from Plumleen and Vi. She’d as much as said she had no interest in my help, in knowing me, in learning what it was to be twins. She’d ripped my heart right out of my chest when she’d turned away from me, her words and thoughts full of venom. But as the door had closed behind me, I’d felt the rending in her own heart and the sadness that welled from deep within her. If not for that strange, miraculous connection of our twinness, I would have gotten on the first ship back to Alskad.

			It would take time to make this right. Time, and stubbornness—if nothing else, it seemed we had enough stubbornness between us to deny the moon had ever split whilst gazing up at its halves in the night sky.

			I spotted those halves of the moon, mere slivers in the sky through the tree branches, and sighed deeply.

			“A question, little lord,” Swinton said. “Why do you pretend that you’re a clerk?”

			“I am a clerk,” I lied, fighting the teasing tone that threatened to creep into my voice. “Whatever gives you the impression that I’m not?”

			“Oddly enough, I’m fair perceptive. Among a host of other clues, you’ve a terrible head for figures and haven’t got the foggiest idea what anything ought to cost a person who’s not dripping with drott. We needn’t even touch on the ‘half sister’ who’s as like you as a girl could possibly be. Plus there’s that cuff on your wrist.”

			I blanched. He hadn’t mentioned the cuff since Quill pointed it out. I had hoped that he had forgotten it. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I protested, trying to hide the panic in my voice.

			“How much did our supplies cost?” Swinton asked. I’d bought the necessary food and drink for our journey in Williford while Swinton exchanged the horses we’d borrowed from his aunt for sturdier, faster mounts. We needed to ride quickly to Southill, with a brief stop to rest at the land my mother had bought halfway between the two cities on the way there and back.

			“Four ovstri.”

			He cackled wickedly. “If you paid four ovstri for this lot, you’ve paid that merchant’s bribe to the temple for the year.”

			“Weedy, boil-brained flap-dragons,” I cursed. It had seemed like such a reasonable price.

			“You curse like a lord, too. And walk like one, and eat like one. I’ve never seen a man take such delicate bites as you. Tell me, what’s the truth in your story?”

			I chewed on my lip. I wanted to trust him with every secret I’d ever kept. I wanted to lay my head in his lap and pour my every hope and happiness and fear and anxiety into his arms and offer myself—in all my wretched imperfection—to him. In truth, I didn’t just want to tell someone—I wanted to tell him particularly. I wanted to share the burden of his secrets along with my own, even though I knew that I shouldn’t tell anyone in Ilor about the crown I would someday wear. Couldn’t, really. I hadn’t even told Vi.

			Instead, I said, “Tell me about your twin, and we’ll see.”

			I waited, listening to the howls of monkeys, the rasping screams of cicadas and the raucous quiet of the jungle, until Swinton finally cleared his throat.

			“Taeb was the good son. My parents didn’t stay together long after they made us. Mama’s a fighter, and Papa, well, he’d rather do about anything than yell. Nevertheless, they were cordial after the split, and each did their part in raising us, though it was clear from day one which son they favored. Taeb was sweet and thoughtful, always bringing Mama flowers, helping Papa in his shop.

			“The gods and goddesses of the Alskad Empire hadn’t quite caught on here when we were coming up. Most of the folks who’d settled Ilor were adventuring types who didn’t have time for worship. The temple folk didn’t start coming until folks like my grandparents had tamed the land a bit. But when we were ten, an anchorite moved to town and began to build himself a haven hall, one stone at a time. Curious brats that we were, we followed him around for a while, asking questions. He told us tales of the power of the goddesses and gods and tried to convince us to open our hearts to them.”

			Swinton took a long drink from his cider and stared into the fire for a bit before continuing. “Having little patience for being preached to by teachers or anchorites, I wandered off right quick and found something else to occupy my time. Taeb, though. Taeb fell in love with that young anchorite’s stories, started following him around, waiting for the next word to drop out of that man’s mouth. By the time we were thirteen, the anchorite’s little haven hall was finished, and more had come to join him. Taeb came home one night and declared to me and Mama that he had decided to join the anchorites. He’d be moving into the temple the next day and would have to take a vow of silence until he was fully inducted into the fold, so anything we had to say to him, we’d have to say it right then.”

			“Was your mother happy?” I asked.

			“Happier than I thought she should be. She cried a bit, of course, but then she started telling him how proud she was. She even dragged Papa out of his shop to tell him the news. Got to the point that I couldn’t bear to watch them congratulate him any longer. I couldn’t fathom why they were so proud. It wasn’t as though he was studying to be a merchant or a builder or something that could actually earn some money. Taeb had decided to join a religion they didn’t practice, one that would condemn them to eternal darkness as nonbelievers.”

			I whistled. I’d never thought of it that way. Growing up with the temple so much a part of our lives, I had always assumed that the only nonbelievers were people in the outer reaches of the Alskad Empire, too stubborn or too stupid to see the truth taught by the anchorites. It had never occurred to me that there might be intelligent people who had simply chosen not to follow the temple.

			“What did you do?” I asked.

			“I kept quiet as long as I could. Like I said, Taeb was the good son. He’d always kept me out of trouble—stopped some of my more harebrained schemes from crashing down on my head. But eventually, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I raged at him, called him an idiot, told him he was betraying me and worse. He sat, listening and nodding until I ran out of curses to yell at him. Then he took my hands in his and told me that he would always be my brother first.”

			Swinton went quiet for a moment and sipped his cider again. I poked the fire and added another chunk of wood. I wanted to go to him, to pull him into my arms, but I was frozen by my own fear that my comfort would be unwelcome. That I would be unwelcome.

			“I spat on him. I said he was no brother of mine and stormed out of the house,” Swinton said, tears glimmering in his eyes in the light of the fire. “Those were the last words I ever spoke to him. He was dead before we turned fifteen. The anchorites claimed he’d caught a summer flu when they brought Mama his ashes.” He seemed to deflate, as if this intensely personal story had rushed out of him and stolen his form in the process.

			“I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

			“So am I. Sorrier than I can ever say. He’s been dead these four years, and no amount of wishing can take those words back.”

			“Are you scared?” I asked, thinking of Vi.

			“Of being a dimmy?” Swinton sighed and rolled away from the fire. “There’s not much that could be worse than the waiting, knowing I may hurt someone I love. But as hard as that is, there’s naught to be done about it.” He yawned. “Best get some shut-eye, little lord. Don’t forget, you owe me a story now.”

			I reached out and found his hand, sliding my fingers between his. His hand tightened around mine, and we fell asleep like that, fingers intertwined.

			* * *

			The next morning, the fog burned away from the tops of the trees, and the sunlight reached the jungle floor. After riding and sleeping damp from a rain that swung from miserable drizzle to perilous, lightning-studded downpour with hardly a moment’s notice, the sight of the sun was a relief. Just as the trees gave way to fields of blossoms, we spotted a wooden sign carved with the name Gyllen—my name. We’d found the right place.

			The red-dirt road carved a curving path in front of us, bordered on either side by rolling hills carpeted in bushes heavily laden with cream-colored flowers. The bushes were planted in neat rows, close enough to one another that their glossy emerald leaves reached across the rows to caress each other. Two big, black birds circled over the fields, the only part of the scene before us that was less than idyllic.

			“Do you smell that?” I asked. A blanket of perfumed air fell over us as soon as we left the canopy of trees.

			Swinton scowled, his mood suddenly dark. “As you can see, I do have a nose.”

			“I’ve never seen plants like this, but the scent’s familiar. Do you know what they are?”

			“They’re philomenas, though I’ve no idea why a body would plant so damn many of them.”

			I sniffed the air and closed my eyes, trying to conjure the scent in my memory. It came to me like a bolt of lightning, and a wave of grief along with it. “It smells like the perfume my cousin Penelope wore.”

			“Tell me more about this Penelope of yours,” Swinton said, his voice full of mischief. He hadn’t given up trying to pull the truth of my heritage from me any more than I’d given up trying to glean what it meant that he was one of the diminished. I’d yet to see any wildness, any violence in him. If anything, he was more cautious than I tended to be.

			Dogs barked in the distance, and my dun mare’s ears twitched. “Did you hear that?”

			The barking was getting closer by the moment, and suddenly a pair of horses, their riders carrying rifles, crested the hill before us at a brisk trot.

			“I think we may’ve stumbled upon our destination, little lord.”

			I reined my horse to a stop and said, “Please, Swinton. Try to remember that I’m a clerk, not a lord.”

			He winked. “Whatever you say, your lordship.”

			The riders, a man and a woman with the same wan complexions, gangly limbs and mousy hair, came to a stop directly in front of us, tipping the broad brims of their hats up and leveling their rifles at us. A pack of enormous, wiry-haired hounds circled our mounts, sniffing and snarling.

			“State your business,” the woman said, her high, thin voice cutting through the morning stillness like a knife.

			I raised my hands so that they could see I held nothing but my reins and shot a glance at Swinton, hoping he’d do the same. He lounged in his saddle, hands on the pommel, an indolent expression of disinterest on his face. I grimaced.

			“Lower your weapons, if you please. My name is Bo Abernathy,” I said. “I’ve been hired by Gerlene Vermatch to assess the progress of operations on this estate. I would like to be taken to the manager of the property—Fredricks, I think it is.”

			The man lowered his rifle a scant inch and glanced at the woman next to him. “I can’t say I know a Gerlene Vermatch. Do you, sissy?”

			“I know that the Lady Myrella, whose place this is, gave some pretty strict orders about visitors. Do you recall what those were, brother?” The woman kept her rifle trained on me.

			“Shoot ’em,” he said. “Throw the bodies in the jungle for the wild dogs and catamounts.”

			“Reckon we ought to follow orders.”

			“Wait!” I cried. “Gerlene Vermatch is Lady Myrella Gyllen’s solicitor. I am certain that if you take me to the person in charge, I can prove the veracity of my statement.”

			“Veracity means truth, dunderheads,” Swinton said.

			“That is not helpful,” I hissed.

			The riders lowered their weapons and removed their hats, using them to shield their faces from us as they whispered back and forth.

			“I suppose if I get shot today, there’s little chance I’ll go on a killing spree tomorrow,” Swinton mused. “Not a total loss, then.”

			“If you keep talking, I might be the one taken by a murderous impulse,” I whispered.

			Swinton beamed at me, eyes sparkling.

			Settling their hats back in place, the pair—I could see they were twins now, with the same thick eyebrows and muddy eyes—slid their rifles into holsters that hung from their saddles.

			“You’ll come with us,” the woman snapped. “But one false move, and I’ll have a hole in your gut sooner’n you can say a prayer to your god.”

			Swinton grinned at me. “Today’s coming up aces, ain’t it, little lord?”

			I glared and kneed my horse into motion.

			* * *

			The rifle-toting guards led us to a rambling, shingle-sided mansion that possessed an air of dilapidated elegance. Under careful supervision, we tied our horses to a hitching post and climbed the front stairs. The woman told us to wait on the porch, which was shaded by tall trees, their limbs all hung with lacy, gray-green moss, while she fetched the overseer. Her brother settled himself in a wicker chair and propped his rifle against his knee. It was an excellent firearm, nicer than most I’d seen in the colonies.

			“Y’all go on ahead and sit down,” he said. “Makes me antsy watching you stand there.”

			“Thank you, I will,” I said with as much dignity as I could muster, and sat gingerly on a swing.

			Swinton perched on the porch’s railing, as casual as you please. “What’s your name, bully? I do hate to have my life threatened by a man whose name I don’t know, even when his weapon’s as nice as that one there.”

			The other man narrowed his already small eyes and pursed his lips, like remembering his name was a nearly impossible task. “They call me Hoss. Hoss Dickle. I’m the luckiest man in Ilor to be employed here at this nice place with the kind of boss we got ourselves. Woman knows her way around a weapon, that’s for damned sure.”

			I snorted.

			“You got a problem with my name?” Hoss snarled.

			“That can’t possibly be your real name,” I said.

			“Don’t be too sure,” Swinton said, tone serious. “I’ve known a number of great men named Hoss in my time. Dickle, you say? Any relation to the Lakehead Dickles?”

			I shook my head in astonishment. Swinton could charm the embroidery off a merchant’s coat and be paid for the favor, no doubt.

			“They’re my mother’s folks. She came up here ’round about…oh, I’d say near on forty years ago now. Right after she took up with my pa. He was a Munn, see. You heard about the Dickles’ feud with the Munns, I’ll warrant. Folks weren’t best pleased when Ma took up with Pa, so they decided to ride on up out of there.”

			“Well, I’ll be. I was just telling—”

			The screen door slammed open, and Swinton’s monologue cut off abruptly. Hoss’s sister stalked out of the house. Her sour expression twisted up even more when she saw her brother, elbows on his knees, grinning at Swinton.

			“Hoss, I swear. I’m going to wring your neck for you one of these days. What do you think you’re doing?” She smacked her brother on the back of the head, and he rose, rubbing his scalp and looking perturbed. “Boss’ll see y’all now. Best come on ahead afore she gets her toes twisted.”

			We followed her into the cool, dim foyer, past a broad staircase and into an elegantly appointed study. The rugs were silk, the bookshelves crammed with rich, leather-bound books and the furniture elegantly appointed. The woman gestured to a pair of wing-backed chairs. “Sit. Boss’ll be here in a minute.”

			Swinton raised an eyebrow at me. “Nice stuff for a backwoods farm manager, wouldn’t you say?”

			“I was just thinking the same thing.”

			A well-dressed woman swept into the room, her attention focused on the folder she carried. “Excuse me. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. Clem says that you’re a clerk sent by Gerlene Vermatch. Is that right? Why Myrella would involve her solicitor is simply beyond me. We’ve been following her instructions to the letter. Is this to do with the last shipment?”

			I gaped. “Aunt Ephemella? What…what are you doing here?” I stammered. The one thing I had been counting on—my anonymity—shattered around me like a crystal glass dropped on a dance floor.

			“Ambrose?” She fumbled the folder, and papers floated gently to the floor. Her tan face paled above the high-cut neck of her long, Ilorian-style linen tunic, and her tiny hands fluttered around her face. “What are you doing here? It’s the twins, isn’t it? Oh, Dzallie preserve me.”

			My heart sank. Ephemella wasn’t technically related to me—she was Penelope and Claes’s mother’s twin—but I’d always known her as Aunt Ephemella. She’d been as close to them as their parents before they decided to immigrate, and she clearly hadn’t heard the news about them and Mother yet.

			I crossed the room and stilled her hands, leading her to a chair. “I’m so sorry, Auntie,” I said. “I thought you were at your estate in northern Ilor. The letter I sent…”

			Swinton knelt on the carpet and collected the papers that had fallen there. Tears gathered in the corners of Aunt Ephemella’s dark eyes. She’d grown stouter in the years since I’d seen her last, and her rounded cheeks did away with the hawkish quality she’d had in the past.

			“Don’t keep me waiting, darling!” she said in her high, timorous voice. “Tell me why you’re here.”

			I eyed Swinton over my aunt’s shoulder. He appeared to be completely absorbed in one of the papers he’d bent to retrieve. “After Mother’s death—”

			She interrupted me. “Myrella is dead? What happened? No, tell me about the twins. What’s happened to them?”

			“I’m so sorry,” I said awkwardly. “I wish you had gotten my letter. There was an accident at the mill. Mother and Penelope were there on business. I’m afraid there was nothing to be done.”

			“Was it murder?” Ephemella asked. “Was it Rylain? I never trusted that old horror’s supposed shyness and seclusion.”

			My back stiffened. “If it was murder, I’ve seen no evidence of it. I’d hardly suspect Rylain would be the one responsible, though.”

			“And Claes?”

			“I suspect he’s gone by now. He didn’t seem to have much time left when I left Penby.”

			Ephemella’s chin trembled, and her eyes filled with tears, but she did not weep. “What possessed you to come all the way here?”

			Something wasn’t right. Ephemella should have been running her own estates, miles and miles away. “I needed to get away from Alskad for a bit,” I said hesitantly, “and when Gerlene told me that Mother held land here, I thought I might come to see it for myself. After all, Ilor is part of the empire.” I paused, and asked, “Why aren’t you at your estates? Where are Uncle Rudell and Aunt Limina?”

			Ephemella waved her hand dismissively. “They’re looking after things at home. You can’t mean that you’ve suddenly taken an interest in the management of your affairs? Runa surely can’t have approved of this trip.”

			Swinton continued to study the paper he was holding, but he tensed at the mention of the Queen’s name, and the muscles in his jaw tightened.

			“I’ve always been interested. That’s the reason I’ve taken it upon myself to understand the extent of my holdings.”

			“I’m sure that Runa wants you back in Penby as soon as possible. And she’ll need to find you a new match. You can’t be left unmarried. It wouldn’t do,” Ephemella rambled.

			“Runa gave me permission to come,” I said, gritting my teeth in irritation. “Why don’t you tell me about this estate? What’s grown here? Where is the overseer that Mother hired?”

			“Philomenas,” Aunt Ephemella said with a sigh. “Your mother entered into a farming contract for this land, and when her manager fell through—well, I was close and willing to do her a favor. There wasn’t any reason that you should have known. I split my time between the two estates, and Clem and Hoss take care of the place when I’m gone.”

			Swinton gasped. My aunt twisted in her chair and caught sight of Swinton, papers bunched in his hand. He stuck his index finger in his mouth and smiled apologetically. “Apologies, ma’am. I got me a paper cut,” he mumbled around his finger.

			“I’m the one who should apologize.” I stood, smiling at my aunt. “Aunt Ephemella, may I present my friend and guide, Swinton. Swinton, this is the Lady Ephemella Brace, Duchess of Ablemarlis and Kinsingmore, Marchioness of Oysells.”

			Ephemella extended her hand, which Swinton bowed over. She smiled and said, “A pleasure to meet you. You will stay with us for a time, won’t you? I’ll have the servants make up rooms for you both.” She glanced at the papers in Swinton’s hand. “Oh, do set those on the desk. They came earlier, and I haven’t had time to sit down and puzzle them out. Tell me, Swinton, do you read?”

			“No, ma’am,” he said.

			That was a lie. He could read. I’d seen him. I wondered what he was up to.

			“It really is too bad about the horrible educational system here, isn’t it?”

			“Surely is, ma’am. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to see about our horses.” Swinton bowed obsequiously, and as he left the room, I saw a flash of white paper slip into his shirtsleeve.

			“Wherever did you find a strapping young man like that? I believe he might be taller than you!”

			I laughed. I’d forgotten how charmingly straightforward my aunt could be. She was so unlike her shrewd, secretive sister.

			“Now tell me, child, where did you find this Swinton fellow? I would hate to see you taken advantage of.” Her eyes were narrowed, and insistence crept into her voice, reminding me that this was a noblewoman I was dealing with. Someone accustomed to games and deceptions. I needed to sharpen my tactics and go forward warily.

			“He’s been incredibly helpful. No need for you to worry about him.”

			Aunt Ephemella nodded, and an affectionate smile spread across her face. “You look a mess, my dear. I’ll see that the servants prepare rooms for you and your companion. You’ll both want to get cleaned up before we eat. Dinner at seven?”

			My heart was in my throat as I left the study. The lies and half-truths I’d told Swinton swirled around my head. He had looked furious as he’d stalked out the door, and more than anything, I wanted to make it right with him. He was the only person I’d ever known who seemed to like me based on nothing but my personality. At this point, he was the only person who actually knew the real me—who I was behind the crown and the cuff on my wrist that shackled me to the throne.

			I didn’t want that to disappear.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			VI

			I woke to an earsplitting scream in the middle of the night. A crash followed, like a sack of grain being thrown down the barn’s steep loft staircase. I sat up in my bed, fuzzy headed and heavy lidded, wondering if I’d dreamed it. I’d had a lot of nightmares since leaving the temple, but they didn’t often wake me.

			Another shriek came from outside the barn. I sprang out of bed, the sleep washed from my limbs in a rush of fear, and hurriedly pulled on a pair of trousers. I slid my feet into sandals as I ran out of my rooms. The cries continued, but curiously, I didn’t hear the women who shared the loft room above my apartments scrambling to get out of bed.

			The barn was usually quiet after sundown, but for the occasional snorts and crackle of hay as the horses shifted their weight in their sleep. Tonight, though, the yelling had woken the sleeping beasts, and they stirred restlessly in their stalls. Riker, Aphra’s big sorrel, pawed at his stall door, and Phineas’s palomino whinnied in the stall next to him. I wished that I could do something to comfort them, but the screams coming from outside were human, and whoever it was needed help more than the horses needed soothing.

			I snuck down the stall-lined hallway and eased through a crack in the back door. The twin halves of the moon were just slivers that night, and clouds curtained the stars, blocking their light. I tiptoed along the outside of the barn, careful not to make any noise. Flickering firelight outlined the edge of the building, and when I peeked around the corner, my eyes went wide. I didn’t even have the presence of mind to stifle my own yelp, though screams covered the sound.

			Those awful, blood-curdling wails came from a woman, stripped to the waist and lashed to the fence posts. Her long hair hung in knotted ropes that spidered across her welted back and over her shoulders, trailing blood. Two men, silhouetted in the torchlight, swayed with their backs to me. They were of a height, with the same sloping shoulders and thick waists, and they each held a whip in one hand. One other person stood in the circle of torchlight: Hepsy, her face carefully impassive.

			The whips cracked once and again, and two more red stripes appeared on the woman’s back. One man turned, laughing, to face the other, and I saw clearly then that it was Phineas, his pale skin turned red in the firelight. The two men weren’t identical, but the similarities in their hard faces were striking. Phineas, whose jaw was squarer, clapped the other man—his nose much sharper than his twin’s—on the shoulder, and over the sobs and moans of the woman, I heard him say, “What do you think, brother? Has she had enough?”

			“She ruined your surprise, Phin. Didn’t she? Give her ten more.” He turned to Hepsy. “You wouldn’t let her get off so easy, would you, Hepsy? You’re tougher than aurochs’ hooves.”

			Her lips compressed ever so slightly, but then Hepsy smiled. “Thank you ever so much for the kind compliment, Mister Spivey. I’m sure you know better than I what’s for the best.”

			“Call me Singen, won’t you, dear?”

			Phineas barked a laugh, which was matched by his brother. “Five more lashes, Singen. Then we’ll have a nip and turn in.”

			The woman moaned and twisted in her bonds, trying in vain to get loose. Her sun-bleached hair fell away from her face, and I saw the upturned line of Myrna’s nose. As Singen and Phineas lifted their whips, all I could see was Lily. Her sharp face contorted in pain. Her sleek black hair damp with her own blood, and Sawny forced to watch. Before I had a chance to talk myself out of it, I ran from my hiding place, shouting one word over and over again.

			“Stop. Stop it! Stop!”

			Phineas’s arm dropped to his side, and the whip coiled by his leg. It wasn’t until he turned to look at me, his face contorted in a furious grimace, that the weight of what I’d done settled on my shoulders like an iron mantle. For one endless moment, the world stood still, and the only sounds were Myrna’s sobs, the crackling of the torches and the orchestra of our collective breathing.

			“I think that girl gave you an order, brother mine,” Singen said.

			Myrna groaned and sagged against the ropes that held her, blood and sweat rolling over the welts on her back. Phineas glanced from her to me and back again. A slow smile blossomed over his face.

			“You tell me to stop, Vi, but you are as much to blame for this as she is. But it’s good you came out here. I should have thought of this beforehand.”

			“String her up, too. I’d warrant a few stripes would be becoming on skin like that.” The lustful, untamed violence in Singen’s eyes sent a panicked need to flee screaming through my veins, but I remained rooted in place, held by some invisible force. This scene was so blindingly, infuriatingly wrong. I didn’t know how it could’ve happened. How it could’ve even started. I just knew that I had to make it stop.

			“Get over here,” Phineas ordered. “See what you’ve done.”

			I didn’t move. I’d spent my whole life keeping my head down, working to keep the grief from breaking me and not knowing my own twin was close at hand the whole time. I’d kept my mouth shut when I saw other dimmys harassed, beaten. I’d watched the cruelty of twins equal anything I’d seen from even the worst dimmys.

			I was done with shutting up. Done with holding my tongue. I wouldn’t let anyone else die at Phineas’s hand.

			“I’m not the one with a whip in my hand,” I said coldly. “I don’t see where you get off claiming this is my fault, you pathetic, horrible little man.”

			Phineas started toward me. “I gave you one simple task,” he said, beating a steady cadence against his thigh as he slowly closed the distance between us. Thump, thump. Thump, thump.

			“Can’t let them mouth off like that. You’ve got to show her who makes the rules,” Singen slurred.

			My heart raced in my chest, screaming for me to run.

			Thump, thump.

			The rabid fury in Phineas’s eyes hypnotized me. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. But there was something else, too. My own rage grew like a fire in my chest. I’d spent my whole life tamping down that anger, and now, standing in front of me was a person so insecure, so unstable, that he’d decided he could use another person’s pain to fuel the fire of his power. I wouldn’t let this moment pass without taking revenge.

			For Lily. For Sawny. And now, for Myrna. The thought of it was sweet on my tongue.

			“I told you to keep out of Aphra’s sight,” Phineas growled.

			I glared at Hepsy, but she assiduously avoided my gaze. Phineas was less than a pace away. I wanted to break his nose. I wanted to feel it crunch under my fist. I wanted to do to him the same violence he’d done to my friends.

			Thump, thump.

			“But wouldn’t you know, after dinner tonight, my darling wife said something that took me quite by surprise. What did she say, brother?”

			“She said she’d seen the strangest thing. She saw a girl she didn’t recognize dive into the bushes when she rode by the other day. She has the irritating habit of learning the name of every servant who sets foot on this estate.” Singen’s voice was thick with disdain.

			Phineas loomed over me. “I can’t whip you and give you to Aphra bruised and striped. What would the guests at the party think? But Hepsy said she told you to find something to do, and Myrna admitted that she sent you into the gardens when she knew Aphra was out riding.” He paused, and a wicked smile spread across his lips. “Now, Hepsy and I have an understanding. She’ll see her wages docked these next few months, and that’s punishment enough. But Myrna can still do her job with a few stripes on her back, and she should have known better. Isn’t that right, Hepsy?”

			“It is, sir.” Her voice came from over my shoulder, but I was too frightened and furious to look away from Phineas’s eyes.

			“And I can make Vi watch, can’t I, Hepsy?” Phineas asked.

			“You can, sir. You’re the boss.”

			I clenched my jaw and did everything in my power to keep the fear off my face. My fists were knotted by my sides. If I hit him with his brother right there, it would be the last thing I did. I’d lose my chance for real revenge.

			Self-control was a whisper-thin net holding me back.

			“Do you know what I can make you do, Vi?”

			I glowered in response.

			“I can make you mete out your new friend’s punishment.”

			My mouth dropped open. He couldn’t be serious.

			Singen cackled. “Oh, Phin! That’s too good.”

			I growled a single word. “No.”

			Phineas grabbed my jaw in one hand. The crushing force of his fingers brought tears to my eyes. “Now you’ve broken two rules, girl. You do not say ‘no’ to me. Not ever.”

			Terror flooded my body, and my knees went wobbly. Phineas grabbed me by my hair and dragged me, stumbling and cursing, to stand next to his twin in the circle of torchlight.

			“What’s the count, Hepsy?” he asked.

			“Myrna’s had twenty, sir.”

			“I was going to stop at twenty-five, for the number of years my dear wife has been alive,” Phineas said. “But for your edification, Vi, we shall up the count to thirty.”

			A low moan rose from Myrna’s slumped form, and she started to wail. I was going to be sick. Phineas opened my balled fist and closed my hand around the hard, braided leather handle of the whip.

			I wanted to turn it on him instead.

			“Ten, please. And if Singen or I think you’re going too easy, we’ll add two more lashes each and dock you a month’s pay.”

			“You’ll need to step into it to make it really count,” Singen said wickedly, and handed his brother his own whip. “Put your weight behind it.”

			Between gritted teeth, I said, “You can’t make me do this.”

			In a flash, Phineas’s hand was tangled in my hair. He yanked my head back and leaned over me. Pain radiated from my skull. His eyes glowed in the torchlight, and he raised his other hand, the one holding his brother’s whip. “You’re a dimmy. My dimmy. And you’ll do as I say.”

			I howled, as much with anger as with pain. The whip cracked behind me, and a flash of pain seared the backs of my legs. I fell hard onto my knees. The whip cracked again, and Myrna whimpered.

			A new voice, one I did not recognize, rang out across the stable yard, clear as silver bells. “What in the names of Rayleane, Dzallie and Magritte do you think you are doing?”

			Phineas let go of my hair, and I swiped a hand across my eyes to clear away the tears. My chest heaved, and I fought hard to keep the sobs that robbed me of breath from devolving into wails. A soft, cool hand cupped my elbow and brought me to my feet.

			“Untie Myrna, Hepsy, and take her to the old stable master’s quarters. Tend to her wounds. I’ll discuss this with you later. Goddesses’ sakes, she’s your sister.”

			“Aphra, please. If you’ll let me explain,” Phineas whined.

			“I can’t even look at you right now,” she snapped. “Singen, I want you out of my house before luncheon tomorrow. You are no longer welcome here.”

			The two men looked at her dully for a moment. Aphra stamped a booted foot and, in a dangerous tone, demanded, “Get out of my sight.”

			Phineas and Singen turned on their heels and fled into the darkness. My legs shook as I watched them go. Aphra took my chin in her hand and gently turned me to face her.

			“Let me see you,” she said. “You’re new. What is your name?”

			My eyes widened, and it took every grain of self-control I possessed to keep from screeching when I saw her full face. Her right eye was grassy green, while her left was violet. The skin on her right was peppered with freckles, like mine, and on her left, it was clear and pale. Her hair was parted in the middle, the right side a bright, fiery red; the left, pale gold. She looked like two separate halves of two distinct people had been stuck together.

			Seeing my expression, Aphra gave me a wry smile. “Don’t worry. You can look. Phineas thinks I’m far more sensitive about it than I actually am. Will you tell me your name?”

			“Vi, ma’am,” I whispered. “Obedience Violette Abernathy.”

			“Obedience? Was that wishful thinking on your mother’s part, or is your twin’s name something like Piety?”

			I returned her smile. Her forthright kindness set me at ease. “My twin was called Prudence. Ma called the others Patience, Remembrance, Amity, Clarity—you get the idea.”

			Her smile disappeared. “Was? Oh, I see now. You’re one of the diminished. Where’s Phineas been keeping you?”

			I didn’t correct her. My anger at Bo still smoldered beneath my skin, but there was something else there, buried deep—loyalty. Irritating, illogical love. He’d said it was important to keep quiet about our being twins, and I’d do it—at least until I got the explanation I was owed.

			“In the barn, ma’am. In the old stable master’s quarters.”

			“Shall we go inside then, and have a chat? It’s too late to wake someone for a cup of tea, but I know where Torsha kept a bottle of tafia stashed.”

			I bit my lip. “Ma’am, I…” I stuttered, trying to find the right words.

			“I won’t let Phineas do anything to you. Let me guess. You were supposed to be a present for me. For my birthday.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Well, then, we should get to know one another. Come in out of the heat. I’m being eaten alive, and I think we could all use a drink.”

			* * *

			We found Hepsy in my washroom with Myrna. Myrna held a bottle of tafia in one hand and steadied herself against the counter with the other. The air was stuffy and hot, and the room smelled of alcohol, herbs and metal. Bloody rags littered the floor, and Hepsy’s attention was focused on the stripes crossing Myrna’s back.

			Seeing my concerned face in the mirror, Myrna bared her teeth at me in a semblance of a smile. “Don’t worry, Vi. It’s just a few stripes. Soon they’ll be scars, and all the men’ll be swooning.”

			Aphra coughed behind me, and the young women both paled.

			“Excuse my sister, ma’am,” Hepsy said, snatching the bottle away from Myrna, who’d just taken a pull. “She’s had a little too much to drink.”

			Aphra came into the room holding another bottle, which she offered to Myrna as she perched on the edge of the tub.

			“Don’t be absurd. After a beating like that, I’d want to numb myself, too. I feel I owe you an apology,” Aphra said, her face full of regrets. “I had no idea that he’d gotten this bad again so quickly. After Singen’s visit last month, well…” She pursed her lips. “He’s usually so much more reasonable. I know I can’t take back blows already dealt, but we’ll see if I can’t make things a bit better.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” Myrna said softly.

			“Hepsy,” Aphra said, “may I speak to you outside? Vi, if you’d finish tending to Myrna’s wounds and see her settled, I would greatly appreciate it.”

			Hepsy rose and followed Aphra out of the room in silence. When Myra’s wounds were cleaned and bandaged, I gave her one of the soft nightshirts out of my trunk. It didn’t take much to convince her to spend the night in my big, pillowy bed rather than the hammock she used in the upstairs loft. Though it was late, I wasn’t the least bit tired anymore. Not after what I’d seen. Myrna would certainly make better use of my bed than I could that night.

			I settled on the couch in the front room and pulled Mal’s note from the drawer in the side table. I’d already unfolded and refolded it so many times that the creases were worn, but the scratchy handwriting and familiar words comforted me.

			I jumped when the door creaked open. Aphra emerged from the mudroom, her expression grim. “It’s just me,” she said. “Is Myrna still awake?”

			I shook my head.

			“Good. I wanted to have a word alone with you.” She went to the cabinet and retrieved two glasses. She handed one to me and picked up the bottle of tafia from the table where I’d left it. “Care for a drink?” Aphra asked.

			“No, thank you. I don’t have the taste for it.”

			“Nor do I, usually, but after a night like tonight…” She trailed off. “So. Vi. Tell me how it is that you came to be here.”

			As I told her the story, she nodded and took sips from the bottle of tafia. When I finished, I tucked my hands under my legs and bit my lip, waiting for her to respond.

			She looked at me thoughtfully for a few moments and finally asked, “How much is he paying you?”

			“Eight hundred ovstri a year, less the Whipplestons’ commission.”

			Aphra paled. “Please tell me I misheard you. Eight hundred?”

			I nodded.

			“That bloody fool.” She sighed. “His need to be seen as powerful and fearless is infuriating. It’s the only reason he married me—to show me off, and show others how much power he has. Everything he does is about power. How little he thinks he has. How out of control he feels. He wants to be brave, but he’s nothing more than a worm.”

			“Brave?” I asked. It was better than the real question that was spinning around and around in my head. The question I knew I couldn’t ask.

			Aphra arched her red-gold eyebrows at me. “You can ask, you know. One of the two people in my marriage is scared of it, but it’s not me.”

			I looked away, and she laughed. It was a bitter sound.

			“You want to know what I am.”

			I pursed my lips, not meeting her different-colored eyes. I didn’t really need to ask. I knew. She was a fearsome story come to life. She was powerful, dangerous, two-faced. She was an amalgam. She was magic.

			Amalgam were the stuff of nightmarish stories told to children to make them behave. Some stories said they were oracles, while others claimed they could control the minds of those around them and use that power to destroy whole nations. I’d even heard that they were the ones who’d split the moon and nearly wiped out our ancestors. The anchorites insisted that they’d been eradicated by years of worship and toil on the part of the faithful.

			“We’re called amalgam, people like me,” Aphra said, echoing my thoughts. “But you would have grown up with the stories, of course. I imagine you know what it’s like, to exist in a world where everyone fears you.”

			Aphra gave me a wry smile and offered me the bottle of tafia once more. This time, I took a sip, letting the sweet, fire-bright alcohol slide down my throat and burn in my belly. I grimaced.

			“I do. But you…” I paused. “You must’ve felt so alone.”

			“Most times, when a child’s born with two different eyes, the Shriven come to get them and they disappear.”

			“I wish I could say I was surprised,” I said. “But I grew up in the temple. I know the kinds of horrors the Shriven commit at the bidding of the Suzerain.”

			“I suppose I could call myself lucky,” Aphra said thoughtfully. “Lucky that my parents were wealthy. That they cared enough to save me from the Shriven.” She looked out the window, staring at the broken pieces of the moon. “My mother and father hid me long enough to sell their businesses and estates in Alskad, then booked us passage here. They gave up everything to protect me.

			“Mother died in childbirth when I was still quite young. My siblings, twin girls, went with her, and it was just Father and me until I was nineteen. When he passed, I was left without protection from the temple. For years, Father had bought their silence with extraordinary tithes and gifts to the anchorites here in Ilor. But when I tried to send the tithes on my own, the anchorites came calling. That was when the threats started. Unsigned letters, underhanded implications from the anchorites, from people I’d once called friends. I knew it was a matter of time before the Shriven showed up.”

			My jaw tensed, and I couldn’t help but picture the tattooed, white-clad Shriven hauling Aphra off her horse and away from her home. She was right—one person alone could disappear without much effort on the part of the Shriven. A body needed at least one other person—if not a whole community—to keep them safe.

			“Phineas started coming around at just the right time, and when he made it clear that he wanted a marriage, I was at my wits’ end,” Aphra said. “With his family and connections, I knew he could keep the Shriven at bay.” Shaking her head, she took another swig from the bottle of tafia. “I wish I’d known then that he’s the real monster in this marriage. He was so charming, so tender with me as I grieved for my father, and the moment we were married, the anchorites stopped visiting, stopped threatening me.”

			Though she wore no visible bruises, it wasn’t hard to see that she’d not escaped her marriage unmarred. As we continued to pass the bottle back and forth, Aphra told me more about her life. Her parents had left her a great deal of money and land, which lent weight to the strange, dangerous appeal that drew Phineas to her like a fly to honey. Plumleen Hall belonged to Phineas’s family, but he’d bungled the management of the estate so badly that he was near about destitute by the time Aphra agreed to marry him. Her money and management had pulled the estate back toward its past glory.

			As the moon’s halves sank below the horizon, Aphra fixed me in her startling, mismatched gaze. “You, my dear, have managed to go an entire night without asking me a single question about what it means to be an amalgam. Not many people last more than five minutes without asking me if I can read minds or do magic or see the future.”

			I looked down, blushing. There were so many things I wanted to ask, but those questions, each and every one, boiled down to rumors and myths that had sprung out of fear. The person sitting in front of me was just that—a person. And one who’d trusted me with her story. My curiosity hardly mattered in the face of everything Aphra had faced in her life.

			* * *

			I woke at midmorning, disoriented from the few hours of sleep I’d had on the couch. It had been nearly dawn when Aphra left my rooms, and my mind still reeled from the glut of information she’d shared. I eased myself off the couch, joints crackling. Just outside my door, I found a basket and a pitcher of tea.

			I unpacked the basket. Inside, there were thick slices of sweet nut bread and a covered bowl of fruit for breakfast, a jar of salve and an envelope with a note from Aphra.

			Vi,

			Phineas has agreed to go on as though nothing has happened. He will present you to me at the party. In the meantime, see if you can’t pick Myrna’s mind about the inner workings of the estate. She might be able to see that you don’t find yourself in a situation similar to last night’s again.

			—A

			When Myrna emerged from the bedroom, her eyes still bleary with sleep, I poured her a tall glass of tea and slid the note across the table for her to read. The puppies and their mother came tumbling out of the bedroom behind her, all wagging tails and joyful yips. It was as though the night before had never happened, at least not for them.

			“How do you feel?” I asked, and winced, knowing the answer couldn’t be anything good.

			Myrna scanned the note and snorted. “Like I got the skin whipped off my back last night. Just wonderful.” Then her eyes softened. “Thank you for giving up your bed last night. My hammock would have been right awful.”

			“Stay as long as you’d like. Please. It’s my fault you got those stripes.”

			“Hogwash,” Myrna said. She crammed a whole slice of nut bread into her mouth. Mouth full, she said, “Singen and Phineas are the only ones who can shoulder the blame. You hear?” She poked me. “Get it? Shoulder?”

			I groaned. “That’s not even a joke.”

			“What did Aphra tell you last night?”

			“She told me what she is and explained to me about her and Phineas. She said he wasn’t so bad when they got married.” I tried to work myself up to asking what Aphra meant in her note. After what I’d seen the night before, I was even more determined to see that Phineas never hurt anyone again. But to do that before Bo went about executing some half-cocked scheme to get me free of my contract, I’d need help. I’d need someone to rely on.

			I took a deep breath. “There’s got to be something to be done about him,” I said. “He can’t be allowed to keep hurting people. Isn’t there some kind of rebel group here fighting to stop people like him?”

			“I never thought I’d see Aphra go off at him like that,” Myrna replied, stepping around my question.

			“Why wouldn’t she say something before? Why wouldn’t she do something?” I asked. “It’s her estate as much as it is his.”

			“She needs him,” Myrna said, simply. “And the contract she signed is even harder to break than yours or mine.” She narrowed her eyes at me, seeing that I was clearly still waiting for an answer to my earlier question. She sighed and said, “You’ve heard the rumors about the resistance, then?”

			“Some,” I said carefully. “I know it exists. I’d like to know more. I’d like to help.”

			Myrna deposited the puppy on the floor, went to the door and checked the lock. She returned to the table and sat back down. “The resistance gives aid to mistreated workers,” she said quietly. “They’re doing their best to end the temple’s protection of the folks who ignore common decency and abuse the terms of their contracts. But their goals extend well beyond what I know.”

			“Are you part of it, then?” I asked.

			Myrna nodded, and hesitated briefly before speaking again. “So is Aphra. She’s been funneling a big chunk of the estate’s profits to the resistance for several years now.”

			“What?” I nearly leapt out of my chair in alarm. “How do you know? Does Hepsy know?”

			Myrna smiled and slid a knife from her boot, thumbing the edge. “I know because I’m Aphra’s contact. And my sister? There’s not a chance.” She studied me closely. “You really want to make sure this doesn’t happen again?”

			I swallowed, loudly enough to feel self-conscious. I couldn’t imagine a way this could possibly end well for me. I’d wanted this—to find the rebels, to stop Phineas—right up until the moment that it became real. Now fear washed over me like an enormous, drowning wave. While the rational part of my mind cried out all the reasons I shouldn’t get involved, a bigger part of me was already screaming, Yes! Yes! I’ll help, yes!

			“I do, but…” My voice trailed off.

			“Don’t you want to be free?” Myrna poured more tea into our glasses.

			“I’ll be free when my contract is over. Free and wealthy.” I chewed the inside of my lip, hating the taste of the lie in my mouth.

			Myrna sighed. “If you’re paid. I wouldn’t count on it. Phineas will strip away a month’s wages for no reason at all. You saw that last night. You’ve not been here long, and of the people you’ve met, we’re the lucky ones. We’re young and strong enough—or pretty and well-spoken enough—to be given positions on the estate proper.”

			I wouldn’t have called Myrna lucky by a long stretch, after what had happened, and she must have seen the doubt on my face.

			“Do you know where most contract workers end up?” she asked, an edge in her voice.

			I shook my head.

			“Almost all of the men and every woman not qualified for estate service wind up working kaffe. It’s backbreaking. The overseers can extend the already brutal work hours on a whim. No one out there eats enough, and when they get sick—which they all do—they have to wait until temple day to see a healer,” Myrna said, anger simmering in her voice. “More than half of them die before their contracts are up. The rest of them are stuck picking kaffe for pocket change until they die, unable to afford anything better.”

			“But aren’t they supposed to be given tools to start a life? Aren’t they saving their wages?”

			Myrna scoffed. “Don’t need more than a basket and a knife to pick kaffe, and they don’t get paid half what they’re promised.”

			“I don’t know what I can do to help,” I said. “I don’t have any real skills, other than diving and what you’ve taught me about horses.”

			“We’ve been looking for a way to get one of us close to Aphra for ages, but Phineas is in charge of the staff, and it would look strange if she were to take an interest in someone all of a sudden,” Myrna explained. “All we’ll need you to do is pass her letters and the money she gives you on to me. It makes more sense for you to seek me out than it does for her. She’s taken to hiding notes in Riker’s stall and dropping coins into his buckets a couple at a time.” She paused, and asked, “How are you at climbing trees?”

			I shrugged. “I’ve climbed up more buildings than trees. Not too many trees in the capital, and a roof is a good place to hide. Why?”

			“You’re going to be even more useful than we thought.”

			I grinned at her. “When do I start?”

			* * *

			Phineas came into my rooms late that evening, looking as dapper and well-rested as the first time I’d seen him in Hamlin’s parlor—the complete opposite of the wild, furious person I’d seen in the stable yard. Myrna froze the moment he stepped through the door, and she watched him with wary eyes. I started to stand, but he waved me back into my chair. He took a seat on the edge of the couch and looked at the cards spread over the table.

			“I certainly hope you aren’t betting real money,” he said. “She cheats.”

			Myrna threw her cards down and kicked my shin. “Dzallie’s eyes!” she exclaimed. “You best give me my money back.”

			I tried to gauge Phineas’s mood, but I must’ve stared too hard. He glanced at me, and for a moment, he let his cool mask slip, and I saw the irritation in his eyes.

			He clapped his hands and said, “Ladies, ladies. I’ll only take a moment. I’ve come to apologize for my behavior last night. There are times when one twin can bring out the worst side of the other. Singen and I tend to exacerbate one another’s faults.” He took a deep breath. “Myrna, I know you had no way of predicting that Aphra would see or notice Vi. I’ll give you all the time you need to recover, and as an apology, I’ll even allow you to keep your wages for time lost.”

			Myrna rose, wincing, to her feet and bowed deeply. “I’m extremely grateful for your generosity, sir.”

			“Would you, perhaps, give me a moment alone with Vi?”

			“Of course.”

			When Myrna’d closed the bedroom door behind her, Phineas turned to me and reached out to rest his hands on my shoulders. I tried to flinch away from him, but his grip was like steel.

			“I’d like to offer you an apology as well, Vi.” He spoke loudly enough to be heard through the door. Then he hissed, “If you ever cross me again, dimmy, I’ll lay your head on Tueber’s harvest altar and boil your bones to feed my kaffe pickers. Now say thank you.”

			Phineas’s grip on my shoulders was sure to leave bruises, and he held his face so close to mine that the sharp reek of kaffe on his breath enveloped my head in a cloud of the foul stench. Cold sweat trickled down my spine, but I wasn’t frightened.

			I was furious.

			Determined to stay calm, I took a deep breath. I knew he had the upper hand now, but I wouldn’t be forgetting this anytime soon. “No need to apologize, sir. I knew better. I shouldn’t have put your surprise in jeopardy just to get some actual work done.”

			Phineas narrowed his eyes, but he released my shoulders with a final ferocious shake. His voice once again a tad too loud, he said, “Lovely. I’ll have the seamstress come and fit you for clothes for the party in the morning. In the meantime, you’ll continue your riding lessons and your work in the stables, but you’ll have no more lessons with Hepsy. Instead, you will report to me for training every day. I’ll expect you in my study after the luncheon hour. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, sir,” I breathed.

			“First lesson.” Lightning fast, Phineas reached out and grabbed my ear, twisting it viciously. “You must speak audibly.”

			Despite myself, I whimpered. Anger beat away the fear that raced through me, and in the deadly calm of fury, I steeled myself. I was going to stop this man. Someday, he wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone any longer.

			He gave my ear a last hard yank, and the room swam before my eyes. I gasped when he released me, slumping down in my chair. He patted my cheek. As he headed for the door, he called over his shoulder. “I’ll expect you tomorrow. Good night, Obedience.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			BO

			I barreled into Clem on my way out of the study and bounced off her, jostling a spindle-legged table and upsetting a vase of bright purple flowers. The woman was sturdier than a Willand pony.

			She glared up at me. “You best see to your friend afore I shoot him. I done had enough of this nonsense.”

			“Where is he?” I asked.

			“Out yonder.” She pointed vaguely in the direction of the front door. “Seems he’s set to kick over every bush in that near field afore the sun sets.” I groaned and started for the door. “You get him under control. If the boss says to fill him full of lead, I ain’t giving him more than one chance to quit.”

			“I understand. Thank you, Miss Clem.”

			As the screen door slammed behind me, she yelled, “I’m no miss. Just Clem.”

			I rushed out into the fading afternoon and found Swinton in a field of philomena bushes. They were awash in the red light of the setting sun. Their flowers, normally creamy white, looked as though they’d been dipped in blood, and Swinton’s white shirt glowed crimson. He took hold of a bush. Yanked. Waxy leaves and petals flew through the air, but the plant’s roots held firm.

			“Swinton.” I approached him the way I would a spooked horse—slowly, speaking softly the whole way. “Swinton, come inside. It’ll be dark soon.”

			He silently continued his assault on the bush.

			I took a step. Another. When I got close enough, I laid a hand on his shoulder. And then I was on my back, staring at the flame-licked sky, its pinks, oranges and reds more vibrant, more real than any sunset I’d seen before. Air rushed back into my lungs as the door to the house opened and lanterns were set out on the porch. With the light came the pain. I gasped, took several shuddering breaths. Something tickled my ear, and Swinton’s face appeared above mine.

			“Are you planning to lay in the dirt all night? I want to be well away from this place before the moons set.”

			Taking my hand, he hauled me to my feet.

			“Do you plan to apologize?”

			“No.”

			“Fine,” I sighed. “But it doesn’t make any sense to leave tonight. Aunt Ephemella will give us dinner, a bath, a bed. A real bed, Swinton. Plus, it’s been years since I’ve seen my aunt.”

			Swinton’s face went blank. He spun on his heel and strode toward the house.

			“We can leave tomorrow,” I said, dashing to catch up.

			He whirled on me. “You may do whatever suits you, little lord. I’m not staying under that woman’s roof. Not for a minute. I’ve fulfilled my obligations to you. Pay me what you owe, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

			“What do you mean? I thought we were going to Southill together. I thought…” I trailed off, remembering falling asleep with his fingers wrapped around mine. “Was it something in the papers you took?”

			“You saw that, did you?”

			He shoved a handful of loose papers at me. I glanced around and, finding no one in sight of the field, tilted the papers to catch the light of the setting sun. The top page was some sort of ledger. Names ran down one side, and neat columns of numbers and symbols filled the rest of the space. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. There was a letter addressed to my aunt, acknowledging her request for additional contract laborers for the coming harvest. On the bottom of the stack of papers, a letter bearing the official seal of the Suzerain gave specific instructions for the infusion and distillation of a tincture of philomena blossoms. The letter was signed simply “C & A.”

			Swinton watched me as I read, shadows gathering in the furious lines of his face. In all the time we’d spent together, I’d never seen him so mad.

			“I don’t have any idea what all this means. It looks like what my aunt said—that she’s running the farm as a favor to my mother to fulfill a temple contract.”

			“Never mind that you’ve been lying to me about who you are. We both knew very well that was the case. But this is too much to be borne. The contract is with the Suzerain, Bo.” He snatched the papers away from me, found the ledger and waved it in my face.

			I batted it away. “So? They’re making something for the Suzerain. What of it?”

			“What do you know about philomenas?” he asked.

			“Nothing. Why?”

			“About fifty years ago, someone got the bright idea to use philomenas for perfume. They smell remarkably similar to the karlenias that grow in Samiria, but they’re much hardier plants. Cheaper to maintain. They planted acres and acres of land with the flowers and built several perfumeries. They imported the latest solar-powered distillation equipment and trained staff from all over Ilor to work in the perfumeries.” He looked at me, his mouth set in a hard line. “You’ve really never heard about this?”

			I shook my head.

			“Everything turned upside down. The unlucky souls who’d been hired to pick the flowers turned on each other, on themselves. It was the bloodiest disaster in the history of Ilor. The people who worked in the factories died. All of them, within just weeks of beginning their work. The managers were able to destroy the essential oils they’d produced and keep the perfume from being exported to the rest of the Alskad Empire, but the investors from Alskad lost scads of money and thousands of people here died.”

			“Why didn’t you say something when we were riding up?” I asked, horrified. “You knew what these flowers were then, didn’t you?”

			“What was I going to say? I thought you were just checking up on someone else’s investment. I didn’t know this was all yours.” He took a deep breath. “There’s more, Bo.”

			My breath caught in my throat. “Do you know what those marks mean?”

			“I have an idea.”

			I waited.

			“I recognized one of the names on the list.” There was a hitch in his voice. “When the priest came with Taeb’s ashes, there was a young man with him, an initiate who’d been studying with Taeb. He wanted to tell us what a good friend Taeb had been to him. His name was Basel Felp. I got word last month that he died in an accident, and here he is, on this list. There’s an X by his name, and it’s dated a month ago.”

			“All these Xs, by all these names… You don’t think…” I trailed off.

			“I don’t know why, but I think the flowers your aunt is growing here are connected to my brother’s death. I think the temple is testing whatever it’s making from these flowers on children. Ilor’s children.”

			I caught sight of Clem and Hoss standing on the edge of the field. Their shadows stretched out before them, specters in the growing darkness. I didn’t want to be a part of any of this. Maybe I should have stayed home with my books and my horses and my endless, tedious lessons. I’d gone my whole life without knowing I even had a sister. There was no reason I should have felt compelled to go halfway around the world to find her now.

			Even as I thought it, I knew it wasn’t true. Every day I’d spent away from home, I’d learned more about myself. I’d grown stronger and smarter, and learned more about the people I’d someday rule. There was no way I could walk away from this now. Just knowing that my money, my land was a part of whatever it was the Suzerain were doing made me complicit.

			The weight of the cuff was heavy on my arm, reminding me of my promise to the empire. I had to do something. Had to stop this. Had to free Vi. Had to take charge of the empire I was born to lead.

			Still, doubts filled my mind. “You don’t know for sure that’s what killed your brother,” I said hesitantly. “He might have died of the flu, like you said.”

			Swinton glared at me and shook his head.

			“What?” I asked. “What is it?”

			“I know he didn’t. I think I’ve always known.”

			“How? How could you possibly?” I wanted to reach out and help him through this old grief, but he stood just out of arm’s reach.

			“No one at home died. No one in Williford even got sick.”

			I didn’t want to face the implications of what he was saying. I needed there to be a different explanation. “Swinton, be reasonable. Taeb was at the temple. He was an initiate in training, wasn’t he? It makes perfect sense that the disease didn’t affect you in Williford. He was far away.”

			Swinton’s fists clenched. His shoulders tightened. “If you could take your head out of your own ass for a minute, you might understand. The school was in Williford, down the road from my house. But only the boys there got sick. No one else, not even the anchorites. They claimed they’d kept it contained. They said it was the will of the gods, but, Bo, I could feel him. He wasn’t sick. He lost some essential part of himself, and I nearly lost myself, as well. I could feel his terror, his rage before he died.”

			“Gods save us,” I breathed.

			“They can’t,” Swinton said. “They aren’t real.”

			I stared at him. “You don’t believe in the gods?”

			Swinton sighed. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

			My head spun, and I looked across the fields. “If the anchorites and the Suzerain know that these flowers are so dangerous, why would they continue to farm them? To produce these distillations? And why would my aunt have that list? You think the temples are actually using this substance for some…nefarious purpose?”

			“Open your eyes, Bo!” Swinton said in frustration. “It’s obvious that they are. I don’t know why, but I do know that the people who died in that first accident—the laborers, the factory workers? They acted like the diminished do when the grief finally takes them.”

			I shuddered at the implications of what he was saying. His grief, his fury, was written all over his face. I stepped forward and laced my fingers through his, looking deep into his eyes. “I’ll make you a promise, Swinton. The moment that Vi is free of her contract and away from Plumleen Hall, I’m going to do everything in my power to learn exactly what is going on—and I’m going to stop it.”

			The weight of everything I’d learned in the last few months hung heavily from my shoulders, dragging at me, pulling me toward a future full of conflict I didn’t know if I wanted. But the one thing I knew I did want was Swinton. His forgiveness. His hand in mine.

			He nodded jerkily and looked away. I let my hands drop to my sides and decided to ask the question that had been weighing on my mind since he first told me he was diminished.

			“Have you ever felt like…like you might…” I trailed off, unsure of how to frame such an indelicate question.

			“Like I might lose myself?” Swinton asked. I dipped my head in assent, and he sighed deeply. “Every morning when I wake up, I expect that it will be the last time I see the morning light unfiltered by mindless rage. Every evening, I am grateful I’ve lived another day without the grief taking me just because I lost my brother. It’s been years since he died, and still, I mourn his loss every day. But despite all the grief and the fact that I could shatter at any moment, I go on living, because that’s all I can do, really.”

			Clem and Hoss disappeared down the path toward the house when Swinton and I stopped talking. We stood together, silent, as darkness filled the sky. When the stars began to twinkle, overwhelming what was left of the sun, I took Swinton’s hand.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t understand,” I said.

			He squeezed my hand, and the ice in my gut melted. I’d never felt this way about anyone, not even Claes. I’d longed for his approval. I’d welcomed his kisses. But I’d never needed Claes the way that I needed Swinton in that moment.

			“Can I tell you a secret?” I asked.

			The night was full of buzzing insects and the distant calls of jungle creatures. Taking his silence for agreement, I began. “Vi…she’s not just my sister, Swinton. She’s my twin.”

			“You must be joking,” Swinton said, his voice tinged with mocking, sarcastic shock. “I never would’ve guessed, seeing the two of you standing next to each other.”

			“Would you listen?” I huffed. I was terrified that this would be the last thing I told Swinton. That after he learned the full breadth of my lies, he would walk away and never speak to me again.

			“Fine.”

			“My full name is Ambrose Oswin Trousillion Gyllen. Just over a month ago, Queen Runa named me the official heir to the throne of Alskad.” I looked at him, expectantly, waiting for some kind of reaction.

			Swinton blinked rapidly, his brows furrowed, opened his mouth as if to say something, and closed it again.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. It’s just…” I let out a long, slow breath, staring at the toes of my boots. “It’s a lot.”

			Swinton remained silent for so long that I finally looked up to gauge his reaction. To my shock, his face was full of mirth. “I suppose I should’ve been calling you ‘little prince’ rather than ‘little lord’ this whole time,” he said, teasing. “Go on, then. Out with the rest of it.”

			Relief and warmth flooded me in equal measure. It felt so good to tell someone. To tell him. To not be alone with my secrets anymore. I left nothing out—my father’s infidelity, my birth and adoption, the successions, the deaths that had set me on this road, Gerlene finding Ina, the trip to the Ilor colonies. Everything. As I talked, we walked through the fields, away from the well-lit path.

			When I was finished, I waited for him to say something, anything. He didn’t breathe a word. The starlight rinsed the gold from his hair and skin, and in that gray-white ancient light, the stark lines of his face were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. On a sudden impulse, I leaned in and pressed my lips to his. He froze, and I pulled away, embarrassed. I dropped his hand.

			“I’m sorry…” I stammered. “I didn’t mean… I just…”

			Swinton smiled. A bright, dazzling thing. He wrapped his arms around me, drew me in and kissed me back. I closed my eyes, and nothing in the world existed except that kiss. His lips melted into mine, and he pulled me close, our chests twin planes made to match. Our tongues flickered and danced, and everything in the world disappeared except our bodies and my endless, aching need for him.

			When he pulled away, sound and light came rushing back in a dizzying wave. “Oh,” I said stupidly.

			Swinton winked at me, but behind his smile, he looked sad. As sad as I’d ever seen a person. “I’m glad you told me, Bo. I’m glad you trust me.”

			“So am I,” I breathed. I looked back toward the house, weighing our choices. “We can leave in the morning. I don’t know what to do about this place, but there’ll be time once we get Vi free. Is that all right with you?”

			He nodded.

			“I’m sure that my aunt will understand if you’d rather eat by yourself. I actually think that might make this easier. I can see if she’ll have something sent up to your room.”

			Again, he nodded. “Be wary, Bo. I wouldn’t trust that woman for a minute.”

			“I don’t. Not for a blink.” I squeezed his hand. “And to think, she’s one of the less vicious members of my family.”

			The stark, bleak nighttime light smoothed the imperfections of the rambling house into a beautiful lie: the chipped paint and weathered shingles disappeared, leaving the elegant lines and trailing vines that belied the viper that lived inside those walls. We walked back through the poisonous, destructive bushes, hand in hand, lit only by the stars and the slivers of the broken moon rising over the horizon.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			VI

			The study was empty when I arrived the next day. Always hungry for a new book, I scanned the shelves that lined the room for something that might not be missed if it happened to find its way into my pocket. While most of the books were rich, leather-bound classics, I spotted a row of cheap paperbound books on a bottom shelf in the corner. I’d just squatted to get a better look when Phineas swept into the room leading a pair of anchorites, unmistakable in their sunset robes.

			I hopped up and immediately sank into a low, proper bow.

			“This is the diminished girl?” a deep, feminine voice asked over my bowed head.

			“She is.” Phineas’s voice was doing more bowing and scraping than I was. “You may stand, Vi. Say hello to Anchorite Mathille, Anchorite Tafima and Shriven Curlin.”

			I started and looked up, seeing the white-robed figure enter behind the anchorites. It wasn’t a coincidence—it was actually Curlin, my Curlin, smiling triumphantly at me. Her long, straight nose was bisected by the black paint of the Shriven, and a new tattoo crept up her neck. A scream rose in my throat, and I quickly swallowed it. If she’d not shaved her head, I would’ve wanted to rip her hair out. Now all I wanted was to break that long, straight nose of hers. She, more than anyone else, was responsible for my present situation.

			I took a deep breath, searching for calm. “Magritte’s blessings upon you,” I said.

			“My,” the younger of the anchorites exclaimed. “She’s practically docile, especially for one of the diminished.”

			“We are working hard toward that end, Anchorite Tafima,” Phineas reassured her. “I hope our little excursion today will bring her fully into the mind-set she needs to be of use to my dear wife.”

			The eldest of the three, a middle-aged woman whose yellow robes clashed horribly with her sallow skin, shot a thin-lipped smile at Phineas. “If it does not, nothing will. Shall we be off?”

			* * *

			Phineas handed the anchorites and Curlin into their waiting carriage while I mounted Beetle and wiped my sweaty palms on my breeches. We rode down twisting jungle roads, taking so many turns and switchbacks that I eventually lost all sense of direction. The cries of wild animals echoed through the air, and bright birds swooped around us, unafraid. Great gnarled trees, their branches hung with gray-green curls of moss, loomed over the wide road. Their canopies blocked the sun, so when we finally emerged, I found myself blinking furiously in the late afternoon light.

			The carriage creaked to a halt. Beetle slowed her plodding pace without even a twitch of the reins on my part. My eyes widened at the sight of a stone wall rising out of the jungle, at least twice my height, with nasty iron spikes shooting from its crown. A massive iron gate eased open, and I filed in behind the anchorites’ carriage and Phineas on his big palomino mare.

			Once inside the gates, a swarm of servants in neat gray uniforms descended on us. One took Beetle’s reins from me. Another wrapped his big hands around my waist and pulled me out of my saddle. My heart raced, and I kicked, fighting with all my strength. My booted foot made contact with something soft, and the man dropped me, cursing. I landed on my feet and shifted into a fighting stance, hands up and feet wide. A wave of the gray-clad servants rushed toward me, but a gravelly voice rang out across the courtyard, stopping them.

			“The girl is a guest here today. She won’t be staying.”

			“Thank you, Anchorite,” Phineas said, his voice cold. “You see why I thought this visit necessary?”

			Embarrassed, I offered my hand to the man I’d kicked. “Sorry about that, chum. Guess I’m a bit jumpy today.”

			He snarled, showing black gaps in his mouth where he’d lost teeth.

			“This way, Obedience,” the orange-clad anchorite said. “Phineas, would you allow us to take charge of your servant for the rest of the afternoon? Anchorite Mathille will have kaffe for you in the Ancients’ parlor, if you please.”

			Nodding, Phineas led the way to a brick building that looked oddly familiar to me, followed by the trio of women. As we got closer, I realized this was an exact replica of one of the anchorites’ houses in Alskad.

			How absurd, I thought, for them to build something like that here.

			The building had tiny windows to keep out the cold winter air in the heart of the Alskad Empire, but here, the lack of air circulation would undoubtedly make the interior stifling. I eyed the chimneys dotting the roof and realized they must’ve added the traditional hearth to every room, as well. All those fireplaces would be useless in the heat of Ilor.

			Phineas and Anchorite Mathille split away from the other two women and me in the foyer. I followed Curlin and Anchorite Tafima down a pristine, well-lit hallway and into a library. The anchorite sat at a broad desk, and Curlin stood behind her, motioning me toward a hard, ladder-backed chair. I sat, and for several long, uncomfortable minutes, the anchorite peered at me critically. Curlin poured a glass of juice from a crystal pitcher and handed it to me. Surprised, I took the glass and sipped, thirsty from the ride. The room reeked of some heavy perfume. Knowing from long experience with anchorites that I’d have my head bitten off if I spoke first, I waited, the cut crystal of the glass leaving marks on my palm.

			“Obedience Violette Abernathy, daughter of Xandrina Fleet Abernathy. Diminished. You’ve mostly sisters, I think—just two boys in your mother’s whole brood. Given to be raised by the temple as an infant. You were meant to be here, laboring in service of the temple, as I’m sure you know.” The woman glanced down at the neat stack of papers on the desk in front of her. “But as you’re now engaged in service to one of our most loyal worshippers, and Mister Laroche has most generously offered to increase his tithe to compensate for our labor loss, I suppose we’ll do with you what we can.”

			A memory of Bo’s face rose like bile in my throat, and I narrowed my eyes at her. I wondered what her game was. I’m sure it wouldn’t be long before I figured it out—scams and grifts were a way of life in the End. If a body let their guard down for a minute, they’d be missing every shiny button from coat to boot.

			The anchorite made a disgusted face and said, “You’ve been brought here to learn a lesson in deference. Ironic, given your name. Are you ready?”

			She stood, and Curlin glided to open a door at the back of the room, her head bowed. She’d been so still that I’d almost forgotten she was there.

			“This way,” the anchorite commanded.

			I followed her down a stairwell dimly lit by solar lamps. Curlin’s white robes swished behind me, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that she held a metal-tipped staff across her body. It nearly touched the stone walls on either side. There’d be no turning back now.

			We stopped in front of a heavy door at the bottom of the stairs. The anchorite pulled a key from a long chain around her neck and unlocked the door. The space beyond the doorway was shrouded in darkness, but the anchorite walked into it with the ease of long familiarity. I paused and bit my lip. Sweat rolled down my back, though the basement was cool.

			“Come.” The anchorite’s voice echoed out from the darkness. A moment later, the smooth heel of Curlin’s staff pressed into my lower back, like the promise of pain to come. I walked forward into the dark. Before I had taken three blind steps, I heard the familiar scrape of steel on flint, and a flame gave shape to the dingy room. The anchorite handed it off to Curlin, and she moved between lamps hanging at even intervals along the stone walls, lighting each of them. Steel bars enclosed a number of alcoves, still bathed in shadows. As the room grew brighter, groans and whimpers rose from what I now saw were cells.

			It wasn’t until the rough wooden door scratched my shoulder blades that I realized I’d been backing up. Someone slammed into the steel bars next to me and cackled. A skeletal hand reached toward me. I recoiled, my skin prickling. The hand was missing two fingers and its thumb.

			“They’re perfectly secure,” Curlin said, disdain coloring her prim accent.

			“What is this place?” I stammered.

			“These are the diminished of this region of Ilor, those who have undergone the change,” the anchorite said. “Your employer gave a generous gift so that you might see what happens to the diminished who misbehave here in the Ilor colonies. Take a good look.”

			Numb, I walked behind her, glancing into every cell along the way. The people behind those bars looked past me with blank eyes. Some wept. Others shouted curses. I hated myself for the relief that flooded through me, knowing now that I would never be one of them.

			A voice echoed down the stairs. “Anchorite, you’re needed in the parlor for a moment.”

			The anchorite huffed and went to the staircase. “Show her, Curlin.”

			Curlin nodded respectfully, and the anchorite swished out of the room. The second the door thudded closed at the top of the stairs, Curlin turned to me with a wicked grin.

			“Follow me,” she said.

			“What are you doing here?” I seethed.

			Curlin, a full head taller than me, took me by the arm and whipped me around to face her. “They’re watching,” she whispered. “We’ve never met. You and I cannot know each other. It’s for your safety. Got it?”

			I tried to jerk away from her, but she’d grown stronger since joining the Shriven, and her tattooed fingers held me like a vise.

			“Come on, girl,” she said in a loud voice, haughty and full of venom. “I’m going to show you what happens to dimmys like you.”

			Staff heavy on my back, and her hand wrapped viselike around my arm, Curlin pulled me into the next room. My heart sank in my chest when I saw a boy and a girl, one dark-skinned, the other pale and ruddy. Neither could have been a day over ten. They were strapped to upright planks that were the same light pine as the table in the temple kitchen where I’d eaten almost every breakfast until so very recently.

			Curlin locked the door behind us and went to a table where two half-full glasses waited.

			“It’s so sad,” Curlin said, her tone equal parts threat and delight. “You could have been one of us. No one sees a dimmy when they look at me. All they see is power, control. Now that I’m Shriven, I can do no wrong.” She turned to look at me, her face grim. “Watch.”

			Curlin had grown steadily nastier after she joined the Shriven, but this wasn’t like her. Something in her had snapped, and she’d become more like one of the horrible green tree vipers of Ilor than the adventurous, bossy girl I’d grown up with. I did as I was told, my eyes fixed on the children. They were gagged, but their eyes flicked from side to side like caged insects, taking in everything in the room.

			“Dimmys,” Curlin explained, “are as common as rats in the wilder parts of this country.”

			I saw her dismissive gesture out of the corner of my eye and, fists clenched, asked, “Why’ve you brought me here? What are you doing?”

			“You were supposed to be coming to the colonies to labor in the service to the temple, but you’ve wormed your way out of that nicely, haven’t you? Now, on the one hand, we could leave you where you are. Phineas contributes a great deal to the temples, mainly so we’ll turn a blind eye to his amalgam wife. I imagine he’d give more to keep his pet nearby.” She paused, and her gaze turned predatory. “On the other, we could snatch you away from Plumleen. I believe we need someone to mop up after us down here. Unless, of course, you choose to cooperate.”

			Curlin took one of the glasses from the table and approached the boy. She whispered something in his ear before removing his gag.

			“Tell us your name, child,” she said.

			“My name is Tobain, Shriven.”

			“Your age?”

			“I’m nine.” His voice shook with fear. “Please don’t beat me. I’ll be good, I swear.”

			My throat clenched.

			“I know,” Curlin cooed. Her voice was calm and soothing. “Now tell me the truth, Tobain. Have you ever hurt anyone? Played with fire? Killed an animal?”

			He whimpered. “I wrung a chicken’s neck for supper once. But Ma made me! I hated it! I’ll never do it again, I promise!”

			“How long ago did your twin die?”

			Tears ran down his round cheeks. “Three years.” He sniffled.

			“Very good, Tobain. Now, I want you to drink this medicine. Will you do that for me?”

			Tobain nodded, and the girl next to him screamed behind her gag. His eyes went wide, but the glass was already pressed against his lips. He struggled against the strap that bound his head to the board, tried to press his lips tight together, but Curlin held his nose. When he opened his mouth to breathe, she poured the liquid down his throat. I watched, grinding my teeth, as his throat constricted and he swallowed. Curlin stuffed the gag back into his mouth.

			“Watch carefully, Vi,” Curlin said. “This is his fifth dose. You’ve already had two.”

			“What do you mean, I’ve had two?” My muscles tightened, and my hands clenched into fists. “Two of what?”

			“The records say you had one dose of the same medication I’ve just given this boy when you were back in Penby. I gave you another upstairs, and you had no idea. Watch and see how it works. See what five looks like.”

			The boy shook. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he shook violently. Horror and confusion boiled in my brain. I couldn’t watch this child die right in front of me.

			Just as I started forward, he stopped moving, and his eyes fluttered shut.

			Curlin put one hand up. “Wait. Watch. Unless, of course, you want the little girl to be next. Her name is Clarity, like your little sister. The same age, too. What a coincidence.”

			The boy’s eyes flew open, and he wrenched at his bonds with such ferocity that I worried he might break an arm or a leg. Gingerly, Curlin pulled the rag out of the boy’s mouth and backed away.

			Tobain cackled. The hysterical, maniacal sound swelled and echoed in the stone room. He locked eyes with me and stopped suddenly. In a cold, distant voice, he said, “I’ll wear your ears on a string around my neck. I’ll rip your toes off one by one. Your pretty, long fingers will make me good bracelets…”

			I sank to my knees as his rant continued. A vise closed around my chest. My thoughts swam, and I tasted the sweet echo of the juice Curlin had poured for me earlier.

			For the first time since I’d met Bo, I wanted to reach out for Pru. I’d known, all those years I’d spent talking to her, praying to her, that it was all just my imagination. Bo—the complicated, difficult reality of my twin—had driven Pru from my head until now. Tears welled in my eyes. She may’ve just been in my head, but I felt her loss deeply, and for the blink of an eye, I was as exposed as an oyster ripped from its shell, pearl-less and fragile.

			Clenching my jaw, I forced myself back into the small, dank room. There’d be time to mourn imaginary losses later.

			“Do you see, Vi?” Curlin asked. “Do you understand? It used to be just some of us that were lost to the grief. One in a hundred would survive the death of their twin, and one in five hundred would become violent. One in five hundred would become a dimmy. But now the temple has the power to choose. We control who the people fear. And when they are afraid, they turn to us. With fear comes faith, and with faith, power.” She smiled triumphantly. “The Suzerain have more power now than at any point in our history. They have people everywhere. In every town, in every house. They can command you to be dosed again at any time. You have to do as we say, or you’ll be next. You’ll be lost just like all those countless others.”

			Hand on the cool, stone floor, I heaved, wishing I could rid myself of the foul poison I’d swallowed earlier, but nothing came up.

			“Shall I show you with the girl? It’s important that you fully comprehend the lesson.”

			Though the room was spinning, I managed to shake my head.

			“I need you to tell me, Vi. What do you understand?”

			“You control the change,” I gasped, barely audible over Tobain’s rant. “You’re the ones who make us go bad,” I stammered, knowing that no one would ever believe me if I told them. “You dosed me. You poisoned me.”

			Curlin’s laugh swirled around me, filling my ears, my mouth, making the ground shake.

			“It was only a little. Not enough to do much. Not now. It has to build up, you see. But it’s not the first, and it certainly won’t be the last.”

			The room spun, and the boy’s rants grew dimmer as everything around me faded to black.

			* * *

			I woke up some time later to see Curlin’s disapproving glower hovering over me. I lay on a lumpy couch in the library. The glory of a fiery sunset streamed through small, slatted windows, painting the room in stripes of gold, orange, pink and crimson. The beauty of the late afternoon clashed so completely with the growing pit in my stomach that I wanted to curl into a ball and wait for the world to change.

			“She’s awake, Anchorite,” Curlin called.

			“Thank you, Curlin.” Anchorite Tafima glided over and sat in a chair opposite me. “Now, Curlin tells me that was quite a dramatic display down there, child. Do try to warn me if you feel faint again.”

			I stared at her, flabbergasted that she would show any concern for my welfare. But, naturally, it didn’t last.

			“While we were waiting for you to come around, I had a quick look at your records,” she said. “It seems that the anchorites in Alskad had other plans for you. Plans that you upset when you so brazenly wiled your way out of your punishment and took a contract with Mister Laroche.”

			My jaw clenched, and I thought of the women who’d raised me, of the trips I’d taken to see other dimmys with Anchorite Lugine, the hours I’d spent studying under Anchorite Sula’s watchful eye. I wondered what they’d been preparing me for. I’d imagined that they’d saved me out of the goodness of their hearts, but that clearly was not the case—they must’ve needed me for something.

			“Nevertheless, you’ve managed to place yourself in such a way that we can still make use of you. Shriven Curlin suggested you might be of use for a task we need done.”

			“I’m not going to help you!” I blurted. “What you did down there, what you’re doing… It’s horribly, horribly wrong. Unforgivable.”

			“You don’t have a choice,” Anchorite Tafima said with a sneer. “Dimmys are dangerous. They must be locked up. Wherever you hide, the Shriven will find you. You have neither the resources nor the knowledge to get very far. We have absolute power over you, and though you might be of use to us, we won’t hesitate to lock you up if you prove…difficult.”

			My mind reeled, trying to make sense of it all. When had I been drugged? As a child? Who’d done it? How? Before I could begin to answer my own questions, I felt something stronger than curiosity. Loss. Something had been taken from me. Just a nip and a nibble, but something, nonetheless. They’d altered my personality. They’d changed who I was meant to be and outright robbed countless others of their lives. And now, here I was on the edge of freedom, only to see it ripped away once more. Even if Bo managed to buy out my contract, the Shriven would find me.

			They would always find me.

			“What do you want from me?” I twisted my hands together in my lap, and made myself stop. I needed to be stone. I couldn’t afford to give up anything more to them.

			“It’s quite simple. Your employer means for you to serve as a maid to his lady wife. We need someone to watch her—someone inside her household. She is an amalgam, and therefore cannot be trusted. You will report any unusual activity to us, as well as her dreams.”

			“Her dreams?”

			“Yes.” The anchorite gave me a look that brokered no arguments.

			“Rayleane’s teeth! How could I possibly discover what she dreams about?”

			Curlin gave a derisive huff, but the anchorite only studied me. Calculating. Weighing. “You’re a clever girl. I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

			“I still haven’t agreed to help you,” I said stubbornly.

			“You don’t have a choice. If you choose not to cooperate, I will personally guarantee that you will never see the sun again.”

			Curlin gave me a pointed look over the anchorite’s shoulder. I bit the inside of my cheek, but I couldn’t see a way around it. The anchorite was right. I didn’t have a choice.

			“Curlin, please go tell Mister Laroche that we are nearly finished here.”

			Curlin stalked out of the room, and the anchorite turned back to me.

			“Your reports are to be written in a legible hand, using lemon juice in place of ink between the lines of another letter. Maybe to a sweetheart, or some such nonsense. You will place one report each week in the blue birdhouse next to the pond at Plumleen. If you miss a report, you’ll be warned. After one warning, there will be consequences.” The anchorite adjusted her sleeves and laid two pious fingers on her brow. “Do not try to escape. We have people everywhere. You will be found.”

			My mouth went dry, and the backs of my arms prickled. Having grown up in the temple, I knew all too well how true that was. If the Suzerain wanted to find a person, there wasn’t anywhere on this earth they could go to hide. Their resources were nearly limitless, and the Shriven were nothing if not persistent. Curlin would fit in well here.

			“Do you understand your instructions clearly, Vi?”

			I nodded, and as she pursed her lips, I anticipated her. “I’m sorry. Yes, ma’am. I understand. When is my first report due?”

			Curlin peeked her head into the room. “Anchorite, may we come in?”

			She entered without waiting for a reply, followed by Anchorite Mathille and Phineas. I glowered at Curlin, who smiled sweetly at me. Phineas clapped me on the back, all humor and good cheer.

			“Was it an educational visit for you, Vi? I’ve come away with a whole new sense of piety. May even build a haven hall at the estate. What do you say to that?”

			“Wonderful idea, sir,” I gritted, my back stinging where his hand had smacked me.

			“We should be going, then,” he said. “If you’ll excuse us, I’d like to be back for supper.”

			I trailed after him. Our horses waited in the courtyard, strangely placid. We rode away in silence, and Phineas’s false joviality disappeared as soon as we were out of sight of the looming iron gates. My thoughts spun round and round, searching for a way out of all the darkness surrounding me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			BO

			When I entered the dining room, a blush crept up my neck and spread across my cheeks. Next to Aunt Ephemella, whose formal blouse and trousers shone with gold embroidery, I was a veritable ragamuffin in my shirtsleeves and cleanest trousers. I could’ve at least put on a waistcoat and jacket, even in this damnable heat.

			I’d given her the advantage, and she knew it. I would have to be extraordinarily careful about what I said over dinner.

			“My apologies, Aunt. I didn’t realize we were dressing for dinner. Please go ahead without me while I change.”

			She laughed, a sound that bubbled like sparkling wine. “No, no, no. Don’t go, dear. Oh, I’d somehow forgotten your sweet blushes. Do sit down.”

			“If you’re sure you don’t mind.” It was clear she’d meant to throw me off balance.

			She waved my words away and took a seat at the head of the long table, gesturing for me to sit next to her. As a servant poured water and wine, Aunt Ephemella said, “I’m such a silly thing. I haven’t properly expressed my condolences for your loss. To lose both your mother and your cousins in the space of a week… You must be in shock.”

			The real shock had been learning that so much of what I knew of my history was a lie, but I couldn’t say that, so I said simply, “Thank you, Aunt Ephemella. That’s very kind.”

			“I hope your tutors have been a comfort to you.” She took a sip of her wine as a servant laid the soup plate on the table before her. “I’m surprised they didn’t accompany you.”

			I waited for the servant to retreat back into the corner, and dipped out a spoonful of the soup. “This is divine, Aunt. My compliments to your cook.” I took another bite before answering her remark about my tutors. “Thamina and Birger were so supportive through the trial of the last month, so I wanted to give them some time with their family while I traveled. I have come of age, after all.”

			“You’re lucky to have found a companion so loyal in such a short time in the colonies. Do your tutors know you’ve hired a guide?”

			“As I said, my tutors are spending time with their family. I’ve chosen not to bother them with the details of my journey,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. “As for Swinton, he ought to be loyal, given what I pay him.” I thought of Hoss’s expensive rifle and the way he’d talked about my aunt. Ephemella was no stranger to buying a person’s loyalty, and my next veiled insult might just put her at enough ease to drop the subject. “But you must know how that is, I’m sure.”

			Her look told me I’d made my point. We made polite conversation as we finished our soup. When the servant whisked out of the room with our plates, I said, “The wine is very good. Is it Denorian?”

			Aunt Ephemella arched an eyebrow at me. “Thinking of visiting Denor on your holiday, as well?”

			“Not this time, Aunt. Though I’ve heard it’s lovely in the summer.”

			“Perhaps I can convince you to stay with me for a time? It does get so lonely here.”

			I coughed. I needed to leave in the morning, but the last thing I could tell my aunt was the truth about why. “I wish that I had more time, but I have leagues of traveling to do yet, and the Queen will become impatient if I stay away too long.”

			Aunt Ephemella pounced on the subject of Runa. “What has the Queen told you of her plans for your marriage? It would be a shame to break the family alliance. Perhaps one of my daughters…”

			Though I’d anticipated the question, the blunt way she addressed it surprised me, and I nearly choked on my sip of wine. I coughed, drained my glass of water and, finally collected, smiled sheepishly at my aunt. The servant appeared with the fish course and refilled our glasses. I cleared my throat and said, “The Queen has not discussed a new match with me. There hasn’t been much time…since…” I trailed off, staring at my plate.

			She reached out and patted my hand. “I’m surprised Queen Runa allowed you to travel alone, given her plans for the succession.”

			I simpered, hoping that my mawkish behavior wasn’t too absurd. “I was so wrapped up in my grief, I just wanted to get away. When I saw the opportunity… Well, I took it. The Queen didn’t seem to mind too awfully much. I’d heard that Lisette traveled throughout the empire when she came of age, and I thought the idea was marvelous.”

			Aunt Ephemella smiled at me, and I was grateful that Limina wasn’t at home. She’d always seen right through my playacting. “She did visit, not five years ago. I hosted her myself.”

			“Oh, I would so love to know what her itinerary was while she was here. I couldn’t possibly return without having outdone her.” I leaned in conspiratorially. “For the sake of the stories, you know.”

			“Of course.” She paused while the servant laid slices of roast lamb alongside heaps of creamed corn and dark, vinegary greens on the china plates before us. “I believe I have a copy in the office. I’ll make sure to find it for you in the morning.”

			By the time dessert was served, I had exhausted myself by nattering on about fashion and other meaningless nonsense. But at least Aunt Ephemella seemed to believe I was a witless ninny with no idea that she was telling me lies.

			* * *

			When my soft knock at Swinton’s door went unanswered, I slipped into the room that had been prepared for me next to his and undressed. I flicked the solar lamps off and, head still swimming from the myriad revelations of the day, opened a window and curled up in a chair beneath it. Stars shone bright in an unclouded sky, the droning buzz of insects filled the air and the heady perfume of the philomenas drifted in on the breeze. I reveled in the quiet noise of the jungle, willing my own thoughts to still.

			My mind was a cacophonous tangle of secrets and treachery, of anchorites and poison, of perfumers killed by their own creations. Ephemella’s assumption that Rylain had been the one responsible for the accident at the mill was a burr I couldn’t shake, but there was nothing to be done about it while I was still in Ilor. I toyed with the cuff on my wrist, remembering my vow to Runa, to Alskad. I’d promised to serve the empire, to be its conscience. Though the circumstances that had led to that vow may have been shrouded in lies, I’d made those promises with a clear head and honest—if reluctant—intent. And now, here in this wild colony, I’d stumbled across a cause I was bound to serve. A mystery I was compelled to unravel.

			Just as soon as my sister was freed.

			My body was slow and heavy with sleep and my eyelids had begun to droop when I heard voices outside my window. I went to lower the sash, but then I recognized the slow, tenor drawl of Hoss’s voice, clipped short by his sister.

			“Boss said she wanted them dead by morning, so that’s what we’ll do. Or don’t you like having a roof over your head and food to eat?”

			“It ain’t that. I just… They seem like nice boys. That Swinton fellow knows our kin.”

			“Then take comfort in the fact that he’ll have folk to talk to in hell. Come on.”

			I strained to hear more, suddenly wide awake, mind racing, but the voices trailed off into the dark night. Of course Ephemella would want me dead. With Penelope gone, there was nothing to tie me—or my money—to her anymore. Since I was unmarried and uninterested in her own daughters, and her sister’s husband my closest living relative, she’d assume that everything I had would go to them at my death. I wondered briefly if she’d always been so ruthless, but of course she must have been. The nobility always sought power by any means necessary. They were knife-edged brutality dressed in silk.

			I struggled into my clothes as fast as I could manage and stuffed my boots into my saddlebags, not wanting my footsteps to be heard in the quiet house. Ear to the door, I listened for movement in the hallway. I had to get Swinton out of the house before Hoss and Clem made it upstairs. I had no weapons, and my training in hand-to-hand combat had been summarily abandoned when, as a ten-year-old, I not only showed no aptitude for the craft, but also refused to take my tutor seriously. I hadn’t thought it a skill I would ever use.

			I could have throttled my ten-year-old self in that moment. Not, I thought, that I would even know how.

			Saddlebags over my shoulder, I slipped into the empty hallway, lit by the dim glow of solar lamps turned down low. I eased Swinton’s door open and found him in a chair by the window, pulling on his boots. He gave me a sardonic look. “You, little lord, are as loud as a herd of aurochs. Perhaps more so when you’re trying to be quiet. Ready to go, are you?”

			“They’re going to try to kill us.”

			“Obviously,” he whispered. “Best put your boots on. I assume you’ve no idea how to defend yourself?”

			“I’m a very good shot,” I said, tugging on my boots.

			Swinton opened the window, and the wet smell of coming rain flooded into the room on the back of the heady scent of philomena blossoms. “That’s a useful skill with the heaps of guns we’ve got lying around.”

			“I could do without your sarcasm.”

			Swinton’s voice rose to something between a shout and a whisper. “And I could do without the headache of trying to keep your incompetent, evasive backside alive, but we all get what we sign up for, don’t we?”

			He tossed his saddlebags out the window and reached for mine. Footsteps echoed in the foyer and started up the stairs. I handed Swinton my saddlebags, and he sent them flying out the window. They landed with a thud in the grass of the lawn.

			“Look, bully. Do your best not to get hit.” He cast around the room, and darted to the fireplace, coming back with an iron poker and brush. “I’ll manage the twins. Get our bags and tack up the horses as fast as you can. Wait for me behind the screen of trees in front of the house. Don’t you dare leave me behind, hear?”

			I nodded, gripping the iron brush with tight knuckles. The stairs creaked under someone’s weight, and I heard a hissing curse.

			“If they get too close, go for the soft spots. Eyes, throat, balls and joints. Hit their knees hard enough with that iron rod, and they’ll shatter.”

			Swinton crossed the room, wrapped an arm around me and pressed his lips hard against mine. Despite everything, my insides turned to jelly, and my heart raced even faster.

			“Good luck, bully,” Swinton said, positioning himself inside the door, poker over his head.

			A moment later, the door crashed open, and Swinton brought the poker down hard onto Hoss’s head. He staggered back, knocking into Clem, and I raced through the door, barreling past them into the hall. I swung over the bannister and onto the stairs, but lost my balance and fumbled for the rail in a panic. I managed to catch myself, turning an ankle and cursing as pain shot up my leg.

			Heart pounding so hard it seemed to drown the sounds of the struggle on the landing, I started down the staircase as fast as I could. Something caught my collar and yanked me back, unbalancing me. I whirled around on my good ankle to find Hoss, blood streaming into one eye, on the stair above me, holding tight to my shirt. Instinctively, I swung the iron brush up with all my might. It connected with his jaw in a sickening crunch. Hoss’s eyes opened wide, then fluttered shut. All at once, his knees buckled, his grip on my collar relaxed, and he tumbled toward me.

			I flung the iron brush down and reached for the stair rail in a vain attempt to stay on my feet, but when Hoss’s limp form careened into me, my bad ankle gave way, and I went toppling down the stairs. Hoss landed on top of me, knocking the breath from my chest. When I finally managed to suck in a gulp of air, I heaved him off me and limped for the door, not waiting to see who had been aroused by the noise of our scuffle.

			I raced, wincing and hobbled by my already-swelling ankle, for the barn, pausing only to scoop up our saddlebags from the grass where they’d landed outside Swinton’s window. I found our horses, their tack flung carelessly outside the stalls where they stood dozing, and cinched saddles onto each of their backs. I buckled the saddlebags in place, slipped their bridles on, and led them quickly out of the barn. Holding Swinton’s horse’s reins in my hand, I mounted my own and rode to the screen of trees where I was to meet Swinton.

			My breathing slowed as I waited. The minutes crept by, and each muffled sound from inside the house pushed me closer to going back to help Swinton. Just as I kicked my foot free of the stirrup, the front door of the house banged open.

			Swinton yelled my name, and I urged the horses toward the house as smoke billowed from the windows on the second floor. I gaped at the sight of the bright flames in the doorway. Swinton ran from the house, grabbing the oil lamps from either side of the porch. He flung them to the ground, and the philomenas went up in a whoosh of oily flame. Swinton swung into the saddle with a grim look back at the burning house and kicked his mount into a gallop.

			I followed suit, and in that moment, I desperately missed the horse I’d left behind in Alskad. Laith, with his long legs and boundless energy, would have delighted in a predawn gallop, but the borrowed mount I rode now seemed reluctant, at best, to keep up with his companion.

			We rode at a bone-jostling pace into the jungle until the thick branches overhead blocked the dim glow of the sun inching its way toward the horizon and we were forced to slow. My ankle throbbed more each time one of my horse’s hooves struck the hard-packed trail. By the time we stopped, tears of pain streamed from my eyes.

			As soon as I’d managed to choke the tears out of my voice, I asked, “Why? Why would you set the house on fire? Have you…” I stopped myself.

			“Have I lost control?” Swinton snapped. “No. And I’ll thank you never to ask me that particular question again, dimwit. What was I to do? Let them poison more of my people? I shouldn’t think you’d care for folk who’d tried so hard to murder you.”

			I wanted to kick myself for hurting him, but I had to press. I had no desire to be an accomplice to murder, especially of innocents. “What about the servants? They didn’t know any better.”

			“The servants have quarters well away from the house,” Swinton reassured me. “But, Bo, your aunt tried to have you killed. Living around philomenas like that for so long… She and Clem and Hoss were all tainted. A bit off-kilter, and none of them a stranger to violence. It’s better this way. At least they can’t hurt anyone else now.” He sighed. “I’m sorry for biting your head off. You were right to ask if I’d lost my grip. You’ve got to keep yourself safe, little lord. Are you in one piece?”

			He rode up beside me and reached out to squeeze my hand. I pressed his in return and nodded. “My ankle’s twisted, but it’ll heal in a few days, I think. I’ll do. Though a lesson in hand-to-hand combat might not go amiss. I don’t want to leave you to do all the fighting for me. How far to Southill?”

			“We’ll be there tonight if we ride fast and the horses last.” He hesitated for a moment, clearly conflicted. “Do you want to go back?” he asked, his voice soft. “We can if you’d like.”

			“No. As you said, it’s better this way.” I shook my head and kneed my horse around to follow Swinton deeper into the moonlit jungle.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			VI

			The morning of Aphra’s birthday celebration, I was sunk deep in furious contemplation when a sharp knock broke the stillness. I opened the door to find Hepsy, holding a large basket and wearing an expression I’d never seen on her face before. Her mouth was screwed up and her brows knitted together, but her red-rimmed eyes plainly showed she’d been crying.

			She shoved the basket into my arms. The breeze that came through the open door was warm enough to send a shiver down my spine.

			“Well,” she said, “are you going to invite me in?”

			I nudged the door all the way open with my foot and nodded for her to enter. “Myrna’s still sleeping,” I cautioned.

			Hepsy stepped inside and glared at me. “Wake her up, if you please.”

			“I will not,” I spat. “After what she went through the other night, she should sleep as much as she can.” I set the basket on the table.

			There was a fire in Hepsy’s eyes as she said, “I’ll take off my belt and beat you over the back of that couch if you don’t do as I say, girl.”

			“I’d like to see you try,” I snapped.

			Hepsy stepped menacingly toward me. I planted my feet and took a deep breath, readying myself for her to lunge. Just as Hepsy went to unbuckle her belt, the bedroom door swung open.

			“Dzallie’s toes! What’s going on out here? You two look like a couple of dogs fit to tussle!”

			Myrna stepped between us and shot her sister a look.

			“Why’re you here?” Her voice was icy, though polite.

			“I’ve come to bring you your breakfast, as my mistress asked me to do, and to ask if you’ll help ready Vi for the celebration tonight. Mistress Laroche knows you’re skilled with that sort of thing, Myrna.” She jerked her chin at me. “This insolent dimmy refused to follow my orders.”

			Myrna scowled. “I heard. She was only trying to help me.”

			“Don’t you think you can take a tone with me just because the mistress took pity on you. I’ve coddled you more than you deserve.”

			“Shove it, Hepsy. You’ve coddled me about as much as a turtle looks after her eggs.”

			Hepsy sniffed and turned back to me. “As for you, little Miss Nose-in-Everyone’s-Business, your time in the manor house promises to be mercifully short. Mark my words, you’ll be on the mountain, breaking your back in the kaffe groves, before year’s end.”

			I gritted my teeth. There was a battle raging between the side of me that begged me to be cautious and the part of me that didn’t take well to being insulted by a self-important besom like Hepsy. The reckless side won, to no surprise. “I guarantee you that won’t happen, you wicked old goat.”

			I didn’t let my eyes leave Hepsy’s irate face. Myrna whistled, long and low.

			After another long minute, Hepsy turned on her heel and stalked out of my rooms, slamming the door behind her.

			“Well, that may be the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen a person do,” Myrna commented. “And I once watched a woman cuddle up to a cottonmouth because the anchorite in her town claimed that if she was faithful, the goddesses would keep her safe.”

			“Hailstones in a handbasket, but that woman makes me so mad,” I said. “I’m sorry. I know she’s your sister.”

			Myrna shrugged. “When we turned destitute after Ma died, Pa packed us onto the first ship out. Sold our contracts, and us not yet ten. We’ve coped in different ways.”

			“How much time do you have left on your contract?” I asked.

			“Because we were only little brats, Phineas wouldn’t take us for less than twenty years. That, plus time added for getting sick and the like? We should be done when we’re a bit past thirty. Only ten more years or so.”

			“Magritte’s tongue,” I breathed.

			“It’s been no worse than it would have been an orphanage. Plus, if everything goes as planned, you and I’ll both be out of here long before that. Now, I’m starved. Let’s see what’s in that basket, and you can tell me about your day with Phineas.”

			* * *

			“Go on. Have a look. I think you’re finished.” Myrna patted me on the shoulder. “You look so pretty!”

			I blushed and smoothed the thin, diaphanous silk over my hips. “It’s not too dark?”

			Phineas had sent the seamstress to me alone, and—still smarting from his cock-and-bull chicanery—I’d picked a fabric I knew he’d hate. The seamstress grumbled about the rush to get the dress done in time for the party, but the garment had turned out beautifully. Dark gray silk, the color of thunderheads, fell in a swirling cloud from my shoulders to my feet, cinched tight at my waist by a beaded belt. I wore a bright blue underdress, and the color flashed at the hem and in the slits the seamstress had made beneath my arms to my waist.

			“Not a bit,” Myrna said. “Go look!”

			A spiderweb of cracks splayed in one corner of the mirror, which was probably the only reason it wasn’t still in the manor house. One crack, the biggest, ran up the side of the glass, and darted across, breaking my body into two disjointed halves, an oddly fitting image. I studied the girl staring back at me and thought of Bo. I’d heard not a word from him or Quill, and time was slipping away. Not that it really mattered. Even if he could buy out my contract, the anchorites would find me and rope me back in somehow.

			“Well?” Myrna asked.

			She was right. Despite the imperfect reflection, I was pretty. The gray silk deepened my eyes, ringed in dark lashes, and complemented my pale, freckled skin. Myrna had tamed my curls, pinning them into elaborately constructed braids and twists that sat atop my head like a crown.

			“How’d you do that with my hair?” I asked, amazed.

			For once, I wasn’t the one who turned pink. “I’ve always liked playing with hair,” Myrna admitted. “There’s a part of me that hoped Aphra might choose me to be her personal maid, but my fate, unfortunately, seems fair well chained to these horses.”

			“You’re awfully good at it. I’ve never seen hair like this outside the rich folks in the haven hall.”

			“There’s more,” Myrna said. She pulled two knives, shaped like arrowheads and wickedly sharp-looking, from a drawer and handed them to me. “You know how to use them?”

			I slid the hilts between my fingers and gave a few experimental jabs. Knives like these were favorites with thieves. Easy to hide and all. “Enough to be trouble. How did you manage?”

			Myrna grinned and untied the belt from around my waist. She took the knives from me and slid them into well-concealed sheathes, leaving only the flat handles showing. She raised one eyebrow, smiling. “The seamstress is a friend. I’ve got a thigh sheath, too, if you want. Never know when you might need a knife.”

			“Is there something I should be worried about?” I asked as Myrna tied the belt back in place.

			“Never know when you might find yourself alone with someone particularly nasty,” Myrna said, her face drawn and set in hard lines. “Never know when a knife might come in handy in the middle of the night, what with guests here, and drinking, and no one keeping track of servants.”

			My mind flashed from Bo, working to free me from this hell—the hell I’d chosen for myself—to the people I’d be leaving behind. The people here who might very well suffer the same fate as Sawny and Lily. I dashed into my room, dug through my trunk and emerged a moment later with my small pouch of pearls. I took Myrna’s hand and poured half of my wealth into her palm. “By way of a thank you. Maybe it’ll help a bit.”

			Myrna stared at me, open-mouthed. Just as she started to speak there was a knock at the door.

			“Don’t say a word. Just take them,” I said, looping the pouch over my head and tucking it beneath my dress.

			Myrna shoved the hand into her pocket and gave my shoulder a squeeze with the other.

			“It’s probably Hepsy again. I’ll get it. Just keep a sharp eye out and your wits about you,” Myrna whispered, and in a louder tone said, “I hope she’s brought some food. I’m starved.”

			There was no way I could eat. My stomach had twisted itself into knots hours ago and didn’t look to settle anytime soon.

			“Well, well, well,” Myrna’s voice came from the mudroom. She poked her head into the great room. “How are your nerves, Vi?”

			My heart started to race. “Fine,” I said, slow and wary. “Why?”

			“Better sit down anyway. I’ll be forced to throttle you if you spoil your hair by fainting.”

			I sat, but as soon as the door swung open, I sprang to my feet again. Mal leaned against the doorjamb, grinning. He held a small, neatly wrapped parcel in one hand and his boots in the other. I watched him, dumbfounded, as he put his boots down and walked toward me. A part of me—larger than I wanted to admit—was disappointed that he wasn’t Quill, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings asking after his brother first thing.

			Myrna let out a long, low whistle. “Good to see you again, handsome.”

			“Treats for the puppies,” Mal said, looking bashful and setting the parcel on the table. “You look amazing, Vi.”

			Myrna chuckled and imitated Mal’s deep, sonorous voice. “It’s nice to see you as well.” She switched to an exaggerated, high-pitched voice. “Thank you, Mal. So rare to see a young man with such good manners.”

			“Don’t mind her,” I said with a laugh.

			Myrna gave me an exaggerated wink and herded the puppies toward the bedroom. “You two catch up. I just need to see about, um…something in here.” Before she closed the door, I saw her grinning at me, making lewd gestures behind Mal’s back.

			I rolled my eyes and called, “You’re a bloody nuisance, Myrna.”

			Mal crossed the room and hugged me.

			“Is Bo with you?” I whispered as soon as he let go.

			He leaned against the back of the couch and grimaced. “Not so much as a hello, then?”

			I blushed and looked down at my feet. They were small, like my mother’s, but I had long, knobby toes that were unlike anyone else’s in my family. When I was a little girl, I’d spent the brief visits with my family soaking in every detail of their appearances, their personalities. Even though they held me at arm’s length, and it was clear that those visits were more duty than pleasure, I had always tried to imagine what it might be like if Pru hadn’t died, if my family had actually loved me. Now I had a brother—a twin—bent on getting me out of the contract I’d shoved myself into, and my asking about him clearly touched a nerve with Mal, who’d become as dear to me as any brother. The thought carved a hollow space in my chest.

			Mal reached out and touched my cheek. “Where did you go, Vi? Are you all right?”

			I shook my head. “I didn’t mean to hurt you with the asking. It’s just that…”

			“I know it’s important. He’s here,” Mal said reassuringly. “Join me for a stroll?”

			“Better not,” Myrna called through the door. “Hepsy’s sure to be back any minute.”

			I pursed my lips. “She’s right.”

			“There are things you need to know. Quill’s here, and Bo made it back, too, but if we can’t wrangle a meeting with Phineas in time—”

			The outside door squealed, and we froze. I didn’t know what Hepsy would do if she found a man in my rooms, but I was certain sure it wouldn’t end well for me. I put a finger to my lips, eyes wide and heart pounding, and grabbed Mal by the arm. I pulled him to the bedroom, flung open the door and, after Myrna tumbled out, shoved him inside. When Hepsy bustled into the great room a moment later, we were both red-faced and standing by the hearth.

			She gave us an odd look, but said, “They’re ready for you in the manor house, Obedience.” Eyeing her sister, she said, “Someone left a pair of rather large boots in the mudroom. They look like Haskell’s spares. See that he gets them back, Myrna.”

			I gritted my teeth. Hepsy’s habit of calling me by my given name infuriated me. As I followed her out, my stomach turned somersaults. I knew my part—curtsy and smile. Don’t speak unless spoken to. If I’d been the praying type, I’d be on my knees begging Dzallie that Bo would find himself alone in a room with Phineas before I’d been presented to Aphra. Tension was thicker than the humid air at Plumleen, and I suspected that nothing this night would go as easily as I hoped.

			* * *

			Hepsy led me to one of the tiny sitting rooms off the great room. There were four of these little rooms, all kitted out with potted plants to perfume the air, small tables to hold drinks and love seats for canoodling. One door led into the great room, the other down a short staircase and into the garden. Hepsy drew a long key from her skirt pocket and locked the garden door.

			“You make a peep before I come to collect you, and I’ll make sure you don’t sit down for a week,” she hissed.

			I stepped toward the love seat, my face a placid mask. Every word out of her mouth made me want to do just the opposite of what she said.

			“You will answer me when I address you, girl. Do you understand me?”

			I gave her an exaggerated nod, but before I was out of her reach, she pinched my arm so hard I yelped.

			“You said to keep my trap shut!” I cried.

			“Don’t you get saucy with me. And don’t sit down. I don’t want you wrinkling that dress more than you already have.” She clucked as she turned to enter the great room. “Gray. What were you thinking?”

			As soon as I heard the key turn in the lock, I plopped down on the sofa.

			* * *

			I listened to musicians tuning their instruments, servants chattering and glasses clinking as the final preparations were made on the other side of the door that led into the great room. I shifted my belt, irritatingly aware of the knives’ hard pressure on my waist. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Curlin and the way she’d acted in the jungle temple since I’d left. It’d been as though she didn’t know me, hadn’t known me since we were grubby brats. I couldn’t parse it, and it looked as though I never would.

			Not if Bo got his way. I wanted the freedom Bo had promised me, but I wanted to use it to make a difference to the people I’d met—people like Myrna and Aphra, who’d accepted me without prejudice or fear. I didn’t know how I could do that if I left with Bo and went back to Penby. There was also a part of me that was tempted to abandon Ilor and all its problems so that I could get to know Bo. I wanted to learn everything about him, and more than that, I wanted desperately to explore what it was to be a twin.

			I went round and round with myself as the music started and the coarse accents of the servants were replaced by the genteel tones of the guests.

			A soft knock at the garden door brought me to my feet. I shook out my skirts quickly, but the door stayed shut.

			“Vi,” a soft voice called through the door, and I was flooded with anxiety and anticipation not entirely my own. “Vi, can you hear me?”

			I didn’t know yet if I’d forgiven him for lying to me. Didn’t know if I trusted him. All I knew was that he was my twin, and he was going to help me out of this mess, like it or no. I knelt and put my ear to the dark wood. “Bo? Is this a good idea? There are people everywhere. Someone will be coming for me any minute.”

			“Can you let me in?”

			“The door’s locked.”

			“Did Mal find you earlier?”

			“Yes. Manage to sort things out with Phineas yet?” I whispered.

			“No. He’s rebuffed every attempt Quill has made to schedule a meeting. We’re going to have to wait until the party itself.”

			“Rayleane’s pounding hammer,” I cursed under my breath. “Look, if you can’t manage to get me out of this mess, it’ll be all right. I chose this life, after all.”

			He hushed me. “Vi, the Shriven are looking for you. For my sister. If they haven’t found you here yet, they will soon, and I’m not going to let that happen to you. Call me selfish, but I can’t lose you. I want to know you. I want to have a chance to be your twin, and I won’t let the Shriven snatch you away from me.”

			My throat seized, and my stomach dropped to my ankles. “What?” I croaked, mind racing. Dzallie bless me, I thought. He’d said before that people were looking for me, but he hadn’t said it was the Shriven. I knew what they were capable of, what they did to people in the name of the temple. If they knew that I was Bo’s sister, there was nothing in the world that would keep them from finding me. And I could only imagine what they’d do once they got their hands on me. If I’d known it was the Shriven, I would’ve run. I wouldn’t be here.

			Curlin’s face came to me like a punch in the gut. I was done for. She’d only need to see a portrait of Bo to know the truth.

			“Vi, don’t panic.” He must’ve felt it coming off me in waves. “We’re going to get out of this. Together. And then, I promise, I’ll explain everything.”

			The other door swung open, and I leapt to my feet.

			“Obedience, get yourself together this instant. They’re ready for you.”

			I brushed my skirts into place. “Bows tied? Gift neatly packaged?”

			Hepsy sighed, heavy with aggravation, and pulled a curl loose from the nape of my neck. “There. Pretty as a picture. Just try to not talk. It’ll ruin the effect. We’ll have to do something about that accent of yours sooner or later.”

			I rolled my eyes, doing everything in my power to cover the terror I felt at learning the Shriven were looking for me. Hepsy led me out into the great room, where we cut left behind a line of potted plants. Tiny solar lights twinkled overhead, reflecting the faint stars that shone through the many skylights in the ceiling. Lilting reels and jigs drifted across the crowd and smoothed the edges of the fractured conversations that filled the room. Through the leaves of the ferns, I ogled the bright silks spinning around the Laroches’ guests as they danced. Other folks sat, displayed like prized orchids, on the couches that lined the walls.

			Hepsy yanked me to the side of the small platform where the musicians were playing and hid me behind a carved screen. “Wait here until Mister Laroche calls for you. It shouldn’t be long.”

			After she left, I scanned the room for Quill, but he was nowhere to be seen. Servants dressed in somber black livery moved through the crowd, carrying tall glasses of jewel-colored drinks on trays held high over their heads.

			Phineas and Aphra skimmed across the dance floor. Her copper-gold hair whipped out behind her like a flag. Aphra’s dress was gold, slashed with violet, and he wore a shirt and waistcoat to match, with a cream-colored jacket and trousers. They laughed so convincingly as they circled around the room in one another’s arms that, if I hadn’t seen their fight over Myrna’s bloody back, I’d have almost believed they really loved each other.

			When the music stopped, the musicians set down their instruments and turned to Phineas expectantly. Phineas whispered in Aphra’s ear, and she shook her head, frowning. He kept his smile firmly in place, but even from my hiding place behind the screen, I could see the good humor drain from his eyes. He snatched two glasses from a passing servant’s tray, handed one to his wife and raised the other.

			“As you all know, tomorrow is the twenty-fifth anniversary of the birth of my beloved wife, whose grace, wit and beauty do great honor to my ancestral hall, where we stand tonight.” He raised his glass to Aphra, who bowed her head to him. “And,” he cried, “in two days, we celebrate the anniversary of our marriage!”

			Cheers rang through the great room.

			He went on. “But tonight, on the eve of the anniversary of her birth, we honor Aphra with music, gifts and dancing.”

			I tensed. My moment would likely be coming soon.

			“Join me in raising a glass to my dear Aphra, who cools my days and lights my nights. To Aphra!”

			Aphra inclined her head, the picture of grace. She raised her glass to her husband, the crowd and then the musicians, who picked up their instruments and began to play once more.

			Phineas hushed them with a wave of his hand, and the strings screeched into silence. “I know I may be getting ahead of myself, and my lovely wife will likely scold me, but I cannot keep this surprise to myself for another moment. Obedience, will you come out, please?”

			Cold sweat ran in rivulets down my back. Soon, my dark gray silk would be patched with black where the sweat soaked through my shift. I did everything in my power to keep myself from touching the handles of the knives at my belt as I stepped out from behind the screen.

			The crowd’s murmuring quieted as Phineas began to speak again.

			“Obedience is one of the diminished. I was able to offer her a contract, thanks to the good fellows at the Whippleston Exchange Firm in Williford. I believe they’re here tonight. Quill? Mal? Would you raise your hands?”

			I bit my lip and scanned the crowd, looking for the twins. Fear ringed the eyes staring back at me. I saw muscles tense and hands reach for knives left at home for such a formal occasion. I caught a glimpse of Curlin, her arms crossed over her robes, and I wanted to smack the smirk off her face. I wanted to scream the truth into the crowd—tell them it wasn’t me they should fear, but the anchorites, the Shriven, the Suzerain. Even as I tried to calm myself down, to convince myself that it was all out of my hands, my heart picked up its pace and fluttered madly in my chest.

			Phineas went on. “My dear wife has long been without a well-trained lady’s maid of her own. Therefore, when the opportunity came along to offer a contract to one of the diminished—a young woman as unique, if not as beautiful, as Aphra herself—I couldn’t bear to say no. I’ve spent the past weeks training Obedience to be the perfect servant for my darling and, hopefully, to live up to her name. Obedience, if you will make the proper courtesies to your new mistress?”

			Panic clenched my throat, and even as my own good sense slipped away, waves of calm and comfort washed over me. Bo was in the room. My twin was nearby.

			I couldn’t afford to dwell on all the horrible possibilities that swirled around in my head. Phineas would refuse to sell my contract to Bo, or he wouldn’t. I would be dosed again, or I wouldn’t. The Shriven would find me, or they wouldn’t.

			But I knew better. The Shriven would always find me. Perhaps they already had. My eyes settled on Mal and Quill at last, Bo standing right next to them with Swinton at his side. Bo nodded at me and raised his hand to his waist, waving his fingers. That boy needed a lesson in subtlety, and quick.

			I passed through the crowd and sank into a deep curtsy in front of Aphra. Aphra offered me her hand and pulled me back to my feet before raising her glass to the crowd, her smile tight and false.

			“I’ve no idea what I’ve done to deserve such a husband,” she said. “Now, please. Enjoy the party. Drink! Eat! Make merry!”

			With a wave of Aphra’s freckled right hand, the musicians leapt into song. The cacophony of the guests’ conversations rose around me once more. Folks started to dance, and servants snaked through the crowd. Light-headed, I watched the dancers’ colorful silks swirl under the warm glow of the solar lamps for a moment. I blinked and looked eagerly for Bo’s dark curls in the sea of people.

			A cold hand closed around my arm.

			“Look at you. You’ve sweat straight through your clothes,” Hepsy scolded. “Come on, then. We’re to move your things up to your new quarters. Master Laroche wants you all settled by the time Madame Laroche makes her way upstairs tonight.”

			“But—” I tried to protest, but she was already dragging me by the arm toward the door.

			“Good thing, too,” she snickered. “You look a right mess.”

			I cast one last look into the great room as she yanked me through the door. I found Bo searching the crowd for me. Our eyes met, and he put his hand to his heart, mouthing the words, “Trust me,” before the door shut between us.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			BO

			Threads of Vi’s outrage wound into me, twining around my own emotions, distracting me. Finding her, calming her became preeminently important. The whirling dancers and laughing guests were no more than obstacles between my seething twin and me. I worked my way to the door she’d been dragged through, excusing myself mechanically as I shouldered through the crowd. When I finally tried the handle, I found it locked.

			I automatically tucked my gold cuff into my too-short sleeve, scanning the room. Swinton had cobbled together our formal wear from a trunk of clothes found in the attic of his mother’s inn. The odds and ends we wore had been forgotten over the years, and while each piece was horribly out of fashion or obscenely garish on its own, the end result was dazzling.

			I eyed the cluster of richly dressed anchorites in the corner. One anchorite bent her head in conversation with another, more ancient anchorite, whose brows furrowed as she scanned the room with rheumy eyes. The youngest of the anchorites, in wide yellow skirts, was attended by an old man wearing a dour expression.

			The sight of them brought to mind the list of dead children’s names Swinton had found in Ephemella’s study, and my skin prickled to gooseflesh. These people, directly or not, were complicit in the abuse of the citizens of the empire I was sworn to protect. I couldn’t tell if Vi’s rage was feeding mine, but the anger welling up inside me made my already tenuous hold on my temper slip.

			Jaw clenched, I started toward them. Swinton sidled up next to me, put his hand on my arm and slipped a cold glass of something yellow and fizzing into my hand.

			“Pull yourself together, bully,” he murmured. “You need to focus on one thing at a time, and barreling through the room like a scent-drunk hound won’t do anything to convince Phineas to give up his prize.”

			I took a sip and let the sweet, fruity liquor fizz down my throat. “Nothing has gone according to our plan. I need her to know that I’ll get her out of here. I’ll get her free.”

			“Bo. Look at me.” Swinton adjusted my collar and caressed my cheek. “You spoke to her earlier. If ever a young woman could take care of herself, it’s Vi. Do your part and stop worrying about her.”

			I nodded. “Fine. What’s our next move, then?”

			“You need to ingratiate yourself with our host. Get him to like you. A house like this says the man’s got money, but it’s new. Maybe his daddy’s. Old money families don’t show it off so much. You can impress him with your fancy family and your royal manners.” Swinton raised an eyebrow at me.

			I stood a little straighter, and Swinton squeezed my hand.

			“You, of all people, were born to make sniveling, grasping ne’er-do-wells like Phineas Laroche grovel at your feet,” he said. “You’ll impress him and make him want to impress you, in turn.”

			I bit the inside of my lip, blushing. “I think you may be misunderstanding the role of the King, my dear. That said, political maneuvering is not outside the realm of my experience. Is there anything you know that might be of use? Any sore spots I can lean on?”

			“The majority of the money is hers now, but apparently this is his family’s estate, built by his parents,” Swinton explained. “If I’m right, they took advantage of the first wave of colonization and trade, leaving them quite wealthy. His idiotic mismanagement of the place had him nearly bankrupt by the time he married Madame Laroche. Her family is old Alskad Empire nobility. They moved here when she was born.” He raised an eyebrow. “For obvious reasons.”

			I drew myself up to my full height and gave him my most imperious look. “New money? Power-hungry? Next time, let’s try and find a challenge. This is a game I was born to play.”

			Swinton covered his mouth, eyes wrinkling with laughter. He looked like he was about to have a fountain of the fizzy gold cocktail he’d been drinking come streaming out his nose.

			I grinned at him. “Let’s track down Mal and Quill and see if they’ll make our introductions.”

			Some time later, we approached the Laroches where they sat receiving guests in an alcove. Mal and Quill stood on either side of Swinton and me as we waited in the receiving line. Despite having started on a sour note with the twins, I’d found that I liked the Whipplestons. They both seemed to care deeply about Vi and her happiness.

			On our way to Plumleen Hall, they’d regaled me with tales about the journey across the Tethys with Vi. In Quill’s stories, she came across as a trickster, a great one for jokes and pranks. Mal told me about her sharp wit and the way she seemed to always put the welfare of others before her own. He went on and on about her compassion and how hard her childhood had been, while Quill talked about Vi like she was a complex, dynamic woman—someone he admired. I didn’t presume to know Vi really at all yet, but the young woman I had met seemed like she was all those things and more.

			The line moved quickly, and soon there were only a few people in front of us. Beside me, Swinton drew in a sharp breath and grasped my wrist. I craned my neck and saw the woman on the couch, whispering into her husband’s ear. She turned, and I saw why Swinton had gasped. She was an amalgam. I hadn’t noticed the couple while they were dancing earlier, having been scanning the room for Vi. Never in my life had I imagined that I might come face-to-face with an amalgam.

			Her hair, parted in the middle, was copper on one side and golden on the other. Half of her pale skin was dappled with freckles, the other creamy and unblemished. Strangest of all, one of her eyes was green and one violet. Despite the terror that came with seeing an amalgam in the flesh, I had to admit Madame Laroche was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever encountered. Her features were delicate and well-defined. Her eyes were large and arresting, her lips full.

			Quill leaned close and hissed, “The husband is incredibly sensitive about her. You mustn’t react.”

			I nodded, and heard Mal whispering a similar warning to Swinton. He remained stiff at my side, but relaxed his grip on my wrist, and before long, we stood in front of our hosts.

			Mister Laroche rose, clapped Quill on the back and shook hands with Mal. “And who are these handsome gentlemen you’ve brought with you this evening?”

			Before Quill could say anything, I bowed and kissed Madame Laroche’s hand, allowing my cuff, the emblem of the royal house of Trousillion, to slip out of my sleeve. “Ambrose Oswin Trousillion Gyllen, madam. At your service.” I gestured to Swinton. “This is my esteemed companion, Swinton.”

			The Laroches gasped in unison, and I caught the barest hint of an approving smile on Swinton’s face as I straightened. Mal and Quill both looked astonished, as well. I hadn’t been sure that I should risk using my real name—most everyone in the Alskad Empire surely knew the name of the successor to the throne, and it could put me in a vulnerable position—but uttering it clearly had the intended effect.

			Mister Laroche folded at the waist and said, “Phineas Laroche, Aphra’s husband. Your Highness, you must allow me to welcome you to Plumleen Hall. I was unaware of your presence in the Ilor colonies.”

			Leaning in close to him, I whispered, “I haven’t made my presence well known, and would appreciate it if you kept the truth close to the vest. I have adopted a sobriquet for my travels, but I simply couldn’t lie to a man so prominent as yourself.” Aphra moved as if to stand, but I stepped back and motioned for her to stay seated. “I wouldn’t dream of taking you away from your guests any longer, but perhaps we could find some time to chat later in the evening? I was extremely impressed with the present you gave your wife. Only a bold man would have the nerve to allow one of the diminished to wait upon the person he loves the most in the world. I admire that kind of confidence.”

			“Please make yourself welcome in our home, Your Highness.” Aphra’s dazzling smile stopped at her mismatched eyes, which seemed to be weighing me and finding me inadequate.

			Phineas gestured at a servant in dark livery. “See that these gentlemen want for nothing this evening. Open a bottle from my private cellar for them—ask Hepsy to choose something appropriate for a prince.”

			After concluding our courtesies, we moved away from the Laroches and found a cluster of empty chairs in a corner of the room.

			“That seemed to go fairly well,” Swinton said.

			“A prince,” Quill breathed. “You didn’t tell us you were a bloody prince.”

			I blushed. “I didn’t tell much of anyone. This errand required a bit of secrecy on my part. The Queen would be furious if she found out about my father’s infidelity. I trust that you’ll honor my wishes to keep this under wraps?”

			Seeing the matching looks of calculation on the twins’ faces, I shot desperate eyes at Swinton.

			“He’ll pay, of course—”

			A scream cut through the din of the party. The musicians’ instruments squealed to a discordant stop. Like a herd of horses, our heads all snapped in the direction of the scream, and for the briefest moment, there was silence.

			“What’s going on?” I whispered to Swinton, but before the words had left my mouth, I caught the smell of something burning. Not a moment later, I saw a cloud of black, billowing smoke drift toward the ceiling, chased by flames. We were on our feet in a moment.

			Chaos erupted through the great room. Men and women shrieked and bolted for the doors. Mal and Quill exchanged significant glances, and each drew a knife from sheathes hidden in their boots.

			“The Laroches,” Swinton said, pointing. “They’re heading this way.”

			Aphra had pulled Phineas to his feet, and they were moving toward us.

			“What are they doing? We’re nowhere near a door. They should be leaving. We should be leaving,” I said.

			“Keep in mind that they’ve got Vi’s papers,” Mal said.

			“So?”

			“So, even if the house burns to the ground, Vi’s contract will still be theirs. You need them to sign over her contract to you.”

			I grimaced. “Then they’re coming with us. It’s time to drop the subtlety. We’re going to have to make him sell Vi’s contract to me.”

			The moment they reached us, Swinton grabbed Phineas by the collar.

			“Unhand me, sir!” Phineas’s voice was pitched high.

			Smoke curled around the solar lamps, dimming the room. Servants and guests rushed past us, bright silks flying behind them. I bit the inside of my cheek and looked at Swinton. “What do we do?”

			“Something’s blocking the doors. I say we take this one and get the hell out of here.” He eyed Aphra. “The lady can come, too, I suppose.”

			He was right. There were masses of people around the doors, but the crowds were growing, not shrinking. Phineas moaned, burying his face in his hands. Aphra’s jaw tightened, and she gave her husband a hard look. The screams at the eastern door grew louder by measurable degrees, and the people at the back of the crowd turned and ran back into the great room, looking for another way to escape.

			Aphra narrowed her eyes at her struggling husband. “We’ll go. Careful, now. Panic’s setting in quickly, and a mob like this can be unpredictable. No telling what’s started the fire.”

			Mal and his brother exchanged a series of indecipherable looks before Quill nodded and took off his jacket. “It’s the rebels. They’ve been doing this all over the region. Look sharp—this promises to get ugly.”

			The air was thickening with smoke, and sweat pricked at my neck. I took a deep breath, trying to focus on the people in front of me rather than the terrified chorus of voices swimming around us. This was all happening far too fast.

			Mal and Quill positioned themselves on either side of Phineas, and Swinton came to stand by me, giving my arm a reassuring squeeze. It looked like it was taking all of the twins’ strength to keep Phineas on his feet. Quill jerked the man upright and slapped him hard across the face. “Where do you keep your servants’ contracts?” he demanded.

			Phineas snorted and spat, missing Quill’s face by a hair’s breadth. “That’s none of your concern.”

			Swinton glanced over his shoulder at the door. I followed his gaze and saw a number of silk-clad guests staggering away with shocked looks on their faces and hands pressed against bloody gashes.

			Aphra’s unsettling eyes landed on me. “Swear on the future of the Alskad Empire and in the name of your chosen god that you’ll get us out of this room.”

			Jaw tight, I held her gaze and nodded. “I swear. On my honor as the heir to the throne of the Alskad Empire, I’ll do everything in my power to get you out alive. Your husband, too. You’ll sign over Vi Abernathy’s contract to me in exchange.”

			“What do you want with the dimmy girl?” Phineas asked, looking confused.

			“That’s none of your concern.”

			Aphra offered me her hand. “It’s a deal. The papers are in my husband’s study on the other side of the house. Second desk drawer on the left. Mal and Quill know where it is.”

			Mal nodded and said, “We’ll have to split up. Go out a window, and get to the barn quick as you can. I’ll get Vi’s papers.”

			“I’m going with him,” Swinton said. “Get the Laroches out of here.”

			“The papers won’t do anyone any good if Vi’s locked in a room somewhere. We have to get her out,” I said.

			“I’ll find her for you, Bo.”

			It broke my heart to admit it to myself, but I knew he’d be faster, stealthier. He’d see her out in one piece. “Where should we go?”

			“Do you think you can find my mother’s place?” he asked.

			I nodded.

			“Go there. She’ll see you taken care of.” Swinton cupped my cheek. “Watch your back. I’ll bring Vi to you safely.”

			I took his face in both my hands and kissed him, quickly, before he slid into the crowd.

			Figures in gray, their faces covered, darted into the room. They brandished the long, peculiarly curved knives used to harvest kaffe, but as one of them passed, I saw the tattoos streaked across his fingers and the paint blackening the skin around his eyes.

			These weren’t rebels. They were the Shriven. I steeled myself against the panic and started searching for a way out. They’d surely come to collect Vi, and I had no intention of letting that happen.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			VI

			Hepsy kept her trap firm shut as she pulled me up a back staircase and through a rich suite of rooms I barely had time to see. We paused in a closet as big as my bedroom in the stable, its walls lined with shelves of clothing and racks of gowns hanging in shimmering waves to the floor. My mind raced. I needed to get back to the party. To Bo. If the Shriven were looking for me, if they knew where I was, they’d waste no time. Bo wasn’t safe, and neither was I.

			Hepsy pulled back a curtain to reveal a small door and riffled through the ring of keys she kept on her belt. I reached out to touch a dress made from gold cloth, thinking. I needed to find a way to escape from Hepsy and get the people I cared about out of that room.

			Hepsy smacked my hand away. “Don’t you touch that. Not with your filthy, sweat-soaked hands.”

			Her reprimand snapped me out of the riptide that threatened to drown me in my own head, and I quipped, “Oh, so you do remember how to speak.”

			Glowering, Hepsy fumbled open the door and shoved me in, ducking to follow. Inside the room, moonlight streamed in through a small, round window, a hair bigger than a serving platter. The washed-out moonlight shone on a small, oak-framed bed covered in a ratty quilt. The only other furniture in the room was my trunk. It would serve double duty as storage and bedside table.

			“Don’t think you can be wandering off while we’re all busy downstairs. This door here’ll be locked until Madame comes up tonight, hear me?”

			Before I’d time to squeeze in another word, Hepsy bustled out of the room and closed the door behind her with a heavy thunk. The key scraped in the lock, and like that, I was alone. I slumped onto the bed. It felt good to be off my feet, but I was more than ready to be out of this sweaty dress. I couldn’t afford to waste any time.

			I needed a plan. And I needed to find a way out of this locked room.

			The dress, though unwieldy to get into, dropped to the floor as soon as I tossed the belt onto the bed and untied the knots at my shoulders. I pulled the pins out of my hair, letting it fall in a heavy tangle down my back. Basking in the relief that came with shrugging out of those uncomfortable clothes, I bent to pull a more practical getup from my trunk. Determination flooded my veins, steeling me against the exhaustion and anxiety that hounded me. I would be ready to face whatever the night held in store for me.

			I pulled the knives Myrna had given me from their hidden sheathes in my belt. Last, I touched the pouch of pearls hanging around my neck. I didn’t know how this night would end, and if Bo managed to buy my contract from Phineas, there might not be time to come back for my things. Bo’d told me plain there’d be money for me, and plenty of it, but I planned to keep the rest of my own meager stash. No matter how small it was next to the inheritance from Bo’s—our—father, what was left of the wealth I’d made beneath Penby’s waves would stay with me.

			Once again clad in my everyday breeches, blouse and boots, I made slits in the double-thick crown of leather around the tops of my boots so that I could safely carry the two blades. Twisting my hair into a thick braid, I climbed on top of the trunk to peer out the window. The halves of the moon lit the sky, and though it was nearly as bright as day outside, the world was washed in gray. A mountain range of roofs crowded my view, but I could just make out the skylights in the great room, twinkling with solar lamps. Something about the light looked strange to me. I peered through the window, doing my best to get a closer look, but the wavy glass made it difficult.

			The window was fitted with a lock, like the door. Lucky for me, two of my hairpins, bent straight, made short work of the lock. For a few uncomfortable breaths, the window tight around my hips, I was sure that Aphra was going to walk in after the celebration later and find me wedged half in, half out of the window. But I wiggled, cursed and finally crashed out onto the roof tiles.

			I’d never been good at staying in locked rooms.

			I scrambled, trying to balance as I slid toward the open air at the edge of the roof. I finally found my footing, then froze. A rumble of voices arguing in quiet whispers and the scrape of boots on gravel several stories below drifted up toward me. If I could hear them, they could hear me, whoever they were. For the first time, I found myself glad I’d spent so much time hiding from miserable brats bent on bloodying my face. Long experience treading lightly in soft-soled boots’d made me quieter than a seal slipping through the water.

			I crept to the edge of the roof and lay flat on my belly, peering over the edge. Shadowy figures in head-to-toe gray swarmed the garden below. The black paint bisecting their faces and their shaved heads made it all too clear who these people were.

			The Shriven. They’d found me.

			The house was surrounded by them. Fifty or sixty folks at least snaked through hedges and across the lawn. The Shriven, their dark clothing blending into the shadows, slid into place all around the house, pulling knitted caps low over their brows, hiding the telltale signs of who they were. They had disguised themselves, but why? They wouldn’t be punished for anything they did. That was what it was to be Shriven. They could do no wrong. There was nothing to forgive. Nothing to hide from.

			One person, stout and short, stood on the marble mounting block in the center of the garden. It was carved in the shape of an aurochs, head down and horns forward, as if about to charge. “Take your positions. The great room will catch at any minute, and I don’t want to see a single person come through the doors.”

			It was a woman’s voice, and though it was familiar, I couldn’t place it. What did she mean, “catch”? What were they planning? The gray figures below raced toward the great room at her direction, and I wriggled back from the roof’s edge. I got to my feet and flattened myself in a shadow against a wall.

			I took a deep breath. The perfume of the night-blooming flowers filled my nose, along with the green of new-cut grass and pit smoke. The air in the Ilor colonies was cleaner by a league than the rot and smoke that we breathed in my neighborhood in Alskad.

			The End. Something in the air brought the End rushing back to me.

			I sniffed again. It was the smoke. The smoke tickling my nose—it wasn’t the clean branches of green wood or slow burning knots of a pit roast. It smelled like burning trash. Rot and wood and the tangy smell of hot metal. It smelled like the End in the desperate part of winter before the thaw, when folks got low on tinder.

			Blood like ice water racing through my veins, I looked out over the mountain range of the roof. There, behind the great room’s glass ceiling, a pale gray cloud drifted up in a slow dance toward the moonlit sky.

			I watched the trickle of smoke billow upward, taking with it all the careful planning that’d been done to set me free. This was a tide far stronger than me and my plans. And then I remembered—the resistance had targeted wealthy landowners with large numbers of contract workers. Estates burned to the ground. No survivors among the owners or guests.

			The Shriven were going to burn Plumleen to the ground and blame it on the resistance.

			I felt sick. I had to do something, but I couldn’t very well rush in against fifty of the Shriven out for blood. Even as I tried to worm my way out of getting involved, the cold realization gripped my throat like a fist.

			Bo. Bo was in the great room, with Mal and Quill.

			I took off across the tiles, racing toward the great room, where the skylights were clouded with smoke. The roof was nearly flat, which made it easy to dash from one peak to the other. Long instinct and practice kept me balanced, and a good thing, too, because my mind was spinning. As I got close to the great room, the panicked screams of the Laroches’ guests pierced the air. Flames licked up the side of the building, and the fiery glow was garish in the washed-out landscape of the moonlit estate.

			By the time I knelt next to the nearest skylight, the view into the great room was totally obscured with thick, black smoke, and the glass was hot to the touch.

			“Dzallie’s teeth,” I cursed, slamming my fist against the roof’s cool tiles. I had to get down there. I couldn’t let all those people fend for themselves, and me twiddling my thumbs like a half-drunk bear.

			Two choices loomed up in front of me. Either I’d sprint back across the roof, through the tiny window and pick the bedroom’s lock before sneaking through a house full of vigilant and possibly rebellious servants—or I’d take the easy route, and shimmy down three stories of drain pipe, praying to whatever goddess, real or not, who’d listen, that I’d make it down in one piece.

			I gritted my teeth and crawled to the edge of the roof once more.

			The only pipe nearby was skinny, smaller than three of my fingers around, made of steel pitted with rust. A thin strip of metal and a pair of bolts every five paces was the only thing holding the pipe to the side of the house. I cast about, hoping for a less hair-raising choice, but I didn’t see another way down.

			This far away, I’d no sense of what Bo was feeling, but I hoped that he—or if not him, Swinton—had had the good sense to keep his head down and get the hell out of the great room.

			I swung my legs over the side of the roof, grappling for a hold with the toes of my boots. Slowly, I edged my way down, gripping with my knees and toes. The muscles in my legs screamed, and the roof tiles were slick under my sweaty palms. Quick as a darting fish, I shifted one hand to the pipe. In a tight-eyed moment of terror, I let go of the roof with the other hand and found myself clinging to the slatted side of the mansion, high above the ground. I took a deep breath and let my body take over. I’d climbed up and down buildings higher than this—and in worse shape—dozens of times.

			By the time I reached the second story, my arms trembled with the effort and half my toes’d gone numb in my boots. The smoke stench grew stronger with every passing second. I sped up. Just before I reached the top of the first-story window, my boot slipped, and I crashed into the side of the house.

			I heard a loud pop, and before I’d a moment to realize what was happening, shooting pain sparked down my body and I tumbled backward. I hurtled through the thick branches of the bushes that lined the house and landed flat on my back. The wind rushed out of me in a gush. Lightning strikes of pain raced from my neck to my right hand and back again. I lay there, stunned and breathless, chest searing for a few long seconds before I gasped and gulped air like a beached shark.

			Slowly, still flat on my back, I took stock of the damage. Bruised from head to toe, I’d ache for days. The bushes had left deep scratches in my cheeks and arms and rents in my clothing. The worst part, though, was my shoulder. My arm lay limp at my side, and it burned with a fire that could only mean one thing. I’d pulled it out of place.

			I gritted my teeth and tried to stagger upright, but froze when I heard voices.

			“You hear that?”

			“Hear what?” The second voice sounded like a woman, though it was rough and scratchy with age.

			“Over there. In the bushes.”

			I held my breath.

			“I didn’t hear nothing.”

			My shoulder throbbed, and the pain threatened to drown me. I breathed, slow and shallow, and let the agony wash over me, focusing on the rough voices next to the bush.

			“I did. Gadrian’s flames. Ain’t we supposed to be watching for folks getting out of that great room?”

			“Hamil’s drowning glory, but I do hate this island. Can’t hardly breathe, and now we’ve gone and added smoke. I’ll be glad to get back to Penby, that much I’ll tell you.”

			The footsteps faded away, and I screwed my eyes up in relief. Taking shallow breaths, I counted to a hundred before scrambling to my feet. I didn’t think there was much time left. I’d seen enough buildings go up in the End to know that if the fire made it to the roof beams, no one inside would stand a chance.

			There had to be a way for me to distract the Shriven and get everyone out of the burning room at the same time. I needed to cause a ruckus big enough to overwhelm the fire and confusion inside. If my throwing arm weren’t totally useless, thanks to my goddess-blasted shoulder, I’d smash the great room windows. Give the poor folks trapped inside an escape and distraction all in one. But a stone thrown with my left arm’d be weak at best, and it’d make the other shoulder worse.

			I needed a better plan. Something big and splashy.

			It came to me in a flash. Fireworks. Quill’d been meant to find fireworks for the celebration tonight. If he’d done it—and I prayed he had—they’d be in the cellar.

			I edged along the side of the house holding my limp arm close to my body with my good hand. I hoped the tall rhododendron bushes would screen my movements, but if anyone was watching carefully, I was shit out of luck. I’d need to move fast and hope no one noticed.

			The cellar door was around the corner. Hepsy’d sent me down into the maze of rooms below the house a handful of times to fetch this or that for the cook or to find a bottle of wine Phineas wanted with his supper. If Phineas’d ordered something rare or dangerous and meant to be a secret, it was sure to be down there.

			I peered around the bushes, looking for the Shriven. Seeing nothing but the long shadows of moss-draped oaks, I turned the door’s handle. It stuck.

			“Dzallie’s hair,” I hissed. “Don’t do this to me now.”

			I jiggled the knob. Nothing. Someone’d locked it. I let out a long stream of low curses. Picking locks was a job for someone with two working hands. There was no way I’d be able to get it open on my own.

			“Vi?”

			I whirled around, pulling a knife from my boot with my good hand, and saw a familiar face. My head swam with the sudden movement, and the few bites I’d eaten that afternoon rushed back up. When I’d finished emptying my stomach into the bushes, I wiped my mouth and looked up at the two figures looming over me, outlined by moonlight. Still woozy, I narrowed my eyes at them.

			“What’ve you done to your arm, Vi?” It was Mal. And next to him, all broad shoulders and curly hair like spun bronze, was Swinton.

			My shoulder throbbed, my mouth tasted like bile and my head was spinning. A part of me was blazingly happy to see Mal, but with the pain and the imminent threat of becoming a real dimmy, the best I could manage was a grim smile. “Where’s Bo?”

			Mal grimaced. “He’s with Quill. They’ll be out of that mess in there in no time flat.”

			My throat tightened, and my heart quickened. “Why’re you here?” I fumed at Swinton. “Why aren’t you with Bo? He’s so soft, he’ll melt if someone looks at him wrong. He needs protecting.” I wiped sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand, still holding the knife. Noticing Swinton’s eyes on my knife, I slid it back into my boot.

			Swinton glared at me. “He’s stronger than—”

			I interrupted him. “Nothing for it now. You say Quill’s with him. That’ll have to do. Can either of you pick a lock?”

			Swinton took my hairpins, and as he worked the lock, he told me that they’d swiped my contract from Phineas’s office and run around the outside of the mansion to bypass all the confusion inside. While Swinton spoke, Mal inspected my shoulder, muttering to himself.

			“You’ve pulled your shoulder out of the socket. I can set it, but it’ll hurt like nothing you’ve ever felt.”

			“I doubt that very much,” I said.

			Mall unknotted the silk cravat from around his neck and quirked an eyebrow at me. “Ready?” he asked.

			I nodded, gritting my teeth. He took my arm, and in a flash of gut-rending, star-spinning pain, heaved my shoulder back into place. I bit my lip hard, willing myself silent, but tears streamed down my face. In the blink of an eye, my arm went from bone-grinding pain to totally normal. I blinked, stunned.

			Before I’d gotten my breath back, Mal’d tied my arm tight to my body with his cravat. Swinton whipped the door open and waved us in. He’d popped the lock near as fast as I could’ve myself. I muttered my thanks and followed Mal into the basement, gripping the rail with my good hand.

			I heard Mal fumbling for a switch at the bottom of the stairs.

			“There aren’t any solars down here,” I said. “There should be a lamp and a box of matches in a nook on the right.”

			After another moment’s cursing, a match sizzled and struck, and the warm glow of the oil lamp bathed the room. I took the lamp from Mal and started down the corridor.

			“This way. We’ve got to hurry,” I said.

			“Do you have a plan?” Swinton asked.

			“Something like that.”

			Two wrong turns and an empty room later, I found the door I was looking for and nodded for Mal to open it. I slid past him into the room and nodded, a grin spreading across my face. The dusty room was stacked with large, wooden crates, all painted in bold black letters with one word: FIREWORKS.

			Swinton whistled, eyebrows raised. “That’ll do.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			BO

			We stood in a huddle in the eye of the screaming hurricane that swirled around us. Mal and Swinton had disappeared into the panicked mass of people rushing from one end of the room to the other. I forced myself to think. We needed to find a way out of the ballroom as quickly as possible.

			A small group of the Shriven, disguised as members of the resistance, entered the great room and menaced their way through the guests, shouting for the Laroches. I swiped at the sweat beaded on my forehead and wished that I’d taken the gaudy decorative knife Swinton had offered me. Standing over the dusty trunks in his mother’s attic, the idea of wearing a weapon encrusted with fake gems—even if they were good fakes—had seemed absurdly unnecessary. I promised myself that I’d take Swinton’s advice from now on.

			Quill eyed the flames creeping toward the beams that held the glass roof of the great room. “It’ll be the smoke or the ceiling that’ll get to us before the rebels.”

			Wild-eyed, Phineas squeaked, “They’ll want my head on a pike. It’s all that will matter to them. You have to get me out of here.”

			“They’ll be coming for me, too, I suppose,” Aphra said, disconcertingly calm. “The windows may be our only option.”

			I forced my face to stillness. They’d no reason to think otherwise. No reason to be anything besides self-involved. I scanned the room, looking for the nearest window. Quill nodded toward the row of potted ferns that lined the room, creating a concealed path for the servants. Aphra eyed the disguised Shriven as they herded the guests away from the doors and into the center of the room. They hadn’t made their way to us yet, but it was only a matter of time.

			The closest window was a dozen feet away, but a bevy of Shriven loomed in our path. Quill tapped my shoulder and pointed to another that stood unguarded on the other side of the room.

			“If we can get behind the potted plants, we might just make it. Keep close, and try not to draw attention,” Quill said, giving Phineas a pointed look.

			Aphra drew a knife from somewhere inside her gown and nodded. “I’ll keep his mouth shut.”

			Phineas paled, and we edged toward the plants. Aphra and Phineas led the way, and I followed close behind, keeping one hand on Phineas’s shoulder. Quill brought up the rear. His height gave him the advantage of seeing over the heads of most of the people straining to see what was going on.

			“Watch your left.” Quill’s breath was hot on my ear, and I twitched, but my arm came up in time to stop a corpulent man from knocking me over as he fainted.

			“Thanks.” My voice came out in a hoarse whisper.

			A flash of gray to my right caught my eye, and I froze. One of the Shriven pushed an admiral in full regalia and a man who must’ve been her husband to their knees. Tears streamed down the man’s face, and he blubbered, begging for mercy. The Shriven slowly drew the wickedly curved blade she held along his cheek. Blood welled and trickled into his blond beard. The admiral’s face was pale, but she kept an impassive expression.

			“Tell me your darkest secret,” the Shriven growled. “If it’s entertaining enough, I might let you live.”

			A hand closed around my wrist and yanked me forward. Aphra hissed in my ear, “We can’t stop them. We need to get out of here now.”

			I followed her as she slid through the crowd like a snake through water. Moments later, we darted behind the large fronds of a potted fern and scurried around the corner. Aphra stopped in front of an absurdly small window.

			I threw my full weight up into the window’s sash and, muscles screaming, managed to wrench it up.

			A commanding voice boomed through the smoky air of the great room. “Listen close, you indolent pigs. None of you will survive the night. None of you—except the soul who produces the dimmy girl.”

			I froze. Vi. They were here for Vi after all. I took deep breaths, trying to stay calm. I had to trust that Swinton would find her and see her safe.

			Before I’d even managed to step fully away from the window, Phineas was halfway out, his legs flailing like a newborn colt as he wriggled through the tiny opening.

			“Where’s Quill?” Aphra asked.

			“He was right behind me.” I looked over my shoulder, but could see nothing over the ferns and the bobbing heads of the screaming guests. “He should be here any second.”

			I eyed the tightly clad rear end of the master of the house, laid a boot squarely on the seat of his trousers and shoved. Phineas popped through the window and, a moment later, stuck his head back through.

			“Was that truly necessary?” he sputtered.

			I ignored Phineas and offered Aphra my hand. “Your turn.”

			Aphra shot me a determined smile, gripped the window sash and slid through, landing easily on the ground outside. “I don’t see anyone,” she hissed. “Come quickly. We might just get off before they notice we’re gone.”

			I compressed my mouth into a thin line. “You two go on. Get off the property. I’ll be right behind you.”

			Aphra pulled herself back through the window and glowered at me. “Certainly not. I won’t leave you here on your own. Who knows what these people will do?”

			I bit my lip. “I can’t leave Quill behind.”

			“I’ve known the Whipplestons for a long time.” Aphra scowled. “They’re resourceful. Quill will find his way out. Come on. We’ve got to go.”

			I took a deep breath and scrambled through the open window. I landed clumsily and fell to my knees in the damp mulch behind a clump of bushes.

			“Hush!” Aphra hissed. “There are a group of them around the corner.”

			“We have to head to the barn and get our horses,” Phineas whispered. “We’ll never outrun them on foot. It’ll take hours to walk to the next estate.”

			“We’re not going to another estate,” I said, grasping for a lie. I couldn’t afford to let the Laroches learn that Vi was the reason for the chaos on their estate. “If the servants are rebelling here, there’s a good chance that there’ll be more of the same on other estates. We’ll go to Williford. I know a place we can hide.”

			“We’ll still need horses,” Aphra said. “They think everyone is inside. I imagine they’ve left the stables unguarded. If we can get across the lawn, we’ll be safe.”

			“They’ll realize I’m not in the great room soon enough. We’ve got to hurry,” Phineas whined.

			Aphra led the way down the outside wall of the great room, away from the growing flames. The overgrown inner branches of the bushes scraped my face and hands and tore at my cobbled-together finery. I tried to step as lightly as I could, remembering all the times Claes had admonished me to think about where I placed my feet while we were hunting, but Phineas’s muttered curses and the twigs he snapped soon rendered my efforts pointless.

			“Could you try to be a little quieter?” I snapped. “I’d rather not learn what the rebels do to people who assist in the escape of their quarry.”

			Aphra whirled around, a finger to her lips. She pointed emphatically at the corner of the manor house, ten paces in front of her, and mimed drawing the knife she held across an invisible person’s throat.

			I shook my head and slipped in front of her. Killing another person, even one of the Shriven, simply to get away from the violence that had overtaken this house was unacceptable. I only saw one guard, a lanky man lounging against the corner of the building.

			In a moment, I was behind him. I slid an arm around his neck and held him firm, as my fencing instructor had taught me so long ago. He slashed weakly at me over his head, but he was already slowing enough that dodging his knife was easy. Soon, the man’s eyes fluttered, and he lost his grip on the knife. I checked to make sure that he was still breathing, and, seeing no one else around, dragged him through the bushes. I laid him behind a bench in the garden, well away from the house, in case the fire spread. He would have a sore throat and a headache when he woke, but at least he would wake.

			The barn loomed in the gray-white light of the moon, across the lawn, and I waved for Aphra and Phineas to hurry. They scurried across the grass and crouched beside me.

			“It would’ve been safer to kill the poor fool,” Phineas said.

			“For what?” I asked. “Standing outside a burning house? He was hardly more than a boy.”

			Phineas sneered, and Aphra tilted her head, considering me quizzically. She said, “You surprise me, my lord. I wouldn’t have imagined your sympathies falling with the rebels.”

			“I do not condone unnecessary violence, especially the murder of my own subjects, no matter who they are or what they’ve done. I’m not a judge, and I refuse to play the executioner. Let’s get you out of here before we begin debating philosophical matters, shall we?”

			“If we get out of all this, we’ll owe you a great debt, Your Highness,” Aphra said.

			“Signing over Vi’s contract will be plenty repayment, but there’ll be time for all that once we’re well away, and not a moment before,” I said. “Follow me.”

			I sprinted across the lawn, not realizing that I was holding my breath until I flung myself through the barn doors and collapsed, heaving, against the rough wood wall. Aphra flew through the doors a moment later. Phineas burst into the barn last and fell to his knees.

			“I haven’t run like that since I was a boy,” he gasped.

			Before he managed to rise, Aphra was suddenly beside him, hauling him up. Just as Phineas regained his footing, I felt a cold blade pressed into the thin skin of my throat.

			“Don’t move a muscle.” Aphra’s voice was hard, and as she spoke, a gag was stuffed into my mouth. It tasted like it had been drenched in perfume. “I’m sorry to drag you into our domestic squabble, Your Highness, but I can’t let you take my husband off the property.”

			In no time, my wrists and ankles were bound up in a lead rope. I’d kept my joints stiff, hoping to be able to wriggle free like the hero in a novel I’d read long ago, but Aphra’s companion obviously had a great deal more practice tying knots than I had getting free of them.

			I looked up to see Aphra standing behind her husband, holding a knife to his throat. Her strange, halved face was hard to read, especially in the dim light of the moons, but I thought I saw a twinge of pain behind the triumph in her mismatched eyes.

			“Why?” Phineas’s commanding voice had crumpled into a child’s whine. “Why would you let them destroy our home?”

			I was surprised that Aphra hadn’t gagged him, as well.

			“I only wish that I’d managed to coordinate a thing like this. What you see, my dear, is luck, plain and simple. And really? Our home?” Wry humor colored Aphra’s words. “This is no more my home than one of the moon’s halves would be, and twice as lonely. I’ll be happy to be rid of your shackles, thrilled to know you can no longer leave a trail of pain and destruction in your wake. Rayleane’s eyes, man, you think I haven’t seen the scars left on Myrna’s back? You think I don’t remember that girl you whipped to death? Her name was Lily, Phineas. And you killed her. For sport.”

			“Where will you go? I sheltered you, Aphra. Without me, the Shriven will come for you. They’ll lock you up and throw away the key.”

			Aphra smiled. “As if they could. For having lived with me these six years, Phineas, you hardly know me at all.”

			Phineas gaped, as though trying to digest what she’d said. Aphra took a deep breath, knife glinting in her hand, and before I had time to react, drew the blade swiftly across his throat. A dark line appeared, his eyes went wide and blood gurgled, nearly black in the moonlight, down the collar of his jacket. His bound hands scrabbled at his throat, and I lurched back, only to knock into the figure behind me.

			Aphra looked on stoically as her husband collapsed in a puddle of his own blood. Silence, but for the uneasy shifting of the horses in their stalls, hung over the barn. I was sickened, horrified, and I saw no escape. I would surely die here.

			Explosions burst through the silence and shook a sprinkling of dust loose from the barn’s beams. The horses screamed and panicked in their stalls. Aphra and her companion—whom I now recognized as Vi’s friend, Myrna—started and dashed outside.

			I inched awkwardly toward a stack of hay bales against the barn’s wall. In every barn I’d ever visited, there had been a dull knife hanging by a bit of string on the wall, used to cut baling twine. Sure enough, a steel blade swung from a nail on the wall. I struggled to my feet and plucked it from its place, refusing to look at Phineas’s corpse.

			I sawed desperately at the ropes holding my wrists, working as quickly as I could. Once my hands were free, I pulled the gag from my mouth, spitting to rid myself of the foul taste of Aphra’s perfume. More explosions boomed through the sky, and this time, they were accompanied by screams from the direction of the great room. I had to get away, but the thought of Vi tugged at me. What if she was still in the house? And could I really leave Swinton behind?

			I crept to the barn door and looked outside.

			Fireworks blossomed dangerously close to the elegant manor house. People in soot-smeared clothing streamed from the windows and doors of the great room, and in the chaos, I couldn’t tell the guests apart from the Shriven. The acrid, oily smell of the fire filled the air, and a cacophony of breaking glass erupted from the great room. I watched in horror as the roof collapsed.

			The two figures took off running away from the house, and I fought the urge to do the same. The thought of Swinton, Mal, Quill and Vi froze me in place. Were they all inside? I sent a fervent prayer to Gadrian that none of them were still in the great room.

			Two choices lay before me. I could join in with the crowd, searching for them, or I could stick to the plan. I knew what Swinton—and likely Vi—would tell me to do.

			Stomach in knots, I turned my back on the chaos and retreated to the barn.

			I chose a horse in the farthest stall from the door, a nervous chestnut who looked ready to run. In mere minutes, I’d saddled the horse. I left it in its stall and sped back down the barn aisle.

			Horrible though Phineas had been, I couldn’t leave his corpse lying in the middle of the barn where it might be trampled or worse. I dragged the body into an empty stall, gasping at the weight of him, and threw a blanket over him. As I closed the door, I said a quick prayer and wiped my hands on a saddle pad hanging next to the stall.

			I flung open each of the stall doors, releasing the horses one by one. It would slow down Vi, Swinton and the Whippleston twins, but it would make it that much harder for Aphra or the Shriven to pursue me, as well. When all the horses had been freed, I led my chestnut out of the stall, mounted and galloped away from the burning house.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			VI

			Fireworks had always looked large in the sky, but when they burst on the ground, the great shower of sparks was enormous and destructive. We shot a round at the far end of the house, forcing the knot of Shriven blockading the doors to scatter. Soon, folks started streaming from the windows and doors of the great room. It was working. In no time at all, the entire great room would be empty.

			Relief flooded over me as the first groups of coughing guests tumbled onto the lawn. I watched for Bo and Quill, searching for their faces among the soot-smeared crowd, but I didn’t see them. Mal laid a gentle hand on my shoulder, like he could feel the anxious energy exploding inside me. If they weren’t in the great room, where were they?

			“Could they’ve gotten out?” I asked Mal.

			“They were on their way out when we left. We’ve got to assume they’re already gone,” Mal said.

			Unease writhed like eels in my belly, but I kept moving, setting the fireworks and hopping back to let Swinton and Mal light the fuses. Flashing, unnatural hues of firework sparks lit the stream of folks flooding across the lawn. The tide had slowed, but the danger wasn’t over yet. Even as the crying, silk-clad guests did their best to flee, the Shriven kept appearing, blades in their hands as they slinked from between the trees and jumped out of windows like beetles. I hoped Phineas was in among the crowd—a cringing, cowardly part of me was glad that my plans for revenge had been interrupted, that it might not have to be my hand that ended his life.

			I hated myself for that cowardice.

			The Shriven were everywhere. My reckoning was way off—they’d more than doubled since I’d counted them from the roof. They were coming from the house, from the trees, from all around us. We’d hidden ourselves behind a screen of bushes, but I knew it’d only be minutes before they found us.

			“I’ve got to go find Bo,” I whispered.

			Mal looked up at me, his face illuminated by the fuse he’d just lit. “You can’t. You’ve a hurt wing, and we don’t know how soon the whole house will go up. It looks fit to blow already. They’ll be fine.”

			He was right, in a way. The fire’d spread to the wing of the house closest to the great room. The flames danced behind windows filling fast with smoke. A windowpane on the first floor burst in a scream of shattering glass as I watched. The house’s stone walls were the only reason it could have possibly lasted this long. I scrubbed a hand through my hair, thinking.

			“I promised your brother I’d see you safe out of here,” Swinton said. “Bo can take care of himself.”

			So can I, I thought. But rather than wasting my breath arguing, I set the last firework and darted back to squat by Mal.

			“What now?”

			Mal snorted. “I thought you were the one running the show here.”

			I cuffed him with my good fist. “This isn’t the time for jokes.”

			“I haven’t seen them,” Swinton said. “Have you?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Come on then,” Swinton said. “Quill and Bo must’ve already made it out. Let’s find our horses and get gone. We’ll meet them in Williford. I told Bo to meet us at my mother’s.”

			His domineering attitude stirred up an overwhelming urge to argue in my gut, but I stuffed it down. Being obstinate wouldn’t do anyone any good. I led the way through the wooded edge of the garden, taking a roundabout route to the barn. So many of the Shriven had poured out of the woods to surround the folks on the lawn—I hoped we’d be safe if we kept out of the open.

			We’d nearly reached the barn’s long shadow when I tripped and fell. I landed hard on my knees, but my good wrist squished into something soft. Whatever I’d landed on let out a low moan. Strong hands, either Swinton’s or Mal’s, yanked me to my feet by the elbows, sending riots of pain shooting through my hurt shoulder. Spots of color crowded my eyes, and I did everything I could to keep the bile from rising in my throat again. The minute we got safe, I was going to give those boys a tongue-lashing they’d never forget.

			“Hamil’s ass. It’s one of them,” Mal said.

			“She’s covered in blood.”

			My vision cleared, and I saw Swinton crouching next to a crumpled pile of muddied gray silk, which, apparently, was one of the Shriven.

			“She’s alive?” I asked. I knew the answer. I’d heard her, felt her warmth under my hand. My shoulder throbbed, and I wanted to get the hell away from this place while we still could.

			Swinton turned her over, and I was startled to see that it was Curlin. Luckily, she was out cold.

			“Gods and goddesses all be damned,” I swore. I poked her leg with my toe. “Is that all her blood?”

			“Her arm’s been slashed fair bad, but if the bleeding stops, she’ll live.”

			“Will it stop on its own?” I asked. No one but the Shriven had been armed—I wondered who’d given her such a nasty cut.

			Swinton gave her a critical once-over. “Might. Might not. No great loss either way. She’s one of them. Stop wasting time. We need to go. Now.”

			Beneath the bloody, mud-spattered robes…under the tattoos, the painted face, the shaved head…the girl whose life was draining into the dirt knew me better than anyone else in the world. Better than my own twin. Despite the betrayal and the threats and the horrors she’d no doubt committed since joining the Shriven, I couldn’t let Curlin bleed to death in the woods by herself.

			I looked at Mal. “Can you carry her?”

			Swinton’s anger cut through his words like ice. “Let her die.”

			“I’ve known her my whole life. I can’t.”

			“There isn’t time to argue. Let’s get her bandaged and get the hell out of here,” Mal said. He bent and scooped her up in his arms. “Come on.”

			“Magritte’s tongue. I’m going to regret this,” I muttered, but led the way into the barn.

			* * *

			The stalls were nearly all empty; their doors stood open. I hurried into my old rooms, leaving Mal and Swinton to follow me. The main room was dark but for a single lamp on one of the side tables. Before my eyes had fully adjusted to the dimness, I saw movement in the bedroom.

			“Bo?” My voice trembled. If it was anyone else, I didn’t know what I’d do.

			Swinton and Mal froze behind me.

			“Vi?”

			The old plank floor shook, and a familiar figure came toward me. In a moment, I was wrapped up in Quill’s arms. One hand laced through my hair and freed my curls from their braid. The other wrapped around my waist, and his mouth found mine. A rush of hot, frantic relief washed over me, and I let myself sink into his embrace. He was safe. I was so gods’-damned grateful that he was safe.

			I pulled myself away, realizing what he’d done.

			“What the damn hell were you thinking, staying here?” I snapped. He reached out to me, but I put up a hand to stop him. “Dzallie’s toes! Why would you stay? The place is crawling with Shriven. And where’s Bo?”

			“I left him to come find you. He was nearly out of the great room.” Seeing my glare, Quill’s eyes went wide as he tried to explain. “With the fire and the Shriven… I needed to make sure you were safe, Vi. Surely you—”

			I cut him off. “I can take care of myself, thanks. I don’t know if I can say the same for that pampered and privileged ninny.”

			“Enough. The both of you, honestly. Are we taking this one with us or not?” Mal snapped. It was the first time I’d ever heard anything close to ire come out of his mouth. “Because if we are, we need to get her wrapped up.”

			I nodded, and Mal carried Curlin inside. She whimpered, still mostly unconscious, when he set her on the sofa.

			Irritation curled through my body like smoke. I didn’t quite know why I felt the need to be so protective of Bo. Despite the fact that he was my twin, I didn’t even know him. All the years I’d spent talking to Pru flashed before me, and I suddenly realized that the connection I’d felt—the thing that had steadied me all these years—was Bo. Neither of us had known it, but we’d had each other all along.

			“So my brother is still trapped in the great room? With the Shriven?” I demanded.

			“He’d gotten to the window, Vi,” Quill said, trying to reassure me. “He was fine. I’m sure he’s already halfway down the road.”

			“How do you bloody know? Did you not see what’s happening out there?” I couldn’t keep the fear out of my voice. I didn’t even try. “What if he’s lying on the ground somewhere, bleeding to death like she was?”

			I jerked my head at Curlin.

			“He’s got a better head on his shoulders than you’re giving him credit for, bully,” Swinton said softly.

			“I’m going to look for him,” I said, the weight of it settling on me like a curse. I didn’t want to wade back into that bloodbath, but I wanted Bo. I wanted to see him. To feel him nearby.

			That thought hit me like the shock of an eel. I couldn’t feel him anymore. He’d been there earlier in the evening, but now he was gone. Suddenly, I was on the verge of panic, but with the estate full of Shriven, I didn’t have much of a choice. Somehow, I had to trust that he’d made it out. That he was still alive, and safe.

			Swinton and Quill exchanged a look, and Swinton reached for my hand. “He’ll meet us at my mother’s place. We need to stick to the plan, Vi.”

			“Fine. See if you can’t find us some horses,” I said with a sigh, knowing they were right.

			Swinton, his jaw tight, left the room with Mal.

			A huge part of me wanted to leave Curlin to fend for herself. The malicious ninny’d caused me more grief than one person should bear in a lifetime. But the old loyalty I felt to her was stronger than my resentment, and we didn’t have much time. I heaved a sigh.

			Curlin woke with a scream when I poured tafia onto the slash on her arm. Quill clapped a quick hand over her mouth as I glared at her.

			It’d occurred to me that Curlin might be the key I needed to get out of the mess I was in with the Shriven. She’d kept our relationship a secret in the basement of the temple—she’d even warned me. Though of what, I’d no idea. It didn’t feel like a coincidence that she’d turned up at Plumleen tonight, though. Certainly didn’t feel like a coincidence that she—one of the Shriven—had turned up with a slash on her arm when the only folks who’d been armed were the Shriven themselves.

			I wasn’t going to let her out of my sight until I found out the truth. The whole truth.

			“You’d best keep quiet if you want to get out of here in one piece,” I told her. “It won’t hurt me a bit to leave you here praying Rayleane’ll care enough to save your sorry hide. Are you going to shut your trap, or do I need to knock you out?” I asked.

			Curlin studied me through slitted eyes. She’d seen the calculations whirring through my brain. Truth was, she didn’t have much of a choice.

			She nodded her head.

			I handed Quill a strip of the bandage I’d been using to wrap up her arm. “Gag her. We shouldn’t take any chances.”

			* * *

			Dawn flooded the lavender sky with streaks of red and orange and pink as we rode into town. I held one of the pups, curled and asleep in my lap. The others were snoring in our saddlebags, and the mama dog walked beside my horse. I’d insisted on bringing the dogs, not able to stand the idea of leaving them behind to fend for themselves in whatever was left of the estate. Despite the danger, despite the exhaustion that seemed to drag at my core, despite my aching shoulder and my worry over my brother, I was strangely calm. I was free of Plumleen Hall, free of my contract, and I had Curlin—she could fill in the rest of the picture.

			She would. I would make her.

			The others in our party were quiet as we entered Williford, following Swinton. When he drew rein in front of a squat stone inn, he and Quill tumbled off their horses, relief clear as day in their bloodshot eyes. They took the pups from their saddlebags, and I couldn’t help but smile as they tumbled around their mama, yipping and wagging their little bodies.

			Quill helped Curlin down from her perch in front of Mal’s saddle, and she stood straight-backed as ever, cradling her bandaged arm. Despite the bloodstained, mud-spattered remains of her robes, and the black paint trailing down her face, she still managed to cut quite an intimidating figure. If I hadn’t known her my whole damn life, I would’ve been as wide-eyed as the stable hands gaping at us from across the yard. A gesture from Swinton brought one of the girls sprinting over, and Quill handed her his reins. Not to be left out, the other girls darted across the yard and gathered the rest of our mounts. Quill took firm hold of Curlin’s uninjured arm.

			“Just this way,” Swinton said, leading us through the cobblestone courtyard, around to the back of the inn and its sprawling kitchen garden. He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders and opened the thick wooden door. I closed my eyes, willing Bo to appear when I opened them again. I thought I could almost feel his presence in my mind, but I couldn’t be sure that my wanting wasn’t the only real thing I felt.

			“Swinton!” A woman as tall and twice as broad as Swinton himself barreled into him, wrapping him up in her arms and pressing his face into her ample bosom. “I’ve been beside myself with worry. Get yourself inside and tell me everything. Be quick about it.”

			It wasn’t until she’d shuffled her son inside and went to close the door that she saw the rest of us standing by the garden gate. Shock registered on her face, followed closely by a wide smile. “You’ve got to forgive me. Come in, come in, and welcome.”

			Swinton’s mother, Bethesda, sat us all down at the long plank table in the kitchen, which was groaning under the weight of enough food to feed a small army. After the initial surprise at seeing Curlin, Bethesda hardly looked at her. Instead, she busied herself pouring hot cups of tea for each of us.

			I held my mug between my hands, jumping at every sound. I needed to see Bo. I had to know that he was in one piece.

			“She’ll need tending,” Swinton said, nodding at Curlin.

			“Surely, surely,” Bethesda said. “Though I’ve no idea why you’d bring her here with the temple down the road.”

			“Don’t worry yourself about it, Ma. Has Bo made it back?”

			My heart quickened in my chest as I turned to look at Bethesda. Quill, sitting beside me on the long bench, squeezed my knee. I leaned into him, stealing comfort from his presence.

			“I sent him upstairs for a bath and a change of clothes. He’ll be down shortly. Poor ducky looked half-starved, and I hadn’t a thing ready to feed him.”

			I let out my breath, relieved. He was fine. He was alive.

			“And you must be Vi, my dear.” Bethesda shifted platters around on the table, making space for plates in front of each of us. “My Swinton and Bo’ve worked so awfully hard to find you. And you two, as alike as twins.”

			Curlin stiffened and sent a suspicious glance at me from across the table.

			Bethesda shot her a strained smile. “I didn’t happen to catch your name, dearie.”

			“I’m Shr…” She faltered and looked down at her hands. “I’m Curlin.”

			“Of course you are. Eat up, everyone. You’ve had a long night, by the looks of it.”

			Before I could say anything, boots clopped down the stairs. I clambered off the bench and to my feet.

			He strode through the door, shirt untucked and dark curls dripping water. He’d made no effort to hide the gold cuff he wore around one wrist, shaped like the crown of the empire. Without sparing a glance for anyone else in the room, Bo went to Swinton and took him in his arms. They pressed their foreheads together, grinning at each other with their eyes barely a quarter inch apart.

			“You’re safe,” Bo said, emotion choking his deep baritone. “Thank the gods. You’re safe.”

			Swinton laughed, though the sound didn’t seem jolly so much as relieved. “You didn’t think I would let anything happen to me, did you? I’m far too wily to be taken down by a few ragers with knives, even if they are Shriven.”

			A noise burbled from Bo, half sob, half laugh, and a tumbling sense of love and relief and happiness tangled into my own anxious joy at seeing him whole. I wished I could see his face, but it was buried in Swinton’s shoulder.

			“I’m glad you got out of there, Bo.” Swinton planted a tender kiss on Bo’s lips. “I seem to’ve grown awfully fond of you.”

			Bo drew back, one arm still firmly wrapped around Swinton’s waist, and caught my eye. He watched me, cautious, like he was bracing for a strike.

			“You’re well?” he asked.

			I crossed the room and flung my good arm around him, crushing him to me. He may’ve been a pretentious, bumbling oaf who needed the whole truth beaten out of him, but he was mine. My twin.

			He wrapped his arms around me, and hot, happy tears welled up in my eyes.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			BO

			My breath caught in my throat, and had Swinton not been at my side, steadying me, I would have been knocked flat by the thundercloud of love and anger and pain and fear and happiness rolling off Vi. When she finally let go, I saw, to my great surprise, one of the Shriven in bloodstained robes at the table, staring blankly into a cup of tea. I automatically went to roll my sleeve down over my cuff, but stopped myself. If she hadn’t already seen it, she would when I went to cover it. The scent of the philomena bushes came back to me in a rush, and with it, heartache as heavy as the golden net the Suzerain had settled on my shoulders so many weeks before.

			“I’ve words to say to you,” Vi said, a demanding note in her voice.

			Her irritation cut through my memory, searing away my thoughts of the Queen and bringing into sharp focus the list of names Swinton had found in my aunt’s study. “Why’s there one of the Shriven here?”

			“She needed saving. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

			“What’ve you done to your arm?” I asked.

			She waved her good hand dismissively. “Fell off a roof. That’s nothing to do with anything. Stop dithering. Where’ll we not be overheard?” she asked, turning to Swinton.

			He looked at his mother questioningly, and Bethesda shrugged. “We’re near about full. There’s your room, and one other due to come empty ’round noon. If you’re fussed about being alone, try the garden. There’s not likely to be anyone about at this hour.”

			Vi jerked her head at the Shriven and addressed Quill. “See that one doesn’t run off.”

			“As you wish, milady,” Quill said, laughter in his voice.

			Vi stared daggers at the grinning young man before stomping out the back door. I followed her, sparing a moment to kiss Swinton on the cheek.

			“Watch your back,” he whispered. “She’s ferocious.”

			I found Vi in the farthest corner of the garden, perched on the fence, kicking morosely at the long weeds growing between the posts. The dawn had only recently broken, and dew still clung to the garden’s explosion of plants. In her drab, dirty clothes, with that dark tangle of curls and smudges of sleeplessness beneath her eyes, she looked like nothing more than one of Gadrian’s firebirds sent with a message to the garden of life. Fierce, misplaced, defiant.

			“You owe me answers, Bo.”

			“I know.”

			Her eyebrows knit together as she studied me with her stormy eyes. I wondered briefly if I looked half so fierce when I was angry.

			“Why don’t you want anyone to know that we’re twins? Seems to me it would’ve been twice as easy to buy my contract off the Laroches if they knew I wasn’t a dimmy.”

			I hefted myself onto the fence on her good side, half to give myself time to gather my thoughts, half to avoid seeing her reaction to the story I had to tell her. The smell of roasting meat drifted out of the inn’s chimney, and I heard Vi’s stomach growl. I wondered how long it had been since she’d had a meal.

			“Spit it out,” she said. “Your scheming and shuffling’s loud enough to give me a headache.”

			“No one can know that I’m a twin.”

			Her kicking feet stilled, and she tucked one ankle behind the other. When she spoke again, she bit off each word, spitting them out as though every one was a bitter taste she wanted out of her mouth. “No one can know that you’re a twin, or no one can know that you’re my twin?”

			“It isn’t—”

			Her fingers, the nails crusted with blood and dirt, reached out and brushed the cuff on my wrist. “It’s to do with this, isn’t it?”

			A blush crept up my neck, and I forced the words out in an inelegant stream. “Almost everyone in the entirety of the Alskad Empire, with very few exceptions…” I paused and took a breath. “They know me as the singleborn heir to the throne. The crown prince. The only people who may not believe I’m singleborn are the Suzerain, and they’ve sent the Shriven looking for you. It’s a horribly long story, but I believe that they plan to use you to control me when I sit on the throne. I don’t mean to let that happen. I mean to wear the crown one day, and I mean for you to rule beside me.”

			Vi let out a long, low whistle. “Magritte’s tongue. Why? Why d’you want a thing like that? Why d’you think I’d want a thing like that?”

			I pushed through the waves of discomfort and doubt rolling off Vi. I had known this question was coming, and in the silences of my journey back from Southill with Swinton, I had shaped an answer as honest and whole as I could manage. I wanted… No. I needed to be completely honest with Vi. I would never tell her another lie.

			“When I came of age, I swore that I would serve the people of the empire. I promised to put their needs before my own, to uphold justice. What I’ve seen here, Vi…” I shook my head. As if that could erase the list of dead children’s names burned into my memory. As if shaking my head was enough to magically transport me back to the more innocent version of myself. “Until I find my way to the bottom of this mess, until I’m the King, you’ll be safer if you’re not my twin. Quill has agreed to help me arrange passage for us back to Penby on his uncle’s ship. I’ll see to it that you’re safe, that you want for nothing. There’s a house our father owned on the northern shore of Alskad. It’s very beautiful—”

			“Bo?” Vi took my hand in hers, and the energy she put into suppressing her frustration shocked me. Behind that, though, was love. Wave after wave of intense, bewildering, irritated, proud, complicated love. This, I supposed, was what it meant to have a sister. A twin. “Why, by Dzallie’s teeth, would you think for a second that I’d be content to hide away in some forgotten cottage, waiting for you to save the world while I sit on my thumb?”

			Birdsong and the nonsense chatter of the bright mimic birds filled the silence between us. In my own drive to find a way to fulfill my oath to the empire, to save my sister, to become the kind of man who ought to be King, I’d forgotten to consider what Vi might want. I hadn’t thought that she, too, might want something more than a dull life.

			“I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I just thought…after everything you’ve been through…it would be nice for you to be comfortable. Safe. You can study, learn about the workings of the empire. Learn how to be Queen alongside me.”

			Vi’s fingers squeezed mine. A rough chuckle, like ice over stones, came from beside me, and I turned to look at her. Tears were streaming down her cheeks and into the creases of her sad smile. I hopped off the fence and, biting the inside of my cheek to keep my own tears at bay, offered her my handkerchief.

			“We’ll have to save the conversation about my being a queen for a much later time, given that it’s sure to end with a fight, and I’m not about fighting you as soon as I’ve found you.” She gave me a wry grin and swiped at her face. “You know, up until a few weeks ago, I would’ve given my left arm for just what you’re offering. Safety. A place of my own by the northern sea. But now…” She took a deep breath. “Tell me about this mess of yours.”

			I told her what I knew. About the philomenas growing on my estate, the deaths of the perfumers and the novitiate priests. I told her about Swinton’s brother and my aunt’s attempt to have me killed. Once I’d started, everything—my whole life—threatened to pour out of me. As I spoke, Vi’s face betrayed nothing, though the tides of her emotions flooded over me.

			I told her about Gerlene, about Claes and Penelope and their deaths. About my mother. About Queen Runa and her plans for me. By the time I’d finished, the sun had risen above the trees, and the air had gone from bearably warm to the heavy daytime heat that seemed to have shape and heft.

			“Do you see?” I asked. “Do you understand why I must keep you secret? Safe? The empire deserves the truth, and that means someday, we’ll sit beside one another, ruling together. But I need time to find a way to make it happen.”

			Sweat prickled my forehead, and I waited, anxious, for her response. She took her time, staring at the orange blossoms hanging heavy from the trees over our heads. Her lower lip was caught between her teeth, and I could almost see the thoughts spinning in her head.

			Finally, she looked at me and said, “The Suzerain. The Suzerain and the anchorites, I mean. They aren’t just killing folk for the joy of it. They’ve found a way to make us lose our grip on our tempers, to make us wildly, unstoppably violent. They’re creating dimmys, Bo.”

			“Us? Vi, you’re not one of them. You’ve never been diminished. It was all a lie.”

			Vi gave me a look hard enough to shatter diamonds. “We’re twins, yes. I see that plain as the freckles on your face. But one doesn’t take away the other. I’ve been a dimmy my whole life, and even if I didn’t know that it was the temple making folk fear me, making me fear myself, I have been diminished, Bo. I am one of the diminished.”

			I took a deep breath, rebuttals already taking shape in my mouth, but she put up a hand to stop me.

			“They made me a dimmy, but I’m going to make certain sure it stops with me.”

			“How?” I asked.

			“I don’t quite know yet,” she said, and eased herself off the fence, cradling her bandaged arm. “But I think it’s an awfully good thing my twin—” she stopped and winked at me “—I mean, my half brother’s set on being King.” Her brows knitted themselves together, and a dark look shadowed her face. She didn’t say anything about becoming royalty herself.

			“Probably a good thing I didn’t let Curlin die, either.”

			Vi took my hand and led me back toward the inn.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			VI

			Back inside the kitchen, Curlin and Mal were bristled like alley cats, stubbornly glowering in opposite corners of the room. Swinton and Quill lounged at one end of the long table, picking at the crumbs of what looked to’ve been a fair substantial meal. The pair of them hardly paused their gabbing for a second when we came through the door. Swinton looked up at Bo, a question on his face, and when Bo settled on the bench beside him and squeezed his shoulder, Swinton relaxed into him, smiling. I leaned against the door frame, trying to decide which storm needed handling first.

			Curlin’s wound had been freshly bandaged, and half of her face washed. She held a rag limply in her good hand. Mal had washed away the soot and dirt of the night before, and his tight curls clung damply to his dark, clean scalp. I took a seat at the table, ravenous, but before I’d managed to swallow my first bite of spiced duck pillowed inside a sweet roll, Quill flourished a stack of papers in front of my face.

			“What’s this?” I asked, stuffing another bite into my mouth.

			“Freedom,” Bo said. “Quill had Phineas’s signature on another document. Swinton traced it on to your contract, signing it over to me. I marked the term as completed, and Quill will file the documents with the proper authorities before the end of the day. You’re free, Vi.”

			Curlin scoffed, and I shot her a hard look. For the first time in hours, I thought of the Laroches. “What happened to them? Phineas and Aphra?”

			Bo’s face tightened. “She killed him. Slit his throat.”

			A wave of cold raced through me, and I forced my face to stillness. “Not to say he didn’t deserve it, but…” I took a breath. “You saw it?”

			Bo nodded.

			“And her? Where’d she go?”

			“She disappeared after that. She left the barn, and I saw no reason to wait around to learn her fate.”

			“She was kind to me,” I said. I was glad it had been her. Glad that Phineas’s life had been taken by someone he’d hurt. I blushed. I didn’t want Bo to see this side of me—didn’t want him to see what a lifetime of fear and anger had made me. I wanted to be the best version of myself for him. “Murderer or no, I hope she’s all right. I hope she finds herself a place in the resistance. She was helping them, you know.”

			Bo shot me a look so pointed, so expressive, that I knew he’d read every feeling that’d flashed through my mind. He smiled, and a little of the anger, a little of the hatred that’d followed me my whole life, melted away.

			Quill laughed. “You’ve had the shortest contract on record, so far as I know, Vi,” he said. “What’ll you do with your new freedom?”

			I touched the pearls in their pouch beneath my shirt and looked at Curlin. Screams echoed in my head, the terrifying ranting of the little boy in the temple’s basement. Tobain. I thought about the Shriven, dressed as rebels.

			“Curlin, who cut your arm?” I asked.

			Her chin trembled, and she refused to meet my eyes. Bethesda stood behind her and wrapped an arm around the shaking girl.

			“Leave her be, Miss Vi. She’s had an awful time of it. This one needs a bath and a rest, and then I’ll see her back to the temple.”

			Curlin’s good hand shot out and gripped Bethesda’s hand. “No! No. You can’t send me back there. You’ve no idea what they made me do. What they did to me. I’d rather die.”

			“The temple?” Bethesda asked, looking alarmed.

			Swinton eased his ma into a chair, murmuring softly to her.

			Bo shot me a questioning look. I could almost feel the pieces clicking into place in his head.

			“What you showed me in the basement of the temple,” I said. “Did you want that, or did they?”

			“I didn’t want to tell them, Vi. I know you won’t believe me, but I did everything I could to keep your secret safe. Anchorite Sula and Anchorite Bethea made me swear before I came that I’d never tell a soul that we’d grown up together. They made me promise to watch out for you, Magritte only knows why. And I tried. I really did.”

			“But?” Bo asked. The single word held depthless menace.

			Curlin looked at me, pain and tears clouding her eyes. “You saw. You saw what they can do. They’ve given me three doses that I know of. I only wanted to stop them watching me, stop them waiting for me to turn. I only wanted to be normal. They said that if I did as they said, I would be safe. That they’d keep me from losing myself.”

			I could feel Bo tensing beside me, and I put a hand on top of his.

			“I tried so hard, Vi, but they saw me speak to you in the basement. They must’ve known all along that we’d come up together. I didn’t tell them much, honest. Just your name. Your birthday. Where you’d said your ma was from. It was hardly anything, I promise,” she said pleadingly. “But they brought me with them last night and made me confirm that you were the girl I’d been talking about. They promised if I did, they’d keep me safe, comfortable. They promised they’d keep me whole.” Her hand sketched over the bandage on her arm. “But they lied. I’d served my purpose. Anchorite Tafima said it was time to be rid of me. She must’ve thought I’d bleed to death before anyone found me.”

			“What did she show you at the temple, Vi?” Swinton asked.

			As quick as I could, I told them what I’d seen. Quill’s lips pressed tight together, and Swinton looked fit to burst with rage.

			“They killed my Taeb, didn’t they, Swinton?” Bethesda’s knife-edged voice was hard as steel.

			“I’ve been saying so for years, Mama.” Swinton took Bo’s hand. “Whatever help I can give you, it’s yours.”

			Bo’s eyes lit with adoration, and he gave Swinton a swift kiss.

			“It’s not only that,” Curlin said, giving Bo and me a pointed look. “The Shriven know who you are now. They know who you both are, and someone high up in the temple wants Vi captured in order to control you.”

			“Yes, I’m aware of that,” Bo said grimly. “But putting aside our situation for a moment… The Suzerain are contracting estates to grow philomenas not for perfume, but to create an elixir that makes people lose themselves to violence, which they’re using to turn people into the diminished. Do I have that right?”

			Curlin nodded. “It’s strategic. The dimmys are set to wreak havoc on neighborhoods or towns where folks aren’t as devout as the Suzerain would like. The Shriven catch the dimmys and folks see the value of contributing to the temple’s coffers. Not to mention the fact that the simple presence of the Shriven terrifies most folks. Makes them behave.”

			Bo twisted the cuff on his wrist absently. “I have to get back. I have to tell Runa what’s happening. She’ll never stand for this.”

			Swinton gave him a hard look. “You think she doesn’t already know? She’s the Queen. The most powerful person in the empire.”

			“I’ve got to find a way to stop it myself.”

			My heart glowed with pride. Perhaps he wasn’t such a useless brat after all.

			“Will you help us, Curlin?” I asked.

			She turned to me, shock plain on her face. “After everything I’ve done to you, why would you even consider trusting me?”

			I took another roll from the platter and bit into it, savoring the spicy, rich duck and soft, buttery bread. “Because you’re a dimmy from the End, just like me. And the anchorites forced you into impossible situations, just like me. And I think somewhere under all that nose-in-the-air superiority, there’s someone who doesn’t want to stand by and let things happen to her anymore.”

			A slow smile lit Curlin’s face, and for the first time in what felt like ages, I saw the girl who’d been my best friend once, long ago. “I’ll help. I’ll do anything in my power to stop them from hurting anyone else.”

			* * *

			We debated for a long time. Bo had to return to Penby, and soon, and Swinton’d agreed to go with him with hardly a moment’s hesitation. An adventure, he’d called it. A chance to see how the other half lived. Bo thought it would be best for Curlin and me to return with him, as well. We could hide on his estates until he sorted things out with the Queen. It made sense in a way, to get away from the place the Shriven were searching for me. But Curlin was adamant—and I agreed—that they’d kill us as soon as look at us if we were seen in Alskad. We finally agreed that Curlin and I would stay in Williford until our arms recovered, and we’d try to find our way to the rebel stronghold in Ilor’s backcountry.

			We all felt fair certain that we could buy our way into the resistance with my pearls, Bo’s funds and Curlin’s knowledge of the inner workings of the temple. The rebels had to be told about the Suzerain and their philomena poison. It seemed possible, too, that if Myrna and Aphra had escaped Plumleen, we’d find them with the rebels. I knew they’d vouch for me.

			It promised to be difficult and risky. Bo especially hated the idea that I’d align myself with a dangerous and largely unknown rebel force, but of our choices, the resistance was, at the very least, working toward a goal we all believed in. Together, we might be strong enough to stop the Suzerain and put an end to the mistreatment of the contract workers who came to Ilor looking for a better life.

			Mal and Quill had agreed to pass letters for Bo and me, secreting them across the Tethys on their uncle’s ship and to Gerlene. The solicitor would deliver my letters to Bo and see that his got back across the Tethys to me by the same route. Bethesda offered Curlin and me safe harbor anytime we found ourselves in Williford, and Quill swore he’d keep me up to date on the royal gossip.

			Before I’d time to wrap my head around it, I was standing on the docks, bidding Bo and Swinton farewell. Swinton hugged me tight and kissed me on the cheek.

			“Promise me you won’t let him do anything too reckless,” I said.

			Swinton’s grin matched Bo’s. “Promise. Try to keep yourself in one piece, bully. You hear me?”

			I shrugged, smiling, and wrapped my arms around Bo. “I couldn’t have asked for a better brother. Please take care. I’m not anxious to face the world alone again.”

			Bo made a sound into my neck, somewhere between a sob and a laugh, and pulled away and kissed me on the forehead. “I love you, Vi. We’ve each managed to conquer so much on our own—imagine what we’ll be able to do now that we have each other.”

			I didn’t know if I believed him, but I knew that I believed in him. I believed in us. I knew that I didn’t need anyone else to make me a whole person, but the two of us together made something well worth watching.

			A sob caught in my throat as the ship chugged out toward the open ocean, carrying my twin halfway across the world. And I caught sight of him, standing at the rail, waving his handkerchief at me. The sun beat down on me, and sweat prickled my skin, but the memory of Alskad’s icy air and gray sea washed over me nonetheless. I pulled my own handkerchief from my pocket and waved back. Waved until I couldn’t see him anymore. Waved until the last tickle of his love for me was nothing but a memory in my own head.

			With that, I started inland. I’d seen a world of wrongs, and I was determined to do my part to right them.

			* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE

Vi

“It’s strange, to remember a time before I met you, before I knew you were there at the other end of this connection. For most of my life, I assumed it was my twin, pulling me toward the afterlife, but now it gives me a comfort I’d never imagined, even as you travel across the ocean, even as the light between us grows fainter by the day. Deep in my heart, I harbor that flicker of you, and I know that I’ll never be truly alone again.”

—from Vi to Bo

For days after my brother’s ship disappeared over the horizon, I watched the sea. I spent hours on the balcony of Mal and Quill’s house in Williford, staring out over the rooftops at the vast span of open water that swelled between my twin and me. Though I’d once again upended their lives, Mal and Quill had made space for me, had taken care of me, with a generosity so fierce I teared up if I thought too much about it.

As the sun set on the fifth week since my brother’s departure, I leaned back in my chair, bare feet up on the railing. The air buzzed with a chorus of cicadas, and somewhere down the street a fiddle sang, harmonizing with a chorus of trilling birds. Sweat pooled irritatingly in the crook of my elbow. Mal and Quill’s housekeeper, Noona, insisted that the shoulder I’d pulled out of socket wouldn’t heal unless I kept the arm strapped to my chest in a sling for another two weeks. My shoulder hardly ached at all anymore, but it was easier to argue with a stone wall than with Noona when her mind was made up.

I froze as a flash of white by the gate sent my heart racing. The Shriven, the knives in the temple’s belt, prowled the streets in greater numbers every day, but I was safely hidden in the Whipplestons’ house. Safe, at least, until the governor granted the temple the right to begin ransacking folks’ homes.

Then one of the puppies I’d brought with me from Plumleen, the house Bo and I had barely escaped with our lives, tumbled out of my bedroom and onto the balcony, yipping and shattering the illusion of fearful stillness on the balcony. A moment later, Quill appeared, the lamp he carried bathing us in a golden glow.

“Learned how to read in the dark, have you?” he asked, grinning down at the open book in my lap.

I flipped the book closed and treated Quill to a sharp glare, tempered by a smile I couldn’t keep from my lips whenever he was around. No matter how up-ended and useless I’d felt as my shoulder healed, Quill’s presence always brought a shine of joy to my days. “It wasn’t dark until a few minutes ago.”

He leaned down and kissed the tip of my nose. “I knew you could see in the dark. Part bat, part girl, just as I suspected. Next thing I know, I’ll come out to find you hanging from the rafters by your toes.”

“Hush,” I said with a laugh. “Is Mal back?”

“He and Curlin are playing brag in the sitting room. Supper’s almost ready. Do you want to come down?”

I made a face at the mention of Curlin’s name. I wasn’t entirely convinced that I’d been right to insist we not leave her in the woods behind Plumleen Hall. Quill set the lamp down and leaned against the railing, crossing his arms over his broad chest and studying me intently, as if he could see into my treacherous heart.

“She’s trying, Vi. And she’s lost just as much as you have. More, even.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, frustrated. “Trying doesn’t erase what she’s done. The promises she’s broken. Trying doesn’t bring back the dead.”

“Curlin used to be your best friend,” Quill insisted. “You can’t keep punishing her for her desperate choices. She’s remorseful. She wants the same things you do. You both want to see the temple fall.”

“It’s just not that easy to trust her again.”

Quill knelt next to my chair and cupped my cheek in his warm hand. I leaned into his touch, despite my irritation. He was right, and I knew it. “It’d be easier if you spoke to her. If you tried, Vi.”

“I’m not the only one who could make an effort,” I sniped, then immediately felt a spike of guilt at the expression on Quill’s face. Before he could open his mouth, I put up a hand. “I’ll try. Promise.”

“Good. Then come downstairs. Noona’s made a feast.” Quill scooped up the puppy and the lamp and I followed him inside, glancing one last time over my shoulder at the gate. I didn’t see anyone, but I knew better than to feel safe when I’d spent so much of my own life hidden in shadows.

We found Curlin and Mal in the sitting room, glaring at one another over a table littered with coins and cards.

“Who’s winning?” Quill asked.

Mal’s smile lit the room. “I don’t think Curlin understands that the game’s about lying. Or if she does, she’s truly terrible at it.”

Curlin huffed and threw her cards down on the table. “I fold. This game is aggressively pointless.”

I crouched just inside the threshold to pet the mama dog, awkward and unsure where to look. Thankfully, Noona appeared a moment later, wiping her hands on her apron.

“Food’ll get cold if you lot keep dillydallying,” she chided. “Let’s go. You girls won’t heal if you don’t feed those bodies of yours.”

My eyes slid to Curlin and found her looking back at me with a small, tight smile. Noona’s tone was so like the one Anchorite Lugine had used to berate us when we’d taken too long to clean our plates as brats. The smile I returned was halfhearted at best, but it was something. It was a start.

* * *

After a supper taut with long silences and weighted looks exchanged between the Whipplestons, Curlin caught my eye and raised an eyebrow. I could have pretended not to see the look, ignored the question painted across her face as clearly as her tattoos, but I knew it was time. The moment we’d cleared the table, after Noona and her brother retreated to the kitchen and their evening pot of tea, I blocked the door before Mal and Quill could escape.

“Maybe the four of us could go out to the garden—”

Curlin cut me off with a sharp shake of her head. “Upstairs. One of the rooms at the back of the house.”

Mal furrowed his brows, shooting quizzical looks around the room, but Quill seemed to understand immediately.

“We’ve got time,” he insisted. “The both of you still have weeks of healing ahead of you, and we still haven’t made contact—”

Mal heaved a deep sigh and ran a hand over his face. “Quill. They’re right.”

“Well past time, I’d say,” Curlin agreed.

“Fine,” Quill said, snagging a bottle of wine off the bar cart. “Upstairs then. Mal? Glasses?”

Mal, frowning, collected four long-stemmed crystal glasses and followed his brother, refusing to meet my eyes. Curlin tugged absently at the bandage covering her bicep and the wound that had nearly killed her. “You know what it is your sweetheart’s been keeping so close to the chest?”

I shook my head, wary, as my mind churned with the possibilities. Had he found the rebels and kept it from us? Or could he have heard from Bo? What could he be hiding behind that perfect smile?

“He’s got secrets, Vi. I can promise you that.”

I rolled my eyes, but my stomach was in knots. “I’m sure he’ll tell us what we need to know.”

Curlin shrugged and followed me up the stairs. At the end of the hall, lamplight spilled from Quill’s bedroom door. I walked past my room and down the corridor, hopping over the squeaky boards between Quill’s room and mine without thinking. Behind me, Curlin snorted, and the hot flood of a blush washed up my neck and burned bright spots on my cheeks.

Mal stood at the window as we entered the room, lifting the edge of the curtain to peer out into the dark night. Quill was perched on the corner of his bed, but hopped up to hand Curlin and me each a glass of wine the same gold as his eyes.

I sank into one of the two overstuffed armchairs that flanked Quill’s bookcase, and Curlin leaned against the wall just to my right, positioning herself so that her injured arm and mine were side by side. I didn’t think she even realized she was doing it, putting the two of us in a defensive position like that—the instincts earned from years of the Shriven’s brutal training would probably never leave her, though I hoped the haunted look would someday fade from her eyes.

“Well,” I started, “what’ve you got to tell us? Have you found the rebels?”

Mal crossed the room and locked the door, reaching out to give Curlin a reassuring pat on the shoulder as he passed. She danced out of his reach, glaring. “Out with it,” she spat.

“Finding the resistance has never been a problem,” Quill said, staring down at his hands, knotted together in his lap. “I’ve known where they are all along.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you mean?”

Quill took a deep, shuddering breath and met my searching gaze, his golden eyes glitteringly bright in the light of the sunlamps.

“Several years ago, when my brother and I first started coming to Ilor with Uncle Hamlin, I saw the way that the laborers here were being treated, and it grated at me. But when I learned that the temples were contracting laborers to grow philomena, I knew I couldn’t stand by and watch. Like everyone else in the colonies, I remembered what’d happened the last time folks farmed philomenas. I had to do something.”

“Do what, exactly?” My mouth went dry. I knew what was coming. I could feel the anger burbling in my belly, ready to erupt just as soon as he said the words.

“I had the resources and the ability. I knew I could make a difference. And I’d started to. Dealing in contract labor gave me connections in places I wouldn’t have had access to otherwise, and I made sure that the folks I placed were either well cared for and happy or got away clean,” Quill paused and gave me a small, sweet smile that I could not—would not—return.

“And then you came along. You turned me on my head. Gods, you turned the whole of Ilor on its head. There’s not a soul in the colonies who doesn’t know your name. And then, when you stayed behind after Bo—”

“You lied to me.” I cut him off. Frustration bubbled up in my chest, threatening to set me alight. I wanted him to come right out and say it. Tell me what it was he’d been hiding from me all these weeks.

Quill, to his credit, kept his eyes on mine, though a muscle in his jaw twitched, betraying the sting in my words.

“What, might I ask, are they saying about me?” I spat.

Crossing his arms over his chest, Quill glanced at his brother, whose eyes were on the toes of his boots, offering him no help at all. With a deep breath, Quill said, “That you’d hardly been in Ilor for a moment when the man who’d bought your contract was dead and his estate razed. There are rumors that you harnessed some kind of power from being diminished and have turned that rage and hate into magic. They say that you’ve taken over the leadership of the rebellion and that you plan to end Alskad’s grasp on the governance of Ilor.”

I snorted, and laughter spilled out of me. It was absurd. All of this was absurd.

“I know the truth,” Quill said, “and it was hard even for me not to get caught up in the rumors.”

“What’s the truth then?” Curlin asked, her voice steady, far more measured than I could manage at the moment. I shot her a grateful look.

“I know where the rebellion is camped. I’ve always known.” Quill hesitated. “I’m one of its leaders.”

I blinked back furious tears. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Don’t you trust me?”

“Because it’s not just about me,” Quill said. “There are hundreds of people whose lives depend on my keeping their existence secret. If I’d just shown up in camp with you, they’d have panicked. I have to convince the rest of the leaders that you’re a useful asset.”

“They think we’re a liability,” Curlin said bitterly, and my heart wrenched at the truth in her words. How I could’ve been so clueless before was beyond me. I was no one. I was utterly useless to the people I wanted to help, and the Whipplestons had spent weeks trying to protect me from that truth.

Mal nodded. “We’ve been going in circles for weeks, trying to figure out how to keep you safe. To keep them safe.”

“It’s not your job to keep me safe,” I spat. “If I’d wanted to be wrapped in cotton wool and put away on a shelf, I would’ve gone back to Alskad with Bo. I’m here to do something. To make a difference. And if you can’t see that, then maybe it’s time for me to leave.”

I shot out of my chair, flung open the door and, before any of them could say another word, stalked down the hall to my room. Hot, wrathful tears spilled down my cheeks. Just when I’d finally felt the burden of being a dimmy lifted from my shoulders, I’d come to realize that I had just as little say in the direction of my life as I’d ever had. Less, even.

It seemed I was of no use to anyone.




CHAPTER TWO

Bo

“Despite having trained rigorously for a position of political power almost every day of my life, not a day goes by when I feel entirely confident that I’ve managed to do the right thing, or even the adequate thing, in a given situation.”

—from Bo to Vi

I paced the length of the council chamber, in part to keep from shivering, but mostly because I simply couldn’t sit still and wait any longer. Despite the fires roaring in the large hearths on either side of the long table, the council chamber was one of the coldest rooms in the palace. Its bank of windows faced north, and no effort had been made to insulate the stone walls and floors with rugs or tapestries. Runa didn’t want the councilors to be comfortable here. She wanted them on edge, the better to see the holes in their armor.

In fact, the whole chamber was uncharacteristically bare compared to the rest of the palace. The only decorations were a collection of ancient, ornately decorated rifles tarnishing on their hooks over each fireplace. Undyed, moth-eaten sheepskins hung over the high backs of the chairs on either side of the table, and the thrones that sat at the head and foot were plain, cushioned affairs draped in furs only slightly less worn than the sheepskins.

The table was the most beautiful thing in the room by a long stretch. Old as the empire itself, and with the scars to prove it, the table had been made from a single slice of a tree trunk that must’ve once measured more than ten feet around when it stood.

“They won’t expect to see you.” The low, measured voice of my grandmother, Queen Runa, effortlessly filled the council chamber. “Some of them will be thrown off-guard by your presence here. Allow them the time they need to adjust.”

Swinton, who’d returned to Alskad with me after helping me find my sister, laughed. “He isn’t nervous—are you, Bo?”

I bit the inside of my cheek and studied the spread of smoked fish, soft cheeses and fresh shoots of bitter greens on the table. I wasn’t nervous, I just…felt out of place. I’d come back to Alskad changed, and having seen more clearly into the lives of the people I was meant to rule someday.

But Alskad was the same. The same people, the same parties, the same endless political scheming that did nothing to better the lives of the people of our empire. Though I had never enjoyed it before, now that I was back, I found that I had no patience for the lies and manipulations of the court—and even less than none for the Suzerain, the treacherous leaders of the temple who’d been poisoning our people.

Runa tapped out a rhythm on the table as she studied the collection of gilded perfume bottles that sat, innocuous as a nest of vipers, in the middle of the table.

“Let’s finish reviewing, then,” she said. “The boy in the basement. Which details will you use to convince the royal council that this part of the story isn’t heresy?”

It was the third time she’d asked me about the boy my twin sister, Vi, had seen in the temple basement back in Ilor. Every time I repeated the story, my heart broke a little more for his poor soul. And each time, I grew a little angrier.

In a fair imitation of my accent, Swinton said, “His name was Tobain. He was nine years old. The only thing he’d ever harmed was a chicken…”

Runa cut him off with a glare, but Swinton merely waggled his eyebrows at the Queen, grinning, and slid into the nearest chair.

It had taken no small amount of doing, but the moment we’d landed in Penby three weeks ago, Swinton had set his sights on finding every remaining drop of the philomena perfume that had inspired the Suzerain’s horrifying experiment in Ilor. He’d bought two bottles off noblewomen who’d kept them as reminders of investments gone awry. Another turned up in a dusty old shop in the poorest section of town, the End, purchased for no more than a few tvilling. The fourth was a vial Runa herself had locked away in a cabinet after she’d shut down the perfumeries in the wake of the Ilorian tragedy.

We knew that the perfume wasn’t exactly the same concoction the temple was using to poison the diminished, but I certainly felt better knowing it was safe in our hands. Furthermore, it was all the proof we could procure without storming the temple itself. Swinton, wary of the fact that he might have been secretly dosed at some point in his life, had stayed well away from the stuff, but both Runa and I had each taken a single, cautious sniff. It had a light, almost citrusy scent, like sunlight and greenery and the first bloom of spring. It didn’t smell like violence distilled in a bottle.

I picked up where Swinton had left off. “Tobain’s mother had made him wring the chicken’s neck for supper. He had eyes like cherrywood knots. The temple in Ilor was a nearly exact replica of the temples here in Penby, which is, to be frank, remarkably impractical. The people in Ilor build their houses with wide windows and fans to cool the rooms for a reason—the temple there trapped the heat of Ilor like an oven.”

“Good,” she said. “Now, just remember: Sit up straight. Don’t fidget. Try not to let them rattle you.”

Since my return from Ilor, my grandmother had kept up a near-endless soliloquy on the ideal behavior of a monarch. I must dress with care and richness, but never gaudy vanity. I must walk more determinedly, but less quickly. I must speak at a softer volume in a loud room and with greater volume in a quiet one. I mustn’t eat with too much enthusiasm or too little. And on and on and on.

But when we’d spoken about this meeting, this conversation, her only requirement was that she be the one to actually inform the council of the temple’s crimes. She insisted that, were I to bring the news before the council, I’d be laughed out of the room. Any respect I’d gained as the future leader of the Empire would be shattered. I must function only as a witness.

Swinton swung his feet up onto the table, one ankle over the other, and leaned his chair back, studying his nails. I bit back a smile and watched Runa out of the corner of my eye. She’d immediately warmed to Swinton upon our arrival, charmed by his outright refusal to treat her with the same obsequious, pandering respect that she got from nearly everyone else in the kingdom. They’d settled into a playfully antagonistic rhythm over the past few days; a rhythm that I would have enjoyed immensely, had I not been so nervous about the meeting of the council that was set to start in less than an hour.

It was truly a thing of beauty, watching the scoundrel I adored tease and chivvy the most powerful woman in the world.

Runa looked up from her papers, and her face paled in horror when she saw Swinton’s boots propped on the ancient table. It didn’t take her long to regain her composure, though, and her eyes were twinkling when she said, “Young man, do you know anything about the history of this table?”

Swinton looked at the table and yawned. “Can’t say as I do.”

“Perhaps you will consider removing your feet and allowing me to enlighten you.”

The story of this particular table and the tree it came from was one I’d been told a thousand times or more—as had every child in the Alskad Empire—but I’d never heard Runa tell it. I leaned in, unrepentantly excited to hear the history of my nation recounted in the Queen’s own words.

Long ago, in the earliest days after the cataclysm, the first empress and her people journeyed north, camping and scavenging what food they could manage. So little of the earth had been habitable then, and the empress had led her people over miles of devastated land, searching for a place where they might settle. Somewhere safe from the earthquakes and floods, the hurricanes and tsunamis, and the shards of the fractured moon that still rained from the sky.

One night, having walked as far as they could, the group set up camp in a clearing in the woods, beneath an enormous old tree. One of the children was sick, and in hopes of keeping the disease from spreading, the empress gave her tent to the mother and child so that they might isolate themselves from the rest of their family. 

The empress nestled her own blankets among the roots of the ancient tree and quickly fell asleep. Her rest was not peaceful, however, for in the middle of the night, she was startled awake by a resounding crash and a hair-raising jolt of electricity.

The tree had been struck by lightning. The empress got to her feet, and as she stood, looking up into the branches, the tree swayed and heaved. Before she could call out a warning to her people, the tree crashed to the ground. But rather than falling on the hundreds of souls who’d survived their long journey, the tree fell away from the group, harming no one. And instead of sending the empress, standing at the base of the trunk, toppling head over heels, the roots lifted her high above the crowd. 

From her high vantage point, across a path cleared by the enormous tree’s fall, the empress saw the Penby harbor for the first time.

The palace was built on that very spot, the forest around it cleared and the wood used to build the city. And the tree that had cleared the first empress’s way to the ocean was used to build furniture for the palace, furniture that has been used by generation upon generation of Alskad’s queens. The trunk was fashioned into the council chamber’s table, where the most important decisions in the kingdom have been made since the settling of Alskad. The throne was carved from the roots of the tree, and the dais on which it stood from the branches—turned upside down, just as the tree had once been.

When Runa finished the story, Swinton glanced from the table to me, to Runa and back to the table again. Grinning, he said, “Well, aren’t we a sentimental bunch? All that for an old, battered table?”

“You feel no call to respect the history of our empire?” Runa asked.

Swinton gave her an indulgent smile. The kind of smile you might save for a precocious child. “Your empire, Runa. Not mine. Nor my home, either.”

A knock at the door interrupted the Queen’s sharp response, and she gave Swinton a wry smile as she shuffled her papers back into place.

“We’ll continue this conversation later. Have no doubt about that,” she said, plucking her crown from the table and settling it onto her head. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I would hate to keep the council waiting.”

Swinton got to his feet and crossed the room. He wrapped his arms around me and gave me a kiss, his scruff rubbing my freshly shaved cheek. “You can do this, Bo.”

I smiled at him, hoping that his confidence would bolster me into someone that might be mistaken for a future ruler, at least in the low light of the council chamber. At Runa’s nod, I pressed a switch hidden on the side of the fireplace. The stone wall sank back, revealing a dark landing and a narrow set of stairs that led directly to the rooms I’d been given on my arrival. The suite of the heir to the throne. I assumed there was another such passage that led to Runa’s rooms, but though she’d entrusted me with many secrets in the weeks since I’d returned from Ilor, I knew that for every truth she trusted me with, she kept three more hidden.

Swinton gave my hand a final quick squeeze and dashed up the stairs, and I closed the secret passage behind him, steeling myself for the trial that lay ahead of me.
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			Welcome to the City of Sin, where casino families reign, gangs infest the streets…and secrets hide in every shadow

			Enne Salta was raised as a proper young lady, and no lady would willingly visit New Reynes, the so-called City of Sin. But when her mother goes missing, Enne must leave her finishing school—and her reputation—behind to follow her mother’s trail to the city where no one survives uncorrupted.

			Frightened and alone, Enne has only one lead: the name Levi Glaisyer. Unfortunately, Levi is not the gentleman she expected—he’s a street lord and con man. Levi is also only one payment away from cleaning up a rapidly unraveling investment scam, so he doesn’t have time to investigate a woman leading a dangerous double life. Enne’s offer of compensation, however, could be the solution to all his problems.  

			Their search for clues leads them through glamorous casinos, illicit cabarets and into the clutches of a ruthless Mafia donna. As Enne unearths an impossible secret about her past, Levi’s enemies catch up to them, ensnaring him in a vicious execution game where the players always lose. To save him, Enne will need to surrender herself to the city…

			And she’ll need to play.
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			DAY ONE

			“To be frank, reader, you’d be better off not visiting the city at all.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

		

	
		
			ENNE

			If I’m not home in two months, I’m dead.

			Her mother’s warning haunted her as Enne Salta lugged her leather trunk down the bridge leading off the ship, filling her with an inescapable sense of dread.

			If I’m not home in two months, I’m dead.

			It’d been four.

			For the first time in fifteen days, Enne stepped onto dry land. Her balance veered from side to side as if she expected the gray cobblestones to tilt like the sea, and she white-knuckled the pier’s railing to compose herself. If the ground weren’t so littered with cigar butts and grime, she might’ve kissed it. Two weeks battling seasickness on a floating monstrosity could do that to a lady.

			A woman shoved past her, not noticing Enne’s petite frame. The force of it nearly knocked Enne over. She glared at the woman’s ostentatiously feathered hat as it disappeared into the crowds.

			Hmph, she thought. A lady shouldn’t rush. Barely five seconds in the so-called City of Sin and already people were rude.

			As more passengers disembarked from the ship, the crowds around the customs tables swelled with hundreds of people, hollering and waving passports and jostling each other in an effort to reach the front of the lines. Most were young men, probably visiting New Reynes to sample its famous casinos and nightlife—but the number of families present surprised her. This city was no place for children.

			And, she reminded herself, staring up at the sinister, smog-stained sky, it was no place for her, either.

			As Enne joined the queues, she dug through her belongings for her tourist documents. Her purse was stuffed: her passport, a handful of gingersnap cookies leftover from last night’s dinner and a copy of The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To. As she fished out her papers, something fell and clinked when it hit the ground. Her token.

			She scooped it up and clutched it to her chest. Her mother, Lourdes, had given her this token. It was two inches long and gilded, with an old Faith symbol of an eye etched on one side and a cameo of a past queen on the other. The Mizer kings had used these tokens as party invitations. It was probably illegal to own it—any remnants from before the Revolution twenty-five years ago had been destroyed, just like the Mizers themselves. But Enne couldn’t bring herself to throw away something so rare and precious. She tucked it safely back into her pocket.

			With nothing to do but wait, Enne pulled out her guidebook and compared its cover to the city in front of her. The photograph of Luckluster Casino matched the stories of New Reynes: red lights that flashed without flame, women of loose morals dancing on street corners in sparkling, skin-tight corsets, gambling den owners beckoning passersby with seedy smiles and the allure of fast fortune.

			But neither the stories nor the cover bore any resemblance to the city before her. From what she could see, New Reynes was a wasteland of metal and white stone. The factories in the distance glinted as if coated in liquid steel, and the clouds were so black she swore the rain would fall dark as coal.

			Panic seized her as she examined the skyline—white and jagged as teeth.

			All you know are stories, Enne told herself. And not all stories are true.

			“Next!” called the man at the customs table, and Enne hurried to his desk. He snatched the papers from her hands. “Erienne Abacus Salta.”

			She cringed at the sound of her full name. No one called her that but her teachers.

			The man wore round spectacles rimmed in faux gold, making his eyes appear magnified as they traveled from her face and slithered down her body. “A Salta, eh? Then you’re a dancer.” By the way he said “dancer,” drawing out the s sound and licking his lips, Enne knew he wasn’t picturing her ballet at finishing school.

			Her cheeks reddened. City of Sin, indeed. She was not that kind of dancer. She. Was. A. Lady.

			He glanced back at her paperwork. “From Bellamy. Seventeen years old. You know, you hardly look seventeen.”

			She flushed deeper and counted backward from ten, lest she say something indecent and break one of Lourdes’s sacred rules.

			Ladies should never reveal their emotions. That was the first rule.

			The man checked the birth date on her passport, shrugged and returned to her travel documents. “Blood talent is dancing, of course. What is the Abacus family talent?”

			“Arithmetic,” she answered. Every person possessed two talents, one inherited from each parent. The stronger one was known as the blood talent, and the weaker was called the split talent. Enne’s Abacus split talent was so weak it might as well have been nonexistent, as if all her ability had gone to pliés and pirouettes rather than to simple math.

			The man scribbled her talents and family names into a grease-stained booklet. “How long is your stay?”

			“The summer,” Enne said, trying to make her voice sound strong. School began again in September, and this was Enne’s final year before graduation, before her debut into society. All her life she had perfected her fouettés, memorized her table settings and obsessed over every salon invitation…all to graduate and earn the title of lady. She wanted it more than she wanted anything. It was all she’d cared about…

			Until Lourdes went missing.

			No matter how scared or how alone she felt, Enne swore to remain in this disgusting city until she found her mother. For however long it took. But secretly, selfishly, she hoped she’d find Lourdes before September. Without her debut, she wasn’t sure who she was supposed to become.

			The man tapped his ballpoint pen at the bottom of the document. “Sign your name here. If you can’t write, just put an X. And if you can read, go ’head and verify everything.”

			The document was a horror of fine print. At the top of the page was a check box for those with Talents of Mysteries. During the reigns of the Mizers, the various kingdoms had required every citizen to be classified into one of two categories based on their talents: Talents of Aptitude and Talents of Mysteries. Both Enne’s blood and split talent were considered Talents of Aptitude; anyone could develop a skill in dancing or arithmetic, even if they would never compare to those born with a family talent.

			Talents of Mysteries, however, couldn’t be learned. Crudely put, they were magic—and even the Mizer kings, who’d had powerful Talents of Mysteries of their own, had considered them to be a threat. Before the Revolution, there had been harsh restrictions on where people could live and who they could marry based on their talents. It was one of the many reasons the Mizers were overthrown. And so Enne was shocked to find such a classification in an official document in New Reynes, the Republic’s capital, the home of the Revolution. It was archaic. Distasteful.

			She signed her name in her best calligraphic script, ready to move on.

			With a dreadful thud, the man pounded her passport with a wooden stamp bearing the Republic’s insignia, a circle with a bolt of lightning inside, meant to resemble an orb full of volts. The signature of Chancellor Malcolm Semper—the “Father of the Revolution,” and still the Republic’s leader twenty-five years later—was engraved over it.

			Handing her the papers, the customs man said, “Enjoy New Reynes.”

			As if she could enjoy herself when her mother was lost in this rotten city.

			Enne shoved her way out of the crowd and stared blankly at the vast New Reynes skyline. At the unfamiliar fashions of the people around her. At the bleakness of the city’s polluted sky. She had no idea where to begin. As she crossed the street, the people waiting to be reunited with their families looked straight through her, as though she didn’t exist.

			On her tiptoes, Enne scanned the crowd for Lourdes, for her pale blond hair or signature crimson scarf. She was nowhere.

			With the passing of each day beyond Lourdes’s deadline, Enne had begun to crack. As weeks lapsed, then months, the cracks had deepened and spread. Now, as she held her breath and desperately searched the faces of the strangers around her, she felt that she was more broken than not. One exhale, one sob, and all her pieces would shatter.

			Lourdes is alive, she assured herself, just as she had done every day for months. The repetition of the words steadied her more than the words themselves.

			Lourdes was alive. She was in this city. And Enne would find her.

			She repeated the mantra several times, like twisting the key in a porcelain doll, winding herself back together.

			Never allow yourself to be lost, Enne recited in her head. That was Lourdes’s second rule.

			But she wasn’t lost. She was terrified, and that was worse to admit.

			She was terrified that—no matter how many times she recited Lourdes’s rules, or how many times she wound herself back together—she’d made a dangerous mistake in thinking she could brave the City of Sin. If the stories were true, she was a schoolgirl who had just wandered into the city of the wolves.

			She was terrified that Lourdes was dead, just as she had warned.

			Lastly, she was terrified of finding her. For all of Enne’s life, it had been only her and Lourdes and no one else. Lourdes was her home, but that home had many locked doors. Her mother had rooms full of secrets Enne had been forbidden to see, secrets Enne had pretended didn’t exist.

			Once she found Lourdes, it was past time Enne opened those doors.

			Hands shaking, Enne pulled Where To Go and Where Not To from her pocket and turned the pages to the city map. The Brint River split New Reynes into two halves: the North and the South. She was currently in the harbor, the smallest district of the notorious North Side.

			If a storm were to further delay my return or another unforeseen circumstance occurs, you can speak to Mr. Levi Glaisyer, a friend of mine who lives in New Reynes. He will be glad to help you.

			That was from the mysterious letter Lourdes had sent Enne a month after she had left home. Enne had never heard of this Mr. Levi Glaisyer, nor had she the least idea how to find him. On the map, she scanned the various neighborhoods of the much more refined South Side: the Senate District, the Park District, the Student District…he could live anywhere.

			Two police officers slumped against the wall of a warehouse, talking to a boy roughly Enne’s age. The officers wore tarnished white boots and jackets buttoned from hips to throat, the threads frayed, the pits stained, the collars scuffed.

			The boy speaking to them had a harsh face, like someone had carved his features with a razor so that they sharpened as he scowled. His shoulder bones, hip bones and wrist bones all jutted out uncomfortably, stretching his skin taut, and he wore an oversize collared shirt that only extenuated his gaunt frame. His brown hair was wildly disheveled.

			While the officers’ uncleanliness was off-putting, the authorities were probably a good place to start her search. Enne pocketed her guidebook and approached.

			“Show us your hands,” the first officer ordered the boy. He was tall with teeth like a shark—one of them gold.

			The boy held up his palms. “Happy? No scars.”

			“How about rolling up your sleeves, then?” Shark asked slyly. The second officer nodded, a cigar dangling from his mouth. Enne fought the urge to cover her nose. The stench of it.

			The boy reached for his sleeves, then stopped. Although Enne had little notion what they were discussing, she could sense the tension in their words. The boy seemed to be in some kind of trouble.

			“What?” Shark said, an ugly smile playing at his lips. “Got tattoos you don’t want us to see?”

			Enne jumped forward at the boy’s hesitation, both to save him from whatever unpleasant conversation was unfolding, and because she didn’t have the time to wait. Who knew how long it would take her to find Lourdes?

			“Excuse me,” Enne interrupted. She flashed her best, practiced smile. All three of them ran their eyes over her plainly tailored suit and high-necked blouse. Amid the flashier haute couture of the women around her, she knew she stuck out as a tourist.

			Enne cleared her throat nervously. “I’m looking for someone. I was hoping you’d be kind enough to assist me.”

			“Sure, missy,” Shark said as he elbowed Cigar suggestively. “We’d be glad to help ya. But we have to deal with him, first.”

			“You can’t arrest me,” the boy growled. “I ain’t done anything.”

			“Then show us your arms and prove you’re not an Iron.”

			The boy didn’t move, only glared at the officers.

			“Please,” Enne interrupted again. “I’m looking for a woman named Lourdes Alfero. She’s been missing since February.” Enne drew the letter from Lourdes out of her pocket and unfolded it. “She gave me the name of a Mr. Levi Glais—”

			“Alfero?” Shark repeated. “Why you lookin’ for her?” He shoved the boy aside and advanced on Enne. He was two heads taller than her, and twice as wide. Enne was swallowed beneath his shadow.

			“Um…” Enne stammered, the words dying on her tongue.

			The other man dropped his cigar and ground it into the dirt with his heel. “There’s probably a mistake. Ain’t that right, missy?” Enne glanced toward the boy, but he’d taken advantage of the distraction she’d provided and fled.

			Her stomach knotted. Did they know something about Lourdes? Enne thought back to another line from Lourdes’s letter: I encountered a little trouble that has delayed my return…

			“Who’s Lourdes Alfero to you?” Shark’s fingers twitched as he reached for something at his side. A gun.

			“No one,” Enne said hurriedly, doing her best not to stutter. Never let anyone see your fear. Another one of Lourdes’s rules—one Enne was certainly breaking. Her chest tightened as Cigar stepped closer, close enough to grab her. “My apologies. I believe there’s been a mistake. Thank you very much for your time.”

			Enne dragged her trunk back into the crowd before they could stop her. Her mind raced as she attempted to conjure some sort of explanation for the officers’ reactions. Surely, they must’ve confused her mother’s name with someone else’s.

			An uneasiness settled into her stomach—maybe there’d been no mistake. She was in the center of the harbor landing, but all around her were locked doors, locked doors.

			Someone tapped Enne’s shoulder. She shrieked and whipped around.

			“Scare much?” The boy smirked.

			“You know, it’s rude to startle people, and—” And she needed to get out of here.

			“Look over my shoulder.” He leaned down like he was whispering in her ear, allowing her to see beyond him.

			The two police officers pushed through the crowd in their direction. Enne’s hands began to sweat inside her lace gloves.

			“Who are you?” he asked. “First you’re looking for Levi Glaisyer, and now you got the whiteboots tailing you.”

			“You know Mr. Glaisyer?” How could a boy like this know a gentleman? He smelled like he slept in a sewer, and there was something about his face that unnerved her—not so much his crooked frown as his crooked smile. He looked like a warning from her guidebook.

			He rolled up his left sleeve to reveal a black tattoo of a club on the underside of his arm, like the card suit. It was small, halfway between his wrist and elbow. “I’m an Iron.”

			“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with…the terminology.” Though, even as she said it, Enne realized it did sound familiar. Something she had read in the section about the North Side. Admittedly, she’d skipped most of those parts. The North Side’s reputation was so dirty, even its chapters in her guidebook looked a little bit stained.

			The boy leaned down a second time. The whiteboots watched them from the end of the block, and Shark kept one hand on his gun. “You’re lost, missy. And walking straight into some muck. So take my advice: ditch your trunk, and scram. Playing nice is the same as losing in this city.” Before she could adequately digest what he’d said, he whispered, “Three, two, one.”

			He took off.

			Behind her, Shark and Cigar shoved their way toward her, cursing and knocking travelers aside. Enne whimpered, terrified, yet loath to abandon all her possessions.

			But the decision took only a moment. She was lost, and the boy knew Mr. Glaisyer, Enne’s only connection to finding Lourdes. Maybe Mr. Glaisyer could explain the misunderstanding between the whiteboots and her mother. Maybe he possessed the key to those locked doors. And besides, possessions could be replaced.

			She dropped her trunk, yanked up the hem of her skirt, and sprinted after the boy.

			He ran two blocks past the end of the harbor before turning down an alley. Wheezing, she forced her legs to move faster. Her heels clicked loudly with each step, and sweat dampened her forehead and undersleeves. Enne couldn’t remember the last time she’d run. This behavior must’ve breached every one of Lourdes’s rules.

			The boy slipped down another alley up ahead, while Enne trailed fifty paces behind. What if she lost him? For every step she made, he’d already made three. He clearly had some sort of speed talent, which explained why his features were so angular—like he’d been made to be aerodynamic. She passed a pawnshop and an outdoor grocer, but no one looked twice at her, as if a girl fleeing from the authorities was a common morning occurrence in New Reynes. Maybe it was.

			The next alley had no streetlights, and thanks to the black clouds and towering buildings, she could hardly see where her feet landed. Soon the noises of the main street—the motorcars, the shouting, the traffic whistles—disappeared, and it became eerily quiet. Only their footsteps remained. Enne’s heart pounded so hard, she felt the beats in her back.

			The buildings here looked different, too. In the harbor, the shipping houses were made of a weathered white stone—the kind her guidebook described as characteristic of the city. But the architecture around her now was gothic and black, full of spires and archways and wrought iron. Everything was sharp, a place designed to cut. To draw blood. It was the kind of dark where shadows didn’t exist. Wherever she was…she shouldn’t be here.

			She turned a corner and found the boy waiting for her. He stood at the doorway of a house with boarded windows and shriveled ivy crawling up its gutters. He grabbed her by her blazer and jerked her inside. She crashed to the wooden floor.

			They were in a dusty, unused kitchen. Two panels on the ceiling flickered with murky light.

			The boy bent over her. “So, why are you looking for Pup?”

			Enne scrambled to her feet and smoothed out her dress, hyperaware of how inappropriate their situation was. They were alone in goodness knows where. She didn’t know his name. She didn’t even know what he wanted.

			What had she done?

			No emotions, no fear, she thought. She smiled and adjusted her posture, but that couldn’t have made much of an impression, panting and sweating as she was.

			“Well, I’m actually looking for my mother, Lourdes Alfero,” Enne explained. “She mentioned Mr. Glaisyer to me in a letter. She said he’d be glad to help.”

			“I never knew Pup to be glad to help anyone,” he said darkly. “Sure you got the right man?”

			Dread blossomed in her like black ink soaking through paper. Could there have been some other mistake? “I believe so,” she replied meekly. “How are you acquainted with him?”

			“Acquainted?” he echoed. With his thick New Reynes accent, he didn’t pronounce the t. It reminded Enne that she was awfully far away from home.

			“How do you know Mr. Glaisyer?” she asked.

			“Everyone does,” he answered. “He’s the lord.”

			Footsteps thudded down a staircase, and two others entered the kitchen. The first was another boy, also about Enne’s age. He had a soldier’s look to him: broad shoulders, a shirt too tight for his muscular build and an expression like he was never much surprised about anything—that, or he didn’t care. Black-and-white tattoos covered his arms, some disappearing into his sleeve, snaking up his neck. Among them were two small ones, the only ones with color: a red J on one arm, and a diamond on the next, in the same places as the first boy’s. He wore his trousers cuffed and his blond hair slicked back underneath a newsboy cap.

			Like a gangster, she thought. She took a step closer to the door.

			The other person was a girl, maybe thirteen years old. She had golden skin and thick black hair, which was cut bobbed and jagged. She wore men’s clothes that were several sizes too large and a pair of ruby earrings that Enne imagined she’d stolen. On the underside of her forearms, just like the boys, she had two tattoos: a black spade on the left, a five on the right.

			The boys met each other’s eyes sternly. “Where’ve you been, Chez?” the soldier one demanded. “And where—” his eyes wandered over to Enne “—did you find a missy like this?”

			“Near Tropps Street. She was wandering around…an easy target, really—”

			“You’re a bad liar,” the soldier one said. “You’ve been pickpocketing near the harbor again. You know Levi has business with the whiteboot captain. Business worth a lot more than a few volts in some tourist’s pocket.”

			Enne perked up at the mention of Levi. So they both knew him.

			“Then where’s my paycheck, Jac?” Chez growled. “Where’s her paycheck?” He gestured toward the girl. When the soldier boy—Jac—didn’t respond, Chez added, “I found this missy asking the whiteboots about Pup—I mean, about Levi. Levi and some other person. Then they started tailing her.” Chez took a switchblade out of his pocket and flipped it between his knuckles—deftly, expertly. Enne’s mouth dried, and she hugged her purse to her side. “She’s kinda thick.”

			Jac tugged at his cap and nodded at Enne, who tried not to appear nervous. From his build, Enne guessed he had a strength talent. If he grabbed her, she wouldn’t be able to escape. And if she ran, Chez would catch her.

			They all knew Levi Glaisyer, but something was wrong. Without knowing why, she felt trapped. Fifty minutes in the city, and she’d already made a dangerous mistake.

			Jac stepped closer to Enne and stared at her with such intensity that, if not for years of etiquette training, would’ve made her drop her gaze to the floor. Lost or not, strength and speed talents or not, she refused to let them know they intimidated her.

			“What’s your name?” he asked, arms crossed.

			“Enne,” she said, clearly, loudly, as if answering roll call rather than speaking to a potential delinquent.

			Don’t speak about yourself unless asked. Never show fear. Never allow yourself to be lost. No emotions. Don’t trust anyone unless you must.

			Lourdes had drilled dozens of rules into Enne in the hope that they would become second nature. Usually, they were. Sometimes Enne could hear her mother’s voice in her head, whispering about etiquette and precautions. But right now, all she could focus on was Chez’s knife twirling around his index finger and the seriousness in Jac’s gray eyes. Even the girl looked threatening, and she was younger than Enne.

			Enne held her breath, but even so, she felt herself cracking…shattering.

			“Enne? That’s a letter, ain’t it?” Jac asked.

			“Yes.” She didn’t hide her astonishment well, but the boy didn’t seem to notice.

			“You from around here?”

			“I’m from Bellamy.”

			“Quite a journey.” He smiled, and she relaxed a bit when she noticed his dimples and the way his ears stuck out. “When did you get here?”

			“An hour ago.” A wave of nausea crashed over her when she remembered that she’d left her trunk with all her belongings near the harbor. Someone would’ve stolen them since then. Now her only means of paying for her stay in New Reynes and her ticket home were the thousand volts she was carrying, meant to last an entire summer. She hadn’t anticipated buying new clothes or other necessities while in the city.

			She was lost, surrounded by strangers, and all she had were the contents of her purse. And it was—mostly—her own fault.

			When she caught Chez and the girl both staring hungrily at her bag, she hugged it closer.

			Fear. Lost. Emotions. Trusting… Were there rules for when she was breaking every rule?

			“I don’t know why you wanna see Levi,” Jac said, shaking her trembling hand, “but anyone who outruns two whiteboots on their first day here seems trustworthy in my book.”

			Even if he trusted her, Enne knew better than to trust him. She knew better than to trust anyone in New Reynes. Except, hopefully, this Levi Glaisyer.

			“Levi will be here in an hour,” he said, and those were the only words that held her together. “He’s busy, and I can’t make promises, but I’ll make sure he talks to you.” He took her arm and led her to the sitting room, his smile a little too wide, his grip a little too tight. “I’m Jac Mardlin. Allow me to be your official welcome to the City of Sin.”

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Muck. Of all the gambling taverns in the city, why had the whiteboot captain chosen Grady’s? Levi Glaisyer hadn’t set foot in there since he’d handed Grady his resignation four years ago. He paced back and forth in the alley outside the tavern, dropping the copy of The Crimes & the Times he’d been carrying. On the front page, a photograph of Malcolm Semper, the oh-so-respected Chancellor of the Republic, soaked up the muddy rainwater.

			After a few more moments of cursing, Levi gathered his nerve, straightened his felt homburg hat and strode to the door.

			The inside of the tavern hadn’t changed at all. It still reeked of tobacco and burnt food, and the patrons were loud, even now, early in the morning. A group of men seated at the main card table—what was once Levi’s card table—were dressed in clothes with more patches than original fabric. A woman in fishnet stockings giggled and toppled into one of their laps.

			The dealer at the table did a double take once he noticed Levi. Most gamblers considered Levi to be the best dealer in the city, and he didn’t normally show his face in establishments as small-time as this one.

			But he hadn’t come to gamble. He’d come for business.

			Levi searched the room for Jamison Hector, the captain of the city’s whiteboots. The two of them were supposed to meet here at ten o’clock sharp, and Levi had been on edge about it for days. He wasn’t usually the sort to rendezvous with authority—if only on principle—but lately, Levi had done a lot of things he’d never thought he would.

			He locked eyes with the captain at a table in the back corner but made it only halfway to him before Grady slapped his shoulder, hard enough for him to wince.

			“Levi, never thought I’d see you again,” Grady said with a laugh. His enormous gut tremored. “How you doing?”

			As if Grady didn’t know how Levi was doing, what he’d become since his stint here as an amateur card dealer. Reputation aside, he was easily recognizable with his dark brown skin, his calculating gaze and his signature coarse curls—bronze at the roots, but black at the ends, like a burnt-out match. Levi had a look like he was trying to sell you something, and a smile that made you want to buy it.

			“I’ve been busy,” Levi answered. “How’s business?”

			“Just hired another new dealer and had some rotten luck. He barely makes ten percent profit. Ten percent.”

			Levi whistled with feigned concern.

			“It was better when you were dealing for me. No, don’t bother apologizing. St. Morse must shell out three times what I paid you. At least.”

			Try ten times, Levi thought. But that doesn’t come without strings attached.

			“I could get you an Iron,” Levi offered, always the businessman. He made a show of adjusting his sleeves to brandish his tattoos: the ace on one arm, the spade on the other. They marked him as the Iron Lord. “I found this new kid who deals pretty well—”

			“I would, but I can’t. The whiteboots keep paying me visits lately, and I don’t want any trouble.” Before Levi could point out that technically speaking, the Irons were the only gang that didn’t break the law, Grady continued, “They think I’m smuggling.”

			“Aren’t you?”

			“Of course.” He laughed again. “I’ll get you a drink, on the house. Anything for my best dealer—and youngest, I might add. A Snake Eyes—that still your favorite?”

			“Sure is,” Levi said politely, though he’d never had a taste for the drink. It was also barely ten in the morning. “Thanks.”

			“You should stop by more often. Teach the new fellow how it’s done.”

			“Maybe I will,” Levi lied. He had no intention of revealing his tricks to anyone, especially a no-name dealer who wasn’t an Iron.

			When Grady walked away, Levi approached the whiteboot captain. The captain wasn’t dressed in his usual uniform, but Levi never forgot a face—and the captain had an interesting one. His nose had been broken so many times that it was bent decidedly to the left, and an ugly scar traced across his jawline to the place where his right ear had once been.

			“Not every day I have a drink with the Iron Lord,” the captain said. He had a grandfatherly voice—all condescension, but with an added hint of malice. He looked Levi over more closely. “But you must be barely old enough to drink. Isn’t that right?”

			Levi tilted his head to the side and cracked his neck, a nervous habit of his. He hated the way people talked to him in this city—like he was nothing. No, like he was worse than nothing. Like he was a joke.

			Levi reached into his pocket and pulled out a silk pouch filled with seven orbs. He set it on the table in front of the captain.

			The man raised his eyebrows and opened it. He pulled out the first orb. It was a clear glass sphere, about the size of a billiard ball. White sparks, called volts, sizzled within the glass.

			The captain held it up to the lamplight and examined it. “This is good quality.”

			“Only the best for my clients,” Levi said smoothly.

			“You make it?”

			“No. I’m not in the orb-making business.” Not anymore.

			“Yes, we’re all aware what kind of business you’re in,” the captain said drily. He pulled out a mechanical volt reader, flipped open the orb’s metal cap and slipped the antenna inside. The meter read 180 volts. He did this with the other six orbs, even though it was widely known that Levi would never cheat a client. They were all there. Every volt he owed him.

			Dealing in orbs was a very official way of doing business—it made Levi look more legitimate. As a currency, volts could be traded in two ways. Glass orbs, like the ones Levi had given the captain, were the traditional method. Alternatively, you could carry volts in your skin. This was the hardest to track, the most difficult to steal and the favorite method of the city’s gangsters.

			The captain slipped the last orb into the pouch. “It’s a pity. The Glaisyer orb-making talent is the best of them all.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to know how you got these.”

			Levi’s eyebrows furrowed. “The investment was a success. You’re lucky you paid in when you did. The venture—”

			“Was a scam, boy. Don’t lie to me.”

			Levi’s sense of alarm never crossed his expression—he had too skilled a poker face for that. But what exactly was the old man suggesting? He couldn’t know. That wasn’t possible.

			“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” he answered coolly.

			The captain leaned forward. “I’ve got it all worked out. You promise an investment with outrageous returns. One man invests, then another, then another. Then when their deadlines roll around, you pay them back with the volts from the newest investor and pocket a bit yourself. Not a bad scam. It just keeps going and going, all until you run out of investors and have no ways of paying people back.”

			No. No. No. Levi had covered every trace, tied up every loose end. After two years of running the scheme, he was nearly done with it. He had only two people left to pay back, and the captain was one of them. He was so close. He wasn’t about to go down now.

			He fingered the pistol at his side, even as he tried to think of a clever way out. He always did. Levi the card dealer. Levi the con man. There was no player he couldn’t outplay. But he’d rarely been so easily backed into a corner.

			Damn it, Vianca, he thought. I could hang for this. And it would be your fault.

			As if his employer gave a muck about what happened to him.

			“What do you want?” Levi growled.

			“I don’t want anything,” the captain said. He was obviously lying. Everyone wanted something.

			Grady set Levi’s Snake Eyes on the table, bubbling in its champagne glass. “Anything else I can get you, Levi?”

			“Nah, thanks, Grady,” he muttered, forcing a smile. He still had one hand on his gun.

			“What about you, um…sir?” Grady eyed the captain hesitantly. Grady was a good man, but he wasn’t a respectable one. Whiteboots always made him tense. “What can I get for you?”

			“Nothing for me.”

			Grady returned to the bar, where he yelled at an old man on a stool trying to order his fifth glass of absinthe.

			“You know him?” the captain asked curiously, as if he still expected Levi to be capable of small talk at a time like this. Levi had a grim suspicion he was about to be blackmailed. Or worse.

			“He’s an old friend,” Levi said curtly.

			“That’s why you’re not like the others. The other lords don’t have friends,” the captain said matter-of-factly. “They have victims.”

			Levi was mucking tired of hearing how he wasn’t like the other street lords. Tired of hearing each and every way they were better than him.

			“How old are you?” the captain asked.

			“Eighteen this October,” Levi said stiffly, even though that was four months away. Better to seem older than be treated like a child.

			“If you live to October. Have you ever considered that you might be in over your head?”

			Levi clenched his fist beneath the table. He thought about it every night, during the hours when he should’ve been sleeping but couldn’t. He didn’t choose to start this scam. He didn’t choose to involve the most dangerous people in the city. Ever since he started working for Vianca, he hadn’t had many choices at all.

			“Who else knows?” Levi murmured, the quietness of his voice betraying his fear.

			The captain rubbed the scruff on his scarred chin. “I’m not the smartest man. So tell me, if I figured it out, who else might’ve, too?”

			Levi caught his breath. He was referring to Sedric Torren, the twisted, perverted don of the Torren casino Family. The kind of man who could clear a room with the snap of a finger. The kind of man who could ensnare his prey with only a smile. The kind of man Levi didn’t want as an enemy.

			Sedric Torren was Levi’s final investor. Once Levi paid Sedric back, he’d be done. Clean. Safe. But it’d taken Levi weeks to scrape up the nine hundred volts for the captain, and he owed Sedric ten thousand.

			If Sedric did figure out the scam, would he wait for Levi to pay him back, or would he kill him to make a point? Conning a Torren was flirting with destruction.

			The captain stood. “I’d prefer not to keep hearing your name.” Then he nodded at Levi and left the tavern. No blackmail, no coercion. Just a warning.

			Levi let out a breath of relief. He supposed he was lucky—he could’ve been arrested, or worse. But he didn’t feel lucky. The whiteboot captain didn’t bother arresting criminals he considered dead men walking.

			I’m almost done. I’m almost safe, he reminded himself. The only person I have left to pay is Sedric, then I can finally focus on the Irons.

			With all the time he’d been spending on Vianca’s scam, his gang was slowly crumbling. Their income was tight, their clients were irritated and Levi hardly recognized some of his own kids. But Levi refused to fall with this scheme. He had a destiny to forge and an empire to build.

			Levi stood to leave. As he made his way out the door, he tried not to notice Grady’s face fall at the full drink he’d left behind on the table.

			Levi headed to the newest abandoned house Chez and some of the other Irons had made their own. As he put more distance between himself and Grady’s tavern, his shoulders relaxed, and the tightness in his chest loosened. Walking always cleared his head.

			Around him, the white stone shopfronts and gambling dens gave way to the signature black scenery of Olde Town, the most historic neighborhood of New Reynes. With the buildings so tall and the alleys so narrow, there was little light here, which was why Levi had claimed it when he founded the Irons five years ago. It was nearly abandoned—nicknamed the “stain of the city,” it was the sort of place you didn’t want to find yourself, no matter the time of day. There was an art to navigating its maze of alleys, of slipping oneself into its endless shadows. Here, it was always night. And sleights of hand were easiest in the dark.

			When he reached the Irons’ hideout, Levi paused, running his hand across the wrought iron bars bolted over the windows. He knew every inch of Olde Town. Because you own it, he told himself, convinced himself. But did he really own it anymore?

			Levi cracked his neck, mustered up some bravado and knocked on the door. Chez unlocked it.

			“There’s a missy here to see you,” Chez said, crossing his heart, as gangsters always did for their lord. As Chez usually did for him, though his sign of respect was often forgotten lately.

			“What? Who?” Levi hadn’t scheduled any meetings today.

			“A real prissy one. From one of the territories.”

			Before Levi could ask if he was joking, Chez skulked off to the living room. Levi followed, ripping his arms out of his jacket. He didn’t have time for this. He needed to figure out how to deliver ten thousand volts to Sedric Torren before Sedric Torren delivered him.

			In the living room, Levi found Jac leaning against a quilted armchair, his aura drifting lightly in the stale air. Levi had inherited his split talent of sensing auras from the Canes, his mother’s family. He couldn’t sense everyone’s auras—his split talent wasn’t strong enough for that—but those of the people he knew well were often discernable to him.

			His best friend’s aura flowed toward him in waves and smelled like linen and the color gray.

			Mansi perched at the end table, practicing a card trick Levi had taught her yesterday. She crossed her heart and beamed at him, just as she always did. Mansi was one of the best up-and-coming dealers in the Irons. Some called her Levi’s protégée, though Levi hadn’t made that decision yet. Still, her unwavering loyalty held appeal—there wasn’t enough of that to go around, these days.

			The missy in question sat on the couch, her back straight as a billiard rod, her legs resting to the side with one ankle tucked delicately behind the other. She was tiny, only about five feet tall, with fair skin and brown hair falling out of a tight ballerina bun. She was real pretty in a second-glance kind of way, though she looked like she was on the wrong side of the city—a strand of rose pearls caught on one of Olde Town’s serrated spires.

			She stood when Levi entered, like he was some dinner guest. “You must be Mr. Glaisyer.” He cringed at the sound of his father’s name. The others snickered.

			“What’s going on here, Jac?” he asked, keeping his gaze fixed on her. It wasn’t every day such pretty or strange girls showed up asking for him.

			“She said you could help her contact someone. And before you say no—” Levi snapped his mouth shut, and Jac continued “—she outran two whiteboots this morning after just arriving. Not bad, eh?”

			Not bad? By the looks of her, Levi would say unbelievable. What could she have done to anger the whiteboots? Curtsy the wrong way?

			“Who is she?” he asked.

			“I’m right here,” she said haughtily. “You might as well ask me.”

			“Exactly,” Levi snapped. “But I didn’t. Which means I didn’t want to.”

			That shut her up.

			“She’s from Bellamy,” Jac explained. Bellamy was one of the Republic’s territories, a mostly self-regulated island that paid taxes to the wigheads. It had a reputation for being twenty years backward, which explained her conservative clothes. “Bit of a snob, really.”

			She cleared her throat with a sharp ahem.

			The only person Levi knew from Bellamy was Lourdes Alfero, but he hadn’t thought about her in years. She was one of those “anonymous” journalists who wrote for the monarchist papers. Though the Mizers were all dead, the monarchists kept lobbying for a reinstatement of the old kingdoms and the crowning of new families to rule them. The monarchists were the only ones in opposition to the First Party, the core political party of the Republic.

			Levi owed Lourdes Alfero a big favor, but that was from four years ago. He’d always assumed she’d gotten herself killed—all the monarchists did eventually.

			“Are you quite certain this is Mr. Glaisyer?” the missy asked Jac.

			“Think carefully,” Levi said, winking at him. “Better be sure.”

			Jac plopped on the couch, and the girl tried to subtly scoot away from him. He made a show of throwing his hands up in the air. “You meant the other Levi Glaisyer. Terribly sorry, missy. But dont’cha worry, the other Levi Glaisyer is a real nice fellow. Nothing like this guy.”

			Levi tossed his jacket and hat on the coffee table. “He’s a bank teller. Three kids. Nice house on the South Side. Not even a splotch on his criminal record. Instead, you’ve got me. Best card dealer in the city. The Iron Lord.” Chez rolled his eyes. “Though I like to call myself a businessman more than, well, a con man.” He claimed the seat on her other side.

			“There’s no other Levi Glaisyer,” she whispered, her lip quivering.

			“Jac, you didn’t tell me she was a smart one.”

			“Then…there must be some mistake,” she stammered. To her credit, she managed to keep her chin snobbishly high. Maybe Levi wasn’t the only one here with some bravado.

			“Why else would such a fine Bellamy lady like yourself be looking for someone like me in the City of Sin, if not by mistake?” By her large purse, well-made clothing and leather pointed-toe heels, Levi bet she carried some decent voltage. “How about you give us your purse and we forget this ever happened? Maybe I’m not the other Levi Glaisyer, but I’m still a generous man.”

			“No,” she said. Her voice cracked, and he couldn’t tell if the word was a plea or a refusal.

			“Might want to repeat that,” Levi warned. “I don’t think I heard you right.” Chez walked up beside him, flipping his knife between his hands so fast the blade was a blur of silver.

			She shrank away and choked a bit, like she was trying to keep from crying, holding her hand over her mouth and shaking all over. Muck. He hated when missies cried.

			Unmoved, Chez ripped her purse from her hands and threw it to Mansi, who caught it as nimbly as in one of her card tricks. Half the contents fell out—a passport, a few loose buttons, several cookies and a folded piece of paper. Smirking at the mess, Levi picked up the last item. It was a letter with fancy, precise handwriting:

			Dearest,

			I hate to think of the worry I’ve caused you. I am well and missing you. Although I have encountered a little trouble that has delayed my return, I plan to leave in a few days. By the time this letter reaches you, I’ll be eagerly sailing home.

			If a storm were to further delay my return or another unforeseen circumstance occurs, you can speak to Mr. Levi Glaisyer, a friend of mine who lives in New Reynes. He will be glad to help you.

			With much love,

			Lourdes

			Levi’s stomach knotted. Lourdes. He knew that name.

			Chez peered over Levi’s shoulder blankly. “What’s it say?”

			Levi didn’t respond. The girl watched him with wide, puffy brown eyes, hugging her arms to herself.

			He pointed to the letter. “By ‘Lourdes,’ I’m guessing this is…”

			She shook her head indignantly and reached to snatch the letter from him. He moved it away from her reach.

			“Relax, missy. It’s just a question. Do you know Lourdes Alfero or not?”

			She took a deep breath to compose herself and wiped away the tearstains on her cheek. “I do. That’s why I’m here.”

			Jac stiffened with recognition and met Levi’s eyes. His expression seemed to prod, This changes things, right?

			Levi looked away. Of course it changed things. His best friend had a low opinion of Levi’s conscience. Levi owed a debt to Lourdes—at the very least, he’d hear the missy out.

			“Would you three leave me and Miss…” He paused and looked at her.

			“Miss Salta. But you may call me Enne.” Despite still tearing up, her voice remained controlled and steady. She spoke more formally than the managers at St. Morse did when addressing their rich patrons, but her jaw was locked, her fists clenched. She wouldn’t forgive him so easily for trying to cheat her—not that Levi cared what she thought of him. He wasn’t trying to be a gentleman; he was trying to pay his debts.

			“Could you leave me and Enne alone for a few minutes? Leave her purse.”

			Chez’s jaw dropped, but Jac put his hand on his shoulder and steered him away. Mansi tossed the purse on the table before they all left through the back door.

			When Levi was certain they were alone, he asked, “How do you know Alfero?”

			“Lourdes is my mother. I traveled here because I need you to find her.”

			I take it, after writing this letter, Levi thought, Alfero never did make it home. He was liking this day less and less, and it was barely eleven in the morning. “You came a long way, and this place isn’t much like Bellamy.”

			“No, it’s not,” she said flatly. “But the reputation of New Reynes is the least of my worries.”

			That was her first mistake.

			If she’d known anything about her mother, she wouldn’t have gone within a hundred feet of whiteboots, much less actually approach them.

			Which meant Levi had the unfortunate job of telling her that her mother was almost certainly dead.

			He studied her. If she didn’t share Alfero’s blood name, she must’ve been her split daughter, with a blood talent inherited from her father. Enne Alfero Salta. From what he remembered of Alfero—a devoted journalist, a staunch progressive and a profound political mind—Levi couldn’t picture her walking out with someone with a dancing talent. She’d seemed too serious for that. Nor did he recall her being particularly interested in men. It’d been four years ago, but Levi still remembered the determined fury in her eyes. The Republic had wronged her in a way she could never forgive.

			Whatever her cause had been, Levi wondered, was it worth dying for? Worth leaving behind a daughter for?

			He doubted it. Nothing was worth that price.

			She cleared her throat. “Tell me, Mr. Glaisyer—”

			“Call me Levi.”

			“Tell me, Levi, why would the whiteboots be so interested in my mother?” She slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out a bronze coin, which she squeezed the way gamblers squeezed dice before they tossed them. Like a prayer.

			Levi hesitated, not wanting to deliver the bad news so fast. She’d only just she stopped crying. Instead, he said, “You don’t look much like her.” The Lourdes Alfero he remembered was tall, nearly as tall as him, and with blond hair much lighter than Enne’s brown. She’d dressed fluidly—some days as a woman, sometimes as neither male nor female—and her angled features lent themselves easily to her identity. She preferred to be addressed as “she” and “her.”

			He didn’t see any of Lourdes’s face in Enne’s.

			“Lourdes is my adopted mother,” Enne explained. “But I can tell you’re stalling. Why were the whiteboots so interested in her?”

			Levi sighed. She might not know much about New Reynes, but she wasn’t thick. “She’s a Mizer sympathizer. A famous one, at that.”

			“What?” Her voice came out in a screech. Maybe she wasn’t as controlled as Levi had first thought.

			He supposed he couldn’t blame her slip. Even if the way Chancellor Malcolm Semper governed the Republic was wildly unpopular, the Mizers had been tyrants. In New Reynes, where the Revolution began, men, women and children had cheered in Liberty Square as the royal family was beheaded. Most viewed the monarchists as radicals.

			“Ever since the Revolution—especially during the Great Street War, which occurred seven or so years after—there’s been a group of journalists writing for monarchist newspapers. They use code names to expose stories the wigheads try to keep quiet, and they work in secret. They call themselves the Pseudonyms. Lourdes is one of them.” The most famous of them all, even. “The whiteboots have been searching for her for a long time.” And, sometime in the past four months, they’d probably found her.

			Levi paused, gauging Enne’s reaction. “Did you really have no idea?”

			She bit her lip. “I knew Lourdes had her secrets, but no, I never would’ve guessed this.”

			Levi held his breath as he watched the gravity of her mother’s situation dawn on her. He didn’t need to tell her that Alfero was dead. She could probably guess it herself now.

			“Do you know where Lourdes might be?” Enne asked, still using present tense. Levi sighed inwardly.

			“I haven’t spoken to her in years,” he told her.

			“What?” She frowned. “Then why would she recommend you?”

			“I’ve got no idea. About four years ago, I got myself into a lot of trouble with a con gone wrong.” And apparently, he thought, I haven’t learned my lesson. “Lourdes paid my way out of it and got me a steady job at St. Morse.”

			“St. Morse?”

			“The casino. You must’ve heard of it. It’s one of the two largest in the city.”

			She pulled a book out of her pocket, and Levi snorted. A tourist guide. “I think I’ve heard of it,” she said, skimming through the pages until she found the passage she was looking for. “Oh. It says not to go there.”

			He glanced at the title. The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To. If she’d paid more attention to her guidebook, then she’d never have followed Chez into Olde Town, the heart of Iron territory. She would’ve left the harbor and gone straight to the South Side, where she clearly belonged.

			Levi stood up and reached for his hat on the table.

			“Where are you going?” Enne asked.

			“Out. There are volts to make and people to cheat.” He flashed her a smile. She was lucky he hadn’t cheated her. He was feeling sentimental today.

			“But you didn’t finish your story,” she blurted.

			“That is the story. Lourdes helped me out, she got me a job and then she disappeared. I haven’t spoken to her since.”

			Enne stood up, her shoulders square and her expression a challenge. He wondered if she really felt that brave, or if she was a breath away from tears again. “But you must help me. I have to find her.”

			“I must help you?” he said, taking a step closer. She wasn’t very intimidating, small as she was. Not many spoke to him the way she did. “Why should I? I don’t know you. I barely know your mother.”

			“Because…” Her voice wavered. “Because I’ll pay you.”

			“You lost your luggage. How many volts could you possibly have on you right now?” His eyes traveled from her purse to her pockets. He doubted she had more than a few hundred.

			But…that was a few hundred closer to his ten thousand. Maybe he was feeling a bit altruistic after all.

			“Lourdes has a bank account,” Enne said, with the kind of seriousness that made Levi think she wasn’t lying. He searched her face for a tell—everyone always had a tell, a break in their poker face. But he found none.

			“It has more volts than you could want,” she continued. “If you help me find her, I’ll pay you.”

			“How much?” he asked.

			“Five thousand volts,” she said unflinchingly.

			He stilled. Did she really have that kind of voltage? She did look like she came from money, as Lourdes always had, too.

			Maybe she had five thousand volts. Maybe she had more.

			“Sorry,” he said, faking disinterest. “I don’t have time for this. I’m not the sort of guy who helps damsels in distress.”

			“Ten thousand volts,” she declared.

			Gotcha.

			He narrowed his eyes, as if considering. He let a few moments pass, and as he waited, the boldness in her dark eyes never faded. A few minutes ago, she’d been in tears, but she wasn’t broken.

			But would she be, once she realized her mother was probably dead?

			Maybe Alfero is still alive, Levi thought. After all, she’d survived this long. That alone was impressive.

			But unlikely. And a good player knew better than to bet against those kind of odds.

			“I’m listening,” he said. “But I’m going to need some incentive up front. Who knows how long it could take to find her?”

			“I’ll give you one thousand volts,” she offered, “but not until the end of the day. You said yourself that you barely know Lourdes. I want to make sure you can help me at all.”

			If he pressed her for more, she’d probably relent. After all, she could play at being brave all she wanted, but Levi knew better. She’d left her belongings behind to follow Chez straight into the heart of the North Side—she was desperate.

			But he didn’t haggle. He didn’t want to scare her away and lose the possibility—even if it was slim—for ten thousand volts, for a chance to save himself. After all, he was desperate, too.

			If the day ended without a lead, then Levi would take his one thousand volts tonight and leave her in the dust. Even if ten thousand would cover his entire debt to Sedric, he still doubted that Lourdes Alfero was even alive. He couldn’t afford to waste time on a pointless search.

			“We’ll start with a friend of mine,” Levi said. “He can answer our questions.”

			Enne’s shoulders relaxed, and she let out the breath she’d been holding.

			“Is your friend an…Iron?” she asked.

			He smirked. “What? Don’t like my friends much?” Jac might look threatening, but he had all the aggression of a baby rabbit. Mansi was practically Levi’s younger sister. And Chez… Well, Chez and Levi weren’t on the best of terms as of late, but when Chez wanted to, he could be tolerable. Sometimes, when the stars aligned, even pleasant.

			“No, my friend’s not an Iron,” he said. But Levi got the feeling Enne would be missing Olde Town’s charm within the hour.

			“Good,” she huffed.

			He opened the door for her. “After you, missy.”

			“But what about the whiteboots?” she asked. “They could still be searching for me.”

			“You think I’d go someplace with whiteboots? Please, I know better than that. You should learn to trust me.” His smile was filthy with insincerity.

			“I’ll work with you because I have to, but I’m not going to trust you until I find Lourdes.”

			She lifted her head and marched outside.

			“One thousand volts,” Levi grumbled to himself. If he could tolerate her for a single day, then he would wake one thousand volts richer tomorrow.

			Besides, Enne Salta wouldn’t last more than a night in the City of Sin.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Levi and Enne emerged from the edge of Olde Town, squinting into the light. Not the sunlight—the New Reynes sky was overcast, the smog leaving foul smudges against the clouds. No, they were squinting at the flashing lights of Tropps Street, the center of the Casino District, and—as far as anyone on the North Side was concerned—the center of the city. Everything shone on Tropps Street: the glint of costume jewelry, the golden teeth of the bouncers’ smiles, the waxy sheen of faux leather and, of course, the neon reflections in the puddles of rainwater, piss and emptied liquor cups along the sidewalks.

			There was nothing like the Casino District. From the moment Levi had arrived in New Reynes, he’d made it his home. Then he’d made it his territory. One day, he would make it his kingdom.

			To the right, a man played an accordion along the curb. He sang about the woes of unrequited love, but it wasn’t clear if he was referring to a sweetheart or the bottle of absinthe at his feet. Enne cringed each time the singer cursed.

			“You seem nervous,” Levi said.

			She hugged her arms to her chest and darted an anxious glance over her shoulder. “This street is so crowded, but it’s not even noon. Don’t these people work?”

			He snorted. “Crowded? You should see this street at night.”

			Half a block ahead, a man in a trench coat stared at them from beneath a dull and flickering yellow sign. Rusted chains dangled from it like metal streamers. The man’s face was sallow and sunken, and he reached a shaking hand forward like a prisoner trapped behind bars, begging for food or volts.

			Enne stiffened and knocked into Levi’s shoulder, piquing his annoyance. “Why is he watching us?” Enne whispered.

			“He’s a street slave. Don’t worry—he can’t follow us.”

			“What does that mean? What’s stopping him?” She ducked to his other side so that Levi was between her and the man.

			“He’s trapped on that street,” Levi explained. “The families there have a talent that binds people in debt to them within a certain area. That street is like a jail cell.”

			She shivered. “What are they in debt for?”

			“Drugs. Mostly Rapture, Mistress and Lullaby—all from Torren and Augustine suppliers. Try to avoid Chain Street.”

			She nodded fearfully and fiddled with something in her pocket. If Levi didn’t know better, he’d guess she was an antsy runner carrying an expensive package. The farther west they walked down Tropps Street, the closer they came to Scarhand territory. Even if it wasn’t peak hours, there were probably still a few gangsters roaming the alleys, hunting for orb pouches or—for the particularly skilled—grazing trace volts off unlucky passersby’s skin. Enne was marking herself as a target.

			Then, to Levi’s ever-increasing aggravation, Enne removed her coin from her pocket and began fiddling with it as she walked. He glanced at the cameo of the queen on the front. If it was from before the Revolution, it was probably worth more than sentimental value. All the more reason to avoid wandering eyes.

			“Put the coin back,” he snapped. “That looks like gold from far away.” This missy was bound to be more trouble than she was worth. He didn’t have the time or patience to teach her the rules of New Reynes.

			Enne bit her lip and slipped it back into her pocket. At least she listened to what he said.

			“What’s the coin from, anyway?” he asked.

			“It’s an old token. Lourdes gave it to me.”

			She’s alone and agitated, Levi reminded himself. Of course she was acting jumpy. What she needed was a distraction.

			“So just how different is New Reynes from Bellamy?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer: completely.

			“Well, to start with, it’s a lot dirtier,” she said, her nose crinkled. Levi was beginning to think that was her signature look. “And it smells foul.”

			“What? This city?” He inhaled deeply through his nose. “That’s the smell of opportunity. And maybe a little piss.”

			“Yes, well, I suppose you might be fonder of it if you were born here.”

			“You can’t tell from looking at me, but I wasn’t born a Sinner,” he said. “But yes, I am rather fond of the eau de New Reynes. Maybe you will be, too, after a while.”

			She crinkled her nose again. Pretty or not, Levi wondered if he had ever met such a delicate, unpleasant creature. “Where are you from, then?” she asked.

			“My family lives in Elta.” The word felt like a shard of ice on his tongue. It was a city a few hours east, on the opposite coast. “Before that, my parents came from Caroko.”

			Caroko was once a great capital of one of the seven Mizer kingdoms. During the Revolution, like many orb-maker families who’d been loyal to the Mizers, the Glaisyers were forced to relocate near the ever-suspicious eyes of New Reynes, the capital of the Republic. His mother, who’d been a bit of a world traveler in her youth, hadn’t resented the move. His father, however, had mourned the loss of his home and the king he’d once served. Rather than teach Levi about Caroko, his father had refused to discuss it, as if the city itself was gone, left in an unspeakable state of grief. He considered himself a martyr.

			“How long have you lived in New Reynes?” Enne asked, bringing Levi’s focus back to the present.

			“Since I was twelve.” Levi had fled the brutality of his home seeking the brutality of somewhere else—a place where, this time, he could fight back.

			Frowning, he shook away the unpleasant memories. In less than a minute, she’d managed to steer the conversation entirely away from herself. He didn’t like it when people didn’t talk about themselves. In his experience, that usually meant they had something to hide.

			“You’re full of questions, aren’t you?” he commented.

			“You’re a stranger leading me through an unsightly area in an unseemly city. Of course I’m full of questions.” He supposed that was a reasonable response, though he’d hardly call his own territory “unsightly.”

			Someone cooed to their right.

			“Welcome to Sweetie Street,” he said, not bothering to hide his grin. He could think of no place better to watch Enne squirm.

			Swarms of people stumbled down the alley, all flushed and in some degree of hungover stupor. The women dressed in dark skirts with lacy tulles, lipstick every shade of red, faces white or pink with powder. The men wore black-and-white-striped suits, with jewel-studded pipes resting suggestively between their lips. At night, the dancing silhouettes in the windows beckoned customers from all across the city with promises of warm beds and warmer embraces.

			“Whatever you do,” he whispered in Enne’s ear, “don’t look anyone in the eyes.”

			“Why not?” she asked, jerking her gaze from the window displays to the ground, which was covered with broken glass and sparkly confetti.

			“Their talent is seduction.” He swore he saw goose bumps prickle against her skin, and he fought to contain his laughter. “You can’t let them get too close, either. One touch—” he squeezed her shoulder “—and even you would be discarding your skirts and stockings. One kiss, and you’d be overcome by an almost primal sort of lust.”

			Enne narrowed her eyes like she’d realized he was mucking with her, but then a woman giggled to their right, and Enne jolted as if she’d heard a gunshot. The woman swayed back and forth, wearing only a ruby corset covered in black lace, her glitter-covered chest spilling out the front. The number ten was written across her cleavage in violet lipstick.

			“Oh goodness,” Enne gasped, her gaze darting wildly between the cobblestones and the woman’s breasts. “What does the number mean?”

			“Price.”

			The whimper that escaped her lips was enough to send Levi into hysterics. He laughed so hard he needed to clutch his abdomen to steady himself.

			“Oh, I’m glad you find my decency so amusing,” she snapped. “So is Sweetie Street frequented by everyone in the City of Sin? Is this where you come every night after…whatever illegal things you do?”

			“Me? I don’t need to come here,” he said, only somewhat in earnest, but mostly because he couldn’t help himself. His cockiness earned him a disgusted but embarrassed look from Enne. “Think of it this way,” he said. “When you go back to Bellamy, you’ll be able to scandalize all your uppity friends.”

			Enne laughed hollowly. “As if I need them thinking any less of me.”

			“Less of you? Are you not snobbish enough for their preferences?”

			She rolled her eyes. “I’m a Salta. There are much better, richer families at my finishing school with more impressive dancing talents. No one notices me. Most of the time, they hardly acknowledge I’m there.”

			Must’ve hit a nerve, Levi thought. That was the most she’d said about herself yet. It also struck him as rather unbelievable. Her doll-like features, her determined dark eyes—how could anyone not notice her?

			“Then why go back there?” he asked.

			“Because I have only a year left of school before my debut. It’s why…I’d really love to be able to return before the start of term.” If Levi didn’t find the thought of a “debut” so ridiculous, he might’ve felt sorry for the longing in her voice. She was sacrificing a lot to find Alfero, assuming Alfero could even be found.

			“And if you don’t find Lourdes before the summer ends?” Levi asked Enne quietly. “You’re willing to risk that?”

			“Of course I am. She’s my mother.”

			Levi’s stomach tightened, and—to his own surprise—he was about to say something consoling, but then she bit her lip. Maybe dealing cards made him hyperaware of bluffing, but that was a straight-from-the-book tell. He wondered if she was hiding something after all, but he didn’t press her on it.

			For now.

			“We’re here,” he announced as they crossed the border from Iron territory into Scar Land.

			Tents, stands and carts lined the sidewalks, and people crowded around them, waving merchandise in the air to tempt customers or yelling at the kids trying to steal food and trinkets. Several paperboys approached him and Enne, advertising this week’s copy of the South Side’s Guillory Street Gossip or the North Side’s version, The Kiss and Tell. Levi grabbed Enne’s shoulders and pushed her ahead. If she spent too long gawking at everything, a pickpocket would nab her in a blink.

			“This is Scrap Market,” he said. “It changes location every day, and it’s in only one place for a few hours at a time before it disappears.”

			She broke away from his grasp and glared at him with annoyance. “Are all your markets like this? How disorienting.”

			“No, just this one. People here don’t pay in volts—they don’t really have them. Instead, they trade. It changes time and place to make it harder for the whiteboots to find them. The goods here aren’t all legal, and it’s all under the table.”

			They passed a food stand, and Levi’s stomach rumbled at the smell of sausages and sizzling bacon. He’d forgotten to eat breakfast. Enne must’ve been hungry as well, judging by the longing look she cast at the doughnut cart.

			“Illegal? Then why are we here?” she asked nervously.

			“The Scarhands live under Scrap Market.”

			“The Scarhands?”

			“One of the gangs.”

			She halted in the middle of the street. “You said your friend wasn’t in a gang.”

			Levi hauled her along, this time not letting her shrug him off. She was going to lose her purse.

			“No, I said he wasn’t an Iron,” he grunted. Besides, Reymond Kitamura was a good place for them to start. Not only had Reymond introduced Levi to Lourdes, but he was the Scar Lord, and all secrets of New Reynes flushed down to him eventually.

			“Let go of me. It’s terribly impolite—not to mention improper—”

			“I’m trying to keep you from getting your purse stolen. You’ve already lost your luggage. Wanna lose your volts, too?” Levi refused to suffer through this entire morning only for Enne to lose his reward.

			She stopped struggling, and he led her into a ramshackle building with a sign reading Cheep Orbs and Metalwork. They slid between a couple examining a box of empty glass orbs.

			“Those are real shoddy quality,” Levi muttered. “Probably can’t hold over twenty volts without shattering.” He could make better blindfolded…not that he’d made orbs in years. His blood and split talents didn’t mix together well, so he’d decided a long time ago to avoid orb-making altogether.

			Enne stared at a crate full of knives, each with a little rust on the handle or cracks in the blade. “How many street gangs are there?”

			Levi cleared his throat. Really, there was no person better suited for introducing Enne to New Reynes than himself. “There are three: the Irons, the Scarhands and the Doves. They all live on the North Side.” There were also the two casino Families, the Augustines and the Torrens, but Levi didn’t want to overwhelm her. Besides, he’d rather not think about the Families right now. It was a mistake involving himself with either of them.

			“Why do you call yourselves the Irons?” Enne asked.

			“It’s a nickname. We didn’t have a name at first—the dens just called us ‘mechanics.’ People who fix games.” He shook his head. “Of course, our clients didn’t actually like to call us that—bad for business. Somehow the name Irons caught on.”

			“So you cheat,” she said, the contempt obvious in her voice.

			“We make a business out of winning.”

			Levi took her to a door in the back of the shop. A rusted lock dangled from the knob.

			Although Levi never used his blood talent anymore for its actual purpose—making orbs—he often relied on his skill for fire. Levi could do a few tricks: light a match with the snap of his fingers, walk through open flame without being burned, craft a glass ornament with only his bare hands. Nothing powerful, but his talent was often useful.

			Levi grabbed the lock and concentrated on heat. After a few moments, it glowed red and hissed with steam.

			“How are you doing that?” she asked.

			“It’s my blood talent.” He tugged it, and it snapped. He would’ve thought that obvious, given the orb-maker colors in his hair.

			“Which is—”

			“Someone will hear you.” He didn’t need the Scar Lord blaming him for giving away today’s location to all of Scrap Market. Reymond liked to lie low.

			Levi slipped inside the crack of the door into a dark, narrow staircase. When Enne closed it behind them, everything went black.

			“You’d better leave. We’re not seeing anyone today,” someone growled. Enne made a sound somewhere between clearing her throat and a squeak.

			“It’s me,” Levi said.

			“Pup?”

			He hated that nickname. People assumed that Canes smelled auras like bloodhounds, even though they read them with all their senses. The nickname was, in Levi’s opinion, the embodiment of everything he needed to change about his reputation. Once upon a time, the Irons had been the richest gang in the city. Even if he was young, Levi deserved to be taken seriously.

			“Nice to see you again, Jonas,” Levi lied.

			Jonas Maccabees, the Scarhands’ second-in-command, sneered, “You should stick to Olde Town where you belong.”

			“That’s a shame, because I came here to see you. It’s hard to resist that smile of yours.”

			Jonas turned on a light, and Levi squinted as his eyes adjusted. The room had concrete walls and a mess of exposed, leaking pipes. It smelled faintly of cigarettes.

			“Reymond isn’t seeing anyone today,” Jonas grunted. A scar ran from his left eye down his cheek, disappearing beneath his shoulder-length black hair. More scars crisscrossed his palms, and his skin had a gray tint to it. Like a corpse. Beside Levi, Enne stiffened.

			“But he’ll see me,” Levi challenged.

			Jonas glared because he knew Levi was right, then mumbled something under his breath and turned to a door at the other end of the room. The undeniable stench of rotting bodies trailed after him.

			“Is Reymond their boss?” Enne whispered.

			“He’s the Scar Lord.”

			“You failed to mention that.”

			“Does it matter? I’m the Iron Lord, aren’t I?” Apparently his lordly title didn’t warrant the same concern.

			“Maybe this was a bad—”

			“Do you want to find Alfero or not?”

			She quieted.

			Jonas opened the door and ushered them into an office. Reymond perched on the desk. He was short and slender to the point of looking starved, with black hair and brown, hooded eyes. He wore a shiny gold vest and a crimson jacket, a belt of reptile scales and huge rings on every finger, which made eight rings in total—both his middle fingers were stumps.

			“He brought a missy,” Jonas said.

			“Yes,” Reymond answered, scanning Enne up and down with interest. Levi didn’t usually introduce missies to his friends. “I can see that.”

			Levi pulled up a seat at the desk and nodded for Enne to do so, as well. As he sat, he got a whiff of Reymond’s cheap cologne and nearly gagged.

			“We won’t take long,” Reymond said, dismissing Jonas, who closed the door as he left. Then he held out his hand to Enne. “I’m Reymond Kitamura,” he said.

			She shook it and gave a winning smile to rival Levi’s own. All of her apprehension from before was concealed. “It’s a pleasure. My name is Enne Salta.”

			“You don’t dress like any Salta I’ve ever met,” he remarked, which made Enne lift her chin indignantly. Levi snorted, picturing Enne in a burlesque costume. Well…it wasn’t so terrible a picture, if he was being honest with himself. “Or any of Levi’s boys or missies, for that matter,” Reymond added, smirking at Levi.

			He shrugged in response. Levi had a long romantic history of scattered affairs—a few girls and many boys—that had become the subject of teasing from his friends. They claimed he had a hopeless habit of kissing and telling.

			“I’m not his missy,” Enne said hurriedly.

			“Good. Glad to hear you got taste,” Reymond joked.

			Aside from the dons of the casino Families, Reymond Kitamura was arguably the most powerful person in the North Side, a reputation he enjoyed flaunting in Levi’s face at every opportunity. When Levi had first arrived in New Reynes—twelve years old, scrappy and eager—Reymond had taken him in. The two were like brothers, though, as Jac had pointed out on more than one occasion, they fought more often than they got along.

			Two Octobers ago, when Vianca Augustine had dumped the investment scheme on him, Levi had turned to Reymond as a business partner. Since then, Levi had tried to keep their working relationship under wraps, but Chez had discovered it several months ago. His third considered it a betrayal. Officially, the Irons and the Scarhands were far from friends, and the gangs took their rivalries seriously. So Levi visited Reymond only when it was absolutely necessary these days, even if he sometimes missed their squabbles.

			Reymond pulled a cigar out of his pocket. He pointed it at Levi, almost like he was offering it to him, except he wasn’t. Levi snapped his fingers, igniting a small flame at his fingertips and lit the end. Reymond cupped it and took a deep inhale. The smoke billowed out his nostrils, and Enne crinkled her nose.

			“We’re still late on the Torren payment,” Reymond reminded him, as if Levi needed reminding. “Two weeks or so.”

			“Let’s talk about this another time,” Levi muttered. Enne already knew he ran a gang; he didn’t want her knowing about the scam, too. He couldn’t have her running off on him…at least not until she paid him tonight. And if Reymond did have any leads on Alfero, then it was in Levi’s best interests to stick with Enne. He couldn’t lose the potential for a ten-thousand-volt reward for finding her mother, even if the chances were slim.

			“Now seems fine to me.” Reymond blew out a cloud of smoke, and Levi seriously considered the repercussions of wringing his skinny neck. Clearly, he’d caught his friend in a bad mood. “And the whiteboot captain?”

			Levi debated with himself for a moment, then decided that, after being chased just this morning, Enne was unlikely to talk to anyone about this conversation. She didn’t know anyone in this city except for him. Still, they needed to be discreet.

			“I paid the captain this morning,” Levi answered begrudgingly. “But he knew. He knew about the scam.”

			Reymond’s eyes widened. “Did he tell anyone?”

			“I don’t think so, but he said some things about Sedric Torren that have me concerned.”

			Reymond anxiously tapped the soot off his cigar. “You talk to Vianca yet?” Powerful as Reymond was, the only person who could truly protect Levi from Sedric was Vianca, the donna of the Augustine family, the owner of St. Morse Casino, and—as far as Levi was concerned—the foulest woman in New Reynes.

			“Not yet. I’m not sure what she’ll do to help.” St. Morse was a sinking ship. Vianca’s radical political beliefs made her unpopular on the South Side, where many of her patrons lived. Meanwhile, the Torren Family had the wigheads in their pockets.

			“You’re Vianca’s favorite. She’d do anything for you,” Reymond said, blowing out another exhale of smoke. “You’re her bitch.”

			Levi’s fury simmered as Reymond smirked. “We’re not here to talk about this,” Levi snapped.

			He wanted to add that Enne and Alfero’s volts might’ve been the solution to their problem, but he couldn’t think of a way to say that without Enne picking up on it. He’d have to discuss that with Reymond another time.

			But he already knew what Reymond would say. Alfero is dead, Levi. Of course she’s dead. You’re too easily persuaded by a pretty missy.

			“But I wanna talk about business,” Reymond insisted. “Ever since Vianca lost our thousands of safety volts, this is starting to sound a lot more dangerous. I have skin in this game, too.”

			“If you wanna pitch in more, partner—”

			“No can do. Fifteen percent was the deal.” Reymond flicked his ashes in a porcelain bowl that was broken on one side. “No can do.”

			“Are you both quite done?” Enne snapped. “It’s very inconsiderate to talk business in front of a stranger.”

			Reymond snorted and picked at his well-manicured cuticles. He took precise care of the fingers he had left and never liked to get his hands dirty. “She’s a real charmer, Pup.”

			“I’m afraid I didn’t come here to charm you,” she snapped. “I came here in search of information on Lourdes Alfero.”

			Reymond paused. “Did you, now?”

			Despite Enne’s numerous flaws—namely that she was mucking annoying—she knew how to weasel in and out of a conversation. Levi respected that.

			“Have you heard anything about Alfero lately?” Levi asked Reymond, more than eager to steer the discussion away from their failing con.

			“She comes and goes,” he answered. “The usual spots. But I haven’t heard anything noteworthy recently. What do you need to know?”

			Enne’s face lit brighter than a neon sign outside of Luckluster Casino. “I need to find her. She’s missing.”

			“How do you know her? You don’t look like the type to read monarchist papers.”

			“You can tell this just from looking at me?”

			The Scarhands worked in the business of counterfeiting, arms dealing and information, and Reymond had sacrificed ten years, dozens of men and two fingers to carve out his gang’s place in the North Side. Reymond credited his power to his blood talent: he could see through any lie. But he probably didn’t need it to guess that the dare in Enne’s words was empty.

			“Most of the Pseudonyms are dead,” Reymond said flatly. “Lourdes Alfero is smart. She survived this long. If she’s missing, though…”

			“Please, where was she last seen?” Enne’s voice quivered.

			“She frequented the Sauterelle. It’s a cabaret a few blocks off Sweetie Street. There, they’d probably know her as Séance, her pen name.”

			Enne paled at the mention of Sweetie Street. “Are you sure—”

			“Levi and I both have friends there. We can get you in.”

			Levi nodded. Mansi worked at the Sauterelle. “My shift is this evening. But tomorrow we’ll pay a visit,” he said. This was perfect. With the promise of a lead tomorrow, Enne would need to stay with Levi and pay him tonight. He doubted she would attempt to brave Sweetie Street by herself. And if he could promise her this night, then the next, then the next, maybe they really could find Lourdes. Maybe she was the answer to all of his problems.

			He just needed Lourdes to be alive. And he needed Enne to stay.

			“What’s wrong?” Reymond smirked, seeing Enne crinkle her nose. “Got a problem with variety shows, doll face?”

			Enne shook her head.

			“No…” Reymond tilted his head to the side. “That’s not it. It’s that you’re afraid Lourdes is probably dead.” Reymond had many good qualities, but no one would call him considerate. He didn’t hold back any blows. “You know, you still never mentioned how you knew Alfero.” Reymond was already using past tense.

			Enne’s face was pale as she rose from her seat in a rush. “Thank you, but I need some air.” She nearly tripped on her dash to the door. Levi stood hurriedly and followed her. He didn’t like Enne much, but even he admitted that Reymond’s words were harsh, considering the morning she’d already had.

			Enne pushed through the back room and up the stairwell. By the time they exited the orb shop, tears glinted in her brown eyes.

			Outside, the wind had picked up, and the clouds—black from factory smoke and an oncoming storm—cast a shadow over the city. The tents were gone. Carts, gone. Stands, gone. Scrap Market had picked up and left, and Enne and Levi were the only ones standing on the empty street.

			“Is she really dead?” Enne asked, her voice high and broken in a way that stirred his own memories.

			For a moment, Levi was eleven years old again, kneeling at his mother’s sickbed. He swallowed.

			“Don’t,” he warned.

			She didn’t listen. She let out a gasp, then a sob.

			Levi stepped back from her, unsure what to do or how to comfort. Tears pooled down her cheeks, and she blotted them away with the back of her hand.

			“I don’t know if she’s alive,” he said truthfully but gently.

			“But I’d feel it. I’d know if she was dead.”

			If Jac were here, he would’ve agreed with Enne. Jac was sentimental like that. Levi was usually too cynical to indulge such hopes, but, this one time, he needed to believe. He needed Enne’s reward.

			I need her to stay.

			But it was also something more than that. He recognized his own ghosts in Enne’s eyes.

			He put a hand on Enne’s shoulder and bent down to her level. “Look at me. We can’t talk here, in the middle of the street for the whole world to hear. You know that, and you know why, don’t you?”

			Enne nodded, her hand fiddling in her coat pocket. Even with her limited knowledge of New Reynes, she understood why the monarchists were a dangerous subject.

			“I have a shift tonight at St. Morse Casino, so I’m going to take you there now.” Levi swallowed hard, hoping he wouldn’t regret his next words. “But I promise, I’ll help you find your mother, no matter what.”

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Levi and Enne passed through the revolving doors of St. Morse Casino. Enne had never set foot in a casino before, but she’d glimpsed some of the smaller establishments on Tropps Street, and none of them came close to resembling St. Morse’s old-world glamour. A crystal chandelier stretched across the entire ceiling. Emerald green carpeting trailed up the stairs, matching the velvet curtains draped over the windows and the uniforms of the concierges. Metallic silver archways led into rooms labeled Tropps Room, Theatre and Ballroom with sapphire-blue calligraphy. Everything smelled of fine leather and whiskey, and each patron donned the Republic’s most famous designers: Gershton, Ulani Maxirello, Regallière.

			It was, without a doubt, the gaudiest place to ever affront Enne’s senses.

			At least fifty guests mingled in the lobby, champagne glasses in hand. They wore elegant tea gowns with pleated skirts, feathered hats and long strands of black pearls. In her tailored suit and scuffed heels, Enne felt exposed in more ways than one.

			She’d lied to Levi about the volts.

			At first, she hadn’t felt guilty in the least. Levi was a criminal after all. He probably cheated tourists like her every day. But that didn’t make it right. And after what he’d said to her earlier, like he had more at stake in this than his wallet, it didn’t make her feel good, either.

			It hadn’t been a total lie. The volts did exist. Last summer, when Enne had sneaked into Lourdes’s private office for the first and only time, she’d seen the bank slips. She and her mother certainly didn’t live like they had millions of volts, but Enne had read the documents herself. It was…wealth beyond imagination. And Lourdes had kept it from her.

			So the volts did exist, and paying Levi would hardly put a dent in their fortune. But Enne had no idea where the bank account was. Or where the volts came from.

			It didn’t matter. Once she found Lourdes, she’d have her answers. Once she found Lourdes, Levi would have his volts. It wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t the truth.

			She and Levi walked into a hallway lined with portraits of men, women and occasionally whole families, each with blazing purple eyes. Mizers, Enne thought with a chill. She wondered whether or not it was dangerous for the casino to have portraits of the royal families on display, as if they were people to be revered. Most people alive today had witnessed the Revolution, and, however corrupt the Republic might’ve been, it was nothing compared to the tyranny of the Mizers.

			The deeper they ventured into St. Morse, the more Enne felt like she was walking into a castle out of a history book. The mahogany woodwork. The blue and green, everywhere. The white stone walls. A hotel casino, Levi had called it. Really, it was more of a fortress. In the nighttime, it might even resemble a mausoleum.

			They stopped in front of an elevator, where Levi pulled a lever that illuminated an up arrow above the doors.

			“How many volts did you bring?” Levi asked. “Enough to last until you leave?”

			“No, not with all of my belongings gone.” A jolt of panic shot through her. She had no clothes. No toiletries. And not enough volts to replace them and still purchase her ticket home, after paying Levi tonight.

			“That’s what I thought,” he said. The elevator doors opened, and they stepped onto a shaky metal platform. The black iron gates creaked closed as the operator turned a crank. “How are you with heights? This is the tallest building on the North Side.”

			“I’m all right,” she lied. The floor shifted beneath her feet, almost like the deck of the ship she’d traveled on to New Reynes—but then, she hadn’t been terrified of falling to her death. Enne held her breath and squeezed the railing.

			Levi watched her with amusement, much as he had all morning. At first, when Levi had tried to steal from her, Enne had considered him a crook. But after they left Scrap Market, there had been an unmistakable sincerity in his voice. It had improved her opinion of him, if only slightly. Still, he was terribly rude. She reminded herself that she needed to tolerate him only until they found her mother.

			“Never ridden in an elevator before?” he asked.

			“Not one quite so in need of maintenance.”

			The operator grunted.

			The doors opened to a hallway with emerald wallpaper and silver trim. It looked opulent and grand, but beneath, Enne could see that it was royal only in the cheapest, most obscene manner possible. Every metallic finish was paint; every bit of crystal was actually glass.

			“The top floor is only for Vianca Augustine’s favorites,” Levi said, except with more disgust than pride. “This includes the highest-paying guests, close friends of the Augustines, Vianca herself and, of course, me.”

			“You mentioned Vianca earlier. Who is she?” Enne asked.

			He scowled like he had a bad taste in his mouth. “You should pay better attention to that guidebook. Vianca is the donna of the Augustine crime Family, and she owns St. Morse Casino.”

			As Enne digested his words, Levi led her to a room labeled 2018 and unlocked the door. He held it open for her, but she couldn’t tell whether his politeness was meant to mock. It was impossible to differentiate between his smirk and his smile.

			The apartment was unnaturally clean. Levi took a seat on the stiff armchair in the living room while Enne examined the shine of his counters and the strange black oven that looked out of place in his cramped kitchen. Bookshelves covered every wall, filled with volumes and papers arranged by height, and a glass conch shell glittered on the coffee table.

			Enne took a seat on the couch.

			“What?” Levi asked, studying her face. “Missies always expect that I live in a gutter,” he muttered. Then, as though he were actually going to play host, he offered her a green candy from the bowl on his table. “Tiggy’s Saltwater Taffy. Absinthe-flavored. It’s the signature New Reynes treat.”

			Enne shook her head, certain anything signature to this city would prove repulsive. “Why are we here?” She’d never been alone in a young man’s home before, and she hoped he couldn’t see her cheeks redden, couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Surely there must’ve been other places in St. Morse to talk in private besides his apartment. The whole ordeal of Sweetie Street and the unfamiliarity with New Reynes didn’t ease Enne’s mind, nor did the pleasing slopes and angles of Levi’s jawline.

			“I’m gonna get you a job,” he declared.

			She startled. “A job? Here?”

			“What? Too below you to earn an income?”

			She doubted her teachers at finishing school would have approved of a lady working at a casino. Or a lady working at all, for that matter. “What kind of job do you have in mind?” she asked coolly, refusing to rise to his provocation.

			“You’re a dancer. We’ve got several groups of performers—”

			“I’m not that type of dancer.”

			“And St. Morse isn’t that type of establishment.” He stood and turned into a narrow hallway, motioning for her to follow. By the time she got up, he’d disappeared into the room at the end, and she realized with no small amount of horror that it must have been his bedroom.

			“What are you doing?” Enne called from the doorway, unable to even peek inside.

			“Finding you something to wear. Your clothes belong in an antique shop.”

			Enne sniffed in indignation. Her outfit was considered fashionable in Bellamy, where women had a sense of modesty.

			“What do you expect me to wear?” she asked. “Trousers?” Or worse, one of those fishnet numbers she’d seen all over Tropps Street?

			He emerged with a dress and an easy smile. “What? Don’t you trust me?”

			“Hardly.” And certainly not with that gleam in his eyes. Or with the not-entirely-unpleasant smell of his citrus cologne.

			She allowed herself to admit that Levi Glaisyer was very good-looking—at least, in an up-to-no-good way that she supposed some people found attractive. He was of fairly average height, but his build was slender and trim. Of all his noteworthy features—his smooth brown skin, the sharp slopes of his cheekbones—the most identifiable was his hair. It started bronze at the roots, but the tight curls gradually turned to black at the ends, as if singed.

			Sometimes talents, especially Talents of Mysteries, carried a particular physical characteristic with them—like the purple eyes of the Mizers. She remembered Levi melting the lock earlier and lighting Reymond’s cigar. He might have had a fire-making talent, but the fire-makers she’d met in the past were different—they smelled of smoke and depleted the oxygen from the air around them, suffocating anyone in close contact. He didn’t smell like…

			Levi smirked, and Enne realized with a start that she’d been staring.

			To avoid his gaze, she spent several moments examining the dress. It was floor-length, with a gold ribbon trim lining the silky, sage-colored fabric. It was actually rather nice. “Where did you get this?” she asked as she daringly entered his room and took it from his hands.

			“I’ve got a collection of lost things.”

			Lost things? Oh. He meant left behind. She lifted the dress up to hide her mortified expression.

			“You get dressed,” he said. “I’ll be out here.”

			“Levi,” she protested as he walked away. “This is ridiculous and unnecessary. My clothes are perfectly fine.” Although, as she looked down, she noticed that her hemline was rather filthy.

			“Look, missy,” Levi said flatly. “You can call as much attention to yourself as you want, but I prefer to keep my head down. Time to fit into our society.” He closed the door but kept talking, his voice diminishing. “Now get changed. I’ve things to do and only time for half of them.”

			Hmph. Though her attire did stand out in this city, it was for the right reasons. But the dress he’d chosen didn’t appear too outrageous, and the color would suit her nicely.

			As she changed, she realized how low the neckline was cut. Goodness, she thought, it would be almost like strutting around topless. She turned to his wardrobe and rooted around for a new outfit. Nudged between another blouse and several pairs of men’s undershirts in various sizes—this was quite the collection—she selected a red dress with a more conservative front.

			When Enne returned to the sitting room, she found Levi in the armchair turning the glass conch shell over like an archaeologist examining a fossil. He raised his eyebrows upon seeing her in a different dress.

			“Where did you buy it?” she asked, referring to the conch. “It’s beautiful.”

			“I made it. There was a shell like this in my house when I was young, so I tried to replicate it.”

			“You have a glassmaking talent?”

			“No, an orb-making talent. But I don’t use it much.” He talked with a kind of bitterness, as if admitting to something shameful. The orb-making talent certainly explained his hair and his affinity for fire; she’d never met an orb-maker, but she should’ve guessed it before. They had nearly as much lore surrounding them as the Mizers did. Most of them were even executed alongside the Mizers, so there weren’t many families left.

			“Then why be a card dealer and a…” She didn’t say criminal, in case she might offend him, though Levi seemed to take pride in his particular line of work. “Orb-makers could make a very fair living.”

			“You mean, why be poor when I could be rich?” He laughed hollowly. “For plenty of reasons. For one, most people assume orb-makers are Mizer sympathizers, and I’d rather not associate myself with that muck. The only reason my family survived was because we haven’t called attention to ourselves.”

			Enne flinched at Mizer sympathizers and survived. She didn’t like how, in only one morning, New Reynes had drawn a heavy, black line connecting those two phrases to her mother, followed by a bloodred question mark.

			For the second time that day, Enne wondered how she would face it if she never learned the truth about Lourdes’s other life. The newspapers…the monarchists…the Mizer sympathizers…it was so far from what she knew about Lourdes.

			But what did she know about her mother?

			Lourdes had taught her how to analyze people meticulously. She had a method to this, and a set of rules that she observed with an almost religious reverence. Enne could replicate her skills in a heartbeat.

			But they never worked on Lourdes.

			It began with a person’s air. Lourdes was tall with features full of right angles and fair colors. She dressed fluidly—a practice uncommon but not unheard of in Bellamy, where reputation depended on social circles and income and nothing else. Her Protector talents—her blood and split talents were the same, making her exceptionally powerful—made her every word sound consoling, soothing, no matter how sharp her tone. She followed each code of societal etiquette, but did so with such precision that it always seemed as if she were poking fun.

			Next was what you could’ve gathered from pleasant small talk. Lourdes claimed she was thirty-seven years old, but she looked no more than thirty. Her family—now all dead, as far as Enne knew—had vacationed in Bellamy when she was young, but she hadn’t moved there until she’d adopted Enne, and no one in Bellamy knew her from her childhood.

			Last were the more intimate details. Within the privacy of their home, Lourdes cursed. She read New Reynes newspapers. She sang loudly and terribly. Enne had seen strange scars shaped like perfect circles on the inside of her elbows. She’d heard her laugh too hard or yell in a way that made the beads on their chandelier quiver, but she’d never seen Lourdes shed a tear. She’d seen Lourdes walk into her office each morning with a cup of coffee and lock the door behind her, and Enne, for years, had been too nervous to follow her inside.

			Enne loved her, but she didn’t understand her. No one in Bellamy did. It was why their names rarely graced the guest lists of balls and salons, why no one ever paid attention to Enne.

			Now Enne wanted to understand, and she regretted, more than anything, avoiding these questions before.

			“I want to hear everything,” Enne told Levi seriously. “Everything you know about the monarchists, the Mizer sympathizers, this world. Lourdes never shared any of this with me, and I need to—”

			“Have you ever considered that your mother purposely kept you in the dark?” he asked—not unkindly, but not gently, either.

			Yes, she thought.

			Instead she answered, “Why would she do that?”

			“No idea, but before we chat with Vianca Augustine about hiring you, it’s very important that we’re on the same page. If you haven’t noticed by the decor of this casino, Vianca has a fetish for all things Mizer. She certainly knows who Lourdes is, but—” he said loudly as Enne began to interrupt “—under no circumstances should you ask Vianca about Lourdes. Under no circumstances should you ask Vianca anything.”

			The way Levi spat out Vianca’s name, Enne wondered what exactly he’d asked of Vianca. Or what she’d asked of him.

			“Mizers created volts, that was their talent,” he began.

			“I know that—”

			He shushed her. “Being an orb-maker, I was taught a lot about Mizers—I’m sure I know more than you. We’re different from the metalsmiths or glassmaker families. As you might know, Mizers don’t technically make volts—they make energy. Orb-makers filter that energy into volts, sort of like a by-product. Without orb-makers, no one would’ve ever started using volts as money. Without orb-makers, holding that energy in your skin would be unbearably painful.”

			Enne was tempted to interrupt and remind him that very few people stored volts in their skin. In Bellamy, it was considered too lowbrow not to use orbs—they weren’t that expensive. And in New Reynes, she imagined such a method could prove risky. With enough practice, someone could steal your volts with only a graze of your skin. Forgoing orbs was impractical.

			“The Mizers were all systematically murdered during the Revolution. Adults and children alike,” Levi said gravely. “There were protests, of course, but the Phoenix Club didn’t much care. Twenty-five years ago sounds like a long time, but not for the North Side. Mizers are still a political topic, but we don’t need them anymore, now that volts can be manufactured artificially. Still, the monarchists have been slowly gaining momentum to fight against corruption.”

			“Do you agree with the monarchists?” Enne asked quietly. Levi almost made it sound like the monarchists were in the right, when all Enne had ever associated them with was extremism and violence.

			He smiled in a way that wasn’t much of a smile at all. “I don’t involve myself in politics.”

			Seeking reassurance, Enne took her token out of her pocket. It’d always seemed like a unique trinket, something pretty Lourdes had thought Enne might like. Now Enne saw the woman in the cameo as a Mizer queen. She saw the Revolution. The queen’s execution. The murder of every Mizer and their sympathizers. She couldn’t decide which was more horrific: that Lourdes had gifted her an object with such a blood-soaked history, or that Enne had treated it as a trinket.

			“I still…” She squeezed the token, and it felt warm and steady in her palm. It was her only comfort away from home, alone in this city. “I still can’t picture Lourdes being involved with monarchists.”

			“She was more than involved. She was Séance, practically the face of the Mizer sympathizers’ crusade.” He gazed at Enne fiercely, the judgment clear in his dark eyes. What exactly did Levi Glaisyer think of her—that she was desperate? Foolish? Childish? She wondered why she cared. “Why did you think she came to New Reynes so often?”

			“She said she was visiting friends,” Enne answered.

			“She never thought to bring you to meet those friends?”

			“It was more important I stay in school.”

			“You never questioned that?”

			She squeezed the token in her fist. Was this some kind of interrogation?

			“She’s my mother. Why should I have questioned her?” Although Enne had certainly had her suspicions, she’d ignored them. Admittedly, there had once been a time when Enne resented Lourdes for her secrets, for her strange behavior, for the way she alienated Enne from any chance of society’s approval.

			But now, with Lourdes’s whereabouts and even survival unknown, she hated herself for those thoughts.

			“It’s easy for Protectors to keep secrets,” Levi prodded. “They never seem as if they’re lying. It never occurred to you—”

			“No. It didn’t.” Enne’s voice rose, marking the dozenth time she’d broken the show no emotion rule. She didn’t appreciate what Levi was suggesting, that Lourdes would use her talents to purposefully keep Enne in the dark. If a Protector officially swore their powers to someone, they were forever bound to act in that person’s best interest, no matter the implications for themselves. Lourdes had never sworn to anyone, thank goodness. The practice was barbaric and unused since the Revolution. Levi was suggesting Lourdes was protecting someone—probably someone in New Reynes—and, by extension, that Enne hadn’t even noticed that her mother’s life was barely her own.

			“I trust her,” Enne snapped. What did he want her to say? That yes, it had occurred to her that Lourdes had purposefully kept information from her? Of course it had. Enne knew Lourdes kept secrets, but he made it sound as if their entire relationship was a lie, and Enne would never believe that. “I trust her. Maybe trust is a foreign concept to you.”

			She realized, once she said it, that the words had come out rather harsh. This whole time, Levi had kept a remarkably cool expression. She was the one working herself up. For a moment, she considered apologizing. Then…

			“Maybe naïveté is a foreign concept to you,” he said drily.

			That thought vanished.

			“How dare—”

			“If you’re so jumpy answering my questions, how are you going to last one night on the North Side? How are you going to face Vianca Augustine?” He shook his head, and Enne couldn’t decide if she felt ashamed or aggravated. He wasn’t being fair. “I’m just trying to keep you from getting yourself killed.”

			“What do you mean?” she asked. It wasn’t as though she was in any real danger. At least, as long as she didn’t speak to any whiteboots again.

			He leaned forward and steepled his fingers, his expression grim. “Have you ever heard of the Phoenix Club?”

			“Only now, when you just mentioned it,” she answered.

			“They’re the most powerful and dangerous people in the Republic. Businessmen, wigheads, scholars…all with a talent for immortality. They’re the ones who orchestrated the Mizer executions. The whole Revolution, even.”

			She searched his expression for one of his telltale smirks, but found none.

			“There’s no talent for immortality,” she said. “That’s impossible.”

			He sighed, cracked his neck and checked his watch. Enne’s nostrils flared. If anyone had a right to feel impatient, it was she. “Chancellor Semper himself is part of the Phoenix Club. He’s their leader.”

			She barked out a laugh. “You expect me to believe that?”

			Levi stood. “Fine, missy. I was trying to prepare you. But if you’re so sure of yourself, you’re obviously ready for Vianca.”

			He walked to his front door and motioned for her to follow. Enne hesitated, wanting to challenge him. But if she kept arguing, she might start crying again. The urge to do so throbbed in her chest, and if she even used enough breath to say fine, it would explode. She’d already cried twice this morning. She didn’t know how she had enough tears left for a third.

			They were silent until the elevator reached the bottom floor, where she followed Levi through another hallway lined with portraits of Mizer monarchs with amethyst eyes.

			“You should address Vianca as Madame,” he said, more like a warning than a suggestion. “She likes that.”

			“I’m more than comfortable addressing superiors.” Her voice sounded steady and precise. The streets might’ve been Levi’s arena, but etiquette was hers. After everything she’d faced so far this day, an interview with Vianca Augustine hardly intimidated her.

			Enne held her head up high, smoothed down her hair and focused. She repeated Lourdes’s rules in the back of her mind.

			His eyes trailed over her—almost enough to ruin that focus. “I take it you didn’t like my choice of dress for you.”

			“It was inappropriate. Particularly for an interview.”

			“Maybe that’s why I liked it.”

			He smiled, and no, no, she wouldn’t let that smile break her resolve to be aggravated with him. She stared in the direction of her pointed-toe heels, hidden underneath the hem of the dress, and hoped with every fiber of her being she wasn’t giving him the satisfaction of blushing like a Bellamy schoolgirl.

			“Though I will admit, this dress is a bit long,” she commented, trying to remain aloof.

			“Yeah, you should grow some.”

			She couldn’t think of a snappy enough retort, so, left with no other options, she let out a hmph.

			He snorted, but then his smirk receded. “I’m sorry, Enne. I haven’t been trying to upset you. But this city…it’s rotten, down to its very core. And you need to be prepared for what you might face. Or learn.” He looked away and stared at his oxfords. “I’m trying to help you.”

			He was attempting to soothe her, but his honesty made Enne only feel worse. Maybe she was no match for this city. Maybe the North Side would take everything she had and spit her out into the harbor. Maybe the streets where Lourdes walked freely would spell ruin for her daughter.

			They walked into a waiting room with several marble busts lining the walls. A pale, fragile-looking woman hunched over a desk in the corner. She startled at the sight of them.

			“Levi,” she exclaimed, standing as he approached and even giving a slight bow of her head. She had a pinched nose and a collar so tiny it was a wonder she could breathe. She drank in the sight of him, never once glancing at Enne. “I wasn’t aware you had an appointment.”

			“I don’t. Is Vianca available right now?”

			“Yes.” She hesitated before adding, “I can announce you if you wish—”

			“We’ll announce ourselves.” He grabbed Enne’s wrist and tugged her to the door on the far side of the room. “Here we go.”

			He knocked.

			“Come in,” a woman’s voice invited.

			Before opening the door, Levi bent down, his lips inches from her ear. “Whatever you do, don’t let her see you squirm.”

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Enne and Levi stepped inside a dark office with emerald velvet curtains and matching chairs. Behind Vianca’s desk hung a mural of another Mizer family: two parents, two daughters and an infant on the mother’s lap—the last royal family of Reynes, executed twenty-five years ago during the Revolution. Mahogany bookcases lined the side walls, filled with more vases, marble busts and antiques than books.

			Amid the darkness of the room, Vianca Augustine was fair. Her white hair and ivory, sallow skin made her appear ghostlike, and there was certainly something haunting about the emptiness of her gaze. Soulless. She looked to be in her sixties, and her age was exaggerated by the powdery makeup caked within the creases of her face. Despite her ornate dress and overwhelming amount of jewelry, nothing about her was elegant. She had clearly never been beautiful, and—judging from the severe frown lines and pruned wrinkles around her pursed lips—she had never been kind, either.

			“Levi,” Vianca said. She spoke his name slowly, as if savoring its taste. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

			“I owe this girl a favor. She needs work, and with all I need to juggle at the moment—” He smiled, a bit too widely. “It would put my mind at ease knowing she gets settled.”

			Vianca raised her pencil-drawn eyebrows and shifted her gaze to Enne. “What’s your name, girl?”

			Grace, Enne told herself. I am grace and ease.

			“Erienne Abacus Salta, Madame.”

			“A dancer? I already have more dancers than I need. And usually my dancers come with a vocal or instrumental split talent. What use do I have for a dancer who can count?”

			Enne wasn’t sure how to respond, especially as, truth be told, she wasn’t much of a counter at all.

			“She’s a gymnast, as well,” Levi added quickly. “I heard there’s a spot open for a new acrobat.”

			Enne struggled to contain her alarm. She hadn’t bargained for that. She didn’t know the first thing about gymnastics.

			“Is she, now?” Vianca asked, not looking at Enne so much as through her. “You may go, Levi. I’ll speak to Miss Salta in private.”

			He blinked in surprise, then nodded. After giving Enne a final weary look, he slipped out the door. Enne tried not to let his apparent nervousness bother her. She had faced worse interviews for admission to her finishing school.

			Vianca beckoned her forward, and Enne moved to stand in front of one of the chairs before the donna’s desk.

			“Do you plan on taking a seat, Miss Salta?” she asked.

			“Not unless you ask me, Madame.”

			Vianca’s green, lizard-like eyes inspected every foot, inch and hair of Enne’s body. Her lips curled, and Enne couldn’t help but notice her uneven red lipstick. “Sit.” Once Enne had taken a seat, Vianca asked, “Where are you from?”

			“Bellamy, Madame.”

			“That’s quite a journey. How long have you lived here?”

			“About half a day, Madame.”

			That made Vianca smile. For a moment. Enne hadn’t been trying to be humorous.

			“Is Levi trying to court you? He serves a number of roles for me, and I require him to have a clear head. If his belle is living within St. Morse, it will distract him.”

			Enne would never walk out with a card dealer, not if she planned on keeping the last shreds of her reputation intact. And if the card dealer in question was Levi, she’d also need to salvage what remained of her dignity. Even if he was attractive, she had no patience for his jokes and smirking. “No, Madame. Nothing like that.”

			“Then why is he so interested in your well-being?”

			Enne uttered the first lie she could think of: “He owes a favor to my father.”

			“I should’ve guessed Levi would be in debt to a counter. How good are your counting abilities?”

			Enne could barely add or subtract without the use of her fingers. “Quite good, Madame.”

			“Are you literate?” With each new question, Vianca leaned closer to Enne over her desk, almost close enough to grab her.

			“Yes, Madame.”

			“How well you can read?”

			“I read very well, Madame,” she answered, barely able to hide the bite in her voice.

			“Who taught you?”

			“I went to finishing school. The Bellamy Finishing School of Fine Arts.”

			“Did you really? They don’t accept just anyone. You must be the only Salta in your class.”

			Enne kept her hands folded calmly in her lap, despite the fury shooting through her like an electric current. The Saltas might’ve been the lowest and most common dancing family, but she wasn’t ashamed of her name. It didn’t matter that her talents didn’t compare to her classmates. She’d worked for her place at that school, for her future.

			“I was, Madame.”

			Vianca was now bent so close to Enne that Enne could smell her musky perfume. “And you must be quite intelligent to have passed the entrance exams.”

			It wasn’t a question, so Enne stayed quiet.

			“Is there anything else I should know about you, Miss Salta? Anything else that could be useful to me?”

			“No, Madame.”

			“Pity.” At last, Vianca leaned back in her seat and drummed her fingers against a stack of papers. Each of her rings—there were almost a dozen—shimmered. Unlike Reymond’s, these appeared to contain real jewels. “How old are you, Miss Salta? You must be at least fourteen to work here, and I don’t make exceptions.”

			Enne cringed inwardly. This interview had already been the best test of her etiquette skills she’d ever experienced, and it had been only a few minutes.

			“I turned seventeen in February, Madame,” she said.

			“You look quite young. Oh, he would like you,” she murmured, more to herself than to Enne. Enne didn’t ask what or whom she meant. “I’m glad to hear you have a background in gymnastics. Levi was quite right; we are looking for some acrobats.”

			If Levi’s smile looked like a smirk, then Vianca’s looked like a sneer.

			“But I think I’ve found an additional use for you,” Vianca purred.

			Enne nodded and pretended like she was following along, though the unsettling satisfaction on Vianca’s face sent an uneasy feeling through her stomach. This interview was highly unlike any that she had experience before.

			“This casino has been in my family for generations,” Vianca told her. “But New Reynes isn’t the city it was when St. Morse was first built. Have you ever heard of my family, Miss Salta?”

			“No, Madame.”

			“So you don’t know what kind of business we run?”

			“A…casino, Madame?”

			Vianca stood and turned her back to Enne, facing the Mizer family portrait. “There are people in these halls who can unhinge your mind with a kiss. Who can distill poisons and narcotics from a single flower fallen from a bouquet. Who deal in tricks, deceit and even death. And they are all under my employ.”

			Sweat broke out along Enne’s neck. Donna of the Augustine crime Family, Levi had told her. This must’ve been what he’d meant.

			But what would that have to do with Enne? She was a simple performer. If Vianca truly had those kind of people within St. Morse, then what use could she have for her?

			Vianca turned to face her. Her green eyes looked nearly black. “Among my friends, I keep a few favorites who perform a little extra for me. There are enemies everywhere in this city—even within this casino—who seek to destroy me. I need to know their plans. I need listeners. And I can no longer afford to be short on ears.”

			Before Enne could process Vianca’s words, the donna ushered Enne out of her seat and to the center of the room. She made a twirling gesture, and Enne, confused, obliged. Enne kept her shoulders back to make them appear larger, stronger—the right build for an acrobat. Whatever this was, it felt like a test.

			“You’re young. No one ever notices the young,” Vianca commented wistfully. She grabbed Enne’s cheeks and brought her face closer, then absentmindedly ran a bony finger down Enne’s Cupid’s bow to her chin. Her fingers tasted foul, like rancid perfume.

			Enne resisted the urge to free herself from Vianca’s grasp and ignored the sickening feeling in her stomach. She needed a job. She needed to survive in this city long enough to find Lourdes.

			“But you’re a performer,” Vianca continued, unaware of or unbothered by Enne’s unease. “You can be noticed if you want. You’re smart and can move in higher society, but you also know Levi—and I’m sure, if you ask nicely, he’d be willing to show you a thing or two about the streets. You’ve only just arrived—this city hasn’t corrupted you. Yet.” She relaxed her grip on Enne’s face, and Enne backed away, her cheeks sore. “And I could use a girl.”

			Whatever Levi had told her about Vianca Augustine, she hadn’t been prepared for this. The way Vianca looked at her, touched her…like she was a possession. This meeting felt more like an appraisal than an interview. Under different circumstances, Enne would have fled the room and the donna’s frightful presence.

			“I’m going to do you a favor, Miss Salta. I’m going to give you this job.”

			“Thank you, Ma—”

			“But I need a favor in return. I need you to do another job for me.”

			I will find Lourdes, Enne recited, winding herself back up. I will find her and bring her home. No matter what it takes.

			“Of course, Madame,” she responded swifly, despite her nervousness.

			“I need you to deliver messages to my enemies. Can I trust you to do this for me?”

			Enne swallowed, staring into the woman’s predatory gaze and vicious smile, and wondered who would be reckless—or dangerous—enough to make an enemy of someone like her.

			No matter what it takes.

			“Yes, Madame.”

			“Hold out your hand,” Vianca instructed. When Enne obeyed, she clasped both of her wrinkled hands around Enne’s. She whispered something that Enne couldn’t hear, and a cold tingling shot up Enne’s arm. Enne gasped, but when she tried to yank her arm back, Vianca held it in place. The tingling accumulated in Enne’s chest, and her lungs shook and hardened as if surrounded by a shell. No air would release. She couldn’t breathe. Her balance swayed, but Vianca just gripped her hand tighter, her face unconcerned.

			Her nails dug deep into Enne’s skin, and Enne choked for breath. Nothing. Nothing. There was no panic like the panic of suffocating, and she stared wildly at Vianca’s apathetic green eyes, pleading for aid.

			Help, she mouthed, but no air came out.

			Just as her vision began to darken, the feeling released. Air rushed down her throat, and Enne coughed as her lungs stretched like cramped muscles. She collapsed on the floor, tears welled in her eyes.

			“That was my omerta,” Vianca said, looming above her. “It’s not an oath I bestow often. But now you are mine.”

			Enne grasped for Lourdes’s rules, for something to tell her how she should react, how she should behave, when confronted with the worst. Words to recite. Words to wind herself back up.

			Don’t let her see you squirm, Levi had said.

			Never show them your fear, Lourdes had warned.

			But the loudest word, the only word, was Vianca’s.

			Mine.

			Mine.

			Mine.

			Enne stared at Vianca in horror. The woman had strangled her without touching her. Though Enne’s lungs had returned to normal, a phantom soreness lingered, and panic still clawed up her throat. For several moments, she’d thought she would really die, that Vianca would kill her in this dreadful office, while her secretary and Levi waited outside. She could’ve died. And no one had heard a thing.

			Enne felt small. She felt ill. What had Vianca done?

			“You may sit now,” Vianca told her, a smile playing on her lips.

			Enne sat down slowly, carefully, and she watched the old woman with growing alarm. She needed to run. To be alone. To bathe. She needed comfort, and there was none to be found in Vianca’s domineering expression, in the stiffness of the desk chair or the uncomfortable heat of the office.

			Vianca called it an omerta, but Enne had never heard of such a thing. What had she done to her? And Levi…had he known she could do this? Why hadn’t he warned her?

			“Sedric Torren will be paying St. Morse a visit tonight,” Vianca said, already returning to business. “Your first assignment will be to bring a message to him in the Tropps Room at ten o’clock.”

			The name sounded familiar for some reason, but Enne was too traumatized to place it, picking at a scab along her thumb to focus on anything other than the woman before her. By the way Vianca spoke the name, it sounded as if everyone should know him.

			Her scab popped off, and blood trickled down her palm.

			“Look at me while I’m talking to you,” Vianca snapped, and Enne’s head jolted toward Vianca of its own accord. Enne’s heart thundered. This woman could control her like a puppet, force her own body to betray her. She was trapped within her own skin.

			“What is the message, Madame?” She wasn’t sure if she had spoken those words on her own, or if Vianca had made her.

			Vianca pulled a vial of clear liquid out of her drawer and handed it to her. “This is your message. See that he receives it. I’m tired of young Mr. Torren playing with my things.” Once again, Vianca leaned closer, and this time, Enne winced and put as much distance between the two of them as possible. She knew her terror must have been plain on her face. “This won’t kill him, but it will incapacitate him for several days. That should send him a message, don’t you agree?”

			“Y-yes, Madame.”

			Enne’s conscience twisted when she realized what she’d agreed to do, even if Sedric Torren was a stranger. Surely, he didn’t deserve to be poisoned, and she couldn’t possibly be the one to do it. She was a schoolgirl, for goodness’ sake, not some kind of assassin.

			But Vianca’s menacing glare rooted Enne to her seat.

			This was her chance to refuse. To run. But the more she considered it, the more air was sucked out of her. Her breath thinned until she was gasping again. Each inhale was weaker than the next. While Vianca thoughfully twisted an emerald ring around her finger, Enne gripped the edges of her seat, her lungs aching as they demanded oxygen.

			Then Vianca’s lips coiled into a smile, and Enne’s chest expanded in relief. She took large, gulping breaths and blinked the tears away from her eyes.

			Somehow, the omerta knew what Enne was thinking. It knew Enne didn’t want to do this. And it was playing with her, punishing her.

			This woman could murder her at any moment she wished.

			Enne bit her lip to hold back the helplessness squirming in her throat. Breathe. Sedric was a stranger. Someone who meant nothing to her. Breathe. This wasn’t permanent. She was leaving this monstrous city the moment she found Lourdes.

			“We’ve come to an agreement, then,” Vianca said. Clearly, Enne’s silence was what she’d wanted to hear. “The acrobats are in the middle of a show. Tonight is their last performance, so you can begin rehearsing a new act with them tomorrow. I’ll be sure to send you something special to wear tonight for your date with Mr. Torren. Time to abandon your Bellamy values.”

			Enne didn’t need to worry about the city corrupting her. Vianca Augustine seemed confident in achieving that all on her own.

			Vianca retrieved a bronze key out from a filing cabinet. “As part of your newfound employment, you will live here in St. Morse. Your apartment, room 1812.” She handed the key to her, and Enne mumbled a thank you, sliding it into her pocket beside the vial and her token. “Welcome to the greatest casino in New Reynes, Miss Salta.”

			Enne stood so fast her knees cracked. She needed to get out of here. Away from her. She needed to get out of this city.

			This had all been a terrible mistake.

			“I’ll contact you again when I have a new task for you,” Vianca promised, her eyes flinty. “Or if you disappoint.” The threat in her words was clear.

			As Enne stumbled on her near-run to the door, Vianca didn’t even look at her. She returned to her papers. No smile. No nod. Not even enough acknowledgment to call it indifference. And that was what terrified Enne most of all.

			Levi stood in the waiting room, repeatedly checking his watch. He looked up as Enne closed the door. “Well?” he asked impatiently.

			Enne hesitated a few moments, waiting for Levi to add something else. Anything else. Had he known this would happen? Surely he wouldn’t have brought her here if he knew about the omerta. He would’ve warned her. He wouldn’t have let her anywhere near St. Morse Casino. She’d only just met Levi, but criminal or not, she had heard true sincerity in his voice when he promised to help her. Unless everything in this city was a lie.

			She opened her mouth to tell him the truth, but her chest constricted. It was a simple word, omerta, but when she tried to form it, no sound would come out. Enne realized that, whatever Vianca had done to her, Enne couldn’t talk about it. So she smiled to hide her panic, as she had always been taught to do.

			Wasn’t that one of Lourdes’s sayings about being a lady? Smile widest when you are about to cry. Enne had already broken rule after rule, and she needed this one. She needed to do something right. She needed to feel in control.

			More than anything, she needed to be alone.

			“I got the job,” Enne managed, though she didn’t sound excited. Everything felt numb. Tonight she was going to…going to…

			“You got the job?” Levi echoed, and Enne hated that he looked impressed. Hated that she’d wanted that minutes ago, when now she felt so shaken.

			“I’ll walk you to your new room, then.” He opened the door to the hallway, and Enne avoided staring at the Mizer portraits, suddenly all too aware that these faces belonged to the dead. When she stared into their purple eyes, she felt Vianca’s green ones gazing back.

			“How kind of you,” she muttered, wishing he would instead leave her to herself. As intent as she was on finding her mother, she didn’t know if she could do anything else today, with all the questions and stress of this morning and tonight’s assignment weighing on her shoulders.

			“Ever the gentleman,” he said cheerily as they stepped inside the elevator.

			The pulleys above them spun, and the platform jerked as they ascended. Enne held the railing in a steel grip.

			“What did you say that impressed Vianca so much?” Levi asked. Everything about his tone was pleasant and friendly. It made her want to scream.

			“She appreciated my etiquette skills,” Enne snapped. That was another broken rule—she couldn’t pinpoint which one. Not in this death trap. Not with the curse Vianca had cast on her. Not when she kept picturing Lourdes in a similar metal cage, only one that was descending and descending, never to reach a bottom.

			She was still smiling, though. Her teachers would’ve been proud.

			“Ah, there’s that attitude again,” Levi said.

			“Are you quite finished?”

			For some reason, that made him smile. He didn’t hear the panic in her voice. Didn’t realize he’d just introduced her to a monster.

			“Why do I have the feeling I need to watch out for you?” he asked.

			Goodness, he’s exhausting. “I’m not helpless, you know.”

			“That’s not what I meant. I meant that maybe I should watch out for you, because you seem like the kind of person someone might underestimate.”

			Enne blinked in surprise. “What gave you such an idea?”

			“I don’t spend my mornings helping out just any pretty missy, you know.”

			Was Levi Glaisyer flirting with her? The boys in Bellamy never flirted with her unless they hoped she’d introduce them to her richer classmates. Few people paid attention to someone as common as a Salta.

			He must’ve been making fun of her again. She was emotionally wrung dry, and she didn’t have the patience to watch Levi fling one smirk after another. He’d sat unaware while, in the next room, Vianca had assaulted Enne in the most terrifying way. He’d mocked her at every opportunity. He might’ve been helping her find Lourdes, but only because Enne would pay him that night.

			“I’m flattered,” she sneered, her voice vicious. “Truly.”

			He stiffened, wilted. “Excellent,” he said drily. “Wouldn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with a new coworker.”

			The word coworker sounded stranger the more Enne let it sink in. Her teachers—and probably Lourdes, for that matter—never would have let her within fifty feet of a casino, and probably not within one hundred feet of Levi and the collection of lost things in his closet.

			But the Lourdes Enne knew and the Lourdes Levi remembered seemed to be completely different people. To think that Lourdes spent so much time in this wretched city boggled Enne—disturbed her, even. Maybe Lourdes knew how to survive in New Reynes. Maybe the reason Lourdes never told her the truth was in case Enne might have been foolish enough to believe that she could survive here, too.

			Her mother had been right to keep her daughter in the dark, because each hour spent in New Reynes formed a new crack, and there was no way Enne was going to emerge from this city unbroken.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Levi’s poker face didn’t waver as he studied his hand: a four-card straight and the kings of clubs and spades. Clearly luck was on his side. The player to his left eyed him warily and threw in five green chips. Two hundred and fifty volts.

			From beside him, Sedric Torren also slapped five green ones in the pot.

			Levi equaled their wagers on behalf of the house. Normally with the betting so high, he’d fold. But tonight was different. He hadn’t expected Sedric Torren himself to visit St. Morse. He could’ve been there for only one reason, and that was Levi.

			Which meant that Levi couldn’t afford to look weak—not even for a moment.

			When the hand ended, Levi had managed to earn a 27 percent profit. At this rate, he’d have thirty in the next hour, which was the highest he’d ever made in one shift. Unlike poker or blackjack, where the dealer was little more than a moderator in the game, Tropps treated the dealer like a player who represented the house. The game placed a heavy emphasis on strategy and bluffing, and it was so well-known across the city that the main street of the Casino District was named after it. Dealers like Levi were famous for their skill, and Levi was one of the best of them all.

			The other players grumbled and stomped their way to the next table, their pockets significantly lighter. Levi took a break to collect the cards, as well as his bearings.

			The only player who didn’t leave was Sedric Torren.

			“’Lo, Pup,” he murmured. His brown hair was slicked to the side and shiny with grease, and his smile was wolf-like. He switched to the seat beside Levi.

			“Sedric,” Levi gritted, concealing the ugly feeling of dread in his stomach. The Tropps Room around them was loud with jazz and the chatter of guests, all gussied up in designer gowns and carrying cigarettes in long jewel-encrusted holders. Surely Sedric wouldn’t try anything in public. Even the don of the Torren Family wouldn’t do something that reckless. “What can I do for you?”

			Sedric turned to one of the waiters carrying a tray of champagne. “Two glasses.” He set one in front of Levi, who didn’t bother to reach for it. Drinking with a Torren—least of all the don—sounded like asking for trouble, and Levi needed all his concentration to survive this encounter unscathed. “Should we make a toast?” Sedric suggested.

			“To what?” Levi asked, keeping his voice steady as he shuffled the Tropps decks. Sedric Torren had a reputation for playing with his prey before he killed it, and Levi needed to make it clear to Sedric that he wasn’t afraid. As far as Sedric should have been concerned, Levi had no reason to fear his family. If anything, this should be an exchange between two businessmen, a celebration of an advantageous trade.

			Sedric raised his glass. “We toast to your continued good health. You’ve managed to push back the date for our investment return not just once or twice, but three times.”

			Levi’s skin went clammy. This was no celebration—this was a threat.

			“Cheers, Pup.” Sedric clinked Levi’s glass before taking a swig. “So where are my promised returns?”

			Levi swallowed. “They’re coming.”

			Sedric leaned closer. He had a sickly sweet smell to him, like toffee. “I’m not a thickhead, you know,” Sedric said. “Just tell me what you’ve really been doing this whole time.”

			He suspects, Levi thought with panic. Or he knows. And he’s forcing me to lie.

			The truth meant death.

			“You’ll get the volts soon,” Levi rasped, shifting away from him.

			Sedric laughed, then adjusted his suit jacket. A silver knife gleamed from an inside pocket, a ruby winking at Levi from its hilt. Only a Torren would carry a weapon that flashy.

			Levi reminded himself that he couldn’t look vulnerable. He searched around the Tropps Room for some of Sedric’s cronies, and sure enough, he spotted several men lurking near the door in crisp suits with black-and-red-striped ties—Luckluster colors. He fought to maintain his poker face. He was surrounded.

			“You gonna kill me in St. Morse?” Levi dared, mustering up the appearance of confidence. “Doesn’t seem you’d get your volts back, then. And Vianca would never forgive you.”

			“I’m not here to kill you. I’m here to warn you.” But despite his words, Sedric removed the knife from his jacket. With only an arm’s length of space between them, it would take Sedric only a heartbeat to stab the knife through Levi’s neck.

			Any rational man would run, but Levi was frozen. Maybe that was a good thing. It made him appear bold, even when he was terrified.

			Sedric ran his finger along the blade, then inspected the red droplet on his fingertip, as if assuring Levi the knife was sharp. He licked away the blood. The sight of it made Levi shudder.

			“Whatever scheme you’ve been running,” Sedric murmured, “it’s over. Maybe you will be, too.”

			Sedric flipped over the top card on the deck.

			“Ten of hearts. You got lucky, Pup. We’ll give you ten days. With reminders.” He stood, slid his knife back into its sheath and drained the rest of his glass. “A present from my family.” He tossed a silver card face down in front of Levi. Sedric whistled and walked to a different table.

			Levi’s heart hammered, both from Sedric’s threat and the gift he left behind. He recognized the card instantly—its metallic back was signature to the Shadow Game, the rumored execution game of the Phoenix Club. It was a North Side legend, as notorious as the Great Street War or the original lords. To Levi, it was an object plucked out from a story, from a nightmare.

			It can’t be real, Levi thought, hoped. But even his cynicism couldn’t rationalize away the card’s plain existence right in front of him.

			The tales claimed the cards had magical properties once you touched them. Even though Levi didn’t believe in those shatz superstitions like Jac did, he flipped it over with a morbid curiosity, seeking some assurance that the legends weren’t true.

			The moment he touched it, the lights of the Tropps Room faded, and silence pierced through the music.

			* * *

			Levi stared down a long hallway that stretched endlessly in both directions. The impressively tall doors alternated black and white, each parallel to the other. The walls and ceiling were marble, clean enough to glint off the hallway’s collection of mirrors and crystal. The floor was tiled in black and white, as well. Like a chessboard.

			Vaguely, he got the sense he was dreaming. But if he was, he couldn’t seem to wake up.

			He reached for a black door, but it was locked. He tried the white one next to it, and it clicked open. The air that rushed past felt like a sigh against his skin.

			Once he crossed the threshold, he found himself dressed in a smart suit, far nicer than his St. Morse uniform. The mud squished beneath his oxfords, and it smelled of earth. He was in a graveyard. The sky was gray, as the sky in New Reynes tended to be. The City of Sin followed him wherever he went, even in his dreams.

			Levi moved to return to the hallway—graveyards unnerved him, as cliché as that was—and tripped over one of the headstones. It was painted metallic silver.

			Levi Canes Glaisyer, it read.

			Levi scampered to his feet and backed around it. On its other side was a face: the Fool, one of the Shadow Cards, the invitation to the Shadow Game. The bells on the Fool’s hat chimed, high-pitched and eerie in the silent graveyard. The diamonds and triangles painted on his face spun like pinwheels, and he strutted toward the cliff in front of him. Levi reflexively took a step back, as though he could also fall.

			The Fool laughed. And laughed and laughed and laughed.

			It’s not real, Levi assured himself. It’s only a nightmare.

			But it didn’t feel like one. The earth sticky under his shoes, the cold sweat dripping down his neck, the Fool winking from his headstone—how could this all be in his head?

			He whipped around and faced a new row of fresh, unfilled graves. He peered into the first hole, above which the headstone said Jac Dorner Mardlin. Jac’s coffin was lidless. Soot coated his blond hair and cap, and his eyes were wide-open, his mouth twisted into an unnatural scream.

			Levi jolted back with horror and nearly stumbled into the next grave. It was Chez’s, and beside him, Mansi’s, and dozens of other Irons from around the city. Levi bit back a wave of nausea looking at Mansi’s gray-toned skin and lifeless eyes, matching the bodies of the other kids around her. Even if the investment scheme had gotten in the way of most of Levi’s responsibilities as lord, he still cared. They were his kids. His to protect.

			This was all Levi’s fault.

			He ran back to the hallway. The moment he crossed the threshold, his shoulders relaxed, his guilt and fear fading along with the nightmare.

			There were hundreds of doors, but none of them was the right one.

			Suddenly, a white door blasted open. Fire spewed out, reaching into the hallway, reaching for him. Levi raced out of its path. His back pressed against one of the black doors, the heat licking his cheek. Ghost-like faces flickered within the flames, their eyes an eerie, glowing purple, watching him.

			All at once, they screamed.

			* * *

			Levi gasped and woke in the Tropps Room at St. Morse. His suit and vest were wet from his spilled glass of champagne. A few people at neighboring tables pointed at him as he dried off his pants with a handkerchief, his fingers trembling.

			A dream, he told himself, shaking his head to clear it. A nightmare. But he could still hear the Fool’s laugh. He could still picture Jac’s contorted scream.

			On the face of the Shadow Card, a metal tower stretched toward the night sky, disappearing amid clouds and stars. Several men climbed its spiral staircase, and one fell from it to the ice below.

			The Tower. In the Shadow Game, it represented chaos and ruin.

			He shoved it in his pocket as nausea stormed in his stomach. The Phoenix Club’s private execution game was a myth, and Levi had always taken the North Side’s legends with a grain of salt. There was no house of horrors hidden within the city. There was no wandering devil bargaining for your soul. And there was no game you couldn’t win.

			But there could be no mistake—the Game did exist. The card and the visions proved it.

			Have you ever considered that you might be in over your head? the whiteboot captain had asked him this morning, and the words made Levi sick. He’d always known Vianca’s scam was dangerous, but he was the Iron Lord. He was cunning. He was clever.

			If he didn’t collect Sedric’s volts in time, he was dead.

			Levi’s break ended, and a new group of players sat down. Every card he drew was lousy: a single queen and the lowest of every other suit. The house’s pile of chips shrank, and his profits slumped to 20 percent.

			A man in a bowler hat took his eighth pot. Levi tried to focus on his game to see if he was counting cards, but he was panicked. He was sloppy. And his mind kept straying back to Sedric Torren.

			If the Torren Family wanted him dead, why would they use the Shadow Game instead of one of their own men? Sedric’s cousins—the brutal, notorious siblings, Charles and Delia—never turned down an opportunity to kill. Levi had heard rumors that Charles was experimenting to see how many times he could shoot someone before they bled out, and that Delia had a knife collection made from the bones of each of her victims.

			If Sedric wanted Levi dead, he didn’t need the Shadow Game to do it.

			Which meant Sedric was showing off his friendship with the Phoenix Club. Sedric had inherited his position as don less than a year ago, after his father’s death. Since then, in an effort to squash his rival, Vianca Augustine, he’d befriended the wigheads, begun a campaign for office and declared himself an honorary South Sider.

			He would make a spectacle of Levi, just to show he could.

			After another round, the players headed to the poker and roulette tables. Levi’s profits plummeted to a meager 18 percent, a good percentage for a mediocre player. Not for him.

			Even if he played his best at St. Morse, ten days wasn’t enough time to come up with ten thousand volts.

			He traced his finger along the edge of the Shadow Card in his pocket. In the stories, receiving one meant only one thing: a warning. Make the Phoenix Club happy, or go buy a cemetery plot.

			Lourdes Alfero has to be alive, he thought. Because if she’s not…

			Ten days.

			Ten days to figure out how to beat his enemies at their own game.

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Enne found a mention of Sedric Torren in her guidebook, buried within a chapter called “A History of Organized Crime on the North Side.”

			He was the don of the Torren Family.

			He owned a narcotics and gambling empire.

			He was one of the most powerful men in New Reynes.

			And Enne was going to poison him.

			A knock at her door summoned her from her bed. She’d fallen asleep, but she hadn’t truly rested. In her dreams, she was running through the city’s streets, reaching for her mother’s slender shadow as it disappeared down alley after alley. She’d been paying too much attention to the diminishing sound of Lourdes’s footsteps to notice the second shadow lurking behind her. It tore the jacket from Enne’s arms and ripped the purse out of her hands. She’d woken just before it had plunged a knife into her back.

			Enne opened the door.

			A woman stood in the hallway with a grim expression, holding a dress. “From Madame Augustine,” she said.

			Enne’s hands shook as she took it and held it up to her small frame. It was pink as peonies, with a crescent moon collar and a ribbon tied around the waist, its skirt a mess of tulle and bows. It was a dress meant for a doll.

			“What is this for?” Enne asked.

			“For tonight,” the woman answered, already turning to leave.

			“She can’t be serious.”

			“It’s nonnegotiable.”

			Enne had always enjoyed dressing up, especially for a performance. In a way, the outfit reminded her of a ballet costume, so as she slipped it on, she tried to convince herself she was preparing for an elaborate show rather than her potential demise. Her makeup calmed her, even if her hands were shaking. Some powder around her nose. Some rouge on her cheeks. Some tint on her lips. Whatever it took to persuade herself that she was another person, that this was not her life, this was not her end.

			She repeated Lourdes’s rules to herself in the mirror.

			Do not reveal your emotions, especially your fear.

			Never allow yourself to be lost.

			Trust is a last resort.

			The words didn’t mean much now—after all, those rules couldn’t save her. She tucked the clear vial into her pocket and, on her way out the door, left one thousand volts in an orb for Levi on her table—nearly everything she had—in case he came looking when she didn’t return.

			She’d never felt so alone.

			* * *

			If St. Morse were a palace, then the Tropps Room was the throne room, and greed was king. The stained glass windows, the iron candelabras, the glimmering marble floors and white tables—the room was decorated as though for royalty. The throne itself was in the center of the room, raised above the rest of the floor. There Levi sat, collecting and shuffling a deck of midnight blue cards. He was speaking to a man with slicked brown hair, fair skin and an expensive suit.

			Of course Levi was at the throne. Reymond had said he was Vianca’s favorite.

			Levi wore a three-piece blue suit and a green tie that matched St. Morse’s signature colors. For a brief moment, Enne allowed herself to see what the other girls and boys had seen—the girls and boys whose clothing now filled half of Levi’s wardrobe. He cleaned up nicely, and Enne had a soft spot for men in suits. She appreciated the way the jacket made him look broader, and the way his dark suit and features contrasted with the copper roots in his hair…

			She stopped herself. She needed to focus.

			Levi watched the man next to him while shuffling a deck of cards. He half smiled, then he adjusted his tie, the muscles in his jaw clenching as he—

			Focus. What would her teachers have said? Levi was…hardly someone to admire. And even if his appearance was nice, his character left quite a lot to be desired. She didn’t feel like herself, not in this dress, not with the vial in her pocket, not so far from home.

			More problematic than Levi’s dashing appearance was the fact that he was so prominently seated above everyone else in the room. She would be easy to spot, looking like a walking piece of cotton candy. But Vianca had claimed Sedric would be here, in the Tropps Room. Thankfully, Levi wasn’t directly facing her. Maybe he wouldn’t see her at all. He did look rather preoccupied with the man beside him.

			If only she was wearing something less conspicuous. She was small enough that, with some luck, she could have slipped the poison into Sedric’s glass from behind him and he’d have been none the wiser. But the dress made this impossible. Enne had spent her entire life being overlooked, but tonight, Vianca had dressed her to be noticed.

			A man in a green St. Morse uniform stood by the door, the pallor of his face nearly matching the white busts lining Vianca’s hallways.

			“Excuse me?” Enne asked.

			“What can I do for you, miss?”

			“I’m looking for Sedric Torren. He promised to meet me here.” The gravity of the evening felt much more real now that she’d spoken his name out loud.

			“He’s there.” The employee pointed to Levi’s table. Just as he did, the man with the slicked hair drained his glass and strode away with a swagger to his step. Enne paled. What was Sedric doing talking to Levi? “He just left.”

			“Thank you—”

			“Miss?” the employee called, his voice heavy and weary.

			Enne turned around. “Yes?”

			“Are you, um, here alone?”

			This dress, Enne grumbled internally. As if I don’t look young enough already.

			Seeing her annoyed expression, the man looked down at the floor, flustered. “Never mind. Please, forget I said anything.”

			Enne took a deep breath and repeated Lourdes’s rules to herself. She followed Sedric to another card table and, before she could talk herself out of it, slid into the chair beside him. It was conveniently behind Levi, so he wouldn’t spot her unless he turned around. She almost wished he would—maybe he could help her; maybe he could save her. But the omerta was a secret. She hadn’t been able to tell Levi before, and even if she found a loophole, the memory of suffocating made her stomach turn. She couldn’t risk that again, even if it meant acting alone.

			She didn’t look at Sedric for several moments. Her heart pounded. He was the don of a casino Family, just like Vianca, and if he was anything like her, then Enne was right to be afraid. She should be petrified. She should run.

			But that wasn’t an option. She might need to poison him for Vianca, but she would survive this night for Lourdes.

			At last, she turned to him.

			He was already smiling at her.

			He was attractive. Not in a beautiful or even a handsome way, but in how he carried himself. As if he had power over everyone, and he knew how to use it. But the more Enne stared at him, the more she noticed the heavy grease in his hair and the outrageous, gaudy details of his suit—as if anyone really needed a diamond-studded necktie.

			Yet as attractive as he was, it wasn’t a good-looking smile. It was threatening, like a wolf who had just spotted his prey.

			“I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said smoothly. His age was difficult to discern—his receding hairline didn’t match the few lines on his face. She guessed about thirty years old. “Are your parents here?”

			“What? No, no,” she said, her voice distressed. She was breaking the first rule. He could see her fear. She needed to do better than that if she was going to live through the night.

			A knife winked at her from his pocket. She almost whimpered.

			“And are you a fan of Tropps, miss?” Sedric asked.

			She didn’t have any chips. She didn’t know how to play. Her lie was unraveling before she could even spin it.

			Forget you noticed me, she pleaded. She wanted to go home. She wanted to be invisible again, so long as she was safe.

			But she was trapped under Sedric’s snare of a smile and the other players’ bewildered looks. She was in the spotlight. For once, she had people’s attention.

			So she did the only thing she knew. She smiled innocently and lied. “Yes. I play all the time.”

			She could tell from his expression that he didn’t believe her. But there was no suspicion in his eyes—only amusement. She was simply a silly girl to him.

			She relaxed—barely. Young, innocent…she could keep up that charade. She was a Bellamy schoolgirl lost in the City of Sin. She knew this role well.

			Sedric slid her a stack of ten green chips. “Compliments to a pretty young lady.”

			“Thank you.” She placed one of the chips in the center, and the dealer handed her three cards. She mimicked how the other players held them and moved some cards around here and there for good measure.

			Each round, the players placed their bets, and the dealer passed them a new card. This continued for a few turns, until each of them was asked to reveal three cards from their hand. Enne flipped over the ace of spades, then the queen and ten of hearts. The others watched with raised eyebrows. Perhaps she’d made the wrong move.

			One of the players folded, and so did she. With four chips left, she waited for the game to finish, the hairs on her neck rose on end. She felt the heated gazes of the whole table. She looked obviously lost. If this continued, Sedric might grow suspicious.

			When the game finally ended and the dealer collected the pot of chips, Sedric turned to her. “I take it you’re not a regular. Are you sure you’ve played before?”

			“Was I that obvious?” she asked, trying to appear sheepish. She wiped her sweaty hands on her tulle skirt.

			He smirked at her as if, yes, she was. “Waiting on someone? You can’t be here by yourself.”

			“I’m here alone,” she replied cautiously. “I thought I’d watch the dancers.”

			“Then you’re a little lost. The theater is across the hall.” He scanned at her up and down, and she resisted the urge to look away from his dark eyes. She was supposedly playing the role of the assailant, yet his gaze was the one growing more and more predatory. Her skin prickled with unease. “Would you like me to accompany you? I wouldn’t want you to get lost again.”

			“That would be lovely…”

			“Sedric.”

			“Sedric,” she echoed nervously.

			“And your name, miss?” He took her arm and led her around the tables. She peeked at Levi, who was—thankfully—still too focused on his game to notice her.

			“En… Emma. It’s Emma.”

			“A pleasure, Emma.”

			In the lobby, the air reeked of floral perfumes, cigarette smoke and the perpetual stink of Tropps Street. Groups in ruffled gowns and tuxedos shuffled between the restaurant and the casino rooms, but they all parted for Sedric as he approached. Enne couldn’t tell if it was out of respect or fear—in New Reynes, they both seemed like the same thing. She tried to avoid their wary gazes in her direction to keep herself from trembling.

			“The performance doesn’t start for a half hour,” Sedric said. “Do you like dancing as much as you like watching it?”

			In order to poison him, she’d need to stay with him until he bought himself a drink. But the way he held her, his arm linked so tightly with her own, her side pressed against him, she felt the urge to flee. It was nothing he had said, but the way he looked at her. It made her feel…wrong.

			“I love dancing, but only if I have a good partner,” she said, swallowing down her longing for escape. She had lasted this long. She could do this.

			She had to.

			He smiled. His teeth were alabaster white. “I promise you will find me more than acceptable.”

			He steered her to the dance floor of a grand ballroom of twinkling lights and waxy floors. The other couples danced chest-to-chest, and Sedric pulled her close. His breath warmed her forehead, and she wished she was tall enough to look him in the eyes, or at least anywhere above his neck.

			She did her best to follow his steps—they didn’t have this dance in Bellamy. Left. Right. Right. Turn. A left kick. Repeat. She caught on quickly, and he smiled as she accidentally turned tighter than intended and pressed her back into his chest. His cologne smelled sweet, like toffee.

			He raised his eyebrows. “You didn’t tell me you have a dancing talent.”

			“You never asked.”

			“Are you a Tanzer? A Glisset?” Those were the names of wealthy dancing families at her school. Enne had attempted to compete with them her whole life, even when her toes blistered and her muscles ached. She knew his words were flattery—Saltas and Tanzers were simply incomparable, no matter how hard she practiced—but the compliment still sent a thrill through her chest.

			“A Salta,” she corrected him.

			“There’s no need to keep secrets from me.” Left. Right. Right. Turn. “You’re too graceful for a Salta. You’re a rarer form of dancer. Or your parents must spoil you with lessons.”

			Her annoyance piqued. “My name is Salta.”

			“I’m sorry,” he amended quickly, but he looked more amused than apologetic. “I meant no offense.”

			The song ended on a low minor chord, saving Enne from responding. He took her arm and led her to a near-empty side of the room, to a lone velvet love seat in a shadowy alcove. It felt awfully private here, so far from the other dancers. Enne felt a prickle of unease. What exactly was he considering?

			“Why here?” she asked.

			“Away from prying eyes. I’m determined to learn more about you, Emma Salta. I don’t usually meet girls your age quite so…”

			“Quite so what?”

			“Confident.” He gave her that snare of a smile. “You must give your teachers a lot of trouble.”

			He truly thought her to be young, treating her as though she weren’t old enough to be a teenager. As he leaned forward, the way his gaze roamed over her delicate hands and her small chest, she realized with horror why the dress was nonnegotiable. And she felt ill. She couldn’t decide who was more of a monster: Sedric…or Vianca?

			Oh…he would like you, she’d said. This was the part Vianca had designed for her to play. She wanted to leave him in disgust, but then she felt the omerta squeezing her lungs, coercing her forward, trapping her. She had no choice but to continue the act.

			“My teachers love me,” she played along, feeling vile inside and out.

			“Of course they do.” Sedric snapped his fingers at a footman. “Two glasses of your house’s finest wine.” Her heart lifted for a moment. A drink meant the opportunity to poison him and be done with this despicable man—something she was feeling less guilty about by the minute. “Once he returns, we can make our way to the theater.”

			“I didn’t realize you were so interested in dancing,” Enne replied with an attempt at a girlish smile.

			“I don’t mind dancing, but I’m more interested in sitting beside you. A person’s first show at St. Morse is always a treat. But…” He smiled, a hint of arrogance in his expression. “I’d love to show you Luckluster. Our shows are spectacular.”

			“What do you mean ‘our shows’?” she asked, as though she didn’t know he also owned a casino. “Do you run them?”

			“Not exactly,” he answered. “Your parents wouldn’t mind me showing you, would they?”

			“No, they wouldn’t.” She attempted to feign excitement to hide her revulsion. No, perhaps it wouldn’t be so terrible to poison him.

			The footman returned with two glasses of red wine. She’d never had it—alcohol was illegal in Bellamy—but she recognized it from the bottles other girls had smuggled into their dormitory. She sipped it and tried not to wrinkle her nose; it was horribly bitter.

			“Have you ever had wine before?” Sedric asked conspiratorially. “I was twelve when I tried it for the first time. Didn’t have a taste for it then, either.”

			“No, I haven’t. It’s…” She didn’t want to sound rude and risk ruining her charade. “It’s nice.”

			“I wouldn’t tell your parents, if I were you.”

			“Why not?”

			He scooted closer to her until their legs touched. “That’s how parents are. They won’t like how fast you’re growing up.”

			Enne had always been a good liar. She’d lied to Levi about the volts. She’d lied to her mother’s house staff about how she was spending her summer. She’d lied over and over to her classmates about where Lourdes always traveled. But there was no lie as disgusting as this one. Because the truth of it wasn’t that she’d been selfish, or that she’d run away to the City of Sin, but that, probably many times before, there’d been a real girl who sat where she sat, who smiled as she smiled. This game was a familiar one to Sedric.

			She was suddenly grateful for the vial in her pocket. Before, she was going to poison Sedric Torren because she had no choice. Now, she was poisoning him for the girls who hadn’t known better. For all the girls fed to the wolves.

			She was still scared—she was still terrified. Sedric wasn’t simply a predator; he was one of the most powerful people in the North Side. He was a beast wearing a man’s skin.

			But she was also decided. There was no shame in poisoning him.

			“Shall we go?” he asked, offering his arm.

			She took it, her wine in her other hand. “We shall.”

			In the lobby, three lines waited outside the theater. According to the posters on the wall, the dancing show was only one of the many varieties that St. Morse offered.

			“Where do you take your dance lessons?” Sedric asked as they took a place in the back.

			“I’m looking for a troupe, actually.”

			“That’s awfully ambitious of you. Looking to dance here, maybe?” He took another sip of his wine. She’d better hurry, or soon his glass would be empty, and she would miss her chance. She didn’t know what the omerta would do to her if she failed, but she refused to die in this city.

			“Yes, I’d love to dance here,” she responded, “but I don’t think Ms. Augustine wants to give me the job.”

			“Why not? You’re an excellent dancer. Though I suppose she might want someone older—”

			“My split talent has nothing to offer her, and Saltas are a volt a dozen in the casinos.” She spoke matter-of-factly, as if she’d been in this city for more than a day.

			She must’ve sounded convincing, because he squeezed her hand comfortingly, and Enne felt weary with nausea. “She doesn’t know the talent she’s missing. But you wouldn’t want to work here, anyway.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because the Augustines are the cruelest family in the North Side,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper. They were, after all, surrounded by Vianca’s patrons. “Their blood talent is omertas, an unbreakable oath. Like a swear of fealty and silence. Vianca is no better than a glorified street lord.”

			Unbreakable? The word echoed in her mind, unraveling her, shattering her.

			It couldn’t be true.

			Before his words could fully sink in, she pushed them away. She had a job to finish.

			She and Sedric reached the ticket booth. “Do you mind holding this for a moment, Emma?” Sedric handed her his drink and rummaged through his coat pockets, then turned to talk to the ticket salesman.

			Enne hardly believed her luck. This was her chance. She turned around and quickly slipped the vial from her pocket.

			She didn’t hesitate. She dumped the poison into Sedric’s glass.

			It was so easy. She’d done it, just like that.

			Returning the vial to where it was before, she waited for Sedric to finish purchasing the tickets. Her heart beat faster with a mixture of fear and exhilaration.

			When he finished, brandishing two blue Admit Ones, Sedric plucked his wineglass out of Enne’s hand. “To the show,” he said, leading her in with his arm around her waist.

			The theater was dark. A blue curtain draped over the stage, and a single spotlight shone at its center. There must have been over five hundred audience members already present, not counting the few in balconies along the walls. They took their seats in one of the side rows by the front—the tickets, she realized, must have been quite expensive. The piano tapped out a light, staccato tune, and the audience quieted in anticipation. Gradually, the spotlight faded.

			Sedric took a sip. When he didn’t gag or convulse or immediately vomit, Enne realized the poison might not take effect for a while. She also realized that she didn’t feel even a twinge of guilt. She didn’t care—he was a contemptible man.

			The curtains rose.

			Sedric Torren placed his hand on her knee and smiled triumphantly, but Enne had already won.

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			When Enne returned to her apartment two hours after pouring the poison into Sedric’s glass, the first thing she did was take a shower. She smelled of Sedric’s vomit. However, more nauseating than that, she felt filthy with this city, with what she’d done and how little she cared.

			Unbreakable, Sedric had called the omerta, but she refused to believe it. She couldn’t be trapped within Vianca’s grasp forever.

			Enne turned the water temperature up to steaming, but she didn’t feel clean. She could still feel the heat of Sedric’s gaze and the touch of his hand against her thigh.

			She had no other clothes to change into after bathing, so she put her slip back on, and over it, the robe she found in the bathroom closet, embroidered with St. Morse’s logo. Then she returned to the page she’d bookmarked in her guidebook.

			What if Vianca died? Would the omerta break then? Enne intended to survive here, so she needed to learn more about Vianca, about New Reynes.

			She continued reading the guidebook’s chapter about the city’s organized crime. The topic shifted from the Augustine and Torren casino Families to the street gangs. Although the Families had control of the narcotics trade, the street gangs managed everything else. They’d divided the North Side into territories and turned crimes into monopolies. She followed along, occasionally referring to her guidebook’s map.

			Once upon a time, there had been dozens of gangs. But now there were three.

			The Scarhands. They were the largest gang, run by the slimy Eight Fingers, Reymond Kitamura, who Enne—despite all of her guidebook’s warnings—had managed to meet during her first morning in the City of Sin. Not only did the Scarhands provide counterfeits and forgery services to the city, but they also operated the weapons trade. Their territory spanned throughout the Factory District. You could spot a member by the scars that crisscrossed their palms and wrists.

			The Doves were the assassins, their territory known as the Deadman District. They dyed their hair white to match their lord, Ivory, who was credited with over sixty-three murders. No one had seen her face and lived. Perhaps she was so good that no one had ever seen her face at all.

			Last were the Irons. The gang of gamblers and cheats who called themselves consultants, and who occupied Olde Town and the Casino District like an infestation. They dealt in cards, ambition and opportunity. Anything you could do, they could do better. They were the smallest gang, with the smallest paragraph in the guidebook. Levi wasn’t even mentioned at all.

			Someone knocked on her door.

			Enne’s stomach dropped, half expecting Vianca’s woman again. She walked to the door and cracked it open, only to find it was Levi.

			“’Lo,” he said. He looked pale.

			After all the night’s stress, she’d utterly forgotten he would come for his volts. “I’m not dressed properly.”

			He held up a bag. “It’s fine. I brought you clothes. Figured you might need them.”

			She sighed and opened the door fully, even though she’d rather be alone and not deal with Levi’s condescending smirks. He handed her the bag, and she rummaged through it. The fabrics were colorful and flashy—very unlike her typical style. “Are these from that collection of yours?” she asked suspiciously.

			“Not this time. Jac swiped them from some clotheslines.”

			She grimaced as she wrapped an oversize sweater around herself. They’d have to do for now. She could buy her own clothes once she got paid.

			Beneath the clothes were food items, flour and eggs and other necessities. Her mood improved almost instantly—she was starving. She eagerly unloaded them onto the kitchen counter. To her delight, she now had all the right ingredients to make cookies. Dessert was such a simple comfort, but she nearly wanted to cry in appreciation. When she turned around to thank him, she realized he was no longer standing beside her.

			She heard him rummaging around in the living room. “What are you doing?” she called.

			“Where did you find this trash? I’m not even mentioned!” He appeared in the kitchen, waving her guidebook. “Look at all the places the author says not to visit. Hundreds! We’ll have to go on a tour, you and I. We only managed to hit up a few of them this morning.” He paused as she broke some eggs into a mixing bowl. “What are you making?”

			“Cookies. Our cook used to make them with me.” Enne had spent a lot of her childhood keeping company with the staff, when Lourdes was traveling and she was lonely.

			“It’s almost midnight.”

			“I’m hungry.”

			He shrugged and took a seat on the counter beside her. “You look flushed, missy. You go out on the town while I was working?”

			“I stayed in,” she lied. As she mixed in the flour, she gathered up her nerve to tell him what happened. Levi was Vianca’s favorite, so he had to know about the omerta. She wasn’t allowed to speak its name or reveal the truth, but somehow, she’d need to find a way around that. She needed to tell someone and, tolerable or not, Levi was the only person she had in New Reynes. “I read about Vianca in the guidebook. It…it mentioned the family blood talent.” When she tried to form the word, no breath would come out. She couldn’t say it. Still, she persisted. “I forget what it’s called.”

			Levi’s face darkened. “I’m surprised they printed that in a guidebook.”

			“Oh, um…” Her chest tightened. The omerta knew she was feeling for its cracks, searching for loopholes. But she needed to find a way to tell Levi. He was the only one in this city helping her. Maybe he could even convince Vianca to let her go.

			“Now that you’re hired, keep as far away from Vianca as you can,” he warned. “Believe it or not, she’s a woman you would rather have hate you than like you.”

			And you’re her favorite, Enne thought, wondering what exactly that meant.

			She returned to the cookies, while Levi, now in a foul mood, stormed off into the living room. Every now and then she heard him groan something, like “They mentioned Jonas mucking Maccabees but not me” or “Veil founded the first street gang. Not Havoc. Who wrote this shatz book, anyway?”

			Then a few minutes passed in silence. Enne laid the cooling sugar cookies on the counter and walked into the living room, expecting to find him asleep.

			Instead, he was sitting up on the couch, turning over the empty vial of poison in his hands. Enne froze.

			“Black Maiden,” he said grimly. “It’s Vianca’s poison of choice.”

			“Where d-did you find that?” she stuttered.

			“I went looking. They don’t mention Vianca’s blood talent in the guidebook.” He nodded to it open on the table. “Enne, why do you have this poison?” There was an acute desperation in his voice, in his expression. He stepped close enough that she could smell his cologne, too close to avoid his gaze.

			Enne tensed beneath that look. She took a deep breath and tried to form the words, testing the limits of the omerta, what she could say and what she could not.

			“Vianca Augustine is a monster,” she managed carefully. “And you knew that. So why did you bring me to her?” Her voice was full of accusation. She didn’t mean that. Or maybe she did.

			He blanched as the realization settled in. “What kind of job did she give you?”

			“Why would you bring me to her?” Enne hadn’t realized how angry she was until she shouted the words. “You were supposed to help me!” She laid her hands on his chest and shoved him back. “You told me to trust you!”

			He looked as though she’d punched him. “I didn’t know. How could I? Vianca can give only three…” He shuddered and didn’t speak the word. “At any time. They’re precious to her. I never would’ve guessed she’d give one to you. You have to believe me.” He sounded genuinely wounded, genuinely desperate. For her? No—it had to be something more.

			Then it dawned on her.

			Levi continued, his voice strained, “If I had suspected, I’d never—”

			“You have one, too,” Enne whispered. “That’s why Reymond said you’re her favorite.”

			His nostrils flared. “Of course I have one.” He turned away from her and paced around the living room. “As if I chose to start a scheme that was born to fail. I’ve been scrambling around for months trying to clean it up. Meanwhile, the Irons are as good as broke. They can barely look at me anymore. I can barely look at myself anymore.” He stopped pacing, but he still never faced her. “I was supposed to be something. Instead, I’m hers.” His voice grew hoarse at the last word, as if he might also break down. He fiddled with something silver in his pocket.

			“Is it truly unbreakable?” Enne asked quietly. She couldn’t tell who was supposed to be comforting whom. She didn’t know what scheme he was talking about.

			He turned to look at her. “Yes,” he whispered hoarsely. “Unless she dies.”

			She gave him a questioning look.

			“I’m not a killer, no,” he murmured. “But, oh, I would. But I can’t. We can only pray someone else does.”

			Any lingering anger she had left disappeared. She’d never seen someone else’s expression so perfectly reflecting her own. They were both trapped. And he hated Vianca. She could hear it in his every word.

			Leaving him to cool down for a moment, she brought in a plate of cookies from the kitchen. Six for her, two for him. She sat on the couch, her knees against her chest, making herself small. She ripped a cookie in half and nibbled it from center to crust. Eating felt normal. She’d barely eaten all day.

			Levi sat opposite her in an armchair. “I’m sorry.” He said it like he meant it. “I’m so, so sorry.”

			“I know.” And she really did.

			“What did she make you do?”

			“She didn’t make me do anything.” Enne moved on to her second cookie, her voice low and cold and unrecognizable. “Initially, she did. But by the end, I wanted to, and I don’t feel guilty in the least bit. I’d do it again.” She paused to examine his reflection for any judgment, but his face was unreadable. “Does that make me a bad person?”

			“I suppose it depends on what it is you did,” he said uneasily.

			She braced herself for the omerta’s constrictions, but felt none. “In Luckluster Casino, Sedric Torren is likely overturning his dinner, and he deserves it.” Apparently, once the secrecy of the omerta was broken, Enne could speak the truth freely. She sighed with relief.

			Levi froze while reaching for a cookie. “You poisoned Sedric Torren?”

			“He’s not dead—just sick.” Enne shuddered. “There was a childish pink dress. Vianca made me wear it. And it worked. Vianca dressed me up to send me to the slaughter.”

			A long moment passed before he whispered, “Are you hurt?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“You’re not crying.”

			“I said I’m not hurt.”

			“But you cried all morning.”

			“I’m tired,” she seethed. And if he kept prodding her, she would cry. It wouldn’t take much. She wasn’t trying to be strong. She just didn’t have it in her to be anything right now.

			She stood and grabbed the orb she’d left on the table earlier for Levi, thrusting it at him.

			“I’m not taking that,” he said defiantly. “It’s my fault that she found you.”

			“You said the Irons were broke.”

			“And that’s my fault, too.”

			“So fix it.” She shoved the orb into his chest.

			“Does she know that you’re Alfero’s daughter?” he asked, and she shook her head. “Good. She can’t know. Ever.” He laid the orb back on her table. “I’m not taking it.”

			“But—”

			“Don’t you get it?” he yelled. “She owns you. For as long as she’s breathing, you’re trapped in New Reynes. There’s no way out. All those things you said earlier about wanting to return home in the fall? Wanting to finish school? You’ll be lucky if you ever see Bellamy again. You’ll be lucky if you make it out of this city alive.”

			The walls of the room suddenly felt smaller, closer. And, at last, Enne began to cry.

			“I…” He blinked at her as if seeing her for the first time. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.” Slowly, hesitantly, he moved closer to her as her shoulders heaved and took her in his arms. His touch was warm. Enne almost slid away, but truthfully, she welcomed the comfort—even from him. She had no one else.

			“I’ve never met one of her others,” he murmured. “I’ve always been alone.”

			“I want to go home.”

			“I know.”

			“I want to find Lourdes.” She’d never needed her mother as much as she did in this moment. Missing her felt like missing something vital in her chest. It ached as she steadied her sobs.

			“I promise we will,” he said. She clung to his words like a life raft.

			“But what if Vianca gives me another assignment?” she asked.

			“Then you do it. That’s all you can do.” He let her go, and she pulled away from him and wiped her nose. “Tomorrow night, we’ll go to the Sauterelle. We’ll learn what we can about Lourdes.”

			She nodded. It was a start. She picked up the orb and handed it to him one more time. “I want you to have it.”

			He took it, though she could tell it hurt him to do so. “I promise, Enne.” Her name sounded strange on his lips. He’d always called her “missy.”

			“I’m going to help you. We’re in this together, you and I.”

			She smiled weakly. They were, in more ways than one.

			As he opened the door to leave, she asked, “What were you talking to Sedric about? I saw you speaking earlier, in the Tropps Room.”

			He paused and looked back at her for a moment, his expression perfectly blank.

			“Nothing,” he said. “We were only talking about a card game.”

			Before Enne could ask another question, Levi was already closing the door behind him.

			
		

	
		
			DAY TWO

			“If you must visit, reader, then I implore you: remain only on the South Side. Do not cross the Brint. Do not believe their smiles. Do not stray into their lairs. Or you may never come out.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			In an abandoned park in Old Towne, Jac Mardlin leaned against a wrought iron fence, his newsboy cap tilted down over his face. A briny morning mist hung in the air from last night’s rain. Everything was dark; it was perpetually dark in Olde Town. The buildings were made of glossy black stone, their spires and archways casting barbed shadows into the alleys. It all looked and smelled like a grotto.

			Jac was a mere silhouette in the mist, still and quiet.

			Levi might not have recognized him if not for the signature gray aura encircling his friend’s body. It was light and smelled of linen, and Levi felt himself relax from its familiarity, like returning home after a long day.

			Levi tapped him on the shoulder, and Jac opened one eye. It was gray. Everything about Jac seemed gray and colorless, except for the red card tattoos on his arms and the faded scars beside them.

			“’Lo, Levi.” He yawned and crossed his heart.

			“Long night?”

			“I had a shift.” Jac worked as a bouncer at a gambling den called the Hound’s Tooth a few blocks from St. Morse. The den’s owner was one of the Irons’ oldest clients.

			Unlike the other gangs, which operated on crime and on New Reynes’s constant appetite for sin of all sorts, the Irons appealed to only a single vice: greed. They worked as contractors. Every few months, Levi selected a new gambling establishment and promised the owner that, if they hired his kids, he could raise their profits by 20 percent in three months. First, Levi brought in the card dealers, his expert cheats. Then he brought in the bouncers, the actors, the bartenders. He could sweeten every pot and rig every game—he had his consulting down to an art—and all he asked for in return was 15 percent of any growth. It was a deal very few could refuse.

			“You look like you had a long night, too,” Jac said.

			Levi rubbed his eyes wearily. He’d lain awake for hours last night, replaying his vision from the black-and-white hallway, revisiting the moment he’d held Enne and promised her he’d do the impossible. Then, around five in the morning, he’d pounded on Vianca’s door to let her know exactly what he thought about Enne’s new permanent position in her empire, only to learn that Vianca was gone for the day. Out of town at some monarchist rally, preparing for a hopeless campaign for the November senate election. Typical.

			“Sedric Torren brought me a gift last night,” Levi explained. He probably shouldn’t have said it—worries had a way of undoing his friend—but he needed to tell someone. He hadn’t told Enne last night. Hadn’t had a chance to tell Vianca this morning. And he needed some of the burden lifted off his shoulders.

			“I wouldn’t accept a gift from the Torrens if it was a kilovolt tied with a ribbon,” Jac said seriously. “What did Sedric give you?”

			Levi pulled the Shadow Card out of his pocket. Jac paled, then snatched it from Levi’s hands and turned it over, running his thumb across the metallic silver back. “This is some serious muck. He didn’t…he didn’t invite you, did—”

			“No. It’s a warning.” The invitation card was the Fool, not the Tower. And invitation was a misnomer: the Fool card warned you of your upcoming execution. Upcoming as in immediately.

			“A warning about what?”

			“The investments. He said I have ten days.” Nine days now.

			“Ten days?” Jac croaked. “You… You’ll think of something. You always do.”

			Jac had always had too much faith in Levi, starting from the first day they’d met. Levi had been twelve, crouched in an alley off Tropps Street. He’d worn all black and kept his face covered—as was the signature look of Veil, a legend of the North Side and Levi’s hero—and he’d dealt out a deck of cards, goading passersby with a game of fifty-fifty chances. But no one had stopped. They’d all recognized him and his cons by then.

			“How would you like to make a hundred volts today?” Levi had asked Jac as he walked by. Even then, Jac was big. Not tall—he’d never been tall—but in his shoulders, in his build. The sort of strong that could’ve been concealed. He looked like a card Levi might want up his sleeve.

			Jac tapped Levi’s near-empty orb jar with his boot. “That’s big talk.”

			“I aimed low.”

			They’d earned two hundred volts, and they’d spent them all in one night, feasting and drinking at a lousy cabaret. So they met up again the next day. Soon it was every day, a new place, new con, new spoils. It lasted for one year, until Levi met Vianca, and Jac met a drug called Lullaby.

			“Did you get a…vision or something?” Jac whispered. “Ain’t the Shadow Cards supposed to be jinxed?”

			“Nah, nothing like that,” Levi lied, because Jac was already pulling out his Creed, the necklace he wore that was a symbol of the old Faith. Not many believed anymore; the Mizers had perpetuated its stories for their own gain, and, after the Revolution, the wigheads had declared the Faith illegal. If Levi told Jac about the hallway and the graveyard, Jac wouldn’t sleep for a week, and he’d spend the next few days quoting Levi verses from some text Jac couldn’t even read himself.

			Jac rubbed the Creed—which looked like an intricate knot in the shape of a diamond—between his fingers.

			“Speaking of warnings, do we have anything to give to Chez?” Jac asked. “More than, you know, the usual?” Lately, the usual hadn’t been much. Levi could manage to give him and the other Irons only the minimum at the last few weekly meetings.

			“We don’t collect from the dens for a few more days,” Levi reminded Jac. It was the only excuse he could offer.

			Ever since the investment scam began to crumble, Levi hadn’t been able to run the Irons like he used to, and they were falling apart. The minimum wasn’t going to cut it much longer. It wasn’t enough. And it killed him.

			Membership in a gang was more than a simple contract: it was an oath. Once you swore to a lord, they had power over you. Nothing unbreakable, like an omerta, but a power that carried orders down a chain of command and prevented the gang’s circle of trust from being violated. There was magic to an oath, and even if Levi didn’t understand it, he respected it. Everyone on the streets did.

			They’d sworn Levi their loyalty, and he’d promised them more. If not greatness, if not wealth, then at least roofs over their heads and dinner in their stomachs.

			Enne had given him one thousand volts last night, volts she thought were going to help the Irons. And Levi wished they were, but he needed them. They brought him one thousand volts closer to paying Sedric. He’d be no good to the Irons if he was dead.

			Nine more days. All he needed was to survive the next nine days. Then the Irons would go back to being the richest gang in the city. Then Levi could finally give his kids what they deserved.

			Levi checked his watch. “We need to get going.”

			Jac walked beside him, his shoulders slumped with weariness. “You haven’t said anything about that missy you were with yesterday. N-something.”

			Levi would rather not involve Jac in all that muck, not if he could help it. The monarchists were a dangerous lot. “I got her a job at St. Morse.”

			Guilt simmered in his stomach as he remembered where exactly that job had led Enne. He had admittedly thought her a bit snobbish when they first met, but he wouldn’t wish Vianca’s omerta on anyone. Had he even suspected Vianca would take interest in Enne that way, he would never have brought her near St. Morse.

			You were supposed to help me! she’d yelled at him. You told me to trust you!

			Levi had failed her in the worst way. At the start, finding Alfero for her had been a way to save himself, and since Sedric had given him a Shadow Card, it meant salvation now more than ever. But since last night, it was also more than that—it was about Enne’s forgiveness. It was about making things right.

			He’d originally thought Enne wouldn’t last more than a night in New Reynes, but he’d been wrong about her. Sedric had terrified Levi down to his very core, and Enne—Enne—had poisoned him, the wolf of the North Side, and she felt remorseless. No, she wasn’t what he’d expected at all.

			Jac snorted. “A job doing what?”

			“I told Vianca she was an acrobat.”

			“Think you could get me a free ticket to their next show? I need a good laugh.” Jac kicked an empty beer bottle across the street. It clunked loudly—too loudly. This section of Olde Town was lifeless except for them.

			Then footsteps thumped through the silence. Chez strutted out from the alley next to the old church, Mansi following close behind. Chez was scowling, which had lately become as permanent a feature of his face as his protruding brow bone and sharp sliver of a nose. He saluted Levi, quickly and haphazardly.

			Mansi, however, brightened the moment she saw him and didn’t hesitate to cross herself. Like most kids in the North Side, Mansi took the laws of the streets seriously. Every rule. Every myth.

			She looks skinny, Levi thought. Skinnier than usual.

			He sighed. He was so tired, in his body as much as his soul. It exhausted him, carrying all this guilt. If all his failures were a sea, then he was drowning, and the omerta was the ball and chain dragging him down to rock bottom.

			“’Lo,” Levi greeted them.

			“Where were you last night?” Chez demanded. “Either of you?”

			“Working, same as we both have every Saturday for the past year,” Levi grunted. Chez already knew this. “Why? What did we miss?” That was a question that, as the Iron Lord, he should never have had to ask.

			“A run-in with the Scarhands,” Mansi blurted. Her gaze shifted wildly from Levi to Chez.

			“What?” Levi growled. He would’ve never sanctioned such a brawl. Nor would Reymond. But street law had more power than the lords, in the end. Besides, Levi’s history with Reymond wasn’t common knowledge outside of this circle. The other Irons would view it as a breach of loyalty—Chez certainly did.

			“Where was this?” Jac asked sharply.

			“Near Revolution Bridge.” Not far from the border between Iron and Scar Lands.

			“Was anyone hurt?” Levi asked, searching Mansi for scratches and bruises but, thankfully, found none.

			“One of our rats pulled a knife but didn’t get a chance to use it,” Chez answered, his chest puffed out. “Scavenger had it coming.”

			“Someone pulled a knife on Jonas?” Levi couldn’t imagine which of his kids was that thick. Jonas was the deadliest agent in the Scarhands. He’d even killed a Dove once.

			“Will Reymond be upset? Didn’t mean to anger your missy, Pup,” Chez said, then instantly froze.

			Both Jac’s and Mansi’s mouths fell open. It took everything Levi had not to cringe, to remind himself that he didn’t deserve this.

			He was meant for more than this.

			Levi slowly slid his knife out of his jacket. Not the smart one Vianca paid for, but the one with the rusted handle he’d used in the old days.

			Chez eyed the knife but didn’t move. Levi flipped it a few times in the air as he walked toward him, and the blade’s edge twirled around Levi’s fingers with deadly finesse. Chez wasn’t the only one who could show off.

			“It was a joke. You gonna gut me?” Chez said it more like a dare than a question, but they both knew that this was more than that. Six months ago, these comments were a joke.

			Now they were a threat. To Levi’s power. To his pride.

			Levi didn’t know how far he would go, but, oh, that knife felt good in his hand. Reymond or Ivory would’ve never allowed their third to talk to them like that. But Levi had sworn long ago he wouldn’t be like Reymond or Ivory. He wanted glory, not fear.

			Besides, it wasn’t as if Levi could gut Chez, or simply kick him out. He’d need to replace him with someone else who could relay Levi’s orders to the other Irons—Jac couldn’t do all that himself. Mansi would run to the edge of the world and back for Levi, but she was only thirteen—how would it look if the third of the Irons was just a kid? The other gangs thought Levi was just a kid. If he made Mansi his third, they’d think he was a punch line.

			He hated to admit it, but he needed Chez—at least until he got Sedric his payment and could focus on the Irons again. Or maybe Chez would grow more tolerable after that. He used to be better, before he’d decided the Irons’ problems were his responsibility, not Levi’s.

			They’d been friends, once.

			It all came back to respect, in the end. Levi would rather earn his respect at the card table than demand it at gunpoint. But it was Reymond who had once told him that respect and fear were two sides of the same card. Since it had come this far, Levi needed to play his hand.

			He placed the edge of the blade against Chez’s throat. Chez went rigid. He didn’t dare to breathe. But he didn’t fight back, either. He didn’t think Levi would truly hurt him.

			Levi barely recognized his own voice as he growled, “I could gut you.” Beside him, Mansi’s eyes widened with uncertainty. It was a look Levi wouldn’t soon forget.

			“Oh, is that how you’re playing now?” Chez rasped.

			“The question is how you’re playing,” Levi hissed. “What makes a lord isn’t the bravest, the smartest or the first person to whip out a knife. It’s the one who earns the volts and keeps everyone alive. No one else can lead like me.”

			Levi felt the wisps of Jac’s aura grazing his shoulder, as if trying to calm him. Jac probably didn’t even realize his aura was doing it. Levi knew he wasn’t acting like himself; the Iron Lord didn’t have a reputation for pressing knives to his subordinates’ throats. But this was the hand he’d been dealt. He didn’t know how else to play it.

			“The Irons have more volt flow than any other gang in New Reynes, thanks to me,” Levi continued.

			“Maybe once,” Chez challenged. “Not anymore.”

			“This is temporary. Give me nine days, and I’m going to solve all our problems.”

			Chez’s eyebrows furrowed. “What comes after nine days?”

			My freedom, Levi thought, although that wasn’t entirely true. In nine days, if he did manage to pay back Sedric, he’d be free of the investment scheme. But he’d never be free of Vianca. When all this was over, she’d just give him a new assignment, a new way to get himself killed and put volts in her pocket.

			But maybe not. This was by far the worst job he’d ever done for her. She wouldn’t demand such risk from him next time. He hated how much he was under her power, how he had to cling to the hope that next time, she’d take pity on him. That next time, she’d show compassion.

			You’re her bitch, Reymond had said yesterday. He’d been joking—Reymond was always joking—but it’d stung.

			Levi was and always had been the Iron Lord, and it was time that meant something again.

			“Our paycheck comes after nine days,” Levi answered. This wasn’t a lie; once the scheme was over, Levi could pay the Irons what the Irons were actually earning again. They were still the richest gang in the city, even if no one but him and Jac knew it.

			“From now on,” Levi commanded, dropping his knife and stepping back from Chez, “if you’re thinking about pulling a knife on another gang, you clear it with me.”

			Chez’s eyes narrowed. Levi could tell he was debating whether to challenge that order. Chez was coming awfully close to learning the truth of it: that Levi was stealing from his own gang. But it wasn’t that simple, and Levi wouldn’t do it if he didn’t need to. He loved the Irons, but he wasn’t sure he loved anything enough to die for it. Not when the problem was so close to vanishing.

			Much to Levi’s relief, Chez nodded. Mansi nodded even more fervently, beaming with the kind of loyalty that made Levi’s stomach hurt. He didn’t deserve it.

			Only Jac failed to react. He was exceptionally gray and still and quiet, even for him. It made Levi uneasy.

			“Any other news to share?” Levi demanded. “Any questions?”

			Chez shook his head.

			“Then maybe we can get on with our meeting.”

			Levi pulled out the bag of orbs in his pocket and handed them out. As the third, Chez was responsible for distributing the shares to the other Irons.

			Chez didn’t waste any time. He pulled his meter out of his pocket and counted the volts, as if Levi would sting his own crew to their faces. “We need more,” Chez said, “for the dealers taking more shifts. They’re pulling extra weight, and they could use the volts.”

			“We don’t collect from the dens for a few more days,” Levi said, echoing the excuse he’d given Jac earlier. “I would if I could.” He was tired of those words. Even if they were the truth, they felt like a lie. He could always do something more, give something else. Except, this time, he was truly out of options.

			Chez’s eyes narrowed. “There should be more. Where are the other volts going? Where are the extra shares from last week?”

			The extra shares were now in the whiteboot captain’s pocket.

			“There weren’t any,” Levi said, swallowing his guilt.

			It’s not supposed to be this way, he thought.

			“But things are going to change,” Levi swore. “Real soon. In fact, an opportunity has come up, and I have a favor to ask both of you because of it.” Mansi nodded enthusiastically, but Chez didn’t respond. As always, he looked skeptical. Levi supposed Chez had little reason to believe him anymore. His word didn’t hold much value these days, and Chez needed more than promises from him—he needed action. “I’m looking for information about someone called Lourdes Alfero.”

			“The one the missy yesterday was talking about?” Mansi asked.

			“Yeah, but you need to be on the low about it. People will be after Alfero, I think, if they haven’t already found her.”

			It was a dangerous favor to ask, which was why he didn’t add that Lourdes was a monarchist. He didn’t intend for Chez or Mansi to go digging and leave an incriminating trail. Lourdes was well-known, but only in a few circles—nothing that would’ve touched the Irons. The less they knew, the better.

			He turned to Mansi. “I also need your help tonight.”

			“For what?” she asked eagerly.

			“I need you to help me sneak four people into the Sauterelle.” Mansi worked there as kitchen staff, as well as an amateur card dealer.

			“Celebrating something?” Chez asked, a slight sneer in his voice.

			“A business meeting of sorts,” Levi said.

			Mansi nodded. “I can do that. No problem. Who’s going?”

			“Me, Jac, that girl you met yesterday and a friend.” Reymond. He couldn’t say that in front of Chez. Tonight, he’d make Mansi swear to keep it a secret. It wasn’t fair to her, but Levi didn’t have the luxury of playing fair. “I’ll even bet a hand or two at their tables. You should play, too.”

			She beamed. “I’ve been practicing. The boss says I could be as good as you someday.”

			“You could even be better.”

			Behind her, Chez glared. It was an empty glare, Levi thought. He suspected the truth, but he didn’t know. Like Mansi, the Irons were loyal to him. And no matter what Chez told them, no matter how bad it got, they all needed to believe in him for nine more days. He needed to believe it, too.

			Nine more days, and he would fix this.

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Enne stared down an impossibly long hallway. The tiled floor, the alternating doors, and the stone columns all repeated the same pattern of black and white.

			She knew she was dreaming, but she couldn’t wake up. Not until she found the right door.

			She turned the knob on a white door to her left. Locked. She tried the black one beside it, and it clicked and swung open. Once she stepped across the threshold, she slipped back into her own mind from four months past…and entered a memory.

			She was in a wool coat. February—she didn’t detest anything quite so much as she did February, even if it was her birthday month. She stomped through the snow. Look at her. Stomping. Ladies were supposed to glide. A girl from her class passed by in a motorcar whose two flags bore her family’s crest. Enne froze and tried to make herself appear smaller. This really was a hideous wool coat. Perhaps if she didn’t move, the girl wouldn’t see her.

			The girl didn’t. But to Enne, that was almost worse.

			The motorcar drove away, and Lourdes was behind it, standing beneath a streetlamp with a newspaper tucked under her arm, wearing her favorite crimson scarf. She smirked; she must’ve seen Enne stomping. Hmph. Well, Lourdes might think it was amusing, but she didn’t have her society entrance in a year. Besides, Lourdes didn’t glide, either. Her mother strode, the heels of her boots clicking rhythmically, deliberately. Not that Lourdes was a lady every day, like she had dressed this morning.

			Lourdes hugged her when Enne crossed the street, and despite Enne’s worries a few moments ago, she instantly felt safer. Lourdes smelled like fresh ink, which meant she’d spent all morning writing letters to her friends in New Reynes. Honestly, Enne didn’t understand why Lourdes associated with them. Everyone knew they defined reputation by the amount of voltage one gambled away or the number of mistresses one kept.

			They entered a nearby café and were instantly enveloped in the aroma of fresh bread. Lourdes and Enne shared a cheese pastry to start, as they always did when Lourdes visited on Thursdays. Lourdes ate delicately, her slender fingers easing the crust from the filling. Enne refrained from tearing at it and tried to mimic Lourdes’s easy grace.

			“How are your classes?” Lourdes asked, sipping her tea. It was in that moment that Enne admired—as she had many times before—how striking her mother was. Her blond hair was as pale and thin as the threads spun from a silkworm, her features serious yet elegant, from her aquiline nose to her deep-set eyes. Enne considered her best quality to be her skin, free of freckles or blemishes of any kind, and surprisingly youthful despite her age. Lourdes had an effortless grace that Enne was convinced she’d never possess. No matter how many etiquette lessons she took, how many classes she spent walking with books upon her head—nothing in Enne’s life had ever felt effortless.

			“They’re horridly dull. Algebra is illogical. My history teacher’s voice puts everyone to sleep. Madame Tensington threatens to strap a ruler to my back to keep my posture straight—”

			“Breathe, Enne. You’ll impair your digestion.” Lourdes laughed. “You know, I bet algebra isn’t all that illogical.”

			“It is to me. Some days, if it were not for my ten fingers, I don’t know how I’d survive.”

			“Surviving with fewer than ten fingers would be taxing, indeed,” she said solemnly. Somehow, Enne still suspected she was joking.

			They picked at the last pieces of the pastry, or rather, Enne did. Lourdes seemed to have lost her appetite.

			“I’m leaving for New Reynes tomorrow,” she said. “I have some business there.”

			What business? Enne wanted to ask, but she never did. She’d decided long ago that she didn’t want to know.

			“I’ll be back before school finishes, of course.”

			Enne sighed. She didn’t have many friends, so Lourdes’s business trips typically meant months of loneliness. Enne would go home every weekend to an empty house.

			“Be careful while I’m gone,” Lourdes said seriously, though maybe Lourdes was the one who should have been careful. Enne had heard some appalling stories about the City of Sin. “If I’m not back in two months, I’m dead.”

			Enne stiffened, even though Lourdes had given that warning before. “Don’t be so dreadful.”

			Then the memory deviated from what had actually happened, and the dream took over.

			“I don’t want you to go,” Enne whispered. In that moment, she was no longer the same person from last February. She was present Enne, the one who’d spent a day in New Reynes, who knew what the future held. “Please don’t go.” Her voice was stronger this time.

			Lourdes shushed her. “I have to go.”

			“Why?” Enne demanded. “What could be so important? You’re the only person who matters in my life. What else is out there that matters to you? That is so dangerous?” She grasped for Lourdes’s hands, but Lourdes leaned back in shock. “Why do you keep secrets from me?” Hot tears sprang from her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth about what you do—”

			The black door opened to the hallway, suddenly, forcefully, and evicted Enne from her memory. She landed painfully on the black-and-white floor tiles, and the door slammed in her face. She cried out for Lourdes, but woke up before she heard a response.

			Her sheets were damp with sweat. She rolled over and gazed out her bedroom window, where the sunrise illuminated the stunning view of the trash collectors in the alleys behind St. Morse. Enne waited for the details of her dream to fade, but even as she rose and readied herself for another day in the City of Sin, they never did.

			* * *

			The St. Morse acrobatics troupe huddled in a back hallway, bags slung over their shoulders, coffee in their hands, waiting for Enne. She was over ten minutes late. In her defense, the parcel Vianca’s staff left at Enne’s door had come only with a leotard, not directions, and every opulent hallway in St. Morse looked the same.

			The troupe stared at her as she approached. Enne might’ve looked like an acrobat, with her small build and wide shoulders, but she wouldn’t fool them for long.

			So she’d decided to be honest. She couldn’t have been the only one without any experience, and acrobatics talents weren’t common. Vianca had already hired her. Certainly they’d be willing to teach her.

			“You must be Enne Salta.” A young man shook her hand, his grip firm to the point of hurting. “The dancer,” he sneered.

			She withered. “’Lo,” she said, mimicking the way people spoke here.

			He ignored her. “Everyone, this is Enne, the replacement.”

			“Replacement?” she echoed.

			“Last week, a girl broke her leg and quit.” He looked her over. “Clearly Vianca had to make due on short notice. Do you have any experience?”

			“No,” she answered weakly.

			“Neither did the last girl.” He shook his head. “We have a week until our next performance. Try not to break anything.”

			An acrobat, Enne seethed. What was Levi thinking?

			Now that the troupe was complete at twenty people, they walked out the back doors into an alley behind the casino. Enne crept quietly to the back of the line. The cool morning breeze teased pieces of her hair out of her neatly coiffed bun, and she shivered. New Reynes didn’t seem to understand the concept of summer.

			Past several garbage bins—reeking and still awaiting the morning collectors—they reached the doors to a warehouse. It was no warmer inside, and it smelled of feet.

			The troupe dumped their belongings in the corner of a massive square mat. There was equipment sprawled all around the warehouse: sets of bars, trampolines and even a full flying trapeze. She craned her neck back and stared at it, her palms growing sweaty. She hated heights.

			They spent over a half hour stretching, and no one said a word to her. She didn’t mind—she was accustomed to that treatment from school. The warm-up and the leotard felt familiar, normal, and she missed her dancing classes back home. She’d never been the best dancer in the room, but at least she’d been confident in her abilities. Today she’d consider it a victory if she left with all her bones intact.

			After a while, the troupe split into groups. Enne lingered on the mat, awkward and alone, until a girl approached her. She was several years older than Enne, with blond hair and freckles covering her face and arms.

			“I’m Alice. I write the routines.” Enne shook her hand. “I get to spend the week rushing you through the choreography.”

			If she didn’t want to make a total fool of herself and the troupe, Alice explained, Enne would need to manage a single back handspring and brave the flying trapeze. Alice had cut Enne’s part down to the most basic material, and unless Enne also fractured a limb, she would be performing the number next Saturday with the rest of them.

			Enne nodded along, feigning determination instead of fear. All she needed was to survive today’s rehearsal so she could go to the Sauterelle tonight, to find information on Lourdes. One day at a time.

			While Alice explained the different roles of each of the troupe members, Enne found herself imagining what it would be like to encounter her mother tonight. To spot her sitting at a table in the corner, smoking one of her foul cigarettes, a newspaper and a glass of bourbon in front of her. What would Lourdes say about finding Enne at the same cabaret?

			I’m sorry. I was running late, that’s all, Lourdes would apologize, her voice as soothing as the sound of rain on rooftops. There wasn’t any need to worry.

			And what would Lourdes say when she realized how quickly the city had corrupted her daughter? Enne had poisoned Sedric Torren. She was a prisoner to the unbreakable chains of a cruel mafia donna. Her only ally was a street lord.

			Enne couldn’t come up with any answers. She had no idea what Lourdes would say. As it turned out, she didn’t know much about Lourdes at all.

			“We’ll start with the worst of it,” Alice declared, her speech finished. “Once that group is done.”

			Enne realized with horror that she meant they’d begin with the flying trapeze. Enne studied the group of four rehearsing there. They soared effortlessly, fearlessly, even though they were at least fifty feet off the ground. Of course, there was a net between them and a broken back, but it looked thick and stiff. Falling into it couldn’t be much more comfortable than hitting the floor.

			Enne swallowed as she followed Alice up the ladder, her legs wobbling worse with each rung.

			“We don’t always have the flying trapeze in the show,” Alice said, while Enne crawled unsteadily on to the platform. “But guests like it. It looks impressive.” As she spoke, she reached for the rope, then reeled in the closest trapeze. She handed Enne the bar, and Enne’s stomach leaped as she reached out for it. “You won’t have to worry about catches today, thankfully. There’s nothing like that in your routine. But you need to be comfortable with the bar.” She raised her eyebrows as she examined Enne’s face. “I can already tell it’s going to take you a while to be comfortable.”

			Enne reddened. “Dancing is generally done on the floor.”

			Alice didn’t look amused. “Six days, missy. It would be awfully embarrassing for the troupe if you broke your legs in front of an audience.”

			Enne managed not to say anything unladylike…but she was certainly thinking about it.

			Alice continued her lesson plan, but Enne was barely listening. She felt ill, even as she fixed her gaze securely above the floor, locked only on the space in front of her. She rehearsed the very angry words she intended to give Levi when all of this was over.

			“Go,” Alice commanded.

			Enne took a deep breath, held the bar and leaped. She lurched forward, and the world seemed to give out beneath her as she soared.

			As she went backward, she reached her toes out behind her for the platform, coming a few inches short. Her breath tightened in panic.

			“That’s not how gravity works, missy,” Alice said. Enne couldn’t tell if it was amusement or annoyance in her voice. “You’ll need to give it some push if you intend to come back.”

			That would’ve been nice to know ahead of time, instead of when she dangled limply fifty feet above the ground. She desperately tried to avoid looking down.

			On her second return backward, Alice instructed again, more emphatically, “Push.”

			So Enne pushed. She kicked her legs behind her as she reached the peak, then brought them in front of her as she sped forward. Her body, much like the movement of the trapeze, was an arc. Her core ached from keeping her legs so straight, but it wasn’t terribly difficult. She’d always been strong.

			After two swings, Enne had generated enough force to make it back on the platform. She exhaled shakily and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

			Alice pursed her lips. “Your technique is very precise.” But her sour expression and complimentary words didn’t seem to match. “Much better than the last girl. Did it feel good?”

			Enne nodded. She wouldn’t mind doing it again, now that she wasn’t so nervous.

			Alice relayed some more instructions. “If you can lock your knees around it, or even sit up, I’ll be really impressed.”

			Enne had always considered herself someone who rose to the occasion. After all, being from one of the lowest-tier dancing families at her school, every challenge was an opportunity to prove herself. This might not have been ballet, and this certainly was not her finishing school, but her familiar competitive drive began to take over.

			She leaped, this time more comfortable with her center of balance and with the trapeze. When she reached the highest point of the arc, she kicked her legs up, tucked them beneath her arms and latched them onto the bar. As she let her hands go, a few memories from her childhood returned to her, of similar games played at parks, of cartwheels and swings, of tumbles and scraped knees, none of which she’d thought about in years. Lourdes had never approved, she recalled.

			As she glided, she almost had the urge to laugh. She didn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed herself like this.

			When Enne returned to the platform, she did so only to catch her breath.

			Alice handed her a cup of water, which Enne gratefully accepted. “None of it’s difficult, what you’re doing, you know.” There was a strange edge to her voice. “I’m not surprised you can do it, but it’s your form that’s more interesting. You sure you’ve never done this before?”

			“No.”

			“You’re quite the natural.” Enne had never been called natural at anything. Everything she was good at, she’d worked for. Everything she’d earned had been an uphill battle.

			Then Enne placed the edge in Alice’s tone—she felt threatened.

			“What’s your split talent, missy?” Alice asked.

			“Counting.”

			“You any good at it?”

			She hesitated, knowing what Alice was getting at. “No.”

			“Well, maybe mommy didn’t really know the daddy after all,” she said pointedly.

			Enne glared at her as she took a sip of her water. There’d been times when Enne had wondered if her Abacus split talent was wrong—she’d never prided herself on her analytical or problem-solving skills—but it didn’t make sense. It wasn’t Enne’s father who’d been the Abacus, but her mother. And Lourdes had known Enne’s mother, the woman who’d entrusted Enne to Lourdes’s care before she’d died. So if there was a case of mistaken paternity, she’d have to question her Salta blood talent, not her split talent. But she was a decent dancer. Decent enough for a Salta.

			She’d always known she was a bastard. She wasn’t ashamed about it, but that didn’t mean she appreciated what Alice was implying. Lourdes rarely spoke of Enne’s birth mother, so Enne knew too little about her to have any attachment. But still, the comment felt crass and unkind, even for New Reynes.

			And Enne wouldn’t take anyone’s taunts any longer.

			“I’d ask,” Enne snapped, “but mommy’s dead.” It was a very unladylike thing to say, even if it felt oh-so-good to do so.

			“Oh, so the doll has some bite,” Alice sneered. “Fine, lie or play whatever game you want, but I want you to know how it works here. There are no favorites. There are no cheats. You get your roles on merit alone, but that doesn’t mean anyone will take kindly to you if you’re trying to play us for fools.” Alice made a show of looking down at the floor. “You know, missing that net wouldn’t be hard, with the right push.”

			Two days ago, Enne might’ve withered in the face of such a threat. But yesterday she’d poisoned Sedric Torren, one of the most dangerous men in the city, and today she wasn’t in the mood to hear anyone else call her a doll. She wasn’t so breakable.

			She finished her water and handed Alice back the cup. “Then push me,” she growled, her fury growing. But her anger had far less to do with Alice’s words and everything to do with the doubt that was burying itself in her mind.

			Lourdes had lied about a lot of things. Enne had braced herself for the truth when she’d decided to come to New Reynes, but this was different. These lies involved Enne. Lourdes had hidden her politics from her daughter, but Enne hated to imagine that she might’ve concealed Enne’s very identity from her, as well.

			Alice shrugged, but gave a menacing smile. “’Lo, Tommy! We need a catcher. Doll face here is getting cocky.”

			Tommy, one of the other acrobats, left his group at the bars and ran to join them. To Enne’s surprise, she realized the rest of the troupe had stopped practicing. They’d been watching her.

			No one had ever watched her before.

			“We’re going to practice some tricks,” Alice told Tommy as he smiled, unaware and well-intentioned. “I think the new girl could use more of a challenge. I want to make sure she knows how it works around here.”

			Enne gritted her teeth. She hadn’t asked for this. She wasn’t looking to impress anyone or win anything.

			But she’d spent her entire life fighting for next to last. So if she had to play, she would not lose. She would not break.

			She had other business in this city.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Enne was wearing some of the clothes Levi had given her, and whoever the original owners of that fur coat and blue dress might’ve been, he decided she wore them better.

			“New Reynes looks good on you,” he said.

			She didn’t grace him with a smile. She pulled the coat tighter around herself and shivered.

			“She’s in a mood,” Jac warned. He leaned against the alley wall behind them, his presence quiet even though he took up so much space. He’d also worn his best—a gray vest and pin-striped shirt. His jacket was draped over his arm, and he smoked a cheap cigar. It smelled foul—Levi hated them—but it was preferable to the other substances these streets had to offer.

			“We’ve been waiting for ten minutes,” she groaned. “Are you sure Mansi is coming?”

			“Of course she is.” Levi flashed a smile, though the doubt had occurred to him, as well. But Mansi was more dependable than the sunrise—she’d be here. “It’s a favor for her lord.”

			Jac grunted.

			“Oh, is he in a mood, too?” Reymond asked. He stood on Levi’s opposite side, grinding a pebble into the cobblestones with his blue-and-black-striped cane. It looked like something out of a candy shop.

			The Sauterelle wasn’t much to look at, even from the front, and, unfortunately, they were in the back. The alley was an offshoot of an offshoot off Tropps Street, a collection of discarded liquor bottles, random articles of clothing and food wrappers. Faintly, the ragtime from within the cabaret murmured in the darkness. Levi felt an itch in his fingers picturing the Sauterelle’s numerous card tables. He was in the mood to win tonight.

			“You went too far today,” Jac said low enough that only Levi could hear.

			Levi tensed, his winning mood already diminishing. “You tell me this now?”

			“It wasn’t you, Levi. It was an act, and Chez saw through it,” Jac said. “He doesn’t want a show. He wants volts.”

			“What else was I supposed to do?” They were already sneaking into the Sauterelle just so they wouldn’t have to pay for tickets.

			Jac shook his head. “I just have a bad feeling.”

			Reymond plucked the cigar from Jac’s mouth and took a hit. “You always have a bad feeling. You’re more jitter than person.” He handed Jac back the cigar, who looked less than eager to have it returned. “What’s the problem?”

			“Nothing,” Levi said hurriedly, because he already knew Reymond’s advice: if there was a threat, squash it. Break the rules before they broke you.

			Jac inspected the cigar, clearly decided he no longer wanted it, and offered it to Enne.

			“What do I look like?” she asked.

			Jac grinned. “Like a Sinner.”

			She hmphed.

			The back door to the cabaret opened at last, and Mansi poked her head out. Her eyes widened as she took in the sight of Reymond. “Oh, um, Eight Fingers,” she said weakly.

			“I’m a friend, little missy,” Reymond said, his voice welcoming, though Levi knew each of his eight rings contained a different type of poison, memorabilia from his days as a Dove. “We’ve come to enjoy a good show.”

			Mansi looked hesitantly to Levi, who nodded, then opened the door. The four of them slipped in. He patted Mansi on the back. “This is our secret, isn’t it, kid?” he asked.

			“People will stare,” she whispered. “People will recognize him.”

			Mansi was right—neither Reymond Kitamura’s slimy face nor gaudy style was easy to forget. Levi preferred a more inconspicuous approach himself. In fact, he preferred almost any approach Reymond didn’t. He figured this was why Reymond had taken such a liking to him.

			“He’ll behave,” Levi promised, as if he had any control over the Scar Lord.

			Mansi nodded uncertainly and scampered off, back to her post in the kitchens.

			Enne lingered in the hallway, clearly waiting for Levi. The music from the show grew louder, the cigarette smoke stronger, the lights brighter. But they paused briefly in the hallway’s darkness.

			“What if she’s in there?” Enne asked breathlessly. It was obvious who she was talking about.

			Levi had considered this, but it seemed unlikely. Lourdes wouldn’t let her daughter worry while she passed her nights at a variety show.

			“She probably won’t be,” he said gently. “But this is the arts neighborhood. A lot of her associates come here.”

			Enne nodded, but Levi could tell she didn’t feel much better by the way she reached out and grasped his arm. She might’ve been collecting herself, but the touch was enough to make Levi unravel. Her eyes were wide as she stared at the lights ahead, her breath hitched. Just the look of her like that made his chest knot.

			She was dangerous, this missy. Barely two days of knowing her, and Levi was so fixedly intertwined with her troubles. He’d been Vianca’s prisoner for four years, and never had anyone else shared his cell. Never had anyone else understood.

			He let her compose herself, even though his own heart was pounding. It was nice to feel needed, nice to provide. For the past several months, he had only taken, never given, and he couldn’t give her much, except some measure of comfort.

			“We’re going to find her,” he promised. She nodded again. He wasn’t sure she was even listening, so he squeezed her shoulder. She shied away, wincing.

			“Did I do something wrong?” Levi asked.

			“Sorry. I’m just terribly sore,” she said, rubbing her arm.

			Levi grinned. “Already had your first rehearsal? Well, you seem to be in one piece. Are you that terrible?”

			She hesitated, then gave him a weak smile. “I soothed myself by imagining telling you off later.”

			“Is that so?” he asked, stepping even closer to goad her. He probably deserved to be told off. He’d definitely pulled the acrobatics idea out of his ass. “Well, I’m ready. Let me have it.”

			Then the music stopped, and they heard the audience clapping. Enne’s attention turned back to the show, and Levi found himself a bit disappointed. “Let’s go find the others.”

			They emerged on a second-floor balcony, the show itself below them. Jac and Reymond perched at a high-top near the railing, drinks already in their hands. They hollered at Enne as she approached, real rowdy, though Levi couldn’t figure out why until he saw the stage, where a woman posed in nothing but a slinky garter set and silver tassels dangling from her nipples.

			Enne went red as a cherry, and her lips formed a small O.

			“I see why your mother likes it here,” Levi said.

			Levi could tell from Enne’s expression that she was attempting to remain nonchalant about it all. But he still recalled their delightful experience yesterday passing Sweetie Street. She hadn’t given up her sensitivities that quickly.

			“Yes, well,” Enne breathed, examining the mostly nude woman. “I imagine Lourdes probably does.”

			Levi drummed his fingers against the countertop, then searched the floor below for a card table to make his own. He nudged Jac and pointed to the far corner. “That one,” he declared.

			“Why that one?” Jac asked.

			“Just a feeling.” Truthfully, the card dealer at the table—who wasn’t an Iron, wasn’t anyone Levi recognized—was devastatingly attractive. They were here to find Lourdes, and this was an opportunity for Levi to win some of the voltage he needed to pay back Sedric, but there was no harm in a little fun.

			“Are we splitting up, then?” Enne asked, scanning the crowd below. Lourdes and her head of blond hair were nowhere to be found.

			“Of course not,” Reymond said. “They are, but you can’t be wandering around a place like this all alone.” He put his arm around Enne’s shoulders, but—just as she’d done to Levi earlier—she groaned and batted him off, muttering about trapezes and bruises and handsprings.

			Levi shot Reymond a questioning glance. Levi didn’t have the right to feel possessive—in fact, he would much prefer that he didn’t feel this way, would much prefer the idea of the handsome card dealer whose problems were so distant from his own—but he couldn’t imagine what interest Reymond might possibly take in Enne. While Levi leaned either way, Enne was most assuredly not Reymond’s type.

			“You need a local with you, missy,” Reymond told her. “Levi will be asking around at the card tables, Jac will be keeping an eye on the floor and you and I can chat with the staff, who I’m sure see more here than anyone.”

			Levi couldn’t argue with his logic, though it irked him how easily Reymond had taken the lead…even if Reymond was the one who’d suggested they survey the Sauterelle in the first place. Whereas Levi had always needed to work for his authority as a leader, being a lord came naturally to Reymond.

			“Fine,” Enne said.

			It also irritated him how quickly she’d agreed.

			“Well, fine, then,” Levi muttered, then made for the stairwell.

			Following the striptease act was a duo juggling knives. They weren’t ordinary daggers—they were hooked in a way that faintly resembled scythes. Levi studied the two girls tossing them, searching for the trick. They spun between throws, danced with blades between each of their fingers, played with the steel as though it were ribbon. It must’ve been a hoax.

			But then he noticed the white hair of one of the performers. She was a Dove, a member of the most feared gang in the city. The assassins. It was no trick, then. He was surprised the Sauterelle let her perform, lest she frighten the audience. Or was the hair part of the show, too?

			Levi slid into an empty seat at his selected table and put down a few volts. He was directly beside the handsome card dealer, who was very much the sort Levi liked in men. Delicate lips, rosy skin, all soft and boyish.

			“I haven’t played here in ages,” Levi said casually.

			“You don’t look familiar,” the dealer replied.

			Levi gave him a moment, wondering if he’d recognize him after all. Half the other dealers here were Irons, and besides, Levi was famous to anyone who enjoyed Tropps. But when the handsome boy remained silent, Levi regretfully continued, his ego wounded. “I only come here on occasion. I like the arts scene. Pretty different from the university.”

			The dealer nodded, showing he’d heard, though he had to pause to finish out the hand. Levi folded the first round, as he always did. It gave the impression he wasn’t an aggressive player. Gave the others a false sense of ease.

			“South Side, eh? I wouldn’t have guessed.”

			“It doesn’t suit me.” Levi shrugged. “But I’m good with business.”

			The hand ended, and to his luck, Levi was dealt an excellent new one—not that he needed one to win. But he preferred not to resort to cheating, unless he thought he might leave the den with his pockets lighter than when he’d entered.

			Fifteen minutes later, Levi had won the pot. He slid the small pile of chips toward himself with satisfaction.

			“You play a lot?” the dealer asked.

			“On occasion.” Levi glanced over his shoulder. “It’s the crowds I like. No other place like this. All sorts come here.”

			“I don’t really pay much attention,” he said blandly.

			Levi realized he wasn’t likely to find either much information or fun with the dealer, so he decided to try for a different form of entertainment. He ordered himself his favorite drink, a Gambler’s Ruin, and planned to bet his entire pile on the next hand, even if his cards were mediocre. He liked playing it cocky, especially when the stakes got high. He needed to dig himself out of the rut from last night and lift his spirits.

			By the time he had his drink in hand and a new music act had taken the stage, Levi was in an excellent mood. He plucked the cherry out of the bourbon and twisted the stem between his teeth as he played, trying to tie it in a knot. It was easier to focus on this than maintaining his poker face, especially when he felt so certain he would win.

			Besides the handsome but disappointing dealer and himself, there were two other players at the table: a woman who was as large as two Jacs put together, and a boy who was making a point to match Levi’s every bet.

			Levi held two two-of-a-kinds. Certainly the boy could’ve held something better, but it wouldn’t matter—not if he broke first.

			The dealer passed out a new card. It did nothing to help Levi’s hand.

			But still he bet.

			The woman folded; the boy kept going. Levi sat up straighter, took another sip, added another chip. Tropps was a waiting game, one of the few where the bluff was worth more than the cards themselves. The players began with three cards but, if they played out the whole hand, ended with twelve. That rarely happened, though—players folded, players broke. Especially after the first play, seven cards in, when the players were required to turn over at least three cards.

			Levi turned over his cards first, revealing the lower of his two pairs. The boy’s cards were random, mismatched of suit and number. Worthless. Yet still he bet.

			Levi spit the knotted cherry stem into his glass. The night was getting interesting.

			But in the end, the boy broke, as Levi knew he would. Levi pressed him up until the eleventh card, then, finally, he folded. They each showed their cards. The boy had four sixes, all hiding in his hand, while Levi had finished with a full house. Levi would’ve lost, had they reached the last trick.

			It was his favorite way to win, knowing he’d been within an inch of losing.

			The boy, to his credit, didn’t look irritated. He nodded at Levi with approval.

			They played ten more hands. It took Levi only a few to pick out the boy’s tell. Whenever he was bluffing, his eyes drifted more often to the stage, searching for a distraction to hide his expression. He wasn’t as handsome as the dealer, but he had an interesting face. His skin was several shades darker than Levi’s, his hair black, straight and tied at the nape of his neck. He had a small tattoo of a pair of dice beneath his jaw, and he wore a smoking jacket with a gold tie.

			Levi’s buzz was growing, his mood lightening, his pocket four hundred volts heavier—he was quickly forgetting why they’d come to the Sauterelle. Then he spotted Enne speaking with someone in the corner by the stage, her fur coat swallowing her small frame. He couldn’t see who was talking to her—their back was facing Levi—but it definitely wasn’t Reymond.

			As he craned his neck to get a better look, Dice slid into the seat beside him.

			“She’s pretty,” he commented matter-of-factly. It took Levi a moment to realize he was referring to the woman singing on the stage, not to Enne.

			Levi shrugged.

			Dice picked up Levi’s glass and shook it. The ice cubes rattled. “You need another drink.” He didn’t wait for Levi’s response before walking over to the bar.

			Levi waited for his internal logic to remind him that mysterious boys met in cabarets were a terrible idea, and that he was here for an entirely different purpose tonight. But his logic remained quiet, subdued by the whiskey. He pocketed his chips and followed the young man to the bar.

			“Do you often gamble where the other Irons work?” Dice asked Levi as he sat in the barstool beside him.

			“Not usually, no,” Levi replied. He unrolled the cuffs of his shirtsleeves to conceal his tattoos, though he was secretly pleased he’d finally been recognized—even if it was in the den of one of his own clients.

			“It’s your hair,” Dice said. “Orb-maker hair. Gives you away.” Levi smiled and shrugged ruefully. He’d often considered dyeing it—it wasn’t as if he used his orb-maker talent—but he couldn’t picture himself without it.

			The bartender handed Levi his new drink. Levi immediately went for the cherry.

			“I didn’t expect to win,” Dice said. He’d ordered a Snake Eyes for himself. It was a drink you ordered if you were stuck in a losing streak, a drink meant to bring luck. “I’d heard you were good. But I don’t usually believe what they say about people like you.”

			“People like me?”

			“The players. They say the city is a game, one only the reckless play.”

			Levi preferred to think of himself as ambitious rather than reckless. “Hmm, who are these ‘they’?” Levi asked, thinking of Enne’s ridiculous guidebook.

			“The spectators.” Dice scooted closer to Levi—awfully close—and kept his voice low. “So why are you really here, then, if not to gamble or to watch?”

			The alcohol warmed him from inside out. It made everything louder and quieter at the same time. The music, the taste of the bourbon and coffee liqueur, the smell of cigarettes, the touch of Dice’s hand against his—louder. The lights, the burn of the liquor, Sedric’s voice in his mind as he delivered the Shadow Card, Levi’s own caution—quieter.

			“I’m looking for someone,” he said. Up close, Dice smelled like honey and designer cologne.

			“A woman?” Dice asked.

			“Sometimes, but not always,” he answered. “She goes by ‘she.’ Here, they’d probably call her Séance.”

			Dice nodded, tracing his thumb against Levi’s wrist in a way that made everything else fade into the background.

			“Another player,” Dice mused. “Why are you looking for her?”

			Nine days, whispered Sedric’s voice.

			“Do you know her?” Levi asked, his voice high and hopeful. He twisted the cherry stem between his teeth.

			Dice moved his hand away so he could take a sip of his drink. “What do you think about, when you’re trying to bluff?” he murmured, deftly changing the subject.

			“What do you mean?” Levi asked, playing along.

			“When you have the winning hand, and you know it. How do you keep your face so still?” He tapped Levi’s forehead, just above his brow bone. His finger lingered a moment too long. “And don’t say ‘nothing.’”

			Levi hadn’t been going to. “I think about the beach.”

			“Not many nice beaches in New Reynes, but I hear that boardwalk they’re building will be something else.”

			Levi took another sip as his memories washed over him. They were too loud, enhanced by the whiskey. “There was a beach near where I grew up. I think of the sound of the gulls, the feeling of the wind on my neck, the smell of the salt.” It was a trick he’d learned, living in that house. How to be somewhere else. How to be anywhere else.

			“I just kept thinking, looking at you, that you had a winning hand. You play like you’ve already won.”

			“That’s the only real way to play.”

			“Until you need to show your cards.”

			The ragtime grew louder behind them. Dice’s honey smell: louder. Levi’s heartbeat: louder. “Do you know the person I was talking about?”

			Dice inched closer, though there wasn’t much space left between them. “Don’t fold so soon.” Levi could feel the words against his skin as easily as he heard them.

			“You know, spectators wouldn’t get tattoos of dice,” Levi murmured. He brushed his fingers against it on Dice’s jawline, tracing the ink. Dice leaned his head back and exposed his neck to Levi’s touch. After several moments, Levi pulled away so he could reach for a napkin and a pen. “Write it down for me.”

			“You’re not that drunk. You’ll remember.”

			“It’s important.”

			Dice conceded and took the napkin. While he wrote, Levi tugged the boy closer by his tie and pressed his lips against the tattoo. Dice let out a low groan that made Levi smile. He was winning a lot tonight. He trailed higher, brushing Dice’s hair aside, and kissed below his ear. Dice’s skin grew hotter, and he took his time finishing the note.

			Levi spared a glance at the napkin before slipping it into his pocket. It was an address.

			“I can’t make any promises,” Dice breathed against Levi’s neck. “It’s just what I’ve heard.”

			“You hear a lot of things.”

			He smiled. “It’s how I play the game.”

			And then he kissed Levi, and everything felt very loud, all at once. It was the kind of kiss Levi had come to expect at places like these, with charming girls or mysterious boys in the hours after midnight. The kind of kiss that was meant for that place, that time, and never again. The kind of kiss you wanted the other person to remember, even if you would forget.

			He’d remember this one, he decided, as Dice slid the cherry stem out from Levi’s lips and knotted it between his teeth.

			Several acts in the variety show later, Levi staggered back to the table where Jac waited, his face flushed, the gold tie wrapped around his neck. They always let him keep something.

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Although she’d never admit it to the boys, Enne was rather enjoying the cabaret.

			Everything about New Reynes felt unfamiliar, and the Sauterelle did, too. The burlesque fashions bore little resemblance to the chiffon and white lace in Bellamy. The dancing wasn’t the sort she’d learned in school. The liquors weren’t even allowed in her town.

			But it was also intriguing. Exciting. For the first time since she’d left home, she was content to be out of her comfort zone, eager to explore the unknown.

			“What will you have?” the Scar Lord asked over the music as he led her to the bar.

			“I’m not sure I need a drink,” she said, remembering how little she’d cared for the wine last night.

			“You’ll look more approachable with something in your hand,” Reymond assured her. She still couldn’t understand why Reymond had so quickly volunteered to guide her, but she found herself grateful for his presence and the power he wielded. She saw the way the people here looked at him. Like seeing him was a story they would tell their friends later that night. Like they would do whatever he asked.

			If they were going to find information on Lourdes, that power was something she needed.

			“Water will work,” she countered.

			“Has no one told you not to drink the water in New Reynes?”

			Enne thought back to the water she’d guzzled at rehearsal. It hadn’t tasted bad. “Is it contaminated?”

			“Not polluted, just corrupted.” He winked at her and laughed. Enne suspected he was the sort who always laughed at his own jokes. “Better be careful, missy. Souls can go black in this city.”

			The bartender, who also didn’t seem to be amused by Reymond’s humor, looked toward Enne impatiently.

			“She’ll have a Snake Eyes,” Reymond said for her. “It’s a signature cocktail around here. Can’t say you’ve been here ’til you’ve tried it.” Enne doubted she’d enjoy anything popular in New Reynes. “What’s the drink of choice in Bellamy?”

			“Lemonade,” she said drily.

			Reymond shook his head. “I’ll have a Gambler’s Ruin,” he said. When the bartender left to prepare their drinks, Reymond lowered himself so he spoke directly in her ear. “We’ll ask the staff questions first. Then the performers.”

			“Are you sure they’d remember her?” Enne asked, surveying the crowd. Lourdes’s simple style and quiet manner wouldn’t have stood out here among the outrageous clothes and layers of harsh makeup.

			“It’s not remembering her that we have to worry about,” he said darkly. “It’s them lying.”

			Enne didn’t have time to ponder that, as their drinks had arrived. Hers was fizzy and pale gold.

			Before the bartender could turn to the next customer, she asked, “Have you ever met someone here named Lourdes Alfero? She also goes by Séance.” When the bartender shook his head, Enne persisted. “She’s tall. Blonde. Thirties. She usually wears trousers and—”

			“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” he grunted, then walked away.

			“Well, that was rude,” Enne muttered. She angrily took a sip of her cocktail. It wasn’t sweet enough, but it was certainly more palatable than the wine.

			“He was telling the truth,” Reymond said matter-of-factly.

			“You seem awfully sure.”

			“I can see when someone is lying,” he explained. “Not from a tell or whatever Levi calls it. It’s my blood talent.” He inspected his walking stick, as though avoiding her gaze, but Enne strangely felt as though she could still feel his eyes on her. “Not that anyone is thick enough to try to hide anything from me.” His tone sounded accusatory, but she couldn’t imagine why.

			She took another generous sip of her drink and cleared her throat. He couldn’t know anything about the volts she’d promised Levi. “You’re the local, as you said. Who should we talk to next?”

			The two of them gradually made their way around the cabaret, speaking to members of the waitstaff and to the bouncers. Enne did most of the talking. Each time, Reymond presented Enne as “Miss Salta,” but provided no introduction for himself—he simply stood beside her and looked threatening.

			They didn’t find many answers—the closest they came was someone who remembered Lourdes, but had never spoken to her, nor seen her with anyone else. It was terribly disheartening. Each time someone nodded with recognition, Enne felt a thread of hope tighten in her chest, but each time, that thread snapped with disappointment. She was likely closer to finding her mother than she’d ever been, but there were no real leads. The trail could, very easily, end here.

			Soon her drink was finished, and a replacement quickly found its way into her hand. The liquor eased the pain of her disappointment, as well as the aches of her horrendously sore muscles from rehearsal.

			“I’m not giving up,” Enne announced, her face oddly feverish.

			“We’ll have to find a way to talk to the performers—” Reymond started to say, but stopped, as Enne was already marching toward the backstage area. She entered a room full of costumes, makeup and smoke, the Scar Lord following close behind.

			“It smells like…” Enne sniffed the air. “Like raspberry cordial.” She carelessly ran her hands along the beaded and sequin dresses in the costume rack, watching them shimmer.

			“It’s called Mistress,” Reymond explained, crinkling his nose and swatting away the smoke. “It’s popular right now. An aphrodisiac. Torren-owned, I think.” He pointed to the blunt stubs in the ash tray. The ash left behind a golden residue.

			“Are you supposed to be back here?” a feminine voice asked. Enne whirled around, nearly losing her balance. The speaker was a woman with a wary expression, wearing a feathered hat, a scarlet slip and very little else.

			“I’m a dancer,” Enne offered brightly, as a means of explanation. Reymond shook his head, and the woman’s eyes narrowed uneasily as she took him in.

			“You look familiar,” she said.

			Reymond smiled. “I have one of those faces.”

			“Mmm-hmm,” she murmured uncertainly.

			Behind her, two other performers carrying a collection of knives emerged from the dressing room. Reymond patted Enne on the shoulder, making her wince again, and said, “I’ll go talk to them. Don’t leave this room.”

			“I can take care of myself.”

			“Sure, missy. Just don’t leave.” Then he skulked off to the other performers, leaving Enne alone with the woman.

			The performer sat on the chair by the vanity. “What are you drinking?”

			Enne looked down at her glass and was surprised to find it empty once more. “It was gold.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t start too young, sweetie. That’s how they trap you. And you’re tiny as a teaspoon.” She motioned for Enne to sit beside her, and Enne collapsed in a very unladylike fashion. When she leaned back, the room spun around her like a carousel, so Enne shook her head and kept herself upright.

			The woman plucked the empty glass out of her hand. “I’m the vedette here—the lead performer. My name’s Demi Salta.”

			Enne giggled. She couldn’t imagine herself wearing an outfit like Demi’s when she danced. “Enne Salta.”

			“Ah, well, a cousin wouldn’t tell on me for a little preshow ritual.” Demi winked, pulled a joint out of her pocket and lit it. The smoke was the color of marigolds. Demi coughed for a moment, then relaxed into her chair. “I like your jacket,” she said.

			“Thank you,” Enne answered. She liked it, too, though she felt guilty imagining some girl in the city who was without her fur coat. But it was also very pretty.

			“I’m looking for my mother,” Enne said—or rather, blurted. She liked Demi, and she’d always enjoyed the atmosphere of backstage, but she was here with a purpose.

			“Well, she’s not back here.” Demi smirked.

			“I don’t know where she is,” Enne admitted. “She’s been missing. Her name is Lourdes. And Séance. And she—”

			“Maybe you’re not looking in the right places,” Demi said, letting out a drag. “Where else do you think she could be?”

			Dead, a voice whispered in Enne’s head, and she whimpered. The voice wasn’t usually so loud. She could use a glass of water, or better yet, a bed.

			“Don’t do that, don’t do that,” Demi ordered wildly. “It’s bad luck to cry backstage.”

			Enne shook her head. “I’m not going to cry.” It was as much a command to herself as it was a reassurance for Demi. Just as she’d felt so often since yesterday morning, she was right on the edge of tears, a touch away from shattering. But she was growing accustomed to the feeling. Even after two drinks, she wouldn’t cry.

			Outside, in the cabaret, the music changed to something faster. Demi swore. “I only have a few more minutes. I have a routine, you know. It’s not easy going out there if I have all my wits about me.”

			“I’m sorry,” Enne murmured with a small sniffle.

			“Oh, you’re so depressing. People come here to have fun, sweetie.” Enne frowned—she could be fun if she wanted to. Demi stood up, set down her joint and coiffed herself in the mirror. She handed Enne a tube of red lipstick. “This will look good on you. Anyone ever told you that you look like a doll?”

			Enne grimaced. “A few times.” With a tremendous amount of pleasure, she pictured Sedric Torren overturning his breakfast, lunch and dinner across the city. Enne applied a layer of the lipstick and eyed herself in the mirror, wondering, once again, if the City of Sin was turning her into a bad person.

			She dismissed the thought and helped herself to the other makeup Demi had on the vanity. Makeup was always soothing, and besides, she knew Sedric deserved everything he was getting.

			“What do you usually do to prep for a show?” Demi asked, patting down her false eyelashes.

			“I repeat my mother’s rules to myself, over and over.” She had never admitted that to anyone. Not that it was shameful. It just made her sound…vulnerable. She wasn’t quite sure why she’d done it. Demi was a stranger, but maybe that was precisely why.

			“Her rules?”

			“She has these rules about how to behave, about things like getting lost, or showing emotion, or—”

			“You mean street rules,” Demi said. She handed Enne her powder compact, apparently happy to share her products. “Like what the gangs say.”

			Enne stared at Demi for a moment, almost uncertain she’d heard correctly. Lourdes’s rules were precious to her, and she didn’t like to imagine they belonged to anyone else—let alone that they had begun somewhere else. And the more she remembered Lourdes repeating those phrases to her, claiming they were about etiquette, the more cheated she began to feel.

			Instead of getting upset, Enne pressed some powder on her forehead and mentally filed that thought away as a question she would ask Levi later.

			She should find Levi now. She was wasting time, playing with Demi’s makeup. But Reymond had told her to stay here, and somehow she knew, deep down, that there were no answers waiting for her out there in the Sauterelle. Only more strangers and more disappointment.

			“Every time I perform, I smoke a little of this,” Demi explained. “But that’s a terrible idea. Don’t start it. It’s already stained my teeth yellow.” She tapped its excess ash into the tray, and Enne tried not to crinkle her nose. It didn’t smell as good up close. “Before they got me into this, I was a little more self-sufficient. I could get that natural flush all on my own.” She held up two fingers and winked at Enne, who blushed. “Pleasure isn’t just for the boys, you know. You don’t even need lovers at all if you get good enough at it.”

			Enne, in fact, had not known, and turned over Demi’s words curiously.

			Outside, the audience clapped, and Demi straightened, took a last hit of Mistress and headed toward the stage. Enne stared around the empty dressing room. She supposed she would need to find Reymond, rather than wait for him to find her. But she was tired of searching, and the room wouldn’t stop tilting.

			“Well, come on,” Demi urged. “You won’t find your mother while moping drunk in here.”

			“I’m not moping,” Enne grumbled, following Demi without thinking.

			They walked onto the darkened stage. The audience whispered and whistled, waiting for the next act to begin. Demi placed one hand on Enne’s shoulder and peered through the crowd.

			“There,” she said, pointing at a young man near the front. “Go talk to him. He’ll know your ‘rules.’”

			As the lights turned on and the music began to play, Enne scampered off the stage. She considered ignoring Demi’s suggestion—Enne was exhausted and doubted it would lead anywhere—but she hadn’t traveled all this way to quit just because she was tired and admittedly a little drunk.

			The young man sat by himself, twirling his finger over a glass of red wine. His hair was corkscrew curly, peeking out from underneath his top hat. He put on a salesperson’s smile as Enne approached.

			“What can I do for you?” he asked.

			“I’m looking for someone,” she answered, her words slightly slurred. “Her name is Séance.”

			“The writer?”

			Enne perked up and slid into the chair next to him. Maybe he would turn out to be a promising source after all. “Have you seen her?”

			“I don’t go looking for trouble, missy,” he said. “You don’t look like you do, either.”

			“I was told writers like her come here.”

			“They did, when they were alive.” He looked at her pointedly, and Enne, again, felt herself standing at the edge of that cliff. She was tired of feeling this way. Angry for feeling this way. She could no longer tell if she needed to sob or to scream. “Maybe there’s something else I can do for you,” he offered. “You need a job?”

			“I’ve got a job. What I need is information.”

			“Ah, but the Orphan Guild can always get you a better job.”

			“The Orphan Guild?” The name sounded familiar—maybe something she’d read in her guidebook. Likely something to avoid. She looked around the room for an excuse, for an exit.

			“Not from the city? Most people would know the Orphan Guild. It’s the name of opportunity.”

			“I’m not an orphan,” she said defiantly. Not an orphan. Not a doll. Not a lost cause.

			“What are your talents?” he asked. Something about his voice reminded Enne of Mistress—sweet as syrup. The way he leaned forward, the glimmer in his eyes, it was all very alluring. He did have something to offer, she felt instinctively. He was trustworthy. Speaking with him was a good decision.

			She leaned closer, an invisible force drawing her to his voice. She wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or something else.

			“I’m a dancer,” she offered to him. “And a split counter.”

			“The Scarhands could always use counters. We have a lot of them, in the Guild,” he said thoughtfully. “A shame to scar those pretty hands, though.”

			He reached out and touched Enne’s cheek, then turned her head side to side, inspecting her. At first, Enne let him. He was trustworthy. He was no threat.

			“I’m a bad counter,” she admitted, because she felt like she needed to be honest with him. “And…” She searched for the words, and it was growing more difficult to find them, more difficult to remember why she’d denied the young man earlier. “I don’t want a job.” She tried to peel her eyes off him and his sleazy smile to find the others. Levi. Jac. Reymond. She squinted around the cabaret, but it was hard to picture their faces. Whenever she tried, she saw the young man’s.

			He clicked his tongue and turned her head back toward him. Her shoulders relaxed. “Split counters aren’t bad counters, missy. Maybe that’s not really your talent.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “We have blood gazers. They’re complimentary.”

			“Blood gazers?” Enne repeated, confused.

			“They can see your talents. Lots of people are mistaken about them, you know.”

			His words struck a nerve, and Enne shook her head, the hold of the trance fading. She squeezed the edge of the table, her thoughts veering in several directions. Talents. His voice. Mistaken. A secret.

			Maybe mommy didn’t really know the daddy after all, she heard Alice’s sneer. But her comment had been just a competitor being cruel. It shouldn’t have shaken Enne like it had.

			Were you that terrible? Levi had asked about her rehearsal.

			The truth was quite the opposite—she’d been a natural. She still remembered the look on Alice’s face when she’d perfected the simple routine in a matter of hours. How the entire troupe had noticed her, applauded her, and the rush that had sped through her chest.

			She should’ve told Levi instead of making it a secret. But it felt like a secret. Like something wrong.

			Something wrong with her.

			The more the thoughts shook her, the more she listened to the other voices, the less she remained under the young man’s spell. She pushed her seat away from him.

			“Stop it,” she told him.

			“Stop what?”

			She willed herself to get up, but her body felt heavier than usual—and not from the alcohol. “Let me go.”

			“I’m just doing you a favor,” the young man said, licking his lips. “I could give you a name of a gazer. It never hurts to know.”

			“I don’t want to know,” she snapped. She dug her fingernails into her thighs.

			“Don’t be thick, missy. It’s free of charge.”

			Enne tried to gather up the strength to move, but she couldn’t lift herself from her seat. His voice felt like an anchor dragging her below the surface. It’s a favor, she heard. He’s trustworthy. Kind. Helpful.

			The young man started writing down a name and an address on the back of a business card. “She’s dependable,” he said, “and she owes me a favor.”

			Enne knew she shouldn’t reach for it. She tried not to. But her arm lifted—not like a puppet, but more as if drawn to a magnet. Her fingers trembled.

			Someone shouted behind her and, in a blur, ran and snatched the card out of the young man’s hand. Reymond grabbed Enne by the arm and hoisted her up, seething.

			“Are you even allowed in here?” he spat at the young man. His voice sounded like the strings of a violin snapping. Enne jolted from her chair, alert, awake, and backed away from both of them.

			The man frowned. “Eight Fingers. You know her?”

			“He’s a Chainer, missy,” Reymond snarled, and Enne’s blood chilled as she remembered the man she’d seen on Chain Street. A debtor. A street slave. Another few minutes under his spell, and she could’ve been just like him. “Favors,” Reymond growled, brandishing the business card, “don’t count if you steal them.” His breath reeked of liquor.

			“I’m not like them,” the boy said.

			“Can’t change what you are. You’re a poacher.”

			“I’m a salesman.”

			“Does Levi know you’re here?”

			“I’m not afraid of Pup,” he challenged. “Besides, Sundays are my nights off.” He grinned wickedly. “I figured you might remember.”

			Reymond went scarlet. “Muck off, Harvey.”

			He yanked Enne away from the table, back toward the bar. “I leave you alone for fifteen minutes, missy, and you manage to find the seediest person here.” He shook his head. “Don’t tell Levi about this. He’ll blame me, and he hates the Guild. He and Mardlin are real holier-than-thou about it.” Reymond took the card out of his pocket. “What did Harvey give you?”

			“It’s nothing,” she muttered.

			“I can hear lies, missy,” he hissed.

			“It is nothing. I…didn’t want to take it.”

			Reymond squeezed her arm tighter, so tight it hurt. “Why is it that half the time you speak, I can hear the lies on your lips?”

			Enne’s ears heated in a sort of shame. She hadn’t realized she’d been lying to him—and to herself. She did want to know after all. She’d broken plenty of Lourdes’s rules since leaving home, but doubting her mother felt like the worst sort of betrayal.

			Reymond leaned down lower. “I don’t care if you hide something from me, but I know you’re hiding something from Levi. Why is he helping you?”

			“Because I’m paying him to,” she said, her voice rising. She snatched the card out of his hand and thrust it in her pocket.

			“You’re lying again.”

			She froze. She intended to pay Levi, once they found Lourdes. Enne didn’t have access to the bank account or the volts on her own. But if Reymond told Levi, then Enne would be without help. Levi had promised they were in this together, and she thought she believed him, but it was hard to be sure. Volts were more of a guarantee than good intentions.

			“Levi’s in trouble,” Reymond said. “He won’t tell me exactly what it is, but I have my suspicions. And if I find out you’re leading him into more, or if anything happens to him, then I will find you.” He didn’t need to add on another threat. Enne understood him perfectly well. “Levi isn’t like us. He’s better than us.”

			Us, he said. But he and Levi were both criminals—Enne was better than both of them.

			“I’m not like you,” she snapped.

			“Lourdes was. I recognize a familiar face when I see one.”

			He let her go, and Enne rubbed her arm where he’d squeezed, where her muscles ached.

			“They’re over there.” He nodded at a table in the corner, where Jac and Levi were laughing over several empty glasses. Reymond left her to join them, and Enne wandered over slowly, slightly shell-shocked, still slightly drunk.

			Levi locked eyes with her, and he smiled. It made her stomach knot. She needed to sober up.

			“I like the lipstick,” he said.

			“Did you find anything?” she asked, ignoring Reymond’s suspicious stare as she slid into the seat beside Levi.

			Levi held up a napkin. “I won this.”

			“Impressive.”

			“No, there’s an address on it. We’ll go tomorrow.”

			Enne relaxed. They wouldn’t leave empty-handed.

			She wasn’t empty-handed, though. She still had the business card in her pocket. It was a terrible idea, but she did want to know the truth about herself.

			Of course, she’d rather hear it from her mother. And the address Levi had could lead them straight to Lourdes, which meant Enne didn’t need a blood gazer. Not yet.

			“I didn’t find anything,” Jac said sheepishly.

			“I met another Salta,” Enne told them. “She’s dancing now.” Demi was still onstage, somehow wearing even less than she had before. The raunchy music and raunchier moves made Enne flush. Still, she had to admire Demi’s technique. She was very graceful.

			“Maybe Levi could’ve gotten you a job here.” Jac slapped Levi on the back.

			Levi looked away hurriedly and took a sip from his already empty glass.

			Jac turned to her. “Too much for your sensibilities, missy?”

			“I’m not a prude,” she countered, even if the suggestion made her cheeks flush furiously.

			Jac snorted. “Could’ve fooled me.”

			She pointed at Levi’s tie. “You weren’t wearing that earlier.”

			“I like it,” he said.

			Reymond rolled his eyes. “I shouldn’t leave any of you alone in cabarets.”

			“Go easy on us,” Levi said, slipping his arm around Enne’s shoulders, forgetting that she was sore. She cringed, but this time, didn’t feel like pushing him away—drunk Enne didn’t so much mind that smirk of a smile. She resisted the urge to lean into him and scolded herself—maybe Levi was the only person she knew in New Reynes, but that didn’t mean they were familiar.

			“Besides,” he said, unaware of Enne shifting with sudden embarrassment under his arm, “we got what we came for.”

			Demi’s act ended with her brandishing sparklers in both her hands, her leg propped against a barstool, her slip scandalously riding up. The audience—their table included—cheered, and the four of them decided that was their cue to leave.

			But Enne hadn’t gotten what she’d come for. As they made their way up the stairs, she scanned the faces in the crowd one last time. Lourdes was nowhere to be found.

			
		

	
		
			DAY THREE

			“All stories about the city are true.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Levi was still nursing a slight headache the evening after their night in the Sauterelle. The vomiting had stopped sometime that morning—right before making himself a Walk of Shame, the city’s supposed hangover cure. A dull ache above his brow bone lingered throughout the day—while he leaned against his shower wall, letting the hot water trail down his shoulders and back, trying to remember exactly how he’d made it back to his room last night. While he collected his paycheck—two hundred volts—from Vianca’s secretary. While he sat on his couch, painting, wondering when Vianca would return from her hopeless campaigning so she could pay him out of his desperate situation.

			Eight more days.

			He now had two thousand, three hundred volts toward his ten thousand. The only others he could count on were the five hundred volts from the Irons’ collections this week. Everything else, he’d have to earn at the gambling table. Or beg out of Vianca.

			Or help Enne find Lourdes and claim his payout.

			He was pondering the address Dice had given him the night before when he heard a knock on the door. Levi shoved the napkin in his pocket and rose to answer it.

			Enne waited in the hallway. She was dressed in her regular clothes, but her face was flushed—likely from rehearsal, Levi realized. He narrowed his eyes. She’d been nearly as drunk as him last night, but looking at her now, you’d never know it.

			“Where’s your hangover?” he asked as she marched past him. “That’s unnatural.”

			“I drank water when I got home, like my guidebook suggested.” She inspected him, her lips pursed. “You look terrible.”

			“Exactly what kind of guidebook is that, anyway?”

			She pulled it out from her purse and examined the back cover. “I don’t know. I bought it in Bellamy.”

			“Why do you have it with you now?”

			“It has a map.”

			“I know where we’re going.”

			She tapped him on the forehead with the book. He winced from his headache and swatted her away. “You couldn’t tell which way was up or down last night.”

			He grabbed his jacket and hat, feeling sour. “We’ll get mugged walking around with a map. That tourist nonsense is an affront to everything I stand for.”

			“What do you stand for? Bravado?”

			“Obviously.”

			They stepped into the hallway, and while Levi paused to lock the door behind them, an older man walked past. He wasn’t a hotel guest—they didn’t stay in this wing. The only people who lived up here were Vianca’s associates, and Levi recognized this man. He belonged to one of Vianca’s Apothecary families, the ones who brewed the drugs she distributed in the city. They were treated like royalty, both in St. Morse and throughout New Reynes. The man even walked like a king, his head high, his Gershton designer suit freshly pressed, his presence impressively regal. Apothecaries disgusted Levi, who couldn’t help but remember Jac during his bad days.

			Enne started walking behind the man toward the elevator, but Levi held her back.

			“We don’t ride with him,” he said in a low voice. “St. Morse policy.”

			“Is he Vianca’s husband?”

			Levi snorted. “Vianca’s husband has been dead for over a decade. That’s just one of her friends.”

			“How can the Augustines be a crime Family if there’s just Vianca?”

			“There used to be more. Now there’s just Vianca and her son, Harrison. I heard he despises her and lives somewhere across the world.” Levi shrugged. “I figure he’s the only sane one in the tree.”

			After the Apothecary disappeared into the elevator, Levi and Enne made their way down the hallway. They waited several extra moments before ringing the bell.

			Levi took a deep breath and stared at the emerald green wallpaper; the color always reminded him unpleasantly of Vianca’s aura. Wherever he went within St. Morse, within the place he lived, he felt locked within her cage. She was everywhere he looked.

			Every night, he wore her suit, played her games, did her dirty work. He slept in a grand suite on the top floor reserved for her closest friends and associates, on silk sheets in a royal-sized bed. But he was not her prince, not her friend; he was her dog.

			And every night he spent trapped in her empire, he dreamed of building empires of his own.

			He took a deep breath and tried to turn his thoughts around. Tried to convince himself that Lourdes Alfero would be waiting for them, alive and well, wherever this address was. He wanted that so badly he could feel it like an ache inside his chest. He needed it to be true.

			Eight more days.

			His desperation unsettled him. He wasn’t the sort of person to seek out addresses drunkenly written on napkins, to abandon all of his logic when faced with a difficult situation. To watch helplessly as his gang crumbled. To be caught within the clutches of a delusional old woman.

			The ache he felt wasn’t just from the desperation to survive, but for his second chance—to be the man he was supposed to be.

			The elevator opened for them, and they stepped inside. Enne wore a worried expression that matched his own, fiddling with her Mizer coin.

			“What are you thinking about?” he asked, as if he didn’t already know.

			“I’m bracing myself for disappointment,” she said matter-of-factly. In just a matter of days, Levi had come to understand that this was how she spoke when her only other option was breaking down. Her expert poker face showed nothing, but to Levi, it showed everything.

			He considered reaching out for her hand—there was little else he could provide as comfort—but then the elevator doors opened. Enne pocketed her coin and strode out in front of him.

			Outside, the sun was setting, and Tropps Street was only just beginning to stir. The lights glowed but did not flash. The air smelled of beckoning restaurants and that ever-present eau de piss. Levi looked to Enne, as he usually enjoyed the disgust or discomfort often apparent on her face, but instead, she appeared pensive.

			“Where did you get this address?” she asked.

			“A friend.” Levi hadn’t actually caught Dice’s real name.

			“That sounds very legitimate.”

			“You have quite the attitude today.” And everyday, he added to himself.

			He prepared himself for one of her classic, ladies-don’t-have-attitudes retorts, but instead she murmured, “I was promoted today.” She looked down at her shoes. There was no pride in her voice, as he would’ve expected. Only uncertainty.

			“What do you mean?”

			“The Glaisyers are considered a top-tier orb-maker family, aren’t they?” Enne asked quietly.

			He furrowed his eyebrows. “Yes. Why does that matter?”

			“The Saltas aren’t. We’re common. We’re for the background of a performance or for cheap cabarets.” Levi could nearly hear the chip on her shoulder as she spoke. “Every day at school, every single day, I’ve stayed late after rehearsal. I’ve worked until my feet ached. I’ve fought just to be noticed, just to be included. And—”

			“Where are you going with this?”

			She handed him a business card. It was black with gold cursive typeface. “I’d like to go here, if your address on a whiskey-stained napkin turns out to be nothing.” Her tone was unsure. It sounded more like a request than a demand.

			Harvey Gabbiano.

			Salesman.

			Levi’s blood chilled. “I know who this is. He works for the Orphan Guild. No way are we going to see him. He’s bad news.”

			“I know that. But we’re not going to see Harvey—we’d be visiting the address written on the back.” She cleared her throat. “To see a blood gazer.”

			Levi puzzled this. Blood gazers were typically hired to determine paternity, by wealthy families embarrassed by illegitimate offspring or by sex workers seeking to determine the talents of their children. He always associated them with the opening of a joke—“A father walks into a blood gazer’s office…”—but Levi had never actually met one. They weren’t common.

			“There are professional blood gazers, you know,” he said. “No need to sneak off to some Orphan Guildworker who lives in—” he studied the address on the card “—Dove Land.” All the more reason not to visit.

			“If Lourdes lied to me about my talents, I’m sure she did so for a reason,” Enne retorted. “There must be something to hide.”

			Levi handed her back the card. “Let me get this straight. You learn how to do a cartwheel, and now you think you might have an acrobatics talent.”

			Acrobatics talents weren’t common. In fact, Levi knew of only one family—the Dondelairs. Everyone on the North Side knew their story. The daughter who’d found friends in criminals, who’d set fire to the capitol building and laughed as she bled to death. The son who’d left rubble and ruin in his wake. The family who’d obsessed over the inexplicable and the unnatural, right until the moment of their deaths. One by one, they’d hanged.

			Legends of the North Side typically ended in blood.

			“I’ve managed more than a cartwheel,” she murmured.

			“You don’t sound convinced yourself.”

			She lifted up her chin defiantly. Levi tried to decide if it was cute or snobbish. “I want to go.”

			“Then convince me. You sound like you’re asking for permission.”

			“I don’t need your permission.”

			“But you want it. And I think it’s a terrible idea.”

			“Don’t I look like I could have an acrobatics talent?”

			“I’m not arguing that you’re not short enough.”

			Her nostrils flared. “You’re intolerable.”

			“I’d rather not see the headlines tomorrow. ‘Murdered girl’s body found washed up in the Brint.’ Intolerable, I know.”

			They didn’t speak until they reached the border between Iron and Scar Lands. Levi turned them right, in the direction of the river and the Factory District. Within a few blocks, the bustling and lights of Tropps Street faded away, and they roamed through residential roads and warehouse lots.

			“What’s that smell?” Enne asked.

			“The Brint.” The river water was roughly the color of ham stew. “We’re close.”

			She covered her nose. “How close?”

			Levi looked at the street signs around them. He’d heard of the road before. Probably passed it once or twice. It was somewhere around here.

			“A few blocks,” he said, though he was no longer sure.

			Levi had only just begun to enjoy the peace and quiet when Enne spoke up again. “I want to go, whether you go with me or not,” she said. Levi grimaced. He was more than done with this conversation. “If nothing turns up at this place, then I’ll find the blood gazer myself.”

			It’d barely been three whole days, and she seemed to have already forgotten how she’d first arrived in New Reynes. Chased by whiteboots. Belongings gone. Frightened. Naïve.

			“Don’t be thick. You’d be walking straight into Dove Land alone. Maybe listen to your guidebook for once on this one and don’t go.”

			“The guidebook practically says the entire city is off-limits,” Enne snapped. “But I’ll go anywhere to find Lourdes.”

			He frowned as he read the nearby street sign.

			“Are you even listening—?”

			“What’s the name of that street again?” he asked. He’d thought it would be here. Instead, they’d reached the edge of a residential complex, and they stared in confusion at the empty warehouse lot in front of them and the river and South Side beyond it.

			“Are we lost?” she asked.

			“We’re close.”

			She grumbled something under her breath, then pulled her guidebook from her purse.

			“You’re ruining my reputation,” he grunted, trudging off ahead of her to retrace their steps.

			“The map says to turn here,” she argued.

			“It’s definitely not there. I remember that.”

			“The book says—”

			“Muck the book.”

			Enne rolled her eyes and marched to the left, in the direction that Levi was certain led to nothing more than factories and mills. He shoved his hands in his pocket and waited. No way was Enne going to go off on her own now that it was getting dark. She acted brave, but soon she’d be running back, if he waited long enough.

			He tapped his foot as she disappeared around the corner.

			After another minute passed, his irritation turned to worry. He pictured a trigger-antsy Scarhand crouching behind a train car as she passed, and Enne’s face when she turned to find a pistol pressed against her temple. Levi felt for his knife in his one pocket and his gun in the other as he ran after her.

			She was in no distress. No pistol to her head. She was leaning against a doorframe, her face hidden behind her guidebook, humming a waltz. Levi scowled as he climbed the steps beside her.

			“The Wayward Inn,” Levi read on the sign on the door. “Bit secluded for an inn.”

			The building was made of New Reynes’s signature white stone and wedged in between a series of row homes. A wreath with daisies and a blue seersucker bow hung on the door.

			“This is where you apologize for your pigheadedness,” Enne said.

			Levi ignored her and opened the door.

			Inside, it was clean and empty. Levi walked up and rang the bell sitting atop the counter on a white doily.

			An old woman appeared from another room. Like the inn, she was also tiny, well-dressed and unassuming. She wore a strand of pearls and a floral shawl. Levi wondered how Lourdes had managed to find the quietest, most Bellamy-like inn on the North Side. The whole place smelled like chamomile soap.

			“Can I help you?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. “If you’re looking for a place to say, the Wayward Inn has a strict policy that unmarried men and women are to sleep separately. Women are on this floor, men on the top floor and I sleep in the middle.” This struck Levi has quite the oversight, and he wondered exactly what sort of nighttime activities occurred on their isolated floors while the old lady slept unaware.

			“We’re not looking for a room,” Enne said hurriedly, her face red and clearly offended. Levi smiled wryly, then drummed his fingers against the counter in annoyance. He knew from experience he wasn’t that unappealing. “We’re searching for a woman named Lourdes Alfero, and we have reason to believe she could be staying here.”

			“The inn is empty,” the woman answered, and Levi could nearly feel Enne’s disappointment, as if a palpable heaviness had descended on the room. Or maybe it was his own.

			Eight days. And a dead end.

			“Then maybe you’ve seen her,” Enne said, her voice and expression too collected, too poised. Levi squeezed her shoulder. “She’s in her early thirties. Fair-skinned. Blonde. Brown eyes.”

			“There was a woman staying here like that last week,” the woman mused. “She checked out abruptly, even left something behind. Who are you to her?”

			“Her daughter.”

			“She was pretty young to have a daughter your—”

			“Please.” Enne’s voice cracked. “We’d love to see what she left. And if you have any information…”

			The woman hesitated, then leaned down and opened a drawer below the counter. She pulled out a single card, and the sight of the metallic silver back sent Levi’s heart plummeting into his stomach.

			It was a Shadow Card.

			He had the urge to loosen his collar, or to bolt out the door. The memories of the black-and-white hallway, of Sedric Torren’s menacing smile, sent goose bumps prickling across his skin.

			“What is that?” Enne asked. She took it from the woman’s hands and turned it over. The face was the Hermit, a representation of isolation and knowledge. It wasn’t an invitation to the Shadow Game—that was reserved for the Fool—but it was a warning, just like the Tower card Levi had received two nights ago.

			Had Lourdes run into trouble with the Phoenix Club?

			Or worse…was the Phoenix Club following him?

			It seemed unlikely that they’d guessed he would visit the Wayward Inn. His promise to help Enne had little to do with his investment scheme, except that finding Lourdes was supposed to be his way out. No one but him knew they were connected.

			“It was the only thing in the room after she left,” the woman said.

			Maybe Lourdes had received the warning and fled the city. Clearly, she hadn’t returned to Bellamy, to Enne, which meant she might have escaped somewhere else. They probably had little chance of finding her unless she intended to be found.

			Or, of course, she could be dead.

			“When did she leave?” Enne asked.

			“About five days ago,” the woman answered.

			“Did she seem agitated? Nervous?” Levi questioned, his mouth dry. Five days ago wasn’t long at all.

			“I couldn’t tell. She was quiet. Didn’t say much.”

			Enne squeezed the card until it bent and crumpled in her hand. “Five days ago,” she muttered, wiping her eyes.

			Levi put a comforting hand on her shoulder and asked, “And there’s nothing else you know?”

			The woman shook her head. “Was she in trouble or something? I don’t want whiteboots showing up and making the inn look suspicious.” She eyed them shrewdly, as if she’d already made up her mind about them. “Get out. I don’t want guests to get the wrong impression.”

			What guests? Levi wanted to ask, but then Enne ripped Levi’s hand off her shoulder and stormed outside. He followed, unsure if he should tell her the truth about the Shadow Card. He would tell her later, tonight. It was dangerous to speak about things like that out in the open, especially so close to Luckluster Casino.

			She leaned against a chain-link fence, and Levi waited for her to cry, as he expected she might. Instead, she stuffed the Shadow Card in her pocket, the look on her face icy. It made him uneasy, but Levi knew better than to offer her comfort now. It wasn’t his responsibility to console her, even if he felt like he should.

			It was a strange notion, but Levi was beginning to consider Enne as a friend—maybe even more than that. After all, they were both trapped in the same, unspeakable cage. Such a bond might not have meant much to Enne, but it meant something to him.

			“Let’s go back,” she murmured.

			Levi hesitated. Where was all that earlier talk about the blood gazer and adventuring anywhere for her mother? It was difficult to tell from her expression if she was feeling defeated or faking it—her poker face was better than most.

			“Are you sure?” he asked.

			“I’m tired, and, like you said, it’s almost sundown.” She smiled stiffly. “Maybe we’ll try the blood gazer tomorrow.”

			Their walk back to St. Morse was silent. Levi mentally prepared a speech for what he’d tell Enne about the Shadow Card, but his rehearsed words kept falling short. Any Shadow Card, not just the Fool’s invitation, signaled a probable death on the horizon. He couldn’t imagine saying those words out loud, considering the Shadow Card he carried in his own pocket.

			Your mother is probably dead, he’d say. And without her, I probably will be, too.

			Halfway there, it started to drizzle. The rain tasted like smoke.

			“Do you want my jacket?” he offered.

			“How gentlemanly.”

			He slipped it off and draped it over Enne’s shoulders. It swallowed her, made her look like a lost waif as she wandered through the rain. Something in Levi’s chest constricted seeing her in his jacket, something an awful lot like satisfaction. It felt like a dangerous thing.

			“Thanks.” She slipped her hands into the pockets and tugged it closer around herself.

			“We should have a talk, you and I, when we get back,” he said hoarsely.

			She looked up at the dark sky, her expression unreadable. “Can it wait until tomorrow?”

			Levi’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Yes. Of course.” More than anything right now, he really needed a decent night’s sleep. If Lourdes was dead, Levi would need to spend the next seven nights earning the volts the only way he knew how: from card table to card table, all across the North Side. If things were different, he’d bring a team of his best dealers with him from the Irons—but that meant telling the Irons the truth, and Levi would rather die in the Shadow Game than have his friends learn how he’d betrayed them.

			He’d already dug his own grave, and he wouldn’t bring the Irons down with him.

			When they returned to St. Morse, they rode the elevator quietly to their floors. As Enne stepped out to walk to her own apartment, his breath hitched. He didn’t want to spend the night alone. Maybe he could invite her upstairs, pour them each a drink and confide everything to her. He had a feeling she might understand his problems better than anyone.

			“Here’s your jacket,” Enne offered, her gaze on the floor. “Thanks.”

			Levi took it numbly and slipped it back on. “You don’t need to… I mean, you can come…”

			“I’d really like to be alone,” she said.

			“Oh. Oh, yeah…of course.” He wasn’t the only one with problems, but apparently Enne didn’t want to share hers tonight.

			The elevator’s gate closed, and Levi felt acutely alone.

			* * *

			Levi found Jac passed out on his couch with a five-inch cut along his right eyebrow, bruised purple and green and stitched up with black thread. The whole room smelled like his aura: light and clean, like he’d opened the window even though it was bolted shut.

			Levi shook him awake. Jac sat up with a start and rubbed his eyes.

			“Took a nap,” he mumbled.

			“Who did those stitches? A blind man?” Levi asked.

			“Oh, these?” He pointed to his forehead—as if Levi could’ve been referencing a different wound—and gently touched the scar, flinching. “I did. Last night.”

			“That’s not from work, is it?” he asked. Guests at Jac’s tavern, the Hound’s Tooth, could grow rowdy in the early hours of the morning. But sometimes Levi suspected Jac was the one starting those fights. The guests could blame it on liquor. He didn’t know how Jac rationalized it.

			“No. Not—”

			“I thought you were done boxing.” Levi fought to keep his voice steady instead of stormy. He tried to be patient with his friend, but on nights like this one, it wore at him. Sometimes he felt like no matter how much he helped Jac, it wouldn’t matter until Jac started helping himself. “They always rig those games. Remember the time they slipped you something? You were out over twenty-four hours.”

			“Cool it. I didn’t eat or drink anything. And I won. Ten volts. Not bad, eh?”

			Levi didn’t bother with a response. He was a breath away from shouting, but he couldn’t tell if it was from anger or simply exhaustion.

			Levi sighed and hung his hat on the coatrack. “What are you doing here?” He unbuttoned his jacket.

			“I thought I’d check in on you,” Jac replied. “Only a week left. I have one of our runners watching Luckluster—seeing if the Torrens are up to anything unusual—”

			“My gun,” Levi blurted, feeling around his empty pockets in alarm. He’d definitely brought it with him earlier that day. He knew better than to traverse the North Side without it. “Muck. My gun’s gone.” Then he remembered the image of a certain missy wearing his jacket, and he panicked.

			“Grab what you got,” Levi announced. “We’re going to Dove Land.”

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			The Deadman District was just as picturesque as the name implied. The web of sewers reeked of grime and waste. The foul stench clung to the pavement, crusted against pipes and dug itself into her clothes so that it would no doubt follow her even after she left. The alley walls glinted from the silver metal mortar between the stones, giving each of the buildings the look of shattered glass. Red and yellow graffiti stained the rooftops—mostly symbols of some kind, but also a few names.

			“‘Leftover remnants of the Great Street War,’” Enne read from her guidebook. “‘Seven years after the Revolution, when the city of New Reynes attempted to eradicate street crime from the North Side.’” Obviously, the wigheads hadn’t succeeded.

			Few of the streetlights worked, casting the streets into an ominous darkness. The city felt still here, like the whole neighborhood was holding its breath. It was a place where any heartbeat could’ve been your last.

			She was getting close. After memorizing the remaining steps from the map, Enne slipped the book back into her pocket—right beside Levi’s gun. Maybe Enne should’ve brought him along, but he’d been so against the idea of coming here, and this was a secret Enne needed to uncover on her own. She needed to know the extent of her mother’s lies. She needed to know why she’d worked herself tirelessly her entire life just to achieve mediocrity, when she was a natural at something else. Why her mother had watched her torture herself in silence.

			No one had ever called Enne a natural at anything. Instead of making her proud, the word only left her aching. She felt the pain in the toes she’d broken in ballet. In the memories when Lourdes had scolded her for cartwheels and tumbles. In the times she’d stared at her shoulders wondering if she was too broad, too strong, too undelicate.

			She reached a dead end on the street and peered at the number over the final home.

			“This is it,” she muttered nervously. The shutters tilted off their hinges like hangnails, and the wooden fence was rotted and termite-grazed. The sign out front directed visitors to enter through the cellar. “Charming.”

			Enne opened the wooden doors and crept down a damp stairwell. At the end was another door, this one with two bullet holes above her eye level. Her heart skipped a beat, remembering Levi’s warnings, but it was too late to turn back now.

			With one hand protectively on the gun in her pocket, she knocked.

			A light shone from the bullet holes. “Who is it?” asked a female voice, and Enne relaxed slightly. She hadn’t been expecting a woman.

			“I’m looking for the blood gazer,” Enne said, her voice high and polished, as it reverted to whenever she was nervous. “I have a recommendation from Harvey Gabbiano.”

			The door swung open. The first thing Enne noticed was the girl’s white hair, the indicator that she was a Dove. She wore it bluntly cut near her shoulders, as if done with a razor, with a strip above her right ear shaved to a buzz.

			Her skin was fair and dusted—nearly every inch of it—with freckles. She looked to be around Enne’s age. Though thin, her shoulders were broad, her arms large, all bones and no muscle—as though she were built like a blunt weapon.

			She looked Enne up and down. “How exactly do you know Harvey? Never seen him step foot on the South Side.” Enne furrowed her eyebrows—she was dressed in a plain skirt and blouse that Jac had stolen for her near Tropps Street. “It’s the way you speak, missy,” the girl explained.

			“We met at the Sauterelle. He mentioned you owed him a favor.”

			She scowled and opened the door wider. “Let’s get this over with. I don’t like being in debt to Gabbianos—even good ones.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver harmonica, of all things. She lifted it to her lips and played a low note, like a sigh. “My name’s Lola Sanguick. Who are you?”

			“Enne.”

			“Well, Enne—” she held out her hand “—no guns in the office. I’ll keep it in my desk until we’re done with our little chat.”

			Enne grimaced. How did Lola know she was carrying a gun? “I’d rather keep it.”

			“Relax, missy. What’ve you got to be afraid of?” Lola grinned widely. “You can keep your knives. Those I like.”

			Enne sourly handed the pistol to Lola. The worst danger was past, now that she no longer walked the streets, but she still would’ve felt more comfortable with the gun at her side. She’d never used one before, of course, but assumed she could figure it out if she needed to.

			Lola walked away, playing her harmonica, and Enne closed the door behind her. The “office” was really a cellar with a single desk and a wine rack. Lola collapsed into her seat, deposited the gun into a drawer and pulled out a foot-long scalpel.

			The color drained from Enne’s face. “What is that for?”

			“Do you know anything about blood gazers?”

			Don’t let them see your fear.

			Enne could almost hear Lourdes’s voice in her head as she took a step closer to Lola, a girl who looked as if she could chew Enne up and spit her out like a sunflower seed. If Enne was a white picket fence, then this girl was chain links.

			“I’m afraid not,” Enne responded.

			Lola eyed her suspiciously. “Give me your hand.”

			Enne leaned across the table and held it out, trembling.

			“I’m just gonna prick your finger,” Lola said.

			“That’s a big knife just for that.”

			She smiled. “It is, isn’t it?” She dug the tip into Enne’s skin, and a droplet of blood seeped out. Lola squeezed more out of Enne’s finger. The pain was unpleasant, but bearable. It was Lola herself that made Enne nervous. Doves were assassins, so just what else did Lola use that knife for?

			“Almost done,” Lola said gently as she pinched Enne’s skin to coax out more blood. “Tell me about yourself.”

			“Oh, um…I’m visiting New Reynes.”

			She snorted. “What? No blood gazers where you’re from?”

			“Something like that.”

			Then Lola did the unthinkable. She dabbed both her pointer fingers in Enne’s blood and smeared it on her eyes.

			Enne grimaced in disgust. She had no qualms about the sight of blood—it was the look on Lola’s face, not the blood itself, that unnerved her. Lola licked her lips and grinned, as if savoring the feeling on her murky pink eyes.

			“It’s not like I drank it,” the blood gazer joked.

			Enne’s resolve wavered during the several moments of silence that passed. Maybe Levi had been right, and this was a terrible idea. Maybe she wasn’t ready to hear the truth about herself. If she found out Lourdes had been lying, she’d resent her mother. But if she found out there’d been no lie at all, and she’d doubted Lourdes unfairly, she’d resent herself.

			Then Lola startled. Her gaze shot toward Enne, and she wiped the blood out of her eyes and eyelashes, smearing it onto her knuckles.

			“Is this some kind of a joke?” Lola growled. She stood up and walked toward Enne before she could back away. Lola grabbed a fistful of Enne’s blouse.

			“No,” Enne yelped.

			“Then you must be pretty damn thick.”

			Enne’s eyes flickered toward the door. Whatever Lola had seen, she didn’t like it. But Enne couldn’t leave without knowing the truth.

			And she was getting awfully tired of people in this city calling her thick.

			“What do you mean?” Enne asked coolly.

			“You should be dead.” As Lola reached for her knife on the desk, Enne managed to squirm out of her grip. Enne backed several feet away, close to the door. She shakily reached into her pocket for Levi’s gun, then remembered with a surge of dread that Lola had locked it in her desk.

			“Whatever you saw,” Enne said, fighting to keep her voice under control, “there’s nothing I can say until you tell me what it is.”

			Lola lunged so that she blocked Enne’s path to the door. She held the knife out, pointed toward her. “There isn’t anything to say. You’re a Mizer, and it would be better for this whole city if you were dead.”

			Confusion swamped her, followed by panic. The words echoed around the cold cement walls, and Enne shivered down to her bones, trying and failing to make sense of Lola’s words. The Mizers were dead. Obviously, Lola had make a mistake.

			But that didn’t matter. Enne could tell the blood gazer was certain by the way Lola glared at her and locked her jaw. Whether or not Lola told the truth, if she turned Enne into the wigheads, her accusation alone would warrant a death sentence. Enne would watch tomorrow’s sunrise from the gallows.

			Which left Enne with three options.

			She could try to talk Lola down and plead for her life.

			She could escape, but with Lola forever believing this mistake and possibly revealing it to the entire world.

			Or…Enne could kill her.

			The last thought wasn’t a whisper or a shadow. It didn’t lurk. It didn’t send quakes of guilt or uneasiness through Enne’s heart. As her first night in New Reynes had proved, Enne could do what it took to survive. She wouldn’t have lasted this long otherwise.

			Enne backed deeper into the cellar, toward the wine rack. Behind her, her hand found its way onto the neck of a bottle.

			“There must be a mistake,” she said smoothly. “Surely you can hear yourself. How could anyone believe such an outrageous claim?”

			Do I believe her? Enne didn’t have time to figure that out.

			“I don’t make mistakes,” Lola snarled.

			“Everyone makes mistakes.”

			Lola advanced, her knife raised high. “It’s nothing personal, but the person I love lives in this city, and we can’t afford another street war. You’ll be a weapon to whoever owns you.”

			“I’m just a girl,” Enne countered. “And no one owns me.”

			Enne had always been a good liar, but her fear made her voice shake. Her words sounded obviously false, even to herself.

			“It’ll be quick,” Lola assured her. “It’ll barely hurt at all.”

			Don’t reveal your emotions.

			Trust no one.

			Never find yourself lost.

			“I could pay you,” Enne lied.

			“I’m not for sale.”

			“You’re not even making sense. My eyes are brown.”

			Lola smirked and beckoned with her scalpel. “Come closer so I can get a good look at them.” As Lola took another step in her direction, Enne squeezed the bottle’s neck. She was sore from rehearsal, and the blood gazer had almost nine inches on her. Enne’s chances of overpowering her were low. But even if she escaped, then Lola would reveal her secret, true or not. Either option meant death. “Mizer talents don’t work like the rest of them. They need to be triggered. Your eyes aren’t purple yet.”

			“Then what harm could I cause?” Enne’s heart pounded so hard she thought her bones might shatter. There was no negotiating with this girl. This was headed nowhere but violence.

			“As long as you’re alive, you’re a threat.”

			Then Lola lurched forward to strike.

			Enne jumped out of the way and smashed the bottle against the cinder-block wall. It shattered, and the pinot grigio splashed over her skirt and puddled on the floor. The two held their weapons out, as if challenging one another, although it was clear which of them had the upper hand. To Enne’s despair, her bottle had broken at the end of the handle rather than the wide part, yielding a blade no longer than a few inches.

			Enne lunged for the other door, but Lola jumped, aiming for her back. Instead, she cut Enne’s upper arm, slicing through the sleeve of her blouse. Enne screamed and slipped, knocking against the wood of the door with a thud and crumpling to the ground.

			Lola dived for Enne’s leg, but Enne managed to kick her in the chest. Lola sprawled backward, landing hard on her tailbone with a gasp. While the blood gazer collected herself, Enne scrambled to the door and twisted the handle, and she tumbled forward into a stairwell.

			Enne raced up the steps, two at a time, grabbing the railing to launch herself forward.

			Upstairs was wreathed in darkness. She entered a new room and squinted at the only piece of furniture: a grand piano with a sheet draped over it, visible only as a shadow beneath the dim moonlight in the window. She frantically sprinted around, her hands held out in front of her, feeling for the wall or another door.

			Before she could find an exit, Lola stumbled out of the stairwell. In the dark, Enne could hear the blood gazer more than see her as she pounced forward.

			Enne narrowly missed the trail of Lola’s knife. The blood gazer was slower and more uncoordinated than Enne had dared to hope. Even with Lola’s height, Enne was simply more athletic. As Lola stomped and lurched, like a bear swatting at a bird, Enne danced around her and kicked her behind the knees. Lola crumbled, her boot clunking the leg of the piano, sending a cacophony of reverberations through the room.

			Mere moments after Lola hit the floor, startled and knocked out of breath, Enne snatched the knife out of her grip and stepped on Lola’s arm to pin her down.

			“There,” Enne said shrilly. She pointed the knife at Lola, her heartbeat wild, angry scarlet bursting in the corners of her vision. Enne let out a guttural groan of victory from a place inside herself she didn’t recognize.

			Lola stilled. Enne could make out only hints of her expression in the darkness. Defiance. Surprise. Fear. Enne wasn’t used to inspiring such emotions. But she didn’t falter, nor did her hand tremble as she squeezed the knife’s handle. If anything, she felt triumphant. She’d been belittled. She’d been threatened. She’d been assaulted.

			“Remind me what you were planning on doing with me,” Enne said, her voice low, quiet and—even to her own ears—threatening.

			Lola lifted her chin up haughtily. She said nothing.

			Enne was now in the position to make demands, but she had little idea which decision was the wisest. Certainly, it would be safest to kill someone who wanted her dead.

			She pressed the knife against Lola’s throat, and the blood gazer whimpered, all bravado disappearing in a moment.

			It was the whimper—not her own murderous thoughts—that startled Enne. Was she prepared to kill a girl no older than herself? Was she prepared to kill anyone at all?

			Enne had left her world behind to come to New Reynes, and each new day had revealed a new sacrifice. Her freedom. Her innocence. Her identity. The more the city took from her, the more her resolve grew to protect the remnants of her old life she had left. Her hope. Her self. Her survival.

			“I didn’t come to New Reynes for trouble, if that matters to you,” Enne hissed. “There are people I care about in this city, too.”

			Lola’s eyes softened. Barely.

			“Tell me about my talents,” Enne demanded.

			“Your full name is Enne Dondelair Scordata,” Lola whispered, and Enne froze. “Do you see now why I’d call you a threat?”

			Enne barked out a laugh. A Dondelair? Even in Bellamy, they knew of that family. Every word Lola uttered was growing more and more absurd.

			But against all rationale, a part of her wanted to believe it. Despite their infamous treachery, the Dondelairs had once been considered one of the most renowned families of acrobatics, and Enne, who had spent her entire life considered common, hungered to be called exceptional. Just once.

			But Lola was right to call Enne a threat. A Mizer and a Dondelair. Either was worthy of execution. If Lola was to be believed, Enne had been a criminal since the day she was born.

			“Who were the Scordatas?” Enne asked.

			“I don’t know,” Lola answered. “Not one of the royal bloodlines of Reynes. It came from your father’s side.”

			Her father. The father Lourdes had claimed was a dancer, from a common family of one of the most common talents. Enne had always assumed Lourdes hadn’t known her father, and Enne had rarely dwelled on him. She’d liked to imagine that he was alive somewhere, that he’d found a happy ending, even if her mother’s had been tragic.

			But Lola’s claims meant that both of her parents, beyond a reasonable doubt, were dead.

			“I don’t want to kill you,” Enne said. She reached for Lourdes’s rules, for familiar words to recite until she once again felt at ease. But her mouth was dry. Lourdes had lied. Not just about her politics, about her double life, but about Enne’s very identity, and Enne, miles away from her home, a knife clutched in her trembling hand, dried blood crusting her arm, didn’t know how she would ever forgive her. “But I came to New Reynes to save someone, and I’d rather shed tears over her. Not a stranger who wishes me dead.”

			Lola bit her lip and lifted her head higher, away from the knife. “Please don’t,” she whispered.

			Enne’s choices, as it turned out, were one mistake after another. Tracking down Lola was a mistake—now she had secrets she didn’t want and a blood gazer who could only become a liability. Finding Levi was a mistake—he knew no more about Lourdes’s whereabouts than Enne did. Journeying to New Reynes was a mistake—if Lourdes could never be found, then the only other things Enne had left were in Bellamy, at home. But now, thanks to Vianca’s omerta, she couldn’t even go back.

			Not everything she had was in Bellamy, she reminded herself. Lourdes was, hopefully, here. Levi was here. Her answers were here. Her desire to return home was only a desire to forget this place, and Enne was beyond forgetting. She had already passed the point of no return.

			“Then give me a way out,” Enne pleaded.

			“I won’t tell anyone who you are. I promise.”

			“Your promise means nothing. You wanted to kill me just for being who I am.”

			Lola glared at her. “Fine. I’ll swear to you.” She made a crossing motion over her chest, the same as the Irons did for Levi.

			Enne nearly laughed. Swearing was for cheats like Levi and snakes like Reymond. Enne was simply a girl from a finishing school.

			“What good will that do? I’m not a street lord.”

			“There’s power in an oath. I wouldn’t be able to tell someone even if I wanted to.”

			That didn’t make sense: only talents held power. The concepts of magic or anything more than that came from the Faith, from the stories the Mizer kings told to shape themselves into gods. Like Lourdes, Enne was a pragmatist; there had been no fairy tales and ancient lore in their household growing up. What Lola claimed was impossible.

			“That can’t be true,” Enne said.

			“Like your talents can’t be true?” Lola countered.

			Enne clenched her teeth. Even if the oath’s power was real, that made her no better than Vianca. But it was also the only option they both had left.

			“Aren’t you a Dove?” Enne asked.

			Lola laughed bitterly. “No. I don’t wear the white for…” Her mouth snapped shut, and she averted her gaze. “I’m not.”

			Several moments passed in silence because Enne didn’t know what else to say. She lowered the knife away from Lola’s neck. Lola sighed, rubbed her throat where the knife had been, and sat up. She glared at Enne with contempt, and Enne hated seeing it.

			I had no other choice, Enne told herself.

			“I, Lola Baird Sanguick, swear to Enne Dondelair Scordata.”

			That’s not my name, Enne thought, too numb to interrupt Lola’s speech.

			“Blood by blood. Oath by oath. Life by life. I swear to live by the code of those before me—” she crossed her heart a second time “—and if I break this code, let me burn until I am only a shade.”

			The words left an unsettling clamor in the air, as if they existed longer than simply when spoken.

			“Is that it?” Enne breathed. She held out her hand to help Lola up.

			The blood gazer ignored it. “That’s it,” she said, climbing to her feet.

			Rain drummed on the roof, and Enne could hear the rushing of water in the gutter outside.

			“There’s a good chance you’ll never see me again,” Enne started. “But if I needed to find you, would I come here?”

			“Yes.” When Enne opened her mouth to tell her she was staying at St. Morse, Lola said, “Don’t tell me. It’s better I don’t know where you are.”

			Enne considered apologizing, but she wasn’t sorry that she was alive.

			She needed to go home and think about what she’d learned, and about what these secrets meant for her relationship with Lourdes—or if she even believed them.

			“I’d like my gun back before I go,” she said.

			Before they could return to the basement, another door burst open, and Enne screamed in surprise. Levi and Jac charged inside, rain-soaked, pointing a new set of pistols wildly around the room. Jac flipped a light switch.

			“What the muck?” Lola shouted, her arms raised, squinting in the light.

			Levi’s eyes narrowed as he looked between them in confusion. “Why did you scream?” he was asking Enne, but his gaze—and Jac’s—was fixed on the white in Lola’s hair.

			“Because you scared me,” Enne said flatly.

			“Pup?” Lola said, shakily lowering her arms.

			“Do I know you?” he asked.

			“It’s your hair. Not many orb-makers on the North Side.”

			Jac pocketed his gun. “What happened here?”

			“The missy was just leaving. You should, too.” Lola rubbed her temples. “I don’t like guns or dogs in my office.”

			“You’re both a little scruffed up,” Levi said, making no indication that he’d heard the jibe at his nickname. “Had a bit of an argument?”

			Both Enne and Lola were covered in sweat, dirt and dried blood. Enne bit her lip. She hadn’t even had time to process Lola’s information for herself—she wasn’t sure she was ready to tell Levi. And she definitely wasn’t ready to tell Jac, whom she barely knew. If Lourdes’s connection to monarchists had been dangerous, then Enne’s very association was deadly, and she could trust no one.

			“Forget it,” Enne said. “We’re leaving as soon as I get my gun.”

			“Your gun?” Levi barked out madly. She squeezed Levi’s arm in response, so he couldn’t shrug her off. As Lola walked down the stairway to the cellar, the three of them lingered in the piano room.

			“Are we keeping secrets now?” Levi hissed in her ear. His breath was hot against her neck.

			She backed away from him. “I don’t want to talk about this here.”

			“You know that girl is a Dove, right?” Jac asked. “The gang of assassins?”

			“I know what the white hair means,” Enne snapped. “But she’s not a Dove. She—”

			“Obviously not,” Levi said darkly, “or you’d be dead.” Enne shuddered. “I need to know what happened.”

			“Why do you need to know, Levi?” she seethed.

			“Because I’m helping you, remember?”

			“I was doing fine on my own.” That was mostly true—she’d handled it, anyway.

			“Were you?” He reached for her hand, but she quickly hugged her arms around herself. “You’d rather I leave?”

			“I’d rather you stop being difficult.”

			He opened his mouth like he wanted to argue something else, then snapped it shut and shook his head. Behind him, Jac was peering out the window, as if he thought he’d find more Doves lurking on Lola’s front lawn.

			Lola climbed back up the stairs and handed Enne the gun. Levi reached for it sourly, but Enne quickly shoved it in her pocket. He didn’t need two. She’d give it back to him later.

			“Don’t follow us,” Jac warned Lola, his chest puffed out.

			She picked her scalpel up off the ground and licked her lips. “Why? Worried what would happen once you split up, and it isn’t three against one?” Jac paled and kept one hand on his holster.

			Despite her threat, Enne strongly doubted Lola would try anything. If Enne could overpower her, she was sure Jac could as well with his strength talent. Maybe Levi, too. She wasn’t a real Dove.

			Enne walked to the door. “Let’s go.” To her surprise, the boys followed, and Lola slammed the door behind them.

			No one spoke until they reached the safety of the crowds on Tropps Street.

			“She wasn’t that scary,” Jac said. “For a Dove.”

			“Right,” Levi said sarcastically. “You nearly mucked yourself when she picked up that knife.”

			“I’m not afraid of knives. One time, I cracked a switchblade—”

			“With your teeth, and it was very impressive. I was there, remember?” Levi’s voice sounded tired.

			Jac elbowed Enne in the side. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

			“Yes,” she said, bristling. “Your stitches look horrifying.”

			“I told you,” Levi muttered.

			“They make me look tough,” Jac said.

			“No, they make you look ridiculous.”

			Levi and Jac continued to exchange words about the next day and Jac sleeping on Levi’s couch. But no matter what Jac said, all of Levi’s answers were terse, letting the silence hang in the air. He was clearly waiting for Enne to explain herself, but he was going to be disappointed. She was tired. She had rehearsal tomorrow. And she needed to think.

			They paused outside St. Morse.

			“That’s it?” Jac asked her. “No thank you for coming to your rescue?”

			“You didn’t rescue me.” She turned to walk through the revolving doors, but Levi grabbed her arm.

			“Tomorrow,” he said. It wasn’t a command, but a request. For once, his expression betrayed his thoughts. He looked worried. And he was right to be.

			“Tomorrow,” she promised.

			
		

	
		
			DAY FOUR

			“Desire fame, and the city will make you a tragedy.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Levi was on dangerous ground with Enne Salta.

			He’d known it since the beginning. Her connection to monarchists, Alfero’s Shadow Card, whatever had happened at the blood gazer’s… Enne’s secrets followed her like a shadow, and Levi was shatz to mix himself up with her. If he had any sense left to him, he’d call it quits. Never mind that he’d given his word; he hadn’t known what he was getting himself into, and he was already in enough trouble.

			But maybe he didn’t have any sense about him. Every time Enne surprised him, he craved a little more trouble.

			He poured himself a cup of coffee and tried to decide exactly what he should do about himself. About Enne Salta. About Enne Salta and himself.

			Someone pounded on the door. Levi scowled. It might’ve been Enne, and he hadn’t come to a decision yet about their…working relationship. And he knew that if she barged into his apartment, all hands on her hips and flushed cheeks, he’d be incapable of anything but “yes.”

			It was Jac. He crossed his heart and brushed past Levi, his blond hair dripping with sweat.

			Levi’s brows furrowed. “Didn’t you just leave?”

			“I did. And I ran all the way back here,” he said, panting.

			“What happened?”

			Jac leaned against the doorframe, gathering his breath, and snatched Levi’s coffee from his hands. “There’s a huge fight—” he took a swig “—in Scrap Market. Scarhands and Torren’s men.”

			“Torren’s men?” Levi echoed. Why would they care about the Scarhands? They might’ve shared some territory, but the Families and the gangs had agreed long ago not to interfere with each other, in an effort to maintain order in the North Side. The only other connection the Torren Family had to the Scarhands was the investment scheme, but they couldn’t have uncovered his partnership with Reymond. Both of them had covered their tracks too well.

			Still, dread knotted in Levi’s throat. This couldn’t be his fault.

			“I didn’t see it happen,” Jac explained. “I ran into Chez—he was really running, you know? Trying to warn the other Irons away from Scrap Market.”

			“Where is the Market today?” Levi asked.

			“Chez said near the clock tower on the border of Dove and Scar Lands.”

			Levi grabbed his jacket and hat off the coatrack. “Let’s go.”

			Jac leaned over, his hands on his knees, and gave Levi a thumbs-up. He set the empty mug on the counter. “Yep. Yep, all good. Ready to go.”

			Ten minutes later, they were racing down Tropps Street toward Scrap Market. The morning was cool and damp from dew, and a wind blew east, carrying the smell of the sea.

			“We could’ve taken the Mole,” Jac huffed.

			“No one takes the Mole.” The subway system that sprawled across the city was infamously unreliable.

			“No, gangsters don’t take the Mole,” Jac retorted. “You’d just rather skulk around everywhere so you look with it.”

			“I am with it.” Levi charged ahead of him. “You’re just getting soft.”

			They passed the Luckluster Mole stop. Jac groaned longingly in between pants.

			“Do you know what this fight is about?” Levi asked.

			“No idea.”

			They turned the corner into Scrap Market. It was early—too early for the Market to close—but already people were in a rush to pack up their stalls. Levi and Jac ran against the crowd, knocking vendors and customers out of their way. Down the street, the bottom floor of an old tenement—the Scarhands’ residence for the day—was engulfed in flames. Smoke streamed out of the cracks in its shutters, and the closer they got, the more the air reeked of it.

			They shoved their way to the front of the spectators watching the fire. A man stormed out the front door, clutching a girl over his shoulder. She kicked and pounded at his back with hands covered in scars. The Scarhands outside watched the burning building in horror. Although several had guns raised, no shots were fired. Most people seemed confused about what was happening.

			A Scarhand beside Levi pointed at the balcony on the second floor, where Jonas Maccabees was fighting three men at once. Blood ran down Jonas’s split lip and nose. He dodged a swing toward his stomach and collided with the balcony railing.

			“What’s going on?” Levi yelled to the Scarhand beside him, but he couldn’t hear his response over the noise of the crowd.

			Someone screamed from inside the building. A moment later, the flames exploded through the third story. The building would fall within a few minutes, and whoever had screamed was still in there. But no one dared approach. Not the Scarhands. Not the whiteboots. Not Sedric’s men.

			“Hold my hat,” Levi told Jac, who took it before realizing what Levi intended to do.

			Levi lurched forward. Within three steps, a man grabbed his shoulder. He was more than a head taller than Levi. “You can’t go near there!” he hollered.

			“Someone’s still inside!” Levi ripped out of his grasp and sprinted to the entrance. The man tried to follow, but Levi slammed the door closed behind him and locked it.

			“Who’s in here?” he yelled. Fire reached for him from the walls, but it couldn’t hurt an orb-maker. The collapsing building, however, could. He didn’t have much time.

			The man pounded on the door. Levi ignored him and ran upstairs, where there were two closed doors. He tried the first one and, finding it locked, he pulled out his pistol, shot at the hinges and kicked it open. The apartment was filled with smoke, but empty of occupants. On the balcony outside, Jonas and the men were gone—climbed down, or perhaps fallen.

			Someone shouted for help from the other apartment. It sounded like Reymond.

			“Reymond!” Levi screamed. He coughed from the smoke, but it wasn’t enough to slow him down. He charged back into the hallway, toward the other door. “Reymond!”

			There was no second yell. Levi’s heart raced. No no no. This wasn’t how Reymond Kitamura was supposed to die.

			Levi aimed his gun. “If you’re in there, get away from the door,” he called. Still, no one answered. His stomach lurched. He had to save his friend.

			Three shots. His ears rang.

			“I’m coming!” He kicked open the door. “Reymond?”

			But before Levi could step over the threshold, strong arms grabbed him from behind. It was the man from outside. He pressed something against Levi’s hand, and his vision blackened. He glimpsed a flash of silver and struggled to hold on to consciousness.

			It slipped away, and he fell into darkness.

			* * *

			He woke in the hallway with black and white doors.

			Levi got to his feet. His clothes smelled of smoke, for some reason, and dirt was caked into the skin between his fingers. He wiped them on his pants and peered down the hallway. It stretched on endlessly in both directions. Everything was quiet.

			Remembering that the black doors were locked, he opened the first white one he came to.

			Suddenly, Levi was eleven years old again, and he stood by his mother’s bedside, rubbing her hand to generate the warmth she was quickly losing. The covers no longer moved as she breathed. She was cold. But he was still holding her hand, still rubbing, still hoping.

			This was his fault, the vision told him. All his fault.

			He ran downstairs to his father, who was bent over his oven, twisting a rod into the fire. The glass orb on the end sparked white with volts, and, dimly, Levi heard screaming from inside the forming sphere, heard the auras of those who had made the volts and the anguish of their murders. It made Levi’s skin crawl, made him want to throw up.

			His father was muttering something about “his king,” the Mizer he’d mourned all these years. It was very like him. Some days, it seemed as if he couldn’t remember what had happened, where his family lived now, and he obsessed over the past like it was a lock whose combination he’d forgotten. Levi had learned by now not to ask about it.

			Noticing Levi behind him, his father handed him the rod. “You do it.”

			“No.” This was their eternal argument. Levi had tried to explain to his father before that his blood and split talents simply didn’t mix, that he’d gladly accept his family’s disappointment over enduring the screams he heard when sealing volts within glass.

			His father growled and shoved the rod toward his son. Levi ran through the door that led to their backyard, led to his escape, but when he crossed the threshold, he was in the hallway again, panting from the aftereffects of the memory.

			Voices shouted from the black door in front of him. He pressed his ear against the wood.

			“You can’t go in there! You know that!” Something slammed.

			“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” The voices were female. Levi didn’t recognize either of them. The second one sounded young—a girl.

			“I can’t do my job if you don’t do yours.” The first voice was softer now. “We need to keep each other safe.”

			Levi pulled his head back. He shouldn’t have listened. The black doors didn’t belong to him, but he wondered who else had seen this place.

			* * *

			“Levi!” Jac shook his shoulders.

			Levi’s eyes flew open. He rolled onto his side and coughed.

			Jac smacked Levi on the back. “What were you thinking?”

			“Get off me.” Levi rubbed his eyes and looked at the building—or what remained of it. The top floor had collapsed, so wooden beams jutted out of the structure like fiery stakes. His mouth went dry. “Reymond was in there.”

			“I know,” Jac said quietly. “The Scarhands’ oaths were broken.”

			Around them, the Scarhands sat in the center of the cobblestoned street, pressing their hands to their chests as if they couldn’t breathe.

			It hurt when your oath broke. Reymond had once described it like a blow to the chest, and you could only sit there and wait to catch your breath. Reymond had lost his when he was a Dove, fighting back after Ivory’s second cut off one of his fingers. His oath snapped. Then her second cut off another.

			Reymond had always acted like nothing could touch him, but in a few hours, a coroner would identify him by his teeth.

			Levi felt a surge of emotions all at once. Anger, grief, fear. If he’d been faster, he might’ve saved him. Stronger. Better.

			“Jonas will be the new Scar Lord,” Jac said warily.

			Jonas hated Levi, so any semblance of friendship they’d had with the Scarhands was gone.

			Something was crumpled in Levi’s fist. He opened it and stared at the gleaming silver back of a Shadow Card, smeared with black ink. The man must’ve left it in Levi’s hand once he’d used it to knock him out.

			Six more days. Don’t forget.—S.T.

			“This is my fault,” Levi whispered, echoing his vision. Sedric had said something about reminders; Levi hadn’t fully considered what that that could mean.

			“‘S.T.’? As in Sedric Torren?” Jac asked, his voice cracking. “Why would he go after Reymond?”

			“He’s playing with me,” Levi choked. It was fitting, for Sedric’s reputation. Sedric was proving he knew how to hurt him in more ways than one, and he’d succeeded.

			Levi turned the card over and studied the picture of a man dangling from the gallows. The Hanged Man. It meant sacrifice, a new point of view and waiting.

			“I don’t like this,” Jac said. “This is some serious muck.”

			Once again, Levi was eleven years old, and he was at his mother’s bedside. Just another person he couldn’t save. “He was like my brother,” he murmured. “And he’s dead because of me.”

			“Sedric killed Reymond, not you.”

			“But it’s still my fault.”

			Reymond’s murder was a reminder. A reminder. They weren’t kidding around with the Shadow Cards. If Levi didn’t make the deadline, he was dead. He’d get the invitation card, and no one survived the Shadow Game. No one.

			Worse, this might not have been Sedric’s only reminder—anyone could be next. Any of the Irons, including Jac.

			“I think I’m gonna be sick,” Levi said. He lay on his side, his cheek in the dirt, and took deep, slow breaths. The wooden beams cracked in between the roars of the fire. In the distance, sirens wailed, far too late.

			“I thought you said the cards didn’t give you visions,” Jac said. “But an orb-maker wouldn’t pass out from the smoke.”

			“I lied.”

			“What did you see?” He spoke so quietly that Levi barely heard him over the snaps of breaking wood. The hallway was a whole other level of shatz that Levi couldn’t handle right now. In the vision, he’d thought that the black doors belonged to someone else—but the visions were just dreams. If Levi thought about them too much, he’d lose it, and he was running out of things to lose.

			“What did you see?” Jac repeated.

			Several yards away, Levi caught an Iron watching the scene. He didn’t know her name—she was probably a low-ranking runner—nor did he think she recognized him. She smiled. An enemy lord was dead.

			What she didn’t know was that Reymond had saved Levi from starvation when he was twelve years old. That Reymond had taught Levi everything about being a lord. That, without Reymond, the Irons would’ve fallen apart years ago.

			The second floor of the building collapsed, tearing the rest of the structure down with it. A wave of dirt and pebbles crashed over the street, and Levi covered his eyes. Dust coated his lips. He spit, then he grabbed his hat off the ground, shook it clean and whispered a goodbye.

			* * *

			Vianca’s secretary looked up from her files. “Mr. Glaisyer! Madame Augustine—”

			Levi threw open the door before she could finish.

			He’d been working for Vianca for four years, and still her office made him nervous. Decorated in velvet and swathed in darkness, a luxurious cave with a dragon lurking within. Her menacing eyes peered at him in the dim lamplight.

			“Levi,” she purred. “It is always a pleasure.”

			Her aura smelled like emerald green, pines and vinegar. It wafted about the room, curling into corners, kissing the skin on Levi’s neck. He shook off his revulsion and leaned against the bookcases, his arms crossed.

			“Reymond Kitamura is dead,” he spat. He was too furious for the words to register, even though it was he who spoke them. It felt as though he’d been shot, but was in too much shock to feel the pain.

			Although Vianca didn’t smile, she had a way of making her frowns look like pleasure. “Is that why you’re covered in dirt?” She preferred Levi to wear suits, especially the crisp ones she bought him. Every time he stepped outside of St. Morse, she wanted the city to know he was hers. He never obliged, and the omerta never forced him. Still, he knew her wishes. He knew how she liked him.

			Like a puppet, dangling on her strings.

			“I was there,” he fumed. “He was murdered. And it was your fault.”

			She pursed her lips and poured herself a cup of tea from the black pot with the jagged handle. Levi could tell it was her favorite blend—the tea smelled bitter, even from across the room.

			“How exactly am I responsible for the death of your business partner?” she asked. Her gaze roamed up his body and his clothes, searching for tears and bruises and weak spots like a miner searching for gold.

			“Sedric’s thugs locked him in a building and burned the place down.” Levi shuddered—he could still see the flames when he closed his eyes.

			“You think killing Reymond—who was a perfectly successful criminal in his own right—was a message for you? How…” She sipped her tea. “Narcissistic.”

			His nostrils flared. “I know it was a message for me.” He took the two Shadow Cards out of his pocket and tossed them on her desk.

			She paled. The silver backs of the cards glinted like blades in the lamplight. Shakily, she reached for them. “How did you get these?” she rasped. She traced a long manicured nail over one of the edges, as though searching for a trick.

			“They were gifts from Sedric Torren. One three nights ago. One today.”

			“The House of Shadows has been empty since the Great Street War.” The House of Shadows was the mysterious mansion where the Phoenix Club had once played the Shadow Game. Legend claimed it was haunted.

			“Not anymore,” Levi said. He didn’t add what he knew about Lourdes Alfero, that he might not have been the Phoenix Club’s first victim since their grand reopening.

			“Six more days,” she read. “Until what?”

			“Until my deadline. Until I’m dead.” He slammed his hands on her desk. “Ten thousand volts. Are you happy now? Your scam is going to get me killed.” He took the clock off her desk and chucked it against the wall. It shattered. Vianca didn’t even wince, which only enraged him further. Nothing touched her, yet every attack pierced him. “And where were you? Away! Away campaigning for a hopeless election that’s already rigged against you.”

			She said nothing, which was fine with Levi. He wasn’t finished yet.

			“And Enne! I bring her here because she needed help. Thick of me to trust that you, just once, would actually help someone. Help me.” He panted, out of breath from shouting. The secretary outside had probably heard everything he said, but he didn’t care. He was furious enough to kill Vianca…if only he could.

			Slowly, Vianca stood up, and Levi instantly felt smaller. Younger. Weaker.

			“I don’t know how you managed to find out about Miss Salta, but we can talk about that in a moment. Let’s talk about you first.” She flicked her hand, and Levi’s body crumpled automatically into a chair. As if by invisible restraints, his wrists tethered themselves to the armrests, and his head leaned back, exposing his neck. Even as he writhed, he was powerless to get up. “Let’s talk about us.” She dragged her jagged fingernail across his throat. Levi swallowed, hating the fear flooding into his chest.

			“You walk around here like you’re some kind of prince, but even you’re disposable.”

			“Am I?” he challenged. He didn’t know much about Vianca’s other associates—she kept him decidedly separate from most aspects of her business—but he knew he was her favorite. She’d been attached to him from the moment she met him. Otherwise, why waste one of her precious three omertas on just a boy? She’d spotted a stray puppy and had wanted to keep him. Even if he was her most successful card dealer, the city was full of card dealers. That wasn’t why he mattered. He was indispensable because he was the only person Vianca Augustine cared about—and that was why she tormented him.

			“Of course you are,” she seethed. Her nails dug into his shoulder, and he winced. “Really, Levi, I never would’ve expected this sort of fear from you. It’s unbecoming.”

			“Only a fool wouldn’t fear the Phoenix Club,” he said. Vianca wouldn’t challenge that. She feared them, too, just like everyone else who’d heard the legends of New Reynes and knew them to be true.

			“I know you, dear,” Vianca murmured. “You love power. You love to hold all the cards in your hand and make a good show. But your poker face needs work. I can read you like the tea leaves in the bottom of this cup.” She poured the steaming tea on his shirt, staining it. The heat didn’t bother him due to his blood talent, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that Vianca could do whatever she liked, and Levi was helpless to stop her. “You’re supposed to be great, Levi. You’re the Iron Lord. Yet you let the city decide your fate for you.”

			“None of this was my choice,” he growled.

			“Really? You take none of the responsibility?” She turned away and released him from his restraints. He snapped forward and rubbed his neck where she had grazed him, as though her touch alone had left behind a scar. “Maybe you could be better. All this time, I’ve been trying to make you better.”

			“For what?”

			She smiled and sat back down behind her desk. “Use your imagination.”

			He held back a roll of his eyes. She was always so mucking dramatic. Maybe she had time for her games, but his was running out.

			“Why did you choose Enne?” he asked.

			“You might wear a suit, but you’re not exactly someone I can send to the South Side. She’ll have her uses.” Vianca didn’t know the half of it. If she discovered Enne was the daughter of Lourdes Alfero, she’d utterly exploit her to the monarchists. And it would be Enne who was killed, in the end—not Vianca. Never Vianca.

			“Like with Sedric Torren?” he asked, his voice quiet and steady and laced with hate.

			“That was a fortunate coincidence. She looks very his type.”

			Levi clenched his fists. All of the North Side was aware of Sedric’s reputation. “That’s repulsive.”

			“Oh, I agree. Who better to strike such a man where it hurts?”

			“Don’t pretend that anything motivated you besides your own sick mind.”

			She tsked. “Watch what you say. I thought you were here asking for my help, Levi.”

			“It’s not just help. You owe me.”

			“I owe you?”

			“Sedric is going to kill me over your investment scheme, and you made Enne one of your twisted playthings. Yeah. I’d say you owe me.”

			She leaned forward and clicked her fingernails together. “Because I bestowed my omerta on Miss Salta, you are the one who deserves the recompense?”

			He stumbled over his words. She made him sound like a brat. “You’re dangling me as bait in front of your enemies.”

			“I’ve provided you with a place to live and steady income.”

			“You do that for all your employees.”

			“Ah, yes. You’re special.”

			She was trying to make him feel like an egotistical child, and he wanted to strangle her. He wanted to summon a fire that left burn marks around her neck.

			“Yes, I’m special,” he growled. “I helped bankrupt all your competitors. I’ve made you plenty of volts dealing, not to mention thousands through the investment scheme. Thousands you managed to lose overnight. Your empire is falling.”

			Her lips played at a smile. She poured herself a new cup of tea. “And your empire? How are the Irons faring lately? How is their lord treating them?”

			Oh, she was keeping tabs on his gang now? “Stop comparing us. We’re not the same.”

			“You’re the spitting image of me.” Somehow her voice was proud and ruthless all at once.

			“Then it’s no wonder the Irons are crumbling,” he snapped. “Must’ve gotten that from you.”

			He inhaled sharply as what felt like a knife twisted into his gut. He couldn’t exhale. The pressure in his chest tightened, and he was sure it would crush him. He grabbed the edge of the desk in front of him. He couldn’t scream. He couldn’t gasp. He couldn’t coax a shred of air out of his lungs.

			Vianca didn’t release him until he was on the floor, his back digging into the leg of his chair. Then the air burst out, and he coughed and rested his head against the ground as the ceiling slowed its spinning. He’d experienced her torture dozens of times, but he’d never get used to the feeling of suffocating.

			“Enough,” she commanded, her lips pursed. “What puppet is allowed to say such things to its master?”

			She bent over him as he weakly got to his knees. “I’ve given you everything, and I will give you half the volts you need to pay Torren. But don’t assume I care so much about you that you’re invincible. I could kill you at any moment I wish.”

			Five thousand volts.

			Five thousand.

			He could survive this. A burst of hope filled his chest, sweeter and more relieving than the air.

			“Does this cover the recompense for Miss Salta and Mr. Kitamura?” she asked.

			He wasn’t thick enough to answer. Everything in this city had a price, and telling Vianca off wouldn’t have done him any good. What he was feeling right now, it wasn’t even close to gratitude, but he knew better than to act anything less than beholden.

			“I can give you the volts next week,” she said.

			“I only have six days left,” he croaked.

			“Then a few days from now. I won’t forget.”

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			If Enne could conquer her fear of heights, then she could knock on a gentleman’s door the hour after her bedtime.

			She reminded herself that Levi Glaisyer was no gentleman.

			When Levi answered the door, his hair was wet, and he smelled like soap and freshly applied cologne. He wore a casual pair of trousers, dark socks and a white undershirt. Something stirred in her stomach as he leaned lazily against his doorway.

			“’Lo, missy,” he said. “Have you come to share secrets?”

			“Something like that,” she said, and hurriedly brushed past him before he could see her face redden.

			Last time she’d come here, his apartment had been impeccable. Now dishes lay in the sink and he’d closed his blinds, so the only light came from a dim lamp beside his couch. A half-finished art piece, mostly emerald green swirls and spikes, rested on the coffee table, surrounded by papers and oil paints. Water splotches—possibly intentional—dotted the canvas. Thin lines like puppet strings stretched from the top of the painting to the green smudges.

			Interesting. She’d never imagined Levi as an artist. She couldn’t tell if he was a particularly good one, though—she didn’t understand what the painting represented.

			“I thought we should talk about last night,” Enne said. Since they’d left the blood gazer’s, the black seed of doubt about Lourdes had grown into a forest, and Enne was lost in its center. She hadn’t believed Lola’s accusation at first—hadn’t wanted to believe it—but the more she reflected on it, the more the pieces she knew of her past began to make sense.

			He gave her a dark, expectant look and sat down on the couch, motioning for her to join him. “The part about you getting into a fight with a Dove, or the part about what the Dove told you?”

			“Both.” She hesitated, searching for how to begin. It would be easiest just to blurt out the truth, heave it off her shoulders and let Levi take away her burden. But she wasn’t sure how long his loyalty to her would last once he learned she was a Mizer.

			“You can trust me,” Levi said. “Whatever it is.” And criminal or not, she believed the sincerity in his voice. Whether or not she’d still been in danger, Levi had rushed into the Deadman District last night to save her. Guilt pinched inside of her. She wasn’t sure she would have done the same for him.

			“Once I tell you, you can’t unknow it,” she warned, because deceit wasn’t fair to him. “And I’m grateful for all the help you’ve given me—I really am, but we’ve reached a point where my secrets are becoming…dangerous. This one isn’t about Lourdes.” She looked at her lap. “It’s about me.”

			His pause terrified her. For a moment, she thought he would agree and ask her to leave.

			He was all she had.

			“Now you have me curious.” Levi scooted closer, and her shoulders relaxed. She wouldn’t be alone in this. “Are you the long-lost daughter of some wighead—”

			“I’m a Mizer,” she whispered.

			He froze. “That’s not possible.”

			She let out the breath she’d been holding since last night. “Scordata is my blood name. I don’t know which kingdom or family it comes from. Probably a minor—”

			“She must’ve been joking,” he said abruptly. “It was a prank.”

			“Knowing Lourdes’s history, and seeing how Lola tried to kill me after she told me the truth…I wish it were a joke.” Enne grabbed one of the throw pillows and hugged it to herself. “That’s not even all of it. She said my split name was Dondelair.”

			Levi choked out a laugh. “Now I think you’re trying to fool me.” Somehow, he still managed one of his smirking smiles at a time like this.

			She threw the pillow at him. “I wouldn’t joke about this. I’m not…shatz, or whatever you say. I know how dangerous these secrets are.”

			“That’s some very unladylike New Reynes slang, you know.” He met her eyes, and she could tell he was searching for any Mizer purple hidden among the brown. She tried not to shiver under his gaze. “Before you tell me this story, I need to know—is the blood gazer taken care of? If she knows, then—”

			“She’s taken care of,” Enne said quietly, remembering the hatred in Lola’s eyes after she made the oath.

			“Good.” He shook his head and stood up. “I’m going to make a drink. Do you want one?”

			No, her reflexes said. But she was no longer home. No longer Enne Salta.

			“Oh, um. Okay. And cookies, too, if you have them.”

			He lifted an eyebrow. “You made a dozen the other night. How can you even look at another one?”

			“Easily. While salivating.”

			“Well, you’re in luck. I have a box of stale tea cookies just for you.”

			Several minutes later, he returned with two glasses and a box of gingersnaps. The drink was amber-colored.

			“It’s called a Gambler’s Ruin,” he said. “Mix of bourbon and coffee liqueur and orange bitters. Reymond introduced me to it. Sorry—I’m out of garnish.”

			Enne took a sip and grimaced. She and the boys had very different tastes.

			“You’re supposed to drink it when you’re feeling confident.” He laughed hollowly. “‘It’s flirting with losing just for the thrill of it,’ Reymond used to say.”

			Then Levi downed his drink all at once. He coughed afterward and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

			“Reymond’s dead,” he murmured.

			“What?” Enne asked, certain she’d misheard.

			“Sedric Torren had him killed today.”

			The hair on her arms rose at the mention of Sedric’s name. After poisoning him, it had been easy to forget how powerful he truly was. Reymond Kitamura ran the largest street gang in the city, but Sedric Torren could still order his execution and never face justice. If Sedric ever realized the part she’d played in tricking him, she’d share the same fate as Reymond…or worse.

			“Levi…I’m so sorry.” She’d come here for comfort, but she hadn’t even considered that Levi might need some, as well. And now that she knew, she saw the unmistakable shock in his eyes, in the rigid way he was carrying himself. She wanted to hug him, but she was awkwardly curled up on the other side of the couch. And crawling toward him, touching him—that all felt like dangerous ground. She was already on dangerous ground with Levi Glaisyer.

			Instead, she reached out and took his hand. He jolted at her touch, but didn’t pull away.

			“Yeah,” he murmured, setting his empty glass down. “I’m sorry, too.”

			Enne waited another five seconds—counted them precisely in her head—and pulled her hand away. She felt warm all over.

			He’s not like us, Reymond had said. He’s better than us.

			Feeling even guiltier than before, she took several more sips of her drink. Reymond had warned Enne against leading Levi into trouble, and telling Levi her secret definitely counted as that. She still didn’t consider herself ruthless and cunning like the Scar Lord, but she was starting to see what he’d meant when he’d compared them. She’d held a knife to someone’s throat. She was the girl who’d poisoned the wolf. She’d lied to Levi from the moment they’d met.

			Maybe New Reynes had already corrupted her.

			But another, quieter part of her suspected otherwise. Enne should’ve felt ill walking into rehearsal today, knowing her talent descended from such a notorious bloodline. Instead, she felt exhilarated. In Bellamy, her aspirations had been confined to keeping up and fitting in with her classmates. Never had she been given the chance to excel. Never had she tasted ambition…desire.

			For the first time in her life, Enne felt confident. All those years spent agonizing over her shortcomings, all those years attempting to be something she wasn’t. At what point in Enne’s life had she decided that others controlled what she wanted, that she couldn’t just reach out and take it?

			Maybe the city hadn’t corrupted her at all. Maybe she’d always been this vicious, and the Scar Lord had simply been the first to see it.

			“So,” Levi said, startling Enne out of her thoughts. “This is where you tell me exactly how you overpowered a fake Dove.” Even though Enne had come here expecting to tell him about last night, the strain in his voice told her he was trying to shift the subject away from his friend. She decided to let him…for now. “They teach you hand-to-hand combat at that finishing school of yours?”

			“Yes, of course.” She grinned. “That’s a requirement nowadays to become a lady. I could fight you while balancing books on my head.”

			“Look at that.” He pointed at his arm, and Enne—foolishly—leaned forward to look. He flicked her on the forehead. “I just trembled.”

			She kicked him in the leg. “Rude.”

			Then she left her leg there, stretched out, her foot touching him. She felt like every move she made around him was a dare to herself to see how far she would go. And she wasn’t sure if she was doing it simply for the thrill, from the drink…or because of something more.

			But she wasn’t in this city to find romance with street lords; she was here to find her mother. New Reynes was so intertwined with Levi’s character that flirting with him would be like flirting with the City of Sin itself, and after all of this was over, Enne still very much intended to return home. Anything between them could only be a distraction. Besides, considering all those articles of clothing left behind in his wardrobe, Levi hardly had reason to find interest in her.

			She slid her leg back.

			“After Lola told me what she knew,” Enne continued, “she decided she’d kill me. She said that my existence was too dangerous for the city.” She paused, expecting Levi to deny this, but he only nodded for her to continue. “After that, she attacked me. She’s tall, but she’s not very fast. It wasn’t hard to take her knife.”

			“Being the expert fighter that you are,” he joked.

			“I’m stronger than I look. You try keeping up with dancing and acrobatics rehearsals all day.” She grabbed the box of cookies from the coffee table and tore it open. “If it wasn’t for my supposed Dondelair split talent, I’d essentially be pudding right now.”

			“Yes. Pudding. I’m sure.”

			She narrowed her eyes and shoved a cookie in her mouth. “Anyway, after that, I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t just…leave. Lola was set on killing me, and if she told anyone about my talents, the whiteboots would kill me for her.” She pulled her gaze away from Levi, in case he noticed the darkness in her eyes from the things she’d done. “So she swore to me. Now she can’t tell anyone the truth.”

			Levi leaned forward and took the box. He slid out several gingersnaps. “When you say swore…?”

			“Blood by blood. Life by life. Something like that.”

			He straightened, then slid closer to her. She really wished he would stop doing that. The smell of his aftershave was annoyingly tempting.

			“A street oath?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re a lord?”

			“I guess so.”

			“You’ve been in New Reynes four days, and you’re already building yourself a gang? Just what have you been reading in that guidebook of yours?”

			She ripped the box out of his hands. “It was the only option. It’s not as if I ever need to see her again.”

			“You might want to. Oaths aren’t unbreakable,” Levi warned. “There are all sorts of rules about challenging lords and loyalty. Telling your secret to a third party? That would be hard. Killing you?” He made a slicing motion across his throat. “Give the girl a gun, call it a duel and you’ll be dead.”

			None of that seemed very logical to her.

			“Well, what else should I do?” Enne had already made up her mind not to kill Lola. In the moment, she could’ve called it self-defense. But now, it felt cold-blooded. Enne wasn’t a villain.

			“You should keep an eye on her. Keep your enemies close, and all that. And oaths get weaker when you don’t see each other.”

			“And we’d do…what? Knit? Have tea?”

			“I don’t know. She probably knows a lot about families and talents, being a blood gazer. Maybe she could help us learn more about these Dondelair and Scordata parents of yours. That could lead us back to Lourdes.”

			Enne pursed her lips. Lourdes was a monarchist and a Mizer sympathizer, so maybe if they found a link between Enne’s birth parents and her mother, it would help them in their search. Enne loathed the thought of returning to the Deadman District and confronting the hate in Lola’s eyes, but this could be their only lead.

			“You’re right,” she said, reaching for her drink. “We probably should ask Lola.” The whiskey and coffee liqueur burned their way down her throat.

			“There’s something else,” Levi said, sliding closer again. Now Enne had her arms wrapped around her knees, and Levi was seated facing her, only inches from her feet. She curled in her toes and looked everywhere but at his face. “That card left in Lourdes’s hotel room wasn’t just a normal playing card.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“It’s called a Shadow Card.” He bit his lip. “During the Revolution and through the Great Street War, the Phoenix Club was famous for playing something called the Shadow Game. It’s a card game where the invited players are…killed.”

			Her stomach clenched. This was it…this was when she learned that her mother was dead.

			“The cards all symbolize different things. Only one card is used for the actual invitation: the Fool,” he explained. “That wasn’t the card in Lourdes’s hotel room, which meant the one we found was only a warning.”

			“So either Lourdes is hiding from the Phoenix Club,” Enne said darkly, “or she’s already dead.”

			“Yes. I suppose it’s been that way all along.” He placed a hand on her knee. “It isn’t as bad as it—”

			“Why didn’t you tell me about this yesterday?” She shoved his hand off.

			“It was dangerous to talk about it in the open. I was going to tell you when we got back to St. Morse, but then you wanted to be alone. And by alone, I mean, steal my best pistol and stroll over to Dove Land behind my back.”

			Enne curled herself tighter into a ball. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. I was supposed to come to New Reynes and discover there’d been some terrible storm—maybe that no ships had been sailing for months. And Lourdes would just be here, waiting for her chance to come home.” She could picture Lourdes seated outside a café on the South Side, smoking a cigarette and reading the newspaper. In Enne’s fantasy, Enne ordered herself a pastry and sat down beside her, and Lourdes told her all about the adventures she had in the City of Sin.

			And then they went home.

			“I wasn’t supposed to be a Mizer.” Enne took another sip of her drink. “How am I supposed to go back?”

			After the things I’ve done, she added silently.

			“Sometimes we’re not who we want to be because we’re supposed to be something else,” he said. She wondered if he even believed that himself.

			Enne leaned against Levi’s shoulder, and he wrapped his arm around her. It was a dangerously easy move to make. She felt both comfortable and restless at the same time. Daring herself further, she pressed her cheek into his chest.

			“I’m supposed to be dead,” she whispered.

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			Enne stared at Levi’s hand, palm facing up on his knee. It would be so easy to take it. But, certainly, she’d had enough thrill for one night. Any more touching and he would know what she was feeling, and she wouldn’t be able to take it back. If he knew, if he slid his arm further down her waist, or brushed his forehead against hers, then all she would be able to say was yes.

			“I can’t even make volts. My talent isn’t ‘triggered’ yet, or whatever Lola said.” She was rambling. She crossed her arms, keeping her hand a good distance away from his. “That strikes me as very unfair. Think of how rich we’d be.”

			Enne bit her lip. She definitely shouldn’t have said “we.”

			“That would…solve a lot of problems,” he said slowly. “But then your eyes would turn purple, and it’d be very hard to protect you, then.”

			“And you would, wouldn’t you?” she breathed. These words, too, were a dare. “Protect me?”

			Silence. When she looked up at him, her cheek still pressed against his shoulder, he was watching her carefully. He swallowed. “Yes.”

			Enne had never truly had a friend. Lourdes was the only one who’d ever listened and advised and cared. And so she was surprised by this truth—that she had become unlikely friends with a street lord. Maybe even more than friends. When she looked at him, she saw someone invested in her search to find her mother, someone who understood the helplessness of Vianca’s stare. She suddenly realized that, if he was the one in distress, then she would rush to save him, too.

			“You’re going to laugh when you hear this,” Enne started.

			“I usually do—”

			“When I left rehearsal today, every single person knew my name.” She fiddled with her shirt. Even after telling him the truth of her talents, this confession somehow felt more personal. Maybe because she knew it sounded absurd, even before she explained it. But still, she wanted to share it, and she knew that he would listen. “I’ve gone to school with girls my entire life who forget my existence regularly. I could walk beneath a spotlight and be mistaken for a shadow.”

			“Your schoolmates were snobbish,” he said.

			She shook her head. She knew it would be difficult to put into words. “It’s more than that. I stand at the back of the stage for every show. I’m marked absent when I’m the first to arrive. I introduce myself again and again, only to be forgotten.” Her breath hitched for a moment, and she quickly swallowed down her flood of emotions. She felt like she was carving herself open and laying it bare. The worst hurt in the world was the kind you grew to accept. “That’s the reason I began to doubt. Not because of Lourdes’s lies or how easily I’ve picked up acrobatics. But because I have never impressed anyone—not ever. But since I arrived in New Reynes, people have seen me.”

			“You impress me every time I’m with you.” Levi said it so simply, as if he’d repeat those words forever without doubting them, as if those words were cheap. To Enne, they were worth everything.

			Enne finished the rest of her Gambler’s Ruin. As she set down the glass, her fingers trembled. All of her conflicted emotions had left her heart as sore as her body. She could lie back down on Levi’s chest and sleep until morning.

			“It’s getting late,” Levi said softly.

			Enne tensed and sat up. “Oh, yes.” She hurriedly straightened out her hair. “I should go.”

			“You don’t… Yes. You should.” He stood up awkwardly and picked up the glasses and the now-empty box of cookies. “You ate all of these.” He tossed the box back on the table.

			“You had some.”

			“Yeah. Maybe two.”

			“You said they were just for me.” She stuck out her tongue.

			He laughed. “I’ll have to steal more for you tomorrow from the breakfast room.”

			She liked the idea of him keeping cookies here for her. It gave her more of a reason to come back.

			Her guidebook had been wrong about one thing: the most dangerous part of the City of Sin wasn’t the beckoning of the card tables or the threat of the gangs. It was the allure of Levi Glaisyer’s roguish smile.

			She stood up. He was in her way to the door. Standing so close, smelling like he did, looking at her like that…he was quite the obstacle.

			Levi reached into the pocket of a jacket on the rack beside him. He pulled out a key, grinned sheepishly and handed it to her. “It’s a spare, to my apartment. Feel free to steal my guns anytime you want, but I’d prefer if you ask me first.”

			She took the key. Like the weapons he’d offered her, it felt like a dangerous thing.

			“Will you be all right?” she asked. She swallowed. She definitely shouldn’t invite herself to stay longer, not when he’d already suggested she leave. It was tactless. It was…dangerous. He was her only companion in New Reynes, and she was mistaking his help for something else. “I know you and Reymond were close.” It wasn’t fair he’d given her comfort when she hadn’t returned it. “If you need to talk more—”

			“I don’t want to,” he said quickly. “I mean, not tonight. But you don’t have to—”

			“Stay, I know. We can meet up again tomorrow. Six o’clock? Right after my rehearsal?”

			They locked eyes, making Enne’s breath hitch. His free hand reached for hers, then dropped. “I was going to say…never mind. Yes, six o’clock is fine.”

			Enne hesitated. The intensity in Levi’s gaze made her shiver. When he looked at her, he saw her. She wanted to disappear into the sanctuary of a shadow. She wanted to remain here forever just to feel his stare. But if she lingered any longer, he would guess at her thoughts. She’d already surrendered so much of herself to the City of Sin, and a kiss from Levi Glaisyer would seal the deal. Her thoughts betrayed her too easily.

			She took a step back. “Good night,” she said breathlessly.

			He licked his lips and pulled away. His poker face, as always, revealed nothing. “Good night.”

			
		

	
		
			DAY FIVE

			“The South Side may seem safer, reader, but remember—some monsters wait until your guard is down to bare their teeth.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Now in possession of a key, Enne let herself into Levi’s apartment. It was ten minutes early than their planned meeting time, but Enne had come anyway, anxious from sitting around her apartment after rehearsal with nothing to do but fiddle with her token.

			She heard a shower running. She leaned against the bathroom door, feeling both embarrassed and bold. “I was thinking about what you said about oaths,” she said, hoping she was loud enough for him to hear. “And I have questions. I read the rest of my guidebook, and I can’t find anything about them or why they work.”

			The water turned off, but Levi didn’t answer.

			“How often do I need to see Lola to make the oath last? Can she tell someone that she’s sworn an oath to me, even if she doesn’t say anything about what I am? Should I be worried—”

			The door swung open, and Enne nearly fell backward.

			“What oath?” a male voice asked.

			She turned around and gaped. Jac was standing in the bathroom, wearing nothing but a silver Creed necklace and a towel wrapped around his hips. His blond hair dripped down his neck and chest, and Enne saw that his sleeves of black tattoos continued up his shoulders, laced down his stomach, and even grazed his hip bones. On the underside of his elbows, there were several sets of scars—bumpy, but long faded.

			Enne flushed multiple shades of scarlet and quickly averted her eyes, backing away from the door.

			“I heard everything,” he said flatly. He held his hands up, as if Enne was a small animal he might scare off. “I don’t really know you, but whatever is going on, I want to help. Levi could use it right now.”

			Enne hesitated. Not because she didn’t trust Jac—he was sworn to Levi after all—but because she suspected Levi would be upset with her if she involved him. Secrets were the deadliest sort of weapons, and Levi had already lost a friend yesterday.

			“Tell me what’s really going on here,” Jac urged.

			“I can’t,” she said.

			“I already know your mother is Lourdes Alfero, and I haven’t told anyone,” he said with a sigh. “You might as well tell me everything—about Lola’s oath, what you are. And if you do, I’ll tell you all you want to know about oaths and street rules.”

			He had a point. He already knew half the story.

			“Fine,” Enne agreed, bracing herself for Levi’s fury later. “Just please put some clothes on.”

			* * *

			“Are you sulking about Jac, or are you sulking about riding the Mole?” Enne asked Levi. This far down the line, the Mole’s train car was empty except for Enne, Levi, Jac and a homeless man sleeping on a row of seats in the back.

			Levi kept his hat low, covering his identifiable hair—he’d grumbled the entire ride about someone spotting him and ruining his reputation. The two of them stood, gripping a metal pole. “Both.”

			“He was very insistent,” Enne said.

			“I know how he can be,” he muttered. “You still shouldn’t have told him.”

			Jac sat behind them, fingering his Creed necklace. A half hour ago, in Levi’s apartment, he’d been all jokes and eagerness, but since then, Enne had caught him stealing uneasy glances at her, like she was something dangerous and he shouldn’t get too close.

			Happy to help, he’d said. Happy until he wasn’t.

			She tried to convince herself that she was imagining it, but even now, she felt his gaze searing into her. She pushed her anxieties away.

			Enne gestured around the train car, trying to change the subject. “The Mole isn’t so bad. It’s far cleaner than I expected.”

			“No one rides the Mole.”

			“It was crowded earlier, so apparently people do.”

			Levi grumbled something unintelligible and kicked a copy of The Kiss and Tell under a seat. Enne didn’t know why he was pouting. This was far more preferable than walking all the way to the Deadman District like she had before, and Jac wasn’t whining childishly about reputation like Levi was.

			“I hope you’re thinking of something to say,” she said quietly, “because I’d just as rather never see her again.”

			“Oh, I’m not doing the talking.” Levi shook his head. “You’re the lord. You think of a reason other than ‘I need to make the oath stronger so I know you won’t kill me.’”

			She rolled her eyes. “I’m not a lord.”

			“Maybe you weren’t two days ago, but that’s how oaths work. You’re Lola’s lord now.” He flicked her lightly on the forehead. Enne grimaced. Jac’s explanations earlier about her newfound title had confused her more than anything else.

			Oaths are the opposite of omertas, he’d said. Omertas force you to do something, and oaths prevent it. Before Enne could counter that omertas also prevented her from openly discussing them, Jac was already launching on to new stories. The laws of the streets blended magical oaths, criminal legends and—as far as Enne could tell—utter nonsense. She’d left that conversation with nothing but confusion.

			“Maybe you can win Lola over with your charm,” Levi said.

			Enne very much doubted that. Lola was as easily charmed as barbed wire.

			“Don’t let her see your fear,” Jac reminded her, apparently eavesdropping. “That’s the first rule.”

			It was surreal to hear Lourdes’s rules from someone else’s mouth. Earlier, Jac had listed all ten of them, in the exact order Enne so often repeated to herself. It was perhaps the most unexpected and unnerving of Lourdes’s betrayals, and exactly the sort of thing Enne wished she could ask her mother about, if she was here. Why share these rules with Enne? Why teach her they were something else?

			She sighed. It was during moments like these, of anger or sadness or hopelessness, that she missed Lourdes the most. She needed her mother to sort out her confusion, to take her hand and remind her of who she was and what was important.

			“Where did the rules even come from?” Enne asked.

			“From the Great Street War,” Levi answered. “Veil probably wrote them.”

			“I heard it was Havoc,” Jac said. “They were opposing street lords, Veil and Havoc. It’s been eighteen years and people still take sides.”

			“It was definitely Veil,” Levi repeated.

			“You just say that because you worship Veil.”

			He stiffened. “That’s not true.”

			“When I first met you, you were dressed like him. In costume. You thought you were pretty neat.”

			Levi kicked Jac in the shin, but Jac kept grinning. Enne relaxed a little at Jac’s dimples. Maybe she was imagining the tension.

			The train car stopped, and they got off. It was early evening, the height of rush hour, yet the Deadman District was mostly quiet. The rain over the past few days had ushered a cool front over the city, and Enne shivered under her jacket. She kept both hands in her pockets. Her right finger traced along the barrel of Levi’s gun.

			They found their way back to Lola’s cellar office and knocked on the door.

			Lola’s green eyes appeared through the two bullet holes.

			Swallowing the guilt and nervousness in her chest, Enne said, “’Lo.”

			Lola cursed and opened the door. Her white hair was tied into a high bun at the top of her head. “I didn’t expect to see you again,” she said flatly, tucking her hands into her trousers. She glanced at Levi and Jac. “And you’ve brought the Iron boys back. What exactly is this?”

			Enne met Levi’s eyes hesitantly, and he nodded, urging her to speak. It didn’t matter what Enne came up with—her self-preservation was entirely transparent.

			“I came to New Reynes to find someone,” she started. “And after what you told me the other night…we think you might be able to help us.”

			“I’m no private eye.”

			“The names you gave me—they’re our only leads. If we could find more information about my families, maybe even guess who my birth parents are, it would give us a clue.”

			“Who are you looking for?” Lola asked.

			“My adopted mother.”

			Lola stared at her disinterestedly.

			“Please,” Enne added.

			Lola made a face like she had a bad taste in her mouth. “Fine. Let me get my knives.” She turned and grabbed a belt off her desk; it was covered—every inch of it—in blades. As the group returned to the Mole stop, Lola removed several knives and hid them in strategic places around her body. In her left boot. Secured in a holster on her right thigh. Several up her sleeves. Three around her waist. One she even slid into a pocket in her top hat, which she wore to cover her white hair.

			“Where are we going?” Levi asked uneasily.

			“The South Side,” Lola replied. “The National Library. It doesn’t close until eight o’clock. They have all the census records there.”

			“And will we need so many knives?” Jac asked, poking at her belt. “I’m not much of a reader, so maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t think the books will attack us.”

			Lola rolled her eyes. “It’s not the books I’m worried about.” She shot Enne a dark look.

			Enne flushed and cleared her throat. “Are you sure we’ll find the records there, even for my family?” The wigheads had certainly destroyed all the Mizer records after the Revolution. The Dondelair records might exist, but the chances were still slim. The wigheads believed the only way to defeat a villain was to erase them.

			“The records will be hard for you to find, yes,” Lola answered. “But not for me.”

			They hopped the gate at the Mole station and waited several minutes for the next train. Advertisements lined the tunnel walls for cabarets, the Regallière seasonal sale and Tiggy’s Saltwater Taffy.

			“So,” Enne began, attempting to make polite conversation with the girl who had tried to murder her only two nights earlier, “are you from New Reynes?”

			“Yep.”

			“Have any family?”

			“I had two brothers, once.” She kept her sentences purposefully curt and never eased her glare on Enne. “We don’t need to be friends, missy.”

			“I’m just being polite.”

			“I don’t want to get to know you.”

			“Then don’t,” she snapped, and turned to Levi. He looked at her red face and flared nostrils in amusement.

			“We should’ve brought your guidebook,” he said. “Check off some sightseeing.”

			Before Enne had arrived at New Reynes, she’d read all the guidebook’s chapters on the South Side. There were a few places she would even have liked to visit: the famous university, the glamorous department stores and boutiques of Guillory Street, the national art museums. Before the Revolution, the city of Reynes had been primarily confined to the North Side, so the wealthy had fled the chaos of the uprisings and built anew across the Brint. But while they were busy constructing skyscrapers in the South, the North was left rotting from within.

			The train arrived, and it was, once again, empty. Lola took a seat by the window, with Jac sitting opposite her, watching her in case she made a break for it. Enne and Levi hung near the door. Every few moments, Lola turned to glare at them or at Jac, but mostly, she kept her gaze trained out the window, playing a jazz tune on her harmonica.

			Levi slapped the metal railing above their heads. “If St. Morse falls through,” he said, as if Enne could simply abandon Vianca whenever she pleased, “you could do tricks on the Mole. Put out a volt meter.”

			Oh, how the lady would’ve fallen, Enne thought. “Everything in New Reynes is a show. You can’t even ride to work without witnessing a performance.”

			“I like a little entertainment.” He grabbed the same bar Enne was holding and swung himself around. Their faces were only inches apart, and the corner of Levi’s mouth was turned up into one of his classic smirks. To Lola, they probably looked conspiratorial, even if they were only talking nonsense. Jac probably knew better.

			Enne blushed and turned her head away, trying not to think about how hopelessly obvious she was around Levi. Considering the events and many convoluted feelings between them during the past few days, adding attraction into the mix seemed a hopeless and unnecessary complication. She might’ve cared about Levi, might’ve liked the way he looked and the way he looked at her, but her focus needed to remain on finding her mother.

			“My life has enough entertainment at the moment,” she breathed.

			“I don’t know,” he teased, speaking softly into her ear. “You could always use a little more.”

			“Are you suggesting something in particular?” she asked warily. He had a bad habit of making her nervous, and he knew it. His smirk only got wider.

			“If you want something, you should let yourself have it.”

			She could feel his breath on her neck. It was enough to make her break out in goose bumps, to make her stomach crisscross into frustrated knots. It reminded her of the time they’d walked down Sweetie Street, and Levi had colorfully described the workers’ talents for seduction. He’d been mocking her then, and maybe he was now. But she didn’t think he’d hint at something like that unless he wanted it, too.

			At what point in her life had she decided that others controlled what she wanted, that she couldn’t just reach out and take it? Hadn’t she just thought those words to herself the night before?

			She might’ve wanted Levi Glaisyer, but she also wanted to return home. If it came down to a choice between them, she would chose Bellamy—perhaps because she desired what she couldn’t have more than what was right in front of her. But with an omerta and a thousand miles of ocean between her and home, why shouldn’t she have this small consolation?

			You wouldn’t have wanted him five days ago, she thought. When you were someone different. The city has already corrupted you.

			New Reynes’s constant performers, flashing lights—the whole city was a show and everything had a price. Here, it was easy to forget who you were. Her desire for Levi wasn’t really her own—it belonged to someone else. Someone who carried pistols in their pockets and darkness on their conscience.

			At least, that was what she kept trying to tell herself.

			Enne cleared her throat. “How much longer until we reach the library?” She was in desperate need of a cold breeze.

			His eyes drifted away from her lips to the Mole map. “Seven more stops.”

			“Well then.” She grabbed the empty seat beside Jac, putting several feet of distance between her and the source of her distraction. Levi didn’t bother to follow. As the train car passed the next several stops and other passengers boarded, Enne did her best to keep her gaze out the window. Even so, she could still feel the heat of Levi’s stare.

			Lola was the first to move when they reached their stop: Revolution Bridge. It was a major station, busy with people changing lines, full of kiosks selling newspapers and food. Enne’s stomach groaned as they passed a doughnut stand.

			They climbed several flights of stairs before reaching the street. The change in scenery between this and the North Side was astounding. Here, the white stone buildings were actually still white, many with huge columns and gilded domes. Motorcars honked at jaywalkers sprinting across traffic circles. The men wore checkered suits, their patent leather boots clicking as they walked. Women shuffled by daintily in their hobble skirts, too fitted for them to take long strides.

			“It’s beautiful,” Enne said.

			“It’s a bit glitzy,” Levi answered flatly. Something had clearly soured his mood. “Not really my taste.”

			“And what is your taste? Cheap cabarets and malt liquor?”

			“At least it’s honest.”

			“Says the con man.”

			“Says the street lord,” he countered. “At least I know what I want.”

			She bristled and took a step closer. “And I don’t?” Who cared if she thought the South Side was beautiful? She couldn’t even make simple conversation without it becoming a statement on her character.

			“No,” he dared. “I don’t think you do.”

			Lola cleared her throat, her expression disgusted. “We don’t have long before the library closes.”

			Enne nodded, then rolled her shoulders to try to release her tension. Now she was in a sour mood, too. Distraction, indeed. She didn’t even know what they’d been arguing about. They needed to focus on what they’d come here to do.

			The library was grand, both on the outside and within. The sunset shining through the stained glass windows cast the bookshelves in a sacred sort of glow. Students crowded each of the tables, pouring over textbooks and old manuscripts. The air smelled of burning candles and the dust of old books. The quiet reverence here didn’t seem like it should exist in New Reynes.

			“We’ll start in the family records,” Lola said. She led them to the third floor, to hallways of displeasing metal shelves lined with black, leather-bound books.

			“It’s all so…sterile,” Enne said.

			“The Mizers certainly treated family matters as such,” Lola said. “For them, talents were commodities. Things to be bred.” The accusation in her voice was clear, as though Enne was just as guilty as her ancestors, despite not knowing her family history until two days ago. She opposed their tyrannical reigns as much as Lola did. “When’s your birthday?”

			“February 2. Year 9.” The wigheads had reset the calendar after the Revolution, as it had previously referenced the old Faith.

			“Can you find her records from just her birthday?” Jac asked dubiously.

			“Of course. This is what I do.” Lola followed the shelves down to the ones labeled with the correct year. She grabbed several books and handed one to each of them. “These are all February. They should be in alphabetical order by blood name.”

			After several moments of riffling through the pages, none of them found a mention of Enne. She wasn’t listed under Salta, nor even Scordata, Dondelair or Alfero. They checked every day for the entire year, but there was no evidence of her birth to be found.

			“I was expecting that,” Lola said nonchalantly, as if it were obvious. Maybe it was—of course Enne didn’t have a birth record, being what she was. But this was only another reminder that everything she’d once known about herself was a lie. She was so accustomed to being ordinary and ignored, yet now, even with her notorious heritage revealed, she felt twice as invisible. “We’ll try the family trees next.” Although Lola’s tone wasn’t exactly enthused, it was still somewhat optimistic, and Enne clung to the hope that there would be something for them to find. Something to lead them back to Lourdes.

			The family lineages were in a hallway much like the previous one. All crates and metal and fluorescent lighting. They sat on the cold white-tiled floor as Lola plucked out a laminated file labeled “Dondelair.” She handed it to Enne.

			“We won’t find any Scordata records here—those have all been destroyed. We’re lucky the Dondelairs’ haven’t been, too,” Lola said. “What was your adopted mother’s full name?”

			Enne took the Dondelair file with unease. It felt criminal even to read it. “Oh, um, Lourdes Reids Alfero.”

			While Lola hunted for Lourdes’s family tree, Enne, Levi and Jac flipped through the Dondelair file. Levi sat beside her, their shoulders almost touching, so he could examine the documents with her. Enne tried to ignore his nearness and focus.

			The trees included the names of each family member, their birth dates, their death dates and their causes of death. They looked so clinical, as though they’d been written by coroners rather than historians.

			The tree ended abruptly on the last page. “‘Claude Dondelair,’” she read, mainly for Jac’s benefit. “‘Born July 10, 1884 of the old calendar. Died April 18, Year 9. Gunshot wound.’” And beside him: “‘Gabrielle Dondelair. Born November 24, 1887 of the old calendar. Died February 3, Year 9. Gunshot wound.’”

			Enne shivered. She recognized their names from her history classes. Brother and sister. Arsonists. Circus performers. Traitors.

			“This is giving me the creeps,” Jac said.

			The blood didn’t end with Claude and Gabrielle, however. Their mother, Geraldine Dondelair, was hanged later that year. Their split brother, Dorian Dondelair Osire, saw the guillotine. How dramatic.

			“’Lo, missy,” Levi said. Were they not using first names now? Enne rolled her eyes. “The day Gabrielle Dondelair died…that’s the day after your birthday, isn’t it?”

			They exchanged a glance. That was an unhappy coincidence.

			“Well,” Enne said, her voice catching, “I’m sure there are other Dondelair women who could be…” She hurriedly flipped through the pages. Every last Dondelair, dead before Year 10. Not even the most distant cousins of Claude and Gabrielle had been spared. Enne pointed out the names of several women who could have theoretically birthed her before their untimely ends.

			Lola returned, two more books in hand. “There’s no record of this Lourdes Reids Alfero. You sure that’s her real name?”

			The last salvageable remnants of Enne’s happy life in Bellamy were shattering. “No,” she murmured. “I guess I’m not.”

			“You sure she’s a Protector?”

			“Yes,” Enne said. That she was certain of. “Just being around Lourdes…you felt safe. She has an air about her like she’s trustworthy.”

			“For everyone? Or just for you?” Lola asked flatly.

			Enne thought for a moment. Most of Bellamy society didn’t associate with Lourdes. It didn’t really have to do with her frequent vacations to New Reynes, or her often distastefully honest way of speaking…it was something about her as a person, something indefinable. Other people weren’t comfortable around her. They hadn’t had any friends in Bellamy. It was always just Enne and Lourdes in their large, empty house, their weekends perpetually unoccupied, their telephone never ringing.

			“You’d feel safe like that,” Levi said carefully, interrupting Enne’s thoughts, “if she’d sworn her protection to you.”

			It was frightfully obvious, now that Enne knew the truth about her talents. She should’ve realized it before. Lourdes must have sworn her protection to Enne, a seal of magic that kept Enne’s secrets safer. But that also meant, by doing so, Lourdes had surrendered her ability to protect herself. She could never act in her own interest—only Enne’s. Enne had always considered the practice barbaric, the sort of treachery that Mizer kings had used for their own benefit.

			Why would Lourdes go to such lengths? Was it because she loved Enne? Had it been a promise to her parents? A belief that Enne’s talents were something important, a piece of Lourdes’s greater cause to be protected?

			“Did you find anything in the Dondelair book?” Lola asked.

			“Gabrielle Dondelair died the day after Enne’s birthday,” Jac blurted.

			Lola blanched. “You must be mucking with me. Gabrielle was…infamous.”

			Enne waved the other pages. “And we have a list of names of other women in that family. Besides, we don’t even know if February 2 is my real birthday. For all we know, Lourdes lied about that, too.” She mustn’t have sounded very convincing, however, because Lola stomped away.

			Jac jumped to his feet. “Where are you going?” he demanded.

			“To find the newspapers,” she snapped. “I’m not storming off. I’m not about to—” she raised her voice “—let all the world know about this shatz. And that she—” She pointed at Enne, and Jac grabbed Lola’s arm and shoved it down. “That she…shouldn’t be allowed to live.” Her voice was quiet and strained. She could barely say the words, and Enne realized that was the power of the street oath binding her. She tried not to feel hurt at the intensity in Lola’s conviction, but the words still stung. Lola thought of her more as a weapon than a human being.

			Jac pushed Lola against the bookshelves. Enne frantically shoved the books back into their places. Levi was already on his feet, ready to back Jac up.

			“What is your problem, Dove?” Levi asked.

			“I’d think you’d know my problem more than anyone,” Lola hissed. “Everyone knows about you and Vianca. What would Vianca do with someone like her?”

			“Vianca won’t know about her.” Both kept their voices low. Thankfully, there was no one on this floor to hear, anyway.

			“And if she demands you tell her?” Lola challenged Levi. “I know how omertas work.”

			Enne’s annoyance piqued, as it did whenever people started talking about her like she wasn’t there. She stood up and pulled the boys away from Lola. “I’m right here,” she seethed. “And you might have already made up your mind about me, but I’m not from New Reynes. I go to finishing school. I spend my days dancing and curtsying and baking. I dot my i’s with hearts because I think it looks pretty. Whatever you think I am, you’re wrong.”

			“Two nights ago, you almost killed me,” Lola growled. “Maybe I know exactly what you are, and you’re the one who’s wrong.”

			The words hit Enne like a slap. “Th-that’s not true.”

			But there was more truth in Lola’s words than Enne cared to admit.

			“I’ve lost everything to the gangs—my parents, my brothers. Every time the city finds their favorite villains, people end up dead.” Lola scowled as she looked between them. “So you might be here flirting and bickering as if nothing else matters, but you’re all in a library with loaded pistols in your pockets. Trying to find Lourdes Alfero as if the monarchists are anything other than lowlifes—yeah, I know who Alfero is.” She shook her head. “This story will end badly.”

			Enne blinked back tears. “I didn’t ask for this.” Beside her, Levi put a comforting hand on her shoulder. Her anger at him from earlier disappeared, and obviously, his had, too. Arguing or not, she still had his support, and that assurance helped steady her.

			Lola rolled her eyes. “Muck, missy. Crying now? You’re something else.”

			“Can you just calm down?” Jac told her, moving between the two girls. His voice was weaker than earlier, though—unsteady. Maybe part of him believed what Lola was saying.

			“Come on,” Levi said, giving Enne’s shoulder a last squeeze. “Let’s dig up some newspapers on Gabrielle Dondelair, get what we need before this place closes and go home.”

			Lola cursed under her breath and walked off, Jac following close behind, grumbling about Lola’s hypocritical collection of knives.

			Enne and Levi trailed after them.

			“She’s right,” Enne whispered. She yanked the gun out of her pocket and placed it in Levi’s hand. “I don’t want this.” It felt like she was talking about more than just the weapon.

			He bit his lip, but didn’t take the gun. “We can leave, if you don’t think this is a good idea.”

			“No, no,” she said. “We need something. Right now all we’ve learned for certain is that we don’t even know Lourdes’s real name.” She refused to leave less certain than she’d come.

			They found Lola and Jac on the second floor—a much more crowded area—among the periodicals. Lola slapped a stack on the closest table, and the four of them took seats. “This is everything from that period. There’s a lot. Kids at schools here write essays about this girl.”

			Enne slid the newspaper toward her and Levi. The headline read “Capitol Ablaze.” But of course, she already knew this story. The capitol building had to be entirely reconstructed after the fire—Gabrielle hadn’t left anything behind in the ruin.

			“I think I already found our answer,” Levi said. “Look at this one. ‘Criminal’s Execution Postponed.’ They had Gabrielle in custody and didn’t execute her due to health reasons. And she wasn’t killed until…”

			Lola pointed at the paper she held. “Until February 3.”

			Uneased washed over her. “You can’t execute a pregnant woman, can you?” Enne asked softly.

			“There’s even a picture.” Lola turned to Gabrielle’s faded head shot. Her hair was lighter than Enne’s, her face softer and her skin warmer. Enne searched for some kind of resemblance, but it was hard to be certain. They had similar lips, she supposed, and maybe there was something about her eyes, but there was a grief in Gabrielle’s expression that Enne couldn’t see beyond.

			“She’s got that whole doll thing going on.” Jac gestured to Enne’s face, as if that served as genetic evidence.

			“She looks so young,” Enne said.

			“She was only twenty when she died,” Lola said solemnly.

			Enne turned away from Gabrielle’s picture, unable to look at the girl who’d been so ruthlessly executed. No matter what she’d done, it was still tragic to imagine.

			“The story’s right here, between the lines,” Lola explained. “They discovered that Gabrielle was pregnant. Some blood gazer at the birth saw what you are.” She pointed to another paper. “They issued a public apology here, saying the execution was going to be private. Back during the Great Street War, that used to mean the Phoenix Club wanted in on it. They wanted to kill Gabrielle themselves.”

			“You mean the Shadow Game, don’t you?” Enne asked. Beside her, Levi stiffened.

			“That’s what I would guess. A Mizer baby would’ve caught their attention.”

			“But she died of a gunshot wound,” Levi added. “Not in the Game.”

			“I heard there was a big chase for her, before she died,” Lola said. “My brother told me stories about it. But the whiteboots got her, in the end.”

			“Maybe she escaped before playing the Game,” Enne suggested.

			“Or maybe,” Levi said quietly, as Jac shot him a warning look, “she won.”

			Enne reached into her pocket and pulled out her token. It was warm and familiar in her hand, something she desperately needed when every new secret she uncovered was soaked in tragedy. Had the Phoenix Club known about some connection between Lourdes and Gabrielle, and that was why they’d invited Lourdes to play the Shadow Game? The card they’d found wasn’t the Fool, but that didn’t mean an invitation hadn’t found her eventually.

			What if the Phoenix Club knew Enne existed? If she were a member of the Phoenix Club, and she were looking for the daughter of Gabrielle Dondelair, then a seventeen-year-old girl in an acrobatics show would certainly draw suspicion. Enne was climbing her way up to becoming a real star in the St. Morse troupe, but she could no longer afford to draw that much attention to herself. If she wanted to survive, then she needed to live as she and Lourdes had lived: in the darkness, as far from the spotlight as she could.

			Acrobatics was the one thing she was enjoying about New Reynes. She’d been mediocre all of her life, and the moment she’d begun to excel, she’d have to throw her ambitions away. It was the only way to protect herself, but it felt unfair.

			“No one wins the Shadow Game,” Lola said.

			“It’s not like they’d want you to know, if someone did,” Levi retorted. His voice was hoarse, almost giddy. “No game is impossible to win.”

			Enne fiddled with her token. “So what do we have? A connection between the Shadow Game, Gabrielle and Lourdes? That’s it?”

			“We’re digging up history,” Lola said. “Did you expect better?”

			“No. But I’d hoped.”

			She swatted at Enne’s hands. “Put that key away.”

			“Key?” Enne asked, confused.

			“Yes. That coin in your hand. Isn’t that a Royal Bank key?”

			Levi took the coin from Enne and turned it over, examining it. “That sounds familiar…”

			“It should,” Lola said. “It’s in Olde Town. It’s the oldest bank in the city.”

			Enne’s spirits lifted. “You mean it’s still there? We can find it?” Even if their research had been fruitful, learning the identity of her birth mother had brought her no closer to finding Lourdes. But this…

			“Don’t involve me,” Lola said. “Olde Town is Iron Land, anyway.”

			Levi shook his head. “I’ve never heard of this bank. Have you, Jac?”

			“I think there’s some place like that near First Square,” Jac pondered, and Enne’s spirits lifted even higher. This was a real lead.

			Levi rubbed his thumb on the edge of the token. “These numbers might reference a vault.”

			“Then we’ll go tomorrow,” Enne declared. “Tomorrow afternoon.” She packed up their papers, eager to leave this place and the tragedy they’d uncovered behind.

			“Lourdes won’t be hiding in some bank,” Lola said.

			Enne shook her head. This was about more than just finding Lourdes now. If this was the bank that held the account Enne had accidentally discovered, the one Lourdes had kept secret all this time, then this meant answers. And it also meant volts. A lot of volts.

			“You’ll be there with us,” Levi told Lola. “You’re in this now, too. We all are.”

			“Involved enough to be hanged for it, you mean.”

			“That’s a rather depressing notion, but sure. How did you put it earlier?” He grinned. “Oh, right. ‘You’re one of the villains, now.’”

			
		

	
		
			DAY SIX

			“Avarice, pride and lust—these are all modest desires. What the City of Sin truly craves is destruction.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Walking into Olde Town usually felt like walking home, but today, Levi had a sinking, anxious feeling in his chest. He shouldn’t be worried. With Vianca’s gift, his own salary, Enne’s payment and two days’ worth of gambling spoils, he had seven thousand of the ten thousand volts he needed to pay Sedric Torren. A few more casinos, a few more lucky streaks, and he was going to make it.

			Even so, the alleys felt narrower and darker than usual, the way Olde Town probably looked to those who didn’t belong. But Levi more than belonged—he owned this place. Its filth and rust and ruin were the Iron Lord’s claim.

			“How are you doing?” Jac asked beside him.

			Was his unease that obvious? He molded his face into a neutral expression. “I’m fine,” he answered.

			“I know what Reymond was to you.”

			“I’d rather not talk about it.” He didn’t think his current state of mind was related to Reymond. He knew the ache of grief from his mother’s death. It hadn’t come yet—Reymond’s death still felt unbelievable, more than anything else—but it would. This feeling just wasn’t that.

			“Jonas already has patrols stationed around the borders.” Jac shook his head. “I know we talked about getting some dealers into Double or Nothing, but that den is right on the border. Might be too risky now. There’s plenty of other opportunities in our own territory.”

			Already, things were changing. Levi typically met with Reymond once a week to talk about the investment scheme or the happenings of New Reynes. Reymond always paid attention to things Levi didn’t care about: politics, the Families, current events. But if it couldn’t earn him a profit, Levi generally tuned it out.

			“You could be my second,” Reymond had suggested to him several years ago. It’d been October, around Levi’s fourteenth birthday. Reymond had bought Levi a beer, which Levi had pretended was his “first” drink, otherwise Reymond would’ve been mad.

			“I don’t want to be your second,” Levi had answered.

			“Then what do you want?”

			“I want to be a lord.”

			Reymond shook his head. “You’re better than us.”

			“No, I’m not,” Levi had said. “Not yet.”

			When Levi first had the idea for the Irons’ consulting business, he’d pitched it to Reymond. When he’d made a few enemies on the streets, Reymond had taken care of them. When he’d needed something—anything at all—Reymond’s door was open.

			Reymond hadn’t been his best friend. He wouldn’t sit up all night, several glasses drunk, talking about the things that haunted him. Levi turned to Jac when he was looking for a typical night’s worth of trouble. But it was Reymond he’d turned to when he’d needed help.

			But the one time Reymond had needed him, he’d been too late.

			“Let’s not talk about Double or Nothing right now,” Levi said quickly, anxious to focus on something else. Maybe grief wasn’t waiting around to be found. Maybe it was called.

			“Chez will be expecting volts,” Jac said. Today was Thursday, and although it wasn’t an official Irons meeting, it was collection day. Chez delivered the volts collected from their clients to Levi, and Levi recorded them and distributed all the Irons’ individual earnings to Chez. Chez was the middleman between him, his clients and the other Irons. Levi used to spend more face time with his gang, had always made a point to check in with all the Irons individually…until Vianca’s scheme started dragging him down.

			“Then I’ll give him the volts,” Levi answered seriously.

			“You need those,” Jac said. “I know you don’t have the ten thousand for Sedric yet.”

			“I have seven. I can part with five hundred and earn it back tonight.”

			“You’re good with cards, Levi, but your life isn’t something to gamble.”

			He wasn’t being reckless. He just couldn’t hold out on the Irons anymore. Every time he looked at Mansi, she was a bit thinner.

			All this time, Levi hadn’t thought he had a choice. He was backed into a desperate situation. Stealing from the Irons had felt like his only option. But the more he interacted with Enne, the more he remembered what he was like before he came to New Reynes. Every time he lied to her, he had to ask himself: Why? Why not tell her about his own Shadow Cards? About how he ran the Irons? About the kind of man he was?

			But he knew why. He couldn’t bear to see the disappointment in her eyes if she knew the truth. The one thing he hadn’t given to this city was his shame.

			“I need to make things right,” he said quietly.

			Jac nodded. It was exactly the sort of language his second understood. Three years ago, after Jac had lost months and friends and dignity to Lullaby, the first thing he did was make amends. After Levi paid Sedric and put this mess behind him, he intended to build the legacy and empire he’d always dreamed of.

			Sometimes we’re not who we want to be because we’re supposed to be something else. That was what he’d told Enne the other night. And it made him realize, every time he felt guilt and disgust in his chest over what he was doing, that it was his own fault. Not Vianca’s. Not Sedric’s. His.

			He was meant for more than this.

			“Have you talked to Enne since yesterday?” Jac asked.

			“No,” Levi said. The events of the past two days flooded over him like a strong drink. The way her body had felt tucked against his. How her breath had caught on the Mole when he’d whispered in her ear. The gleam in her eyes when she’d claimed she knew what she wanted, even as she looked at him like that. Like she knew exactly what she did to him. The other night, when she told him she was a Mizer, he’d thought he sensed her mutual desire. But as yesterday had proved, the flirting was definitely one-sided. He couldn’t let the hopeless attraction get to his head—he had more important things to focus on.

			“You need to be careful around her,” Jac warned.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m not sure she’s good for you.”

			Levi stopped and stared at him. “You weren’t wrong—you did know too much. You were already involved. But this is why I didn’t want her to tell you everything else.”

			“Because I might get nervous about my friend’s safety?”

			“Because you’re superstitious, and you worry too much.” To those who still followed the Faith, the the Mizers were a subject of lore. Some claimed that Mizers were the first to have talents, and all other talents resulted from reactions to volts held in people’s skin.

			To Levi, it was all nonsense. Mizers were just people like everyone else.

			But that wasn’t even what really bothered him. What bothered him was that he didn’t need Jac to tell him that falling for Enne was a dangerous idea.

			“How well do you really know her?” Jac asked.

			“Well enough. Can we not—”

			“I never met Lourdes Alfero, like you did, but I know her reputation. She’s cold, cunning and…dangerous. I’m not saying Enne is lying about who she is—I think she was just as clueless about New Reynes as she acted. But the way she knows all our street rules? How Lola said she almost killed her? All the muck about her talents and her family…”

			“I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” Levi said, and he really wasn’t.

			“What did Lourdes have in mind for her? What is Enne supposed to become?”

			“I don’t think her goal is to become anything. She wants to find her mother, and she wants to…” Leave. The last part disappointed him more than it should.

			“Maybe so, but…” Jac shook his head, sighing. “It doesn’t matter. You’re already wrecked, man.”

			Another detail Levi didn’t need Jac to tell him. “Let’s just get this meeting with Chez over with.”

			They walked to the edge of the square by the old fountain, which was bone dry and covered in dust. At its center, where water had once spurted, a sculpture of a Mizer queen stood, the details of her gown’s fabric worn down by the elements. Someone, many years ago, had decapitated her. The head still lay in the fountain, its features no longer distinguishable.

			Chez was nowhere to be seen.

			“Think he forgot?” Levi asked, even though he doubted Chez would forget a potential payment.

			“I can stop by the house to look for him,” Jac said. “You good waiting here?”

			“Yeah. Go ahead.”

			Jac disappeared down an alley. Levi tapped his foot and stared at the black-stained clouds, only slivers of which were visible through Olde Town’s towers and spires.

			Almost as soon as Jac was gone, Chez appeared from one of the off-shooting alleys. He flipped his knife around his knuckles and walked kind of stagger-like, strange for someone usually so swift on his feet. His massive shirt was damp enough that Levi could see his skin and all his ribs sticking out like piano keys. He’d probably swiped it from a drying clothesline on the way here.

			It reminded him of how Chez had looked three years ago when Levi had dragged him out of the Brint and pumped life into him—a stranger, a kid. Chez wasn’t so self-righteous then.

			Mansi followed him, a dark expression on her face. The anxious feeling in Levi’s chest tightened.

			“’Lo, Pup,” Chez said.

			“Don’t call me that,” Levi said automatically, all his senses suddenly on alert. Something was wrong.

			Chez and Mansi stopped in front of him. It was so quiet Levi could hear the horns from the harbor, almost a mile away.

			“There’s been a decision,” Chez said, still twirling his knife.

			“What kind of decision?” Levi asked. He looked questioningly at Mansi, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

			“The Irons want me to challenge you,” he answered.

			Levi stiffened. Challenge was a loaded term on the streets. It meant a fight to topple the lord from his seat. A duel to the death.

			“You can’t be serious,” Levi said. He stared at his third’s ribs and hesitated to reach for his own knife. No way Chez would really go through with this.

			“I am. The Scarhands are under new management. It’s time we were, too.”

			Levi winced. Chez wouldn’t lose sleep over Reymond’s death, but he knew Reymond and Levi had been friends. His words were meant to slice.

			“I have the volts, Chez,” Levi growled. “Isn’t that what you came for?”

			“They’d be a temporary solution to a permanent problem.” Chez raised his knife to chest level. “I don’t feel sorry for you. Not a bit. All that work for Vianca, and none goes to us. The Irons will be safer with you gone.”

			“I saved your life,” Levi said, still in disbelief. “I’ve been your friend.”

			“That was a long time ago.”

			Levi looked at Mansi. Chez, he could believe. The other Irons, maybe. But Mansi? Mansi had looked up to him since the beginning. When had that changed?

			She crossed her arms and turned away. It felt like a nail had been driven into his chest, into his coffin.

			Maybe he deserved this. Maybe the Irons deserved better.

			But he would still fight for what was his.

			He removed the pistol he’d been carrying and handed it to Mansi. Duels were knives only. And, despite everything, if he did lose, he wanted Mansi to have it.

			If he was being honest with himself, he didn’t think that he could beat a Phillips in a fight—Chez had to be three times faster than him. But it was damn hard to break a street oath. He’d be hurting. Maybe that was all the advantage Levi would need to win.

			To win. A challenge was a duel to the death. So it was Chez or Levi. Only one of them would be walking out of Olde Town with their throat intact.

			Levi pulled out his knife and moved into a fighting stance, but his legs trembled and his arms felt weak. He wasn’t supposed to die here, just another kid playing lord whom no one would remember.

			Chez lunged forward. Levi dodged his knife but missed the punch he’d aimed at Chez’s shoulder. His third was all skin and no bones, quicker with a blade and, of course, fast as lightning.

			Chez ran forward and sank his knife into Levi’s leg. Levi let out a scream and frantically jabbed his own blade as he fell, but he never made contact. Hot blood boiled out of his thigh. Chez kicked him in the side one, two, three times.

			Besides the pain, all Levi could think of was how fast he’d gone down.

			Four, five. His stomach flipped over, and he swallowed down a tide of vomit. If he was going to die, he wouldn’t die covered in his own sick. He should’ve probably been thinking about something more profound, but he didn’t have a family who would miss him or lovers who would weep. All he had was his dignity.

			“Chez!” someone shouted. Levi’s heart was pounding too loudly to hear who it was. The nerves around the knife wound in his leg screamed, and his stomach ached all over. “Stop it!”

			Chez kicked Levi again, this time in the head.

			Everything darkened. His thoughts whirled around his brain like a funnel, and he wondered if maybe it was the ground spinning and spinning and spinning, sucking him inside the earth.

			A few more screams. Then some grunts. A clatter. Footsteps. Levi couldn’t tell if it happened in a millisecond or in minutes, but then something pressed against his leg, and Levi stifled a scream.

			The person bending over him was a shadow, but everything was a shadow in Olde Town. “Muck. Muck, this is really happening.” The person wrenched his hand away, and the pain in Levi’s leg lessened slightly. He could sense his aura, weightless and translucent. Jac. “Stay with me. You c-can’t die on me.”

			Jac’s words spun, too.

			Panicked hands found their way down Levi’s shirt, against his chest. A welcome warmth filled him, easing the pain, coaxing him back into lucidity.

			His eyes widened. “No,” he moaned, swatting Jac away.

			As the hands let go, so, too, did the warmth. Levi began to shiver. Only the cold and the pain remained, sharp enough to numb everything else. All his adrenaline, gone, and with it, his sense of feeling.

			All his life, gone.

			The ground caved in, and he hit bottom.

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Enne stood in the hallway of black and white doors, searching for the right one. She spun in a circle, looking for something familiar. The previous door she’d opened had been her memory of the last time she spoke to Lourdes, but she couldn’t remember which door it was. The hallway stretched endlessly in both directions, every inch of it the same.

			She walked to a black door. Those belonged to her.

			Inside, she heard thunder.

			She opened it hesitantly and peeked into its darkness. Unlike her first visit to the hallway, when she had relived a memory, this time, she was a spectator.

			She was in the basement of a home she didn’t recognize, and a storm raged outside. A young person clutched what looked like a three-year-old Enne in her arms. As a toddler, Enne’s hair had been curlier, her eyes less wide set. She was red in the face from crying, scared by the storm.

			The person shushed her softly. “Loddie has you. Loddie has you.” That was the name Enne had called Lourdes when she was little.

			But this person was surely too young to be Lourdes, Enne thought, even though it was clearly her. That evening, her long blond hair was tied at the nape of her neck and braided down to her waist. She wore fluid clothes, but they didn’t fit her properly—it was a time before Lourdes had tailored all her outfits. Otherwise, her women’s clothes were always too short, her men’s always hanging or tight in the wrong areas. If Enne had to guess, Lourdes was about eighteen in this memory.

			Neither the child nor Lourdes took any notice of Enne standing there, so she sat down next to her mother, curled her legs to her chest and listened with them to the storm.

			Eventually, the toddler stopped whimpering and fell asleep. Lourdes leaned her head back against the wall, her face weary. She winced with every new crack of thunder and, eventually, also began to cry.

			It was strange to see Lourdes like this. There was something rawer about her. In all Enne’s memories, Lourdes had never cried. Apparently, she hadn’t always been so reserved.

			Tell me what happened, Enne wanted to say. Tell me your story.

			But, of course, her mother couldn’t hear her.

			Enne didn’t leave until Lourdes fell asleep. Then she slipped out and through the next black door in the hallway, eager for more forgotten time spent with her mother.

			Except in this scene, Enne was alone. She was sixteen years old, and she wasn’t where she was supposed to be. She crept across the upstairs hallway in her nightgown, an unused lantern at her side. Last time she’d attempted this, Lourdes had discovered her in the act, and it had devolved into a shouting match—one of the first they’d ever had. But Lourdes was on another one of her trips to New Reynes, and Enne was alone in the house, except for the staff.

			She knelt in front of Lourdes’s office door and pulled a pin from her hair.

			It took nearly thirty minutes for her to pick the lock. She had no idea what she was doing, but the longer she sat there, fiddling, the more understanding she developed of the mechanisms. Finally, she heard the lock click, and she turned the knob and crawled into the room.

			The office was stark, almost empty. She went for the desk first, yanking out drawers full of pencils and rubbish—Lourdes had always been impressively messy—searching for…something, anything to explain her mother’s business in the City of Sin. Enne turned on the lantern, heart pounding, and examined the bank slips in the cabinet.

			The address on the papers was in New Reynes, but neither sixteen-year-old Enne nor the Enne peering over her shoulder recognized the address.

			1089 Virtue Street, New Reynes.

			The statement was dated from a few months ago—from Lourdes’s last trip to the city. And—both their eyes widened as they examined the document—it was for a bank account with a balance of over two hundred million volts.

			Both of them gasped.

			Memory Enne threw the papers back in the cabinet and slammed it closed, and the Enne who watched her remembered what she’d been thinking. It was wealth unlike that of anyone she knew, anything she’d ever heard of. Enne knew Lourdes had inherited money from her own mysterious family, but she’d never imagined anything like that.

			The memory used to hold shame for Enne. This was the one time she had betrayed Lourdes’s trust and uncovered a secret she shouldn’t have known. But as her present self left the room and returned to the hallway, her guilt was gone. She wished she’d explored more of the office that night. Maybe she would have stumbled across another clue, something to help in the present search for her mother. Had Enne known any of the secrets she knew now, everything would be different. Enne would’ve journeyed to New Reynes sooner, or asked to go with Lourdes.

			She found a new black door. It was the first one that wasn’t a memory.

			The room smelled sweet. Enne stood facing a mirror. Below her, a joint of Mistress burned in an ashtray, its soot golden, matching her costume and the shimmery eyeshadow she wore. Enne’s boots were black, heeled and rose to midthigh. A garter belt snaked up her legs and disappeared underneath a corseted dress, which was sequined from navel to cleavage and crisscrossed in violet ribbon. The bust was strapless, meant to be removed more than admired. The feathers protruding from its bottom would do little to cover her if she bent over.

			Still, it was hard to feel exposed when there was no one here but her. She shuffled through the cosmetic products on the counter, then reached for a sweet-smelling perfume and a lipstick black as licorice.

			She examined herself in the mirror. No one would call her a doll in this outfit.

			Or much of a lady.

			She smiled to herself. There was no one but her to know. After all—this was only a dream.

			Jazzy music played outside, and she followed it to the stage. The lights were too bright to see into the audience, if there was anyone there at all. She remembered Demi’s routine with a mixture of embarrassment and thrill. Without the leering eyes of anyone watching her, she felt powerful in these clothes. Attractive. If the world were a different sort of place, she might trim off the feathers and wear it for fun.

			She danced alone on the stage. Nothing suggestive…at first. It took a few minutes for her to decide such a style would be fun to try. She unlaced the ribbons on her corset.

			Several minutes into the routine, she became aware of the fact that she was no longer dreaming. Her head was pressed against the pillow. Her nightdress was twisted around her stomach, her feet dangling off the edge of the bed. But she wasn’t done exploring the dream just yet, so she didn’t open her eyes.

			At some point, in her sleepy, half-conscious state, she inserted someone else into her fantasy. An admiring gaze. Hands trailing down her hips. Lips brushing against her chest.

			The light in her window brightened from the sunrise. She was now mostly conscious and exceptionally frustrated. She untwisted her nightdress and scratched an itch on her thigh, then her hand trailed up and lingered between her legs, making up for the fantasy that was slowly fading. If she were anywhere else but New Reynes—in her dormitory, in her own bedroom—she probably wouldn’t have dared. She rubbed her lips together, as if she could still feel the smoothness of the black lipstick, could still feel the thrilling empowerment of the stage lights and the stranger’s stomach pressed against hers.

			When she finished, she was breathless and sweaty. She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling of her St. Morse apartment. At first, she felt embarrassed, even if it was no different from that stage where no one could see her. She’d never been a prude, but inexperience lent itself to shyness, even around herself.

			She climbed out of bed and sat at her vanity. Her face was slightly flushed, and the indentations of the pillow lined her cheek.

			She examined her lipsticks and selected the shade closest to black.

			* * *

			Enne waited in the St. Morse lobby, tapping her foot. It was past the meeting time, and no one else had arrived yet. When she’d knocked on Levi’s door, there’d been no answer, and she honestly wasn’t certain if Lola would even show.

			It was ludicrous to put any faith in dreams, but nothing about the hallway felt like one. The scenes were still fresh in her mind, the memories exact in every detail, as though she’d really experienced them.

			She traced her finger over the guidebook’s map. Virtue Street was located in Olde Town, exactly where Lola thought the bank would be. The road ran parallel to Tropps Street, virtue and vice never intersecting.

			Just as she’d begun to worry about the others, Lola strode in through the revolving doors, wearing her now-familiar top hat. She took one look around St. Morse’s gaudy interior and grimaced.

			“You’re wearing lipstick,” Lola commented. She squinted at Enne’s face, as if examining an optical illusion. “It suits you.”

			This was the first nice thing Lola had ever said to her. She beamed. “Thank you.” Enne felt it suited her, too.

			“Where are the Iron boys?”

			“I’m not sure. They should’ve been here a while ago.” She shouldn’t worry. What trouble could they have found by midmorning? Maybe they’d just slept in after a long night.

			“Then it’s just us,” Lola said. Even though there was no threat in her voice, the words unnerved Enne. She was glad she’d brought Levi’s revolver—several days had passed since the night she’d stolen it, but he’d never asked for it back. Maybe she’d keep it.

			Still, Lola was right. There was no point in wasting more of the day.

			They ventured outside and headed to the bank. Olde Town was particularly quiet that morning, few people venturing outside due to the sudden heat. Enne, however, relished the weather; she’d felt as though she’d left summer behind her when she sailed away from Bellamy.

			She pulled her guidebook out and followed the route on the map. Neither of them spoke for some time, which was just fine with Enne, as she was too lost in her own thoughts. Without even sharing Lourdes’s blood name, how would she gain access to the account? Would Lourdes have opened the account in her name or under another alias? And even if Enne gained access, what would she do with all those volts?

			Lola’s voice interrupted Enne’s thoughts. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Sure,” Enne said nervously. There was no bite or threat in Lola’s voice, but that was precisely why she was nervous.

			“If Lourdes raised you as your mother, why do you call her by her first name?”

			Enne shrugged. “She never wanted me to call her Mother.” She had wondered this herself when she was younger, but even though Lourdes never discussed her own family, Enne got the sense she’d had a complicated relationship with her own mother.

			“Can I ask you a question now?” Enne asked.

			Lola’s eyebrows furrowed, and she crossed her arms. “I guess.”

			“If you’re not a Dove, why do you dye your hair white?”

			It felt like a simple question, but clearly, it was one Lola didn’t want to answer.

			“Don’t ask me that,” she growled, then brushed past Enne and walked several steps ahead of her for the rest of the trip.

			The sign for Virtue Street was rusted over, and layers and layers of kiss marks covered it in all shades of lipstick.

			“We’re here,” Lola said. “You can kiss the sign if you’d like. It’s a New Reynes tradition.”

			Enne grimaced. “I’ll pass.”

			They stopped another block down the street. According to a plaque outside, the building before them was indeed the bank, but Enne could just as easily have mistaken it for a penitentiary. Wrought iron gates encircled the grounds and guarded each of its windows. Larger-than-life obsidian statues lined the walkway to the front door, but dark sacks covered each of their heads, like the sort draped over a man as he approached the gallows.

			“Mizer kings, probably,” Lola said cheerfully.

			Enne shivered. “They could have just taken them down.”

			“They’re reminders, not decorations.”

			They walked inside and approached the main desk, entirely protected by bulletproof glass except for a sliver of space to exchange documents—a harsh contrast to the marble grandeur of its decor. The woman behind the desk was elderly, with one keen blue eye and a second wooden one.

			Enne slid her token under the glass. The woman snatched it up and held it close to her good eye.

			“These aren’t the standard engravings,” she remarked suspiciously. She rubbed her thumb over the cameo of the Mizer queen. “This is very outdated.”

			“We’d like access to the vault that coin opens,” Enne said firmly.

			“You can only enter the vault if your name is on the account.” The woman turned to a file cabinet and perused it for the correct number. “Hmm. There are several listed. Are you a Ms. Lourdes Orefla?”

			Enne stilled and whispered to Lola, “Do you think that’s her real name?”

			“That’s just Alfero backward, thickhead,” Lola hissed.

			Enne reddened. “No,” she told the woman. “I’m not.”

			The woman adjusted her bifocals. “A Ms. Erienne Salta?”

			Excitement surged in Enne’s chest. Lourdes did put her name on the account. Maybe Enne had been meant to find this place after all.

			She shoved her identification documents through the window. “Yes. That’s me.”

			Several minutes later, a security guard led them to a rather haunting steel elevator and, from there, to the bottom-most level. The hallway had concrete walls, flickering fluorescent lighting and grated metal doors lining either side. They walked until reaching the hallway’s end, where the guard gestured to a vault on their right.

			Enne took a deep breath and slid the token into the coin slot.

			There was a metal clanking from inside, followed by several clicks of unlatching locks. The handle spun counterclockwise three times before the door creaked open.

			Enne cautiously stepped inside. At first she was confused—she’d expected dozens of shelves of orbs, enough to contain the fortune she’d uncovered in those bank slips.

			The vault was completely empty.

			She placed a hand on the wall, steadying herself. Another dead end.

			“Look,” Lola said, picking up a small object Enne hadn’t noticed in the corner. It was a single, miniature orb made of black glass, with golden sparks glowing faintly inside. Volts were white, not gold. Which meant it wasn’t a real orb.

			“Is it a trick?” Enne asked, walking closer to Lola. She tried not to let her disappointment show, but her voice was catching. Had Lourdes emptied the vault since Enne had found the statement? Why leave behind this…toy?

			Lola held it up to the light and examined it. “Do you have a volt reader?”

			Enne did, in her purse. She held the sensor to the orb’s metal cap, but nothing registered. She sighed and shoved both the reader and the black orb into her bag.

			“Has the account been emptied recently?” she asked the guard.

			“Why would I know that?” he snapped.

			Enne put her hands on her hips and stared around the empty room. The metal walls reminded her of a prison cell, and she shivered, feeling claustrophobic. No leads, no answers. She was trapped in this city.

			As Enne turned around to leave, she caught a glint at the corner of her eye—there was a faint line in the wall to her left, almost imperceptible. As she walked toward it, she made out the thin outline of a square. She ran her fingers across its edges. Her nails found a latch in the metal, and she flipped it open, revealing a keyhole.

			Enne fished around her purse.

			“Do you have a key?” Lola asked.

			“This should do,” Enne said, brandishing a bobby pin.

			“You’re joking. You some expert lock-picker?”

			“I’ve done it before.” Once.

			Enne fiddled the bobby pin around the lock, searching for its mechanisms. The lock was no more complicated than the one on Lourdes’s office. Perhaps Lourdes had felt the box’s concealment was protection enough.

			After about a minute, the lock clicked open. Enne smiled triumphantly and yanked out the bent bobby pin.

			The drawer slid open, and Enne pulled out a bronze coin. It was a token matching her own, only with a king on its face rather than a queen. It was hot to the touch—almost burning, though with no discernable reason as to why. Unlike the queen’s token, this one lacked the signature ridges that made it a key. It was simply a coin.

			“Feel this,” Enne said, handing the coin to Lola. “It’s warm.”

			Lola touched it, then shook her head. “Most people keep volts in a bank.”

			“Do you know what it is?”

			“Seems like a regular coin to me. It’s old, though. Much older than the key.”

			“Well, it must be important, if Lourdes took the trouble to hide it like that.” That was what she tried to convince herself, anyway. She’d come here for answers but was leaving with trinkets.

			The more she uncovered about her mother, the less she seemed to understand her.

			Enne slid the new token into her purse, as well. She gazed around the room for any other mysterious hiding places, but found none. She swallowed her disappointment.

			“So we found nothing,” Enne murmured.

			Lola gave her a weak, awkward smile. “It’s not nothing—”

			“Yes, it is,” Enne said stiffly. She wished Levi were here to comfort her, rather than the blood gazer. Enne would probably cry if Lola’s harsh words from yesterday weren’t so fresh in her mind. Crying now? You’re something else. She shouldn’t care what Lola thought of her—she’d certainly made her contempt perfectly clear—but Enne still didn’t want to face further judgment. She was too easily wounded right now.

			Thankfully, Lola kept quiet on their return upstairs. However, as soon as they exited the elevator, Lola marched across the lobby, her boots thumping loudly on the marble floor.

			“Do you have any other information on the account?” she asked the woman. Enne hovered, shocked, behind her. “Statements? Other names? Anything?”

			The woman retrieved the paperwork a second time. “There’s a final name listed on the account, this one with an address.” She leaned closer to it, her real eye squinting. “A Ms. Zula Slyk. Number nineteen, the Street of the Holy Tombs. That’s everything I have.” The weight of Enne’s disappointment lifted. Lola turned around, shooting Enne a triumphant smile.

			“That’s also in Olde Town,” Lola said. “We could go now.”

			Enne debated for a moment. She wanted to, but her acrobatics show was that night. Even if her role in the troupe was a farce, a diversion from the real reason Vianca had hired her, she was actually looking forward to the performance. For once, she had achieved a somewhat notable role.

			But her ambitions didn’t matter, not in comparison to finding her mother.

			“Maybe we can—”

			“But we should wait for the boys,” Lola said. “The Street of the Holy Tombs is deeper into Olde Town. We might not be safe if we ran into any Irons.”

			Enne had faced Dove Land unscathed—certainly she could manage the same in Olde Town. But truthfully, even if Lola had proved helpful today, Levi’s presence would be a comfort. His absence today already had her worried.

			“Tomorrow morning, then,” Enne suggested.

			“But I have Guild meetings tomorrow.” Lola sounded almost let down about it. “Do you think Lourdes will be there?”

			Enne stilled. She didn’t want to consider that she might actually find her mother tomorrow—her chest was already weary from carrying all this repeated hope and disappointment.

			“I don’t know,” Enne answered quietly.

			She and Lola walked back outside. They leaned against the pedestal of one of the statues. The plaque with the Mizer’s name on it had been shattered beyond legibility, and Enne ran her fingers over the cracks, thinking about the cracks within herself.

			“If nothing turns up,” Lola said, “I was thinking we could go to Scrap Market. They have old newspapers there. Ones Lourdes probably wrote for.”

			Enne nodded, trying not to focus on the words if nothing turns up. Something would. At some point, the trail needed to lead somewhere.

			“That sounds good,” she answered.

			Lola pulled her harmonica out of her pocket. “I’ve always liked puzzles.”

			Enne almost snapped that her life wasn’t a puzzle, wasn’t some game, but there was no point in angering the blood gazer. Enne preferred this Lola to the one who’d wanted her dead.

			Lola blew out an eerie, low note: appropriate for a garden full of hooded statues. While she played, Enne mentally recited Lourdes’s rules to herself to release all the pressure in her heart. Those feelings of power and confidence she’d gained from New Reynes felt like a dream, in this moment, caught between another dead end and another lead.

			She rubbed her lipstick off on the back of her hand. Maybe it didn’t suit her after all.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			It was the end of Levi’s Saturday night shift. He was dressed in an emerald St. Morse suit, complete with silver cuff links and sapphire velvet tie. The moment he left the Tropps Room to begin his break, he slipped the jacket off and draped it over his shoulder. He hated to wear Vianca’s clothes any longer than he had to, and it felt especially wrong to be in his uniform, pretending everything else was fine.

			He rolled the sleeves of his shirt up his forearms, exposing the matching ace and spade tattoos.

			Vianca’s woman had brought makeup to cover the impressive shiner on his left eye, but the tone was too pale, and it left him looking even more sickly than he felt. He should consider himself lucky to be walking—limping, really—only several hours after waking up. One broken rib, the doctor had said. A concussion. A minor stab wound that would leave him with a permanent scar.

			And a lethal blow to his pride. He still had his tattoos, but without the Irons, he didn’t know who he was anymore. He was Levi Glaisyer, but that was the name his father had given him. The Iron Lord was the one he’d fashioned for himself.

			He was surprised Chez hadn’t come back to finish the job. Typically, an oath broke when someone died during the duel or if the lord relinquished their claim on their vassal. If Jac hadn’t fought off Chez, Levi would be at the bottom of the Brint right now. But he wasn’t dead, so the oath was still—at least partially—intact.

			Regardless, Chez was probably marching around Olde Town calling himself the new Iron Lord. The thought of it made Levi feel worse than all the injuries combined. He’d been humiliated, betrayed and beaten; dying might’ve been a more merciful fate.

			To make matters worse, Chez had stolen the five hundred volts he’d already been planning to give to the Irons. Ungrateful bastard.

			Levi hadn’t seen Enne since last night, and he had no idea if she knew what had happened, or if she had ever hunted down that bank. The thought of her seeing him like this was more than a little embarrassing, but she would soon find out one way or another—and besides, he wanted to catch the last half of her show.

			Not needing to pay for tickets while wearing his St. Morse uniform, Levi strolled into the theater. It was dark—intermission must’ve just ended. He stood in the back rather than squeeze into an empty seat in the middle of a row. A dozen burlesque dancers onstage performed some kind of interpretive theater, pointing and running as a group of acrobatic birds swooped down and clawed at their heads. He spotted Enne immediately. She was dressed in black, with droopy wings that spread apart as she swung. It was obvious from only a few minutes of performing that she was one of the more talented acrobats on the stage, despite her minor role in the show. The Dondelairs were from the highest tier of acrobatics families, just as the Glaisyers were the most respected of orb-makers.

			The orchestra hit a crescendo.

			Crack! The “sky” broke open, and glitter rained over the performers. Lights flashed. One of the male dancers brandished a golden sword and pointed it toward the birds, but as soon as he gained his balance, one of the birds on the lowest trapeze kicked the sword from his hands. It clattered across the stage and stopped beside one of the smaller dancers. The young man grabbed it, and the moment he did, the glitter stopped falling and light poured in from above.

			There was a final dance number, but the acrobats were gone. Seemed like a pretty useless story to Levi, but he didn’t know much about art.

			The bows began, and the acrobats took the stage as a group. Enne smiled and curtsied with the rest of them, and Levi couldn’t take his eyes off her. Very briefly, Enne’s gaze found his, even from all the way on the stage. She smiled wider. Levi decided the whole show had been worth it just for that.

			He left soon after, and a crowd of women in flowing satin gowns and men drowned in cologne exited behind him. Levi eyed a vase of orchids on the concierge’s counter. People gave performers flowers, right? But he decided against it—he already had a stolen box of cookies wedged awkwardly in his pocket—and turned down one of the small hallways that led backstage.

			It was empty. When he reached a door labeled Dressing Room, Levi stopped and leaned against the wall. Enne was probably changing. He didn’t mind waiting a few minutes.

			A little while later, another performer popped out and startled at seeing Levi there, looking as ill as he did. Her eyes ran over his St. Morse uniform with suspicion. Levi might’ve been well-known in the casino, but he wasn’t so recognizable outside of the Tropps Room, especially by those who didn’t pay attention to the city’s most notable dealers.

			He self-consciously adjusted his tie and wiped at the concealer on his eye. Maybe coming to see Enne was a bad idea, but it seemed silly to turn back now.

			Levi cleared his throat. “I’m looking for Enne.”

			The girl nodded and disappeared. Enne stepped out a moment later, still in her costume, but without her wings or feathered skirt. Heavy black stage lashes covered her eyes, and her cheeks were extra pink. Despite the fact that she looked a bit ridiculous, Levi couldn’t help but stare at the way the lacy leotard hugged her waist and the makeup accentuated the pout of her Cupid’s bow.

			“You look nice,” he managed.

			She looked at him closely and gasped. “What happened to you? Are you all right?” She lifted a hand toward his face, rubbed the skin under his eye and inspected the purple bruise with concern.

			Under different circumstances, Levi would’ve been happy to submit to her touch. But he could already see the unease in her eyes. He swatted her hand away and smiled, a bit too widely. “I’m fine.”

			“You look terrible.”

			“Really? I feel great.”

			She crossed her arms. “Are you really not going to tell me what happened?”

			“I… I had a bit of an argument with Chez.”

			“Looks like he won.”

			He winced. “Take it easy on me.”

			“But Chez is your third…” She bit her lip. “I thought oaths prevented things like this.”

			Levi took a deep, shameful breath. “It’s called a challenge, when someone tries to overthrow the lord. It’s normally a duel to the death. And it would’ve been, if Jac hadn’t shown up.”

			She made a face like she was the one who was ill, exactly the sort of pity Levi didn’t need. 

			“Never mind that,” he said quickly. “Did you visit the bank today?”

			She gave him a pointed look, like she knew he was stalling. “Yes. There was barely anything in the vault. We found a strange black orb and an even stranger Mizer token. I don’t know what to think of either of them.”

			Levi had never heard of a black orb before. “Can I take a look at the orb?”

			“Yes, I’ll bring it tomorrow,” she answered. “There was an address listed on the account. Some place called the Street of the Holy Tombs. Lola said it was in Olde Town.”

			Levi crinkled his nose. “I know that place. Mysterious black orbs and old coins? That’s exactly the neighborhood you’re looking for. It’s full of the Faithful. Gives me the creeps just to walk through it.”

			“Well, I’m going tomorrow to call on a woman named Zula Slyk.” The name sounded vaguely familiar to Levi, but he couldn’t remember why. Enne hesitated for a moment before continuing. “It would be great if you could come with me, but do you think you’ll feel up for it?”

			“Of course I will.” He cracked his neck. “Takes more than a broken rib and a cut to slow me down.”

			Truthfully, entering Iron Land was a dangerous notion right now, but Olde Town was his territory, his claim. He refused to let himself fear it. Besides, he’d brave worse than that for Enne—all she had to do was ask.

			“Lola also suggested trying Scrap Market, if this doesn’t pan out.” Her face was doing that expressionless thing—she was upset.

			What he should’ve done was console her. Of course something would turn up. Problem was, that something would probably be Lourdes’s corpse. Levi was already struggling to pick up the pieces of his own shattered life—he couldn’t bear to watch Enne go through that, too.

			Instead, he said, “Scrap Market is a bad idea. It’s dangerous, now that Scavenger is Scar Lord. I wouldn’t risk it myself even if I didn’t get the muck kicked out of me today. And you shouldn’t go, either.”

			“I wasn’t asking for your permission,” she snapped. His instincts were correct—she was definitely upset.

			He stepped closer and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know that. I just think it’s better if you stay away from there.” His voice sounded more forceful than he meant it to.

			She pushed his hand off her. “I know you’ve had a bad day, Levi, but don’t do this. I don’t need to be patronized.”

			He sighed. “I know that. I’m just…” Trying to protect you. He pulled the box of cookies out of his pocket. “I brought you these. Truce?”

			The corner of her lips tilted into a smile. “Thanks,” she said, tearing into the box, easily appeased.

			He shifted the weight off his bad leg and closed his eyes. Even so, he could still feel the pity of Enne’s stare.

			“Stop looking at me like that,” he said.

			“Like what?”

			“Like you’re sorry for me.” He shook his head. “I deserved what I got.” He meant it, too. It was a hollow feeling—less like guilt and more like dejection. He was a pawn playing at being king. If he’d ever been anything more, if he was ever meant to be anything more, he wouldn’t have fallen so low. Saint or crook, it didn’t matter; if New Reynes was a game, then he’d already lost.

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			Under different circumstances, maybe he would’ve told her the truth. He wanted to. Someone stronger than himself needed to hold him accountable for what he’d done to the Irons. It would be easy—all he needed to do was pull the two Shadow Cards out of his pocket.

			I never pretended to be a good man, he’d say. But I never wanted to be this.

			But he didn’t tell her. Not because of the shame, but because he knew that he was a trouble she didn’t need. Enne’s omerta was just another example of how Levi had failed the people who depended on him. The difference between her and him was that she’d given up everything to save someone, and Levi had given up everyone to save himself.

			Enne didn’t deserve her own problems—she certainly didn’t deserve Levi’s, too.

			Maybe he’d tell her after all of this was over. Iron Lord or not, he would find a way to pay Sedric back. He’d lost nearly everything to the city’s game, but he wouldn’t lose his life.

			Only five days from now, when the worst was behind him, he’d tell her about all the wrongs he’d committed and all the people he cheated.

			He would tell her how sorry he was for the role he’d played with her and Vianca.

			And he would tell her that, even after losing everything he’d ever wanted, he still desperately wanted her.

			“I didn’t mean anything,” he said. But when he met her eyes, he could tell that she didn’t believe him. He fought back the urge to reach out and touch her again—on her shoulder, her hand, her waist. Even if he stepped closer, it wouldn’t feel close enough. Enne was becoming more to him than just an attraction. She was the girl who’d come afraid to the city that could smell your fear. She’d faced the witch. She’d poisoned the wolf. She’d strolled into the land of death with her head held high and left it a lord. She was an impossible player in a fixed game, the only person not playing to win.

			Maybe Levi had spent too many nights dreaming of the legends of these streets, fantasizing about the day he’d get to finally show his hand. Even after he’d lost, Enne was a fascination, a temptation and a delirious hope that the game wasn’t over, but only just beginning.

			She grabbed his left hand, not to hold it, but to turn it over. She traced a finger over the spade tattoo on his arm with a thoughtful expression on her face. She looked at it as if it were a scar.

			“You look more lost than I do,” Enne said, her voice hinting at both laughter and sadness.

			In that moment, he didn’t feel lost. But he would as soon as she let go.

			Suddenly, the air smelled like warm, dark blue, and tasted of bourbon with a trace of espresso. It moved in swirls, like the caress of the wind picking up before a storm. Surprised, he let out a faint moan from the back of his throat. She smelled like a Gambler’s Ruin.

			It’d been over four years since he’d sensed a new aura, and it came upon him so unexpectedly that he almost staggered. It was so different from the others he’d known before: the quiet whisper of Jac’s gray, the avarice laced in Vianca’s green, the volatile flames of his father’s red. Enne’s aura made him dizzy, like he’d stared too long at the spaces between the stars, or dived too deep from shallows into ocean. It felt tangible enough to lace between his fingers, though it looked like curls of smoke. In the dim lighting of the hallway, it danced eerily across the carpet, the billowing train of a sapphire gown, the twisting of beasts and passions in her shadow.

			Six days was an extraordinarily short time for him to start sensing an aura. And, as she held his arm, her gaze locked on his, her lips poised between boldness and uncertainty, the more five days from now seemed an excruciatingly long time to wait.

			Just as his desire was about to overwhelm his sense of logic, Enne let go of him and took several steps back. Her reaction shouldn’t have surprised him. They’d reached this moment before, and time after time, she’d made it clear what she did and didn’t want.

			“I should go,” she said suddenly. “Back to the troupe, I mean. They’ll wonder where I am.”

			You’re right outside the dressing room, he thought. But Levi knew excuses—and rejection—when he heard it. The last thing he should be focusing on right now was romance, but still, her words stung.

			“The Street of the Holy Tombs,” he said, dragging their conversation—and their relationship—back to business. “Ten, tomorrow morning. You won’t be missing me this time.”

			
		

	
		
			DAY SEVEN

			“In the City of Sin, secrets are their own sort of currency, and reputation holds more power than fortune.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Olde Town reminded Enne of a graveyard or a mausoleum, with the way its atmosphere evoked the decaying and forgotten, embraced monsters and nightmares.

			The Street of the Holy Tombs was in the center of Olde Town, and one of the few neighborhoods with active residents. It was the cathedral to the graveyard, the beating heart of a mostly dead corpse. Ghostly wind chimes dangled in every window. Weather-worn gargoyles perched on the buttresses overhead, their faces contorted with hunger and wrath. Creeds were painted on every door, and candles burned on broken windowsills.

			“It’s very charming,” Enne managed. With every step, she braced herself in case a wandering specter or beast jumped out at her. The Street of the Holy Tombs had a way of undermining her sense of reality.

			She fought the urge to stand closer to Levi, remembering how last night she’d so nearly accepted his advances and surrendered herself to New Reynes. Every touch, every look from Levi was a temptation to abandon the girl she’d always been. Enne might’ve strayed from a few of her ladylike ideals, but she wouldn’t lose her entire identity. When she did leave this city, she would leave it in one piece.

			“Believe it or not,” Levi said, “people come to this street looking for a scare. There are museums of medical abnormalities. Catacombs lined with skulls. Nightclubs of mirror mazes and horrors.”

			“It doesn’t look like it’s all for show,” she said. Creeds and any practice of the Faith were forbidden, and Enne didn’t think even the greediest citizens of New Reynes would display them just for the sake of profit.

			“It’s not.”

			They found the storefront for number nineteen, a place called Her Forgotten Histories. A middle-aged woman with short curly hair sat outside on a rocking chair, her face hidden behind today’s copy of The Crimes & The Times, whose front-page headline announced the two-year anniversary of the disappearance of Chancellor Malcolm Semper’s daughter. The woman wore a wooden Creed around her neck, nearly twice as large as Jac’s.

			“Do you think that’s her?” Enne whispered. “Zula Slyk?”

			“I’m not sure,” he said.

			A white cat purred and rubbed at the hem of Enne’s skirt. White cats supposedly brought bad luck, a thought Enne might not have considered if they were anywhere but a street devoted to superstition.

			“Can I help you?” the woman called to them.

			“We’re looking for someone named Zula Slyk,” Enne said.

			She folded down her newspaper. “That would be me.”

			Don’t get your hopes up, Enne reminded herself. There was an aching wound inside her from missing Lourdes, and these words wrapped it in a protective shell. If she kept her expectations low, she wouldn’t feel the throbbing. If she cut off all her emotions, she wouldn’t be so weak.

			Zula inspected them as they walked closer. “I’ve always wanted to meet Vianca’s other boy,” she said. At first, Enne thought she was referring to Vianca’s son, which was absurd: Levi and Vianca had plainly different heritages.

			“Ah,” Zula said, her gaze falling on Enne. “She never told me she had a girl.”

			Then Enne realized what Zula mean—the omerta. But how could she know? She spoke as if Vianca’s shackles dangled visibly from their wrists.

			Zula’s amicable expression fell as Enne drew closer. She squinted at Enne’s features, as though she recognized her from somewhere, or perhaps Enne reminded her of a person she would rather not see.

			“Does Vianca know who you are?” Zula asked, her voice suddenly full of bite.

			Enne stopped, her heart racing. If Zula knew who she really was, then surely she wouldn’t be another dead-end lead. “Do you?” Enne asked, nervously, hopefully.

			Zula shakily drew her hand to her chest and stood up from her chair. “Come inside. I know why you’re here.”

			Enne and Levi exchanged a cautious glance. “What if this is a trick?” Levi whispered.

			“There were only three names on that bank account. Mine, Lourdes’s and hers. Lourdes must’ve trusted her.” She felt a pang in her chest. If Zula knew Enne’s true identity, then Lourdes had trusted Zula more than she’d trusted her own daughter.

			Levi nodded, and they followed Zula inside.

			A black printing press took up the majority of the room. Among the remaining space, desks were wedged against bookcases, papers dried on clotheslines tied to lamps and the backs of chairs. A framed painting of a martyr hung on the back wall.

			Her Forgotten Histories was a newspaper. That made sense, since Lourdes was a journalist. Perhaps that was how they’d met.

			Zula drew the blinds closed over each of the windows, even shooed the cat outside. She motioned for both of them to sit at a desk.

			“I should’ve known you’d come,” Zula said. “I always told Lourdes to give you my name—who else would keep you safe? But I didn’t think she’d listen. So obstinate. Never grew out of that.”

			Enne drew in a shaky breath. That was definitely Lourdes. “How do you know her?”

			“I’m her oldest—and only—friend.” There was an unmistakable sadness in Zula’s voice that Enne tried to ignore.

			“Well, you weren’t wrong about her not listening,” Enne admitted. “Lourdes sent me to Levi, not to you.”

			Zula barked out a laugh. “Vianca’s orb-maker? Ridiculous. As if she’d send you anywhere near a woman as powerful and terrible as Vianca Augustine.”

			“But you know Vianca, too, don’t you?” Levi said. “That’s how you know about her talent. And us.”

			“Vianca and I share some political connections,” Zula said carefully. “But no…that’s not how I know.” She closed her eyes, and a set of tattoos darkened on her eyelids. They, too, looked like eyes, though lacking pupils or any color. “I can see shades. That is my talent. Curses, secrets, regrets, passions, sacrifices, desires. I see them like shadows that cling to everyone.”

			“That’s nonsense,” Levi said, and Enne shot him a look. He was being rude, and they needed this woman’s help.

			“You see auras, don’t you? It’s not so different.” She turned toward Enne, her eyes still closed. Goose bumps shot up Enne’s arms. “Tell me, what do you see when you look at her?”

			Levi cleared his throat and adjusted his shirt collar. “I, um…” He looked over Enne’s shoulder. Enne mimicked his movement, but there was nothing behind her. She felt strangely on display. She’d never known Levi could read auras, had never thought to ask about his split talent.

			Levi’s gaze fell to the floor, an embarrassed expression on his face. Enne resisted the urge to fix her hair or adjust her clothes. What exactly could he see?

			“Perhaps you can’t see it, then,” Zula said. “It’s a curse. Both of you share it.”

			The Street of the Holy Tombs might’ve been a frightening place, but this was pushing the limits of Enne’s logic. “That isn’t why we’re here.”

			“I can see it,” Zula said quietly. “The hallway.”

			Enne instantly thought of the hallway from her dreams, the place of memories and fantasies, with the black and white doors. Both Enne and Levi quickly met each other’s eyes. They’d obviously both been struck by Zula’s words.

			“That’s just a nightmare,” Levi said hoarsely.

			Enne was startled, both by Levi’s admission and the distress in his voice. Had he seen the hallway, too? But how was that possible? She’d seen it only in her dreams.

			“It’s a shade that binds you both,” Zula said.

			Feeling a bit shaky, and her patience quickly wearing thin, Enne pulled the first item from the bank out of her purse: the king token.

			“I came to New Reynes looking for Lourdes,” Enne said, placing it on Zula’s desk. “I need to know where she is.”

			Zula looked at the token like it was venomous. “You shouldn’t have removed it. It was safe in the bank.”

			Enne pursed her lips—she didn’t deserve Zula’s anger. “It’s hot to the touch. Do you know what it is?”

			“It’s a tragedy,” Zula snapped. “Countless people died because of what it is. I won’t divulge its secret.” Zula’s vagueness was grating on Enne’s nerves. She’d traveled a thousand miles and overcome horrendous obstacles to find answers, and now this woman would withhold them from her?

			“Please,” she said, but her aggravation was obvious through her mask of politeness. “I need to know.”

			“Then you’ll be disappointed. You should return it.”

			Enne slid it back into her purse, though she had no intention of returning it at all. She retrieved the second item and placed it in front of the woman. “What about the orb?”

			Zula took a shuddering breath. “I know what it is. Where did you get it?”

			“It was in the bank,” Enne said.

			She frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. Lourdes wouldn’t own anything like that.”

			Levi picked it up and inspected it. “These aren’t volts,” he said, which Enne already knew. “But…” He shivered. “I can sometimes feel traces of Mizer auras left on volts, but this isn’t a trace. It feels…alive.”

			“Have you ever heard of the Shadow Game?” Zula asked them. Enne’s and Levi’s heads shot up, and a sickly dread caught in Enne’s throat. “So you have. The Phoenix Club hasn’t opened the House of Shadows since the Great Street War. At least, not until eight days ago.” She opened a drawer from behind her desk and pulled out a second black orb, identical to the other, except empty inside. “The Shadow Game is a game of death, and the players bet their lives. These orbs hold life energy. They are deadly poker chips.”

			Levi hurriedly set the orb back on the table. “Whose life is inside this one, then?”

			“That’s a very good question. Only one player in history has ever survived the Shadow Game, but now that she’s dead, there shouldn’t be any life left inside it.” Zula’s eyes narrowed as she inspected Enne—her gaze fixed more over her shoulder than on Enne’s face. “I don’t know the details of that night, but it’s possible Gabrielle didn’t play with her own life. She wasn’t alone in the Game.”

			“You mean Gabrielle Dondelair,” Enne guessed. “My birth mother.”

			“Lourdes said she’d never tell you that,” Zula said sharply.

			Enne’s breath hitched. There was no question now. What they’d learned about Gabrielle was absolutely true. “I saw a blood gazer. I did my research.”

			“You saw a blood gazer?” Zula gaped. “You know your father’s blood name?”

			“Do you know who he was?” Enne asked.

			Zula slammed the desk drawer closed, making both Enne and Levi jolt. “I cannot speak his names.”

			“But…I should know. I deserve to know.”

			“I’d tell you if I could. His identity is protected, and he went to great lengths to see it so.” That meant his secret was sealed by a Protector, someone like Lourdes. Enne felt like she was grasping at smoke, trying to connect glimpses of the past together.

			Enne cleared her throat. “But he is…dead, right?”

			Zula took a shaky breath. “Yes. He’s gone.”

			Enne knew this. Of course she did. But it still hurt to hear it, after hoping…over and over again.

			“When you said that Gabrielle wasn’t alone in the Game,” Levi said, “what did you mean?”

			“There was only one other person involved that night. Since these orbs are used for nothing beyond the Game, and since it cannot belong to Gabrielle, then that only leaves her daughter.” Zula met Enne’s eyes solemnly. “Gabrielle must have been playing for your life that night.”

			Enne swallowed and stared at the orb. That was her own life inside it?

			“The reason I bring up the Game,” Zula said gravely, “is because of why you’re here. Lourdes had been running from the Game for some time, but eight days ago, they found her, and she was invited to play.”

			The shell Enne had carefully built around her heart shattered, and no number of words or rules would piece it back together now. Before Zula even confirmed Enne’s darkest fears, tears began to well in Enne’s eyes.

			“Muck,” Levi whispered.

			“Of all the stories from the Great Street War, Lourdes’s was the most heartbreaking of them all,” Zula said, shaking her head grimly. “Until the end, she did everything in her power to protect you. And now, here you are, a curse in your shadow, an omerta around your neck.”

			The past tense struck Enne deep and low, like a bell toll that shook inside of her.

			She would’ve known, she would’ve felt it if Lourdes had died.

			She placed a hand over her mouth. Her chest heaved, though she hadn’t started to cry yet. She hadn’t even taken a breath.

			“With the omerta, you can’t go home,” Zula continued. “You must keep your secret from Vianca at all costs. And, more than anything, stay away from the House of Shadows. Lourdes did not die so you would, too.”

			“Enough,” Levi snapped. He reached for Enne’s hand, but Enne’s gaze was firmly rooted on the floor.

			“The only fortune in any of this,” Zula continued, “is that you have no power yet. That’s better for you. And better for New Reynes.”

			“Enough!” Levi hollered. He stood abruptly, grabbing Enne by the shoulder and hoisting her up, as well. Enne leaned into the support of his arm around her, holding her breath so as not to cry. She should say something, she knew. Levi shouldn’t fight this battle for her. But it felt pointless, knowing she’d already lost the war. “If you were really Lourdes’s friend, you could try showing an ounce of compassion.”

			Zula’s expression hardened. “This story will end badly.”

			The same words Lola had spoken the other day.

			This story is already over, Enne thought. I’m trapped here, and I’m alone.

			Levi pulled Enne toward the door, and she numbly followed. “I don’t expect we’ll be back,” he spat. He was right. Enne had no intention of ever seeing this awful woman again, even if she had been Lourdes’s friend.

			“I’m the only one left who remembers,” Zula said solemnly. “If I need to find you, I will.”

			“Don’t.” Levi slammed the door.

			Outside, he shushed Enne even though she wasn’t crying and pressed her against his chest. “I’m sorry,” he said. The words were gentle, but uselessly so. Enne was already broken. “I’m so sorry.”

			Lourdes had died the day before Enne reached New Reynes. All this time she’d been searching for her face in the crowds, wandering memories of her in her dreams, and she’d been chasing a ghost. Had she left earlier… Had she asked questions earlier…

			“It was always the two of us and no one else,” Enne whispered. “And now I’m alone.”

			Without Lourdes, Enne was truly lost. Her mother was the only one who’d remember the girl Enne had been before, now that Enne was already starting to forget herself. Lourdes was her lighthouse, her guideline, and now Enne had no way of finding her way back—to Bellamy, to herself or to the life she’d once lived.

			Her mother had probably died thinking that, at the very least, her daughter was safe at home. And that was the tragedy of it all.

			“You’re not alone,” Levi murmured, squeezing her tighter. Enne looked up at him, studying her own heartbreak reflected in his eyes. Finally, she began to cry.

			Compared to her mother, Levi was a pale sliver of light, a fraying thread—but he was something. And so she nodded and let him guide her home.

			
		

	
		
			DAY EIGHT

			“Legends of the North Side are born in the gutters and die on the gallows.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Enne curled into a fetal position and leaned against the pole on a corner of the trapeze platform. The dusty windows of the practice warehouse gleamed with moonlight and the flashing advertisements of Tropps Street. She’d been here all night, ever since the show ended hours before.

			It was the second performance Lourdes had ever missed.

			Her mother used to claim she had the best view in the back, and last night, after her second show, Enne had checked the back row dozens of times, both out of habit and longing, staring into the faces of strangers.

			Before Enne left Bellamy, she’d already had a list of questions to ask Lourdes. Since arriving in New Reynes, she felt like the city had handed her two new mysteries for every question answered. If Enne had only one more chance to speak to Lourdes, only one question to ask, it wouldn’t be about her parents, about the bank or even about the lies.

			Tell me your story, she’d plead. The heartbreak that Zula had mentioned, the memory of Lourdes crying while holding baby Enne… She needed to know. How had Lourdes known her parents? What happened during the Great Street War? How young had she been?

			Had she asked for this?

			White chalk coated Enne’s hands, and she drew zigzags with it on her thighs. Her fingernails left scratch marks on her pale skin.

			Alongside her grief, a darker thought lingered, one Enne had suspected but Zula had confirmed. Enne had spent her life on the periphery of her world, no matter how hard she worked, no matter how desperately she tried. Until she arrived in the City of Sin.

			Nine days ago, Zula had said. Lourdes had died the day before Enne arrived in New Reynes.

			The day before Enne arrived in New Reynes, Lourdes’s protection had broken.

			Enne had already known Lourdes had used her talents to keep Enne safe, but she hadn’t truly understood what that meant. Her mother had kept her invisible. Now Enne’s memories of Lourdes wiping away her daughter’s frustrated tears, of teasing her about her social ambitions—they all seemed tainted. Enne had never suffered in her life—not truly—but that didn’t mean those hurts hadn’t mattered to her. She’d agonized over them. She’d accepted them.

			And Lourdes had watched.

			Hot, bitter tears sprang from Enne’s eyes. She’d cried a lot since yesterday. She’d cried for the story of her mother’s life that she’d never know, for a woman she somehow both loved and resented. She’d cried for the girl she used to be. From her first lie to Levi, her poisoning of Sedric, her battle with Lola—the city was turning her into someone she didn’t recognize.

			But the more she thought about her life before, about her ambitions and her character, Enne knew she’d always been this determined, this ruthless. Thanks to Lourdes’s protection, she’d merely lacked the opportunity to truly know herself. She was a pistol wrapped up in silk. She was a blade disguised as a girl.

			Enne practiced for another hour on the trapeze, pushing her limits with tricks and moves she wasn’t ready for. Repeatedly, she lost her grip on the bar, or her strength gave out.

			She’d begun to relish how it felt to fall.

			While climbing the ladder to the platform, Enne suddenly noticed that she had a real audience. Lola watched from far below, her arms crossed. Enne vaguely remembered something about Scrap Market, a promise she’d made Before.

			“How long have you been here?” Enne called.

			“Not long,” she answered. “I couldn’t find you in the casino. Didn’t think you wanted to cancel our trip, though.”

			Enne had no reason to go to Scrap Market now. Digging up Lourdes’s old newspaper articles wouldn’t change anything, wouldn’t bring her back. But telling Lola about Lourdes would acknowledge what had happened, and that seemed more difficult than pretending everything was normal.

			“Are the Iron boys coming?” Lola asked.

			She hadn’t seen Levi since yesterday evening. He’d been nothing but kind to her, but still, she preferred to be alone with her grief. If he came, she wouldn’t be able to keep up her charade.

			“No,” she said. “It’s just us.”

			* * *

			It was so early that the sun had yet to rise. Dew and fog clung to the streets in front of the abandoned factory in Scar Land, the noise inside piercing through the night’s quiet. Since her first encounter with Lola, Enne hadn’t ventured outside of St. Morse after dark, so she’d grown accustomed to the ever-present loudness of Tropps Street, where dice rattled and drunkards sang no matter the hour. Here in the Factory District, the silence felt almost tangible: heavy and cold.

			Lola pushed open the factory’s doors, and the two of them slipped inside.

			It was almost as large as a city block, with various stalls and carts clustered in the rows between machinery and conveyor belts. The bustle of the crowd reverberated around the interior, a chorus of haggling and bidding for everything from food to weapons. It smelled of cigarettes and roasted sausage, neither of which appealed to Enne’s unsettled stomach.

			A hundred feet or more above their heads, children climbed the rafters and vents as if they were a playground.

			“They could fall,” Enne said. She twisted the inside of her dress’s pocket in her fist. The crowds made her claustrophobic, though she’d never felt that way before. Maybe she simply wasn’t used to Scrap Market. Maybe what she called anxiety others called thrill. But a sense of dread imbedded itself in her stomach, and every click of her heels sounded like the loading of a gun.

			She shouldn’t have agreed to come.

			“Nah, they won’t fall,” Lola answered. “They’re just showing off. Trying to get noticed by the Guild.”

			Enne normally would have asked what she meant, but she was too exhausted. Part of her decided that she no longer cared, that this city would always be a mystery no matter how much she attempted to understand it.

			“Let’s stop over here first,” Lola said, pointing to a stall covered with huge pieces of fabric and moth-eaten tapestries. “Asking what we’re asking…we might want a bit of anonymity.” She ruffled through the bins of used clothing and fished out a thin black sash. “Here. It almost matches that lipstick you have.”

			Enne rubbed the satin between her fingers. The quality was reasonable, and unlike the rest of the clothes, there weren’t any stains or rips.

			Lola cut two even holes in the satin with her scalpel knife, then tied it behind Enne’s head.

			“Feel good?” Lola asked.

			“Sure,” Enne said flatly.

			After they paid for the sash, Lola slipped a mask of her own out of her pocket, tied it on and led Enne to another stall. The air around it was so humid from the steam vent nearby that Enne felt like she was breathing sludge. Inside, a man with yellow lips sat on a stool holding a pipe. He wore a glove on one hand, but pieces of hay stuck out of it. In fact, his entire left sleeve was lumpy and thicker than the right.

			“He’s got old newspapers he’s willing to sell,” Lola whispered.

			“’Lo,” the man greeted them. “Who are you two who look up to no good?”

			“My name is—” Enne started, until Lola elbowed her side. Enne reddened, chagrined—masks were useless if they gave away their names. “…we’re customers.”

			“Pleasure to meet ya.”

			“We’re looking for old newspapers,” Lola said. “Articles by specific journalists.”

			“How old we talking?” He set his pipe on the table.

			“Ten to twenty years ago.”

			“What journalists are you looking for?”

			Lola nodded for Enne to speak, and Enne took a deep breath until she found her voice.

			“We’re interested in a writer named Séance.” That was the pen name Reymond had told her, the day she’d arrived.

			He sucked on his bottom lip. Its yellow color made him look almost inhuman. “Ah, you are up to no good. I used to read the Pseudonyms when I was young and foolish.” He leaned forward. His straw arm remained in the same spot, so with his position, it made his shoulder look detached. “There was Jester—another pen name. Ventriloquist. Nostalgia. Shade.”

			“Do you have any of the papers?” Enne asked. She hadn’t realized until now how much she wanted to read one of Lourdes’s articles. Even knowing they had reached their ultimate dead end, and there was no chance they would find her mother alive, she could still learn more about why Lourdes had led her double life, and she could hear the words from Lourdes herself.

			It was the closest she would ever get to her mother’s story.

			“I might have one that escaped the burnings,” he said.

			“You might?”

			“It will cost ya. Fifteen volts. Or a trade.”

			Fifteen volts was hardly pocket change, but it was worth it. Vianca’s first paycheck had already arrived, both for Enne’s acrobatics performances and her other assignment. It was very generous. Enne would not hurt for volts in this city if she continued to work at St. Morse.

			“I’ll pay in volts,” she said.

			He eyed her skeptically. “Fine.” His straw arm hung limply as he walked to one of the tables and reached for a box underneath. He riffled through piles of old newspapers and pamphlets.

			“How’d you lose your arm?” Lola asked.

			The man smiled. His teeth were even yellower than his lips. “I sold it.”

			Enne’s stomach did an unpleasant somersault.

			He grabbed a thin newspaper and a small, cheap-looking orb—gray-tinted glass, with a murky look to it—from a soup can on the table. Enne wondered if it could even hold the fifteen volts. But she pulled one of her own orbs from her pocket anyway, unscrewed the cap and paid. His shoddy orb managed the transaction without shattering.

			He handed her the paper. It was called The Antiquist. This issue must have featured one of Lourdes’s articles. Enne folded it and slipped it in her breast pocket.

			“That’s the only one I got,” he said.

			“Thank you,” Enne told him, and she meant it. She crossed her arms protectively to keep the paper close to her chest. “What’s your name? We haven’t met many who know about the Pseudonyms.”

			“Sold my name, too.”

			“Why—”

			“Thanks for your help,” Lola said suddenly. She pushed Enne out of the stall before she could finish her question. Upon reentering the Market, however, someone sprinting down the aisle slammed into Enne’s side. She yelped and nearly toppled over Lola’s boots.

			The girl who’d hit her had scars covering her palms. She ran out of sight, swallowed by the crowds.

			In the stall across from them, a man cleared away his food cart. A pile of cabbages dropped and rolled on the floor, and a woman tripped on one as she hurried past. Everywhere, people packed. People ran.

			A gun fired on the other side of the factory, and Enne’s heart jolted so fast she almost retched.

			“Whiteboots. It’s a raid on the Scarhands,” Lola said, anxiously reaching for Enne’s arm. “We need to get out of here.”

			Hordes of people rushed toward the exit of the factory, trampling each other and clogging the only escape route. Enne and Lola followed, but it was soon clear that the crowd wasn’t moving.

			Even on her tiptoes, Enne couldn’t see ahead. “What’s happening?”

			“The door must be closed.”

			Behind them, whiteboots charged into the crowd, their guns and batons raised. They looked like wolves herding sheep to slaughter.

			A man turned and smacked Enne’s side with his bag. She staggered as the heavy bundle knocked the wind out of her, and her heart slammed into her throat. Beside her, another person cursed when Enne knocked whatever they were carrying out of their hands. They were packed in here. Trapped.

			Enne fearfully reached for the revolver in her pocket, but Lola grabbed her wrist and shook her head. “Don’t bother,” she said, her eyes downcast. “That first night, when I took your gun… I unloaded it. I never gave the bullets back.”

			Enne’s eyes widened. She glanced down and opened the revolver’s compartment, and sure enough, it was empty.

			She resisted the urge to snap at Lola. Of all the times to be out of bullets… Enne might’ve been able to escape any real punishment from the whiteboots—though any encounter with them was a risk of exposure—but Lola had the Doves’ white in her hair. It didn’t matter what she had or hadn’t done—she’d be marked as guilty. If anyone was feeling the pain of their lack of ammo, it was Lola.

			“We need to find a way out,” Lola squeaked.

			Enne searched for another exit or a place to hide, but with the crowd, she could see nowhere but up. Above their heads, the kids on the rafters climbed toward a window. A boy pulled himself through it onto the roof. To safety.

			Her eyes fell on a huge piece of machinery, some sort of retired generator. Not far from that was a column with two bars that branched out like a Y.

			“Come on,” Enne said. Their hands still clasped, she pulled Lola through the crowd and toward the generator. Stepping on a lever, Enne climbed onto the huge mechanical cylinder and hoisted herself up.

			“You’re shatz,” Lola breathed once she realized Enne’s plan. She stared at the kids near the ceiling with wide eyes.

			But then she reached up and grasped Enne’s hand, and Enne pulled her up. After a few moments of hesitation, Lola jumped to the column. She landed awkwardly on one foot but managed to steady herself.

			Enne leaped and landed behind her. Lola scrambled up with her arms wrapped around the pole so tightly that her shirt bunched around her neck, exposing part of her stomach.

			“You need to climb faster,” Enne urged. “Before they notice us.”

			The whiteboots had reached the crowd. One of them grabbed a girl by her hair and pulled her down to her knees. Others pointed their clubs at the wide-eyed customers, who raised their arms in surrender. In the front, a group of men pounded against the closed door and screamed.

			Enne swung herself around the angled pole, her back facing down, and climbed the opposite column with her legs wrapped around the beam. Now she wouldn’t need to wait for Lola to move faster. The bolts on the side of the column were large enough to grasp.

			Enne made it to one of the metal rafters near the ceiling. It wasn’t until she’d seized it and swung her legs over that she looked down. The climb hadn’t appeared quite so high from the ground. Lola, on the other hand, seemed all too aware of this. She climbed to the steady rhythm of, “Muck, muck, muck.”

			At least a dozen children huddled on the rafters, some as young as seven. They watched Enne in fascination and nervousness as she stood—she probably looked rather intimidating in her black mask. Below, a few people pointed at her, saw her. Enne was reminded once again that she was no longer invisible. She was powerful—but she was also vulnerable.

			Lola appeared several feet away, dripping sweat. She hauled herself up with all the gracefulness of a walrus. “Shatz. You’re shatz.”

			Enne ignored her and calculated the route to the window that she’d seen the boy escape from earlier. Then she realized why the other children hadn’t moved: there was a twelve-foot gap between their beam and the one near the window. A huge black cord spanned across the distance, pulled taut. Several kids on either side worked to knot it to the closest beams.

			A tightrope.

			Lola blanched. “There’s no mucking way.”

			“How did they already get over there?” Enne asked the kids.

			“They came in from there. From the roof,” answered a girl with waist-length black hair. She looked to be about eleven. “We took the stairs.” She nodded to the opposite end of the factory, where a stairwell climbed most of the way up a corner wall to reach an office level. Enne hadn’t seen it, being so far away, with all the whiteboots between here and there. She and Lola had taken a more strenuous route. No wonder the kids had looked at them with such amazement.

			“We should just wait,” Lola said, her voice shaking. “The whiteboots will leave eventually.”

			“Or come up eventually,” the girl muttered.

			Enne looked down again. Several of the whiteboots already stood still, watching them, waiting them out.

			“The whiteboots will be gentle with you,” Enne told the girl. “You’re all young, what could they—”

			The girl shook her head and showed Enne her hands. They were covered in scars. Enne realized all of them bore matching marks. They were children.

			“We just swore,” the girl explained. “Eight Fingers never let us, but Scavenger did.”

			Which meant all of them—not just Lola—were in danger.

			Enne inched over to the cord. No net to catch her here.

			“You could just wrap your legs around the cord and hang upside down,” Enne said as Lola crawled on her stomach closer to her, her chin pressed against the cool metal of the rafter. She looked absurd, all trembling and pale. Then Enne realized that maybe it was she who looked absurd, confident enough to stand and give direction.

			“There are holes in the wire,” Lola said, indicating several bare patches with no covering. At the cord’s other end, it was plugged into a machine on the ceiling. “That might be on. Touch it, and you’re fried.”

			“Rubber soles,” Enne reminded her. She flicked the cord in a safe spot. It wasn’t perfectly taut, but the give wasn’t severe.

			“Fall and you die,” Lola countered.

			“Then use your clothes.”

			The black-haired girl slid off her jacket. She carefully walked around Enne, then slipped her coat over the cord and wrapped both sleeves around her wrists and clenched hands.

			“You’re actually doing that?” hissed the boy beside her. He had swollen cheeks, like he’d recently had a tooth pulled.

			She shot him a devious smirk. “Yeah. Tell them all to watch.”

			She fell. The jacket turned over the cord, holding her, and she wrapped her legs around the wire. The other children watched in awe as she crawled upside down to the other side.

			They were moving, and that was a start. “You go next,” the girl called across to the boy.

			Crying unabashedly, he slipped his knitted scarf over the cord and bound it to his wrists. He slowly eased his way off the beam and wrapped his ankles around the top of the wire. It took him ages to move even an inch.

			“Kelvin, you gotta move faster,” the girl urged impatiently from the other side. “There are others waiting.” However, only a few of the others looked willing to even attempt the cross.

			“I… I’m…” Kelvin stammered. He was a third of the way across now and shaking uncontrollably.

			“He looks like he’s gonna piss himself,” another girl behind Enne, around nine years old, said loudly enough for Kelvin to hear. Enne was torn between shock at her language and fear that Kelvin actually might.

			He was halfway across now. The nine-year-old took off her jacket to go next.

			Kelvin’s scarf snapped.

			He didn’t react fast enough. His ankles unlatched, and he fell, screaming. The girl on the other side reached out desperately, as if she could catch him from so far away.

			The crowd shrieked when Kelvin hit an old conveyor belt with a bone-crunching thud. His blood splattered across the metal, and his neck was bent at an unnatural angle. Enne hurriedly looked away, fighting her urge to be sick.

			One of the boys behind Enne vomited into his hands. The girl on the other side hugged the beam and stared down at Kelvin’s body, moaning to herself.

			The crowds grew louder at the gruesome display, and the chaos below them became more and more violent. As the protesters brawled with the whiteboots, several other officials were making their way toward the stairs. Toward them.

			“Time to move,” the nine-year-old squeaked. “My jacket isn’t gonna break, so I’m going.”

			She made it across. By that time, the first girl had crawled off the beam to the window. Lola and Enne shared a look, an unspoken agreement to wait until the other children had crossed, despite the whiteboots charging up the stairs. Lola closed her eyes and pressed her face to the beam. Every few seconds, she lifted one hand to make sure that her top hat was still pinned to her hair.

			There was crying and pauses and cursing, but no more accidents. Everyone reached the other side.

			“I should go last,” Enne said to Lola. “I’ll be the quickest.”

			“If I die, I will haunt you. And your children. And your children’s children—”

			“Just go.” They didn’t have time to waste. The whiteboots had made it to the ceiling’s rafters. Although they were admittedly far away, they wouldn’t be for long. Lola wore the mark of an assassin—the whiteboots very well might shoot first and ask questions later.

			“Muck,” Lola murmured. She put her coat around the cord and slid upside down. During that split second of falling, she bit on her lip so hard it bled. Lola muttered to herself and moved inches at a time—quickly, in a worm-like fashion that would’ve made Enne laugh in any other situation—and was three-quarters of the way there when her hat slid off, exposing the white of her hair.

			Gunshot.

			It missed. Lola shrieked and grabbed hold of the beam on the other side. Two more gunshots. Enne crouched, her stomach in her throat. No. Please no, she thought. I didn’t even want to come here. I shouldn’t have come at all.

			Lola pulled herself onto the beam and slid forward on her stomach toward the window. She motioned for Enne to hurry, but Enne was frozen. A bullet clattered off the beam below her feet.

			Enne recited Lourdes’s rules to herself.

			Don’t let them see your fear.

			She took her first step on the cord. She was steady. Breathe.

			Never allow yourself to be lost.

			She took another. A gunshot whizzed past her outstretched arm.

			She ran. Quickly, lightly.

			One stride. Two strides. Three strides. Then she slipped.

			She caught the rope by her underarms, and for a few seconds, no one shot. They thought that she was about to fall.

			Trust no one unless you must.

			She raised her arms so that the cord slid into her hands. It was a miracle she hadn’t touched bare wire. One kick forward turned into a swing. Two swings and she got her legs on the beam.

			Lola jumped through the window while Enne lay down and kissed the metal of the rafter. Enne stood up and followed hurriedly, her acrobatic grace failing her in her rush to escape. Her foot caught the windowpane, and she toppled over the other side onto a roof. Enne landed on her back, and it knocked the wind out of her.

			Lola, lying beside her, punched her shoulder. Good job, Enne thought she meant. You’re shatz, she probably also meant. She couldn’t argue.

			Enne sat up and leaned against the wall. She was breathing hard and fighting down the urge to either laugh or cry.

			The Scarhands gawked, gathered around a different window, where they’d watched Lola and Enne brave the cord. The girl who’d known Kelvin covered her face with the coat she’d used to cross, her shoulders heaving.

			“We should still be moving,” Enne said. “The whiteboots saw us leave.” She looked out into the distance, at the unappealing view of the Factory District.

			Someone tapped her arm. It was one of the kids. “Who are you?”

			“Séance,” Lola answered for her. Enne shot the blood gazer a furious look. What sort of game was she playing?

			“Are you one of the Scarhands?” She looked at Enne’s unmarked palms with confusion.

			Lola grinned. “Would Scavenger be brave enough to do that?”

			“No way,” the girl said. She looked at Enne with the kind of reverence she had once seen Mansi direct at Levi.

			Enne had nearly forgotten why they’d come to Scrap Market in the first place. Ignoring them, she pulled the newspaper from her pocket and flipped through the pages until she found Lourdes’s article.

			Lola nodded urgently. “We should leave.” But Enne wasn’t paying attention.

			The ink was too blotched to read anything but the title: “Not Forgotten.” The paper looked as if someone had submerged it in water.

			Enne stared at the incomprehensible words and balled the newspaper in her fist. “That. Horrid. Man.”

			This had been her last chance to hear Lourdes’s voice, and it had been a trick. Tears blurred her vision. Usually she’d feel embarrassed for crying in front of others, but now she no longer cared.

			Lola put her arm around Enne’s shoulder. It was an intimate gesture for someone who carried such conflicted feelings about Enne’s well-being.

			“We need to leave,” Lola said. “You’re the lord.” Her words sounded forced—an act. She leaned down closer to Enne’s ear. “They’re waiting for you to move. And we all need to get out of here.”

			The others surrounding them watched Enne hesitantly, as if waiting instruction. As if Enne really was a street lord.

			Lola’s desperate look urged her into action. They crawled across the sloping roof of the warehouse, then jumped to the building beside it. Enne landed gracefully on her feet. Lola, however, crumbled to her knees as soon as she hit the cement.

			Unsurprisingly, hopping roofs was an exhausting activity. When they reached a rooftop several blocks away from the factory, Enne and Lola huffed for breath, and the blood gazer’s hands were covered in scrapes from repeatedly stumbling and bracing herself. They were a safe enough distance away that the kids had begun to scatter. Now it was just the two of them.

			“There are thousands of them in the North Side, just like that,” Lola said. “Pulling stunts. Haunting gang territories. Hoping to be noticed by the Guild or by their lords.” She grimaced. “They’d be the most vulnerable if another war broke out on the North Side. There’s no one to protect them.”

			Enne’s heart twisted into something painful and ugly. She didn’t have it in her right now to listen to one of Lola’s accusatory tirades.

			“Why did you call me Séance?” she asked, fighting to keep the tension out of her voice.

			“All lords have a street name.”

			“I thought you wanted me dead. ‘A weapon to whoever owns me’ and all?”

			“I still think you’re dangerous. Maybe more dangerous than I first believed. I thought the city would claim you—break you.” Lola paused, looking intensely into Enne’s eyes. “Now I think the city could be yours to claim.”

			Enne grimaced. “That wasn’t your decision to make.”

			Lola was too late, anyway. Enne was already broken, already claimed.

			“Do you want to know the real reason I dyed my hair white?” Lola clenched her fists and turned toward the skyline. “After we lost our parents, my brothers and I swore we wouldn’t go near the gangs. We were young, so we worked under the table. My oldest brother was attending a music conservatory on the South Side, and once he finished, he was going to take care of all of us.

			“Then I found out he’d been lying. He’d joined a gang, thought it was an easier way to provide. And when that gang fell, I watched him get shot. I watched him die.”

			Enne held her breath. She hadn’t asked for Lola’s story—she wasn’t prepared for it. It was an unwelcome reminder that her tragedy wasn’t the only one in the world, that she wasn’t the only one who carried scars. Now she understood why Lola hated guns.

			“After that, it was only me and my younger brother left. But Justin, he didn’t just mourn our brother—he obsessed over him, the gangs, the North Side. He stopped caring about me. He stopped caring about anything except his own ambitions. He joined the Doves.”

			Lola took off her top hat, letting down her white hair. “When you join the Doves, your name is replaced with a new one. You do not leave. You speak to no one.” Lola clenched her fist. “And so I moved to Dove Land, dyed my hair white and started working for the Orphan Guild…all for a chance at a scrap of information, anything to lead me back to Justin, to know if he’s even alive. Even if he doesn’t care, I still do.”

			Lola finally turned to face her, her expression unusually soft. “So I get it. We’re each looking for someone. We’d each do whatever it takes to find them. In the end, we’re the same. And if…” She cleared her throat. “If you did call yourself a lord, if you claimed real power, then maybe you could help me find him.”

			Enne took a deep, strained breath. It had felt wrong to interrupt Lola during her story, but now that Lola had told her truth, Enne would need to share hers.

			“Lourdes is dead, Lola,” Enne said softly, and Lola tensed. “She was dead before I even came to New Reynes.” Enne sat and hugged her knees to herself. “I don’t even know why I came with you to Scrap Market. Looking for the article was a waste of time.”

			She’d been deluding herself, anyway. Lourdes wouldn’t have spoken to her daughter through the words of the article. It would have been ink, not a voice. She would’ve written about revolutions or elections or change, and none of those things really mattered. She wouldn’t have told Enne that she loved her. She wouldn’t have been able to hear Enne tell her that she loved her, too.

			“I’m so sorry, Enne,” Lola said, crouching down beside her. “How did you find out?”

			“Levi and I visited the address. The Street of the Holy Tombs.” Enne untied the mask and dropped it at Lola’s feet. “I’m done with this now. The searching. There isn’t anything left to find, and even if there was, it’s too dangerous. I’m sorry about your brothers, and I’m sorry about what you thought I was. But I need to focus on staying alive.”

			Lola turned away so Enne couldn’t see her face, but Enne sensed that she was disappointed. The two girls weren’t quite friends, but they’d come a long way from being enemies.

			“You’re giving up?” Lola’s voice cracked. “Even if she’s dead, there’s still—”

			“There’s nothing left to find.”

			Enne turned her back. Before she leaped to the next roof, she said one more word to Lola—a message intended for someone else, someone who wouldn’t ever be able to hear it.

			“Goodbye.”

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Sedric expected the volts in two days, and Levi was two and a half thousand short.

			Beside him, Jac licked his hands and smoothed back his blond hair. Levi straightened his tie and rolled up his sleeves to expose the tattoos on his arms. A message, just like his million-volt smile: he was the Iron Lord, strutting into a gambling tavern. His territory. His kingdom.

			They turned the corner. The lights of the gambling den were dimmed by heavy shades on the windows. It was called Dead at Dawn—opened at midnight, closed at sunrise. As Levi cut through the line outside, the bouncer eyed his black tattoos and his blacker eye.

			“Pup,” he said. “Back from the dead. I heard Chez killed you.”

			News traveled fast on the North Side. “Funny. I’ve never felt better,” Levi replied with a tight smile.

			The man behind him growled for cutting to the front. Levi bristled, though only slightly. This was a gambling den, and he was—had been—the gambling lord. He could do what he pleased.

			“That so?” the bouncer asked. He looked at Jac. “If Chez were lord, he’d have your oath. But you’re with Pup. Interesting.”

			Jac bared his teeth. “My oath belongs to the Iron Lord.”

			Levi tipped his hat, and the bouncer held open the door as they passed through.

			Light bulbs flashed everywhere, dangling from the ceiling by wires, and a jazz band played in the back. The air was so thick with cigar smoke that when Levi exhaled, a patch of clear air formed around his lips. Levi wove through the tables searching for a game of Tropps. They had specifically chosen this den because it wasn’t a client—none of the dealers were Irons, which meant they were unlikely to encounter trouble. As Jac split from him and headed toward the roulette wheels, Levi slipped into an empty seat at a Tropps table.

			The young man beside Levi wore all black clothes and an obnoxious feather behind his ear. He grinned at Levi with rotted teeth and white lips, and he reeked of dead flesh.

			“Nice feather,” Levi said. “That new?”

			“Needed something new, now that I’m the Scar Lord,” Jonas Maccabees replied. “I see you still got the tattoos, though. Those reminders are forever.”

			Jonas and Levi had never gotten along, but for some reason, Scavenger’s voice lacked its usual edge. Maybe being lord suited him. Or maybe Levi’s not being lord suited him, as well.

			“I still keep wondering why,” Jonas said quietly. “We never messed with the Torrens.”

			Levi swallowed a lump of guilt and grief. “I’ve got no idea.”

			“If Reymond was here, he’d call you a liar.”

			“Are you gonna cause a scene?” The night was young. There were other dens.

			Jonas ground his teeth. “Not tonight.”

			As the dealer passed out the cards, Levi did his best to ignore Jonas’s silent fury and horrifying smell so he could focus on the game. His hand wasn’t all that terrible, but not all that good, either. He carefully fiddled with the cards concealed in his sleeve.

			He didn’t win the first round, and the second time he drew only low cards and folded immediately. Even when he tried, it was hard not to think about the due date in two days, circling him with fangs bared. About Enne telling him she was alone. About Chez on his old throne. It didn’t help having Scavenger beside him, a physical reminder of how he’d risen while Levi had fallen.

			When he found his opportunity, Levi exchanged the cards in his hand for the better ones up his sleeve. It was dexterous, fast. Not even Jonas beside him had seen it. Levi didn’t need to think to switch the cards—the movements were automatic, memorized from a time when he still sat on street corners, dressed as a legend long past, asking victims if they’d like to play.

			His short winning streak distracted him the way only hope could. He slid a miniature tower of chips to his pile as the dealer passed him his new card. He grabbed it.

			* * *

			The smoke of Dead at Dawn cleared, and Levi stood in front of a white door in the hallway. Dimly, he recalled what Zula had said about the hallway, about the shade that bound him and Enne, but really, all he could think was that he needed to find a particular door. He reached forward and turned the knob of the one in front of him. It opened.

			Levi stepped into a room filled with familiar smoke and murky lights. He was in Dead at Dawn, but he hadn’t woken up. The men shouted. A whistle blared. After he pushed his way through the sweaty bodies that reeked of absinthe and cigars, he reached the edge of the boxing pit. Jac lay on the ground. He wore only a white undershirt and his pants—who knew where he’d left his jacket and button-up. The man above him kicked him in the side, but Jac was already unconscious.

			“Jac!” Levi shouted, panicking.

			The opponent lowered himself to his knees and punched Jac in the face. Again. And again. The floor below them glinted with blood and a missing tooth.

			Then the opponent paused and looked up at Levi. He winked. Levi recognized him as the man who’d followed him into the burning building in Scrap Market. Who’d delivered his second Shadow Card. Who’d stopped him from saving Reymond.

			This was Sedric’s second reminder. First Reymond, now Jac.

			Levi’s heart stilled. This wasn’t real. This wasn’t happening. The dealer must’ve slipped him a Shadow Card, so this was only a hallucination—nonsense, just like anything to do with the hallway or Zula’s “talent” for reading shades.

			But if this was real, like a voice inside him warned, then Levi needed to stop it. He needed to wake up.

			Levi checked his brass pocket watch, and, judging by how long he’d played Tropps before he passed out, this scene was either happening right now as he slumped unconscious in his seat, or just a few minutes into the future.

			He knew only one way to wake up from a nightmare, and that was to die. Levi tapped the shoulder of the man beside him. The second he turned, Levi punched him in the nose. It broke with a satisfying crunch and a gushing of blood.

			The man stumbled back into the crowd and cursed. A heartbeat later his knuckles collided with Levi’s jaw. Levi moaned, hoisting himself up with the help of the barrier encircling the boxing pit, and pulled his knife from his pocket with no intention of using it. The second the man saw it, he pulled out his own, with every intention of slicing it across Levi’s throat.

			Three punches, one kick and thirty seconds later, he did.

			* * *

			Levi gasped and woke to the feeling of cold liquid being poured on his head. He sat up, his skin clammy, and wiped the Gambler’s Ruin out of his eyes.

			“I thought you mighta died,” Jonas said cheerily. He set his empty glass down and held out his hand to help Levi up, but Levi shook his head and stood up himself. He didn’t want Jonas to feel the Shadow Card hidden inside his clenched hand.

			“Feeling kind today?” Levi asked, tryng to catch his breath.

			“Kind?” Jonas echoed. “No one’s ever accused me of kindness.”

			Levi’s gaze fell on the table, and he cursed when he realized all the chips he’d won were gone. Whatever. Jac was more important, and if the scene from the hallway was as prophetic as Levi feared, Jac might already be in the ring.

			Levi’s reputation was already down the drain, and now he’d fainted in front of another street lord. Jonas smiled, and though they were the same height, it still felt as if Jonas was looking down on him with cruel delight. He’d always liked to watch Levi squirm.

			But Levi didn’t care about losing his reputation anymore. Not like he cared about losing his best friend.

			“Never mind,” Levi muttered as he shoved the card in his pocket. He grabbed his hat off the ground and turned, trying to find his way to the boxing ring.

			He raced down a flight of stairs and into the room from his vision, following the word PIT painted in red on the walls. His wounded leg and broken rib throbbed with each hurried step.

			Jac was still conscious. He staggered as the man—Sedric’s man, the same from the vision—punched him in the chest. Levi jolted for a moment, seeing his vision so clearly confirmed, and then he fingered the gun in his pocket. But shooting Jac’s opponent was a big risk—Levi wouldn’t be able to pay Sedric back from a jail cell, nor would prison protect him from the don’s vengeance. Besides, unlike Eight Fingers or Ivory, Levi wasn’t a killer.

			He rushed to the referee who sat on a chair overlooking the pit.

			“You have to stop the match,” Levi told him.

			“Why is that?” the man asked, his eyes never leaving the fight.

			“That boy’s only seventeen. He’s not of age.”

			“You got a birth certificate?” The referee took a sip from his glass.

			Jac tripped. His opponent kicked him in the back. On the other side of the pit, the man who’d killed Levi during his vision cheered Jac’s opponent on. Chills spread down Levi’s back—it certainly wasn’t a sight he saw every day.

			He whipped back around to the referee. “Please.” Not something Levi said every day, either.

			“Get lost.”

			Levi spotted a bar twenty steps ahead, and he didn’t even stop to think—he ran. The bartender shouted as Levi jumped over the counter and grabbed two double handles of absinthe. He charged at Levi, but Levi was already leaping back over the bar and heading for the pit. Levi yanked open the lids and poured the alcohol all over the straw-covered ground of the ring. The referee whistled, but he ignored him. When Levi snapped his fingers, a spark flew out and ignited half the pit.

			Levi jumped. He hit the ground and fell into the flames, but as he rolled out into the dirt, the fire on his clothes extinguished. Jac lay on the ground, deathly still. His opponent stared at the inferno with wide eyes, and the crowd above scattered and charged toward the stairs.

			Levi grabbed the opponent and twisted him around. The man must’ve recognized Levi from Scrap Market, because he grunted when their eyes met.

			“Tell Torren that if he lays a hand on Jac,” Levi snarled, “I’ll burn the flesh off his bones.”

			Dangerous words to say to a Torren. It was the sort of thing any of the Torren cousins would take pleasure in doing to him.

			Levi pulled the gun from his pocket. Before he could aim it and make a proper threat, someone else’s bullet hit the man between the eyes. The man wavered for a moment, blood trickling down his brow bone, nose and lips, and then he collapsed at Levi’s feet.

			Above them, Jonas pocketed his pistol and motioned for Levi to hurry. No time to be fazed by the man shot two feet in front of him, Levi picked up Jac—the fire was gaining, and even if it wouldn’t hurt Levi, it would burn Jac—and carried him to the edge of the ring. Jonas grabbed Jac’s arm over the barrier and hoisted him over.

			“Why did you help me?” Levi asked breathlessly.

			“Who doesn’t want Pup to owe them a favor?”

			“I…” To understate it, the idea of owing Scavenger a favor sounded less than appealing. “Thank you.”

			Jonas snatched the black feather from behind his ear and set it on the referee’s empty chair, like a calling card. “You tried to save Reymond. I didn’t forget.”

			Jonas headed for the stairs and left Levi in the burning building with Jac. Levi gritted his teeth. This time, he wouldn’t try to save anyone. He would save Jac.

			Levi slapped Jac lightly on the cheek. The hideous black stitches on his eyebrow had unlaced, and the cut oozed with blood. “Wake up. Time to leave.”

			Jac’s eyes didn’t open.

			Levi threw him over his shoulder—which was no small feat, given Jac’s broad frame and Levi’s broken rib—and hauled him up the stairs and through the gambling room.

			Outside, it was still night, though it felt like hours had passed. Jac groaned, stirring slightly in Levi’s hold.

			“You should’ve forfeited, you thickhead,” Levi said. He wasn’t even sure if Jac had heard him. He stood his friend upright and slapped his cheek lightly again. “Walk with me. You’re killing me, here.” His leg, his rib, his everything screamed out in pain. Jac muttered something unintelligible and stumbled forward, the bulk of his weight still leaning against Levi’s shoulder.

			When they finally made it to St. Morse, Jac was mostly lucid. Levi laid him on the couch, then handed him a glass of whiskey for the pain. He hurriedly rummaged around his drawers for first aid supplies—Jac was covered in scrapes.

			Levi bent down to open the kit and winced—muck, his rib hurt.

			Jac reached forward, and his fingers twisted around the buttons in Levi’s shirt. “You’re hurt. Let me help.”

			Levi pushed his hand away. Jac’s split talent for taking away pain was inviting, but he knew better than agree. When Jac took away pain, it didn’t disappear—Jac carried it himself. No matter how many times his friend offered, no matter the circumstance, Levi always declined. His pain was his own, and Jac always took on more than he could manage.

			“I’m stronger than you think,” Jac grumbled.

			“But not as strong as you think.” Levi grabbed Jac by the jaw and opened his mouth. “That’s a nice missing tooth.” He stuffed a wet tea bag into the empty spot. “This will help the bleeding.” The scene reminded him of the Jac from three years ago, the one who’d depended on Lullaby to lull him and his pain to sleep, no matter the acts of rage and recklessness it triggered during the day. This wasn’t the first time Levi had played nurse, caught between worry and anger.

			“I’m sorry,” Jac said, as if he knew what Levi was thinking. Jac hardly remembered anything from that year.

			Levi slapped him on the shoulder. “I know. Just try to get some sleep.”

			He headed to the kitchen and lit the oven. He’d had this idea a while ago—a bad idea, of course. He’d just left Dead at Dawn empty-handed, and he had one more day to win back the volts for Sedric. Even if he spent all of tomorrow gambling, there was nothing to win during the day. If he was going to pay Sedric as soon as the tenth day arrived, then he had only one more night. One more chance. And he needed to win big.

			Luckluster was the only other casino in New Reynes that could shell out that sort of voltage in one night.

			It was a completely shatz idea, gambling in Sedric’s own casino. Levi knew that.

			But not if he was guaranteed to win.

			He didn’t remember the last time he’d made glass. The special oven he kept in his apartment was the result of a half-hearted decision from years ago to fiddle with glass cores in false dice. The con had fallen through, and he hadn’t used the oven since, but he’d never bothered to get rid of it.

			After nearly an hour spent kindling the oven, Levi reached inside and removed the pot of the glass mixture, which glowed a fluorescent orange. Fluorescence—he’d gotten that idea thinking about Luckluster and its famous neon lights. If he did this correctly, he’d be able to count cards alone—and quickly. Sleights of hand were near impossible to conceal from Luckluster’s dealers, so with the stakes high, Levi needed a different assurance that he would win.

			He needed a miracle.

			He needed a con.

			After melding and slicing the mixture into the proper shape, he added a solution of blue dye and tonic water to the glass. He finished it with a clear galvanizer, then set the contacts on his counter to cool.

			As Levi poured the rest of the tonic water into a flask, Jac’s snores echoed through the kitchen. He’d passed out, his mouth wide-open. His empty whiskey glass sat on the coffee table, and his hand was clutched around his Creed.

			Levi retreated to his bedroom and lay down on his bed, still fully clothed. He fell asleep with the flask on the nightstand, a gun under his pillow and the sunrise shining in his eyes, reminding him that only one more midnight loomed before Sedric’s deadline.

			
		

	
		
			DAY NINE

			“The City of Sin is painted white so that the filth can stain.”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			“My dear,” Vianca said when she noticed Enne standing at her door. “Do come in. I’d usually ask you to sit, but I’m afraid we don’t have time for that. I have a task for you—though not of a pretty sort this time.”

			Enne crept into the room carefully, the memories from her previous experience in Vianca’s office making her tremble. The carpet where Vianca had strangled her without even a touch. The chair where Enne had sat when she learned she would poison Sedric Torren. The sweet, sinister smell of Vianca’s perfume that Enne could still nearly taste as she inhaled.

			But that last encounter was over a week ago, she reminded herself. Enne was different now. Stronger, weaker…she wasn’t sure. But what mattered was that that was then, and this was now. She closed the door behind her and approached the donna’s desk.

			“What sort of task?” Enne asked. After returning to St. Morse from Scrap Market, Enne had collapsed and slept through the afternoon and most of the following day, but hadn’t found it restful. When Vianca’s woman had pounded on her door only minutes before, Enne had suspected a scolding for skipping today’s acrobatics rehearsal. She had braced herself for anger, not for another assignment, and she didn’t know which scenario was worse.

			Vianca clutched the armrests of her seat, her knuckles whitening, her veins bulging. “There’s going to be a midnight party at the House of Shadows that mustn’t occur.”

			More than anything, stay away from the House of Shadows.

			But it wasn’t Zula’s warning that made Enne’s breath hitch. The House of Shadows was where the Phoenix Club played the Shadow Game. It was where Lourdes had died.

			“Are you familiar with the House of Shadows?” Vianca asked.

			“I am, Madame,” she said flatly.

			“Then you should be afraid.”

			Enne felt a coldness wrap itself around her heart, but it wasn’t fear.

			It was anger.

			Enne straightened her posture. Lifted her head up. Looked Vianca square in the eyes. Regardless of what Zula had told her, Enne had submitted herself to enough warnings and rules for her lifetime. If the donna was going to send Enne to the site of her mother’s death, then she would be ready—and, if given the chance, she would burn the place down.

			“What do I need to do?”

			The corners of Vianca’s lips curled into a smile. “Sedric Torren is becoming a threat. I need him gone.”

			By “gone,” Enne knew she meant “dead.” The thought weighed less on her conscience than it should have, but she had hoped to never encounter that man again.

			“Why me? You have dozens of others at your disposal,” Enne said. Vianca had once boasted to her about the dangerous empire under her command, yet she was assigning a mere schoolgirl to perform an assassin’s work.

			“Because you’re still my secret,” Vianca said. “I can’t have this traced back to me.”

			Vianca grabbed her tea kettle and poured herself a cup of chamomile, her hand trembling. Enne couldn’t determine if age had simply weakened her hands or if the donna was truly nervous.

			“Sedric will recognize me,” Enne said darkly. Certainly, the charade she’d played last time would be broken.

			Vianca’s eyes roamed over Enne’s body in a way that made her want to shiver. “I knew he’d like you. You really do look his type.”

			Enne clenched her fists as the memories of that night flooded back to her. She could feel the ghost of Sedric’s hand against her thigh. “You didn’t warn me what he was.”

			“Sedric has an army at his disposal. There were few circumstances in which you could have caught him alone or unprotected.” The heartless logic in Vianca’s voice made Enne hate her. For the donna, this was all a game, and Enne was a disposable piece. “If you had known, he would have grown suspicious. I played you to your own advantage.”

			“No,” Enne seethed. “You exploited the trauma of probably countless other girls. All so you could win. I’ve never been so disgusted. You’re as much of a monster as he is.” Dangerous words to say to the commander of the Augustine Family—Enne’s grief had made her reckless. She wasn’t acting like herself.

			Or maybe she was.

			Vianca’s nails drummed against her desk. “Careful, Miss Salta. You’ll forget who the real enemies are in this city.”

			Enne examined her coolly, ignoring Vianca’s words. No, she would never forget.

			“Whether or not he pays Torren back tonight,” Vianca said, “the preparations for his execution have already been made. The Shadow Game will be played tonight, at the stroke of midnight.”

			The Shadow Game. The weight of all Enne’s anger, all her grief, hardened in her chest. Her conscience, a soft and fragile thing, was buried somewhere inside, some place deep and dark and unreachable.

			“Whose execution?” Enne asked.

			“Levi’s.”

			Then, at last, came the fear.

			You’re not alone.

			But she would be, if Levi had been invited to play the Shadow Game.

			“Why?” Enne choked. Her confidence from earlier was breaking, searing panic seeping its way into the cracks. She would lose everyone she cared about to the Phoenix Club, one by one.

			Vianca’s face clouded with something that could almost be mistaken as remorse. “It’s my fault. But I have other plans for Levi—that’s why I need you to save him.”

			Vianca Augustine was an excellent liar, but Enne could still hear the desperation in her voice. Levi wasn’t simply an omerta for her. Not just a favorite toy. Even so, it was hard to imagine Vianca capable of anything like love or kindness. Having those feelings made her only more of a monster. If Vianca knew compassion, then she also knew the pain she caused.

			“Sedric will be at Luckluster Casino early tonight, waiting for Levi to arrive with the volts. You must find Sedric before Levi does.”

			That only gave Enne a few hours. It was already six o’clock.

			“If you do it openly, I cannot protect you,” Vianca said. “You must kill Sedric quickly, and you must do it discreetly.”

			Enne waited for the donna to provide her another poison, another dress. But when the silence stretched on, Enne asked nervously, “What will I use, Madame? How will I get there? Should I—”

			“I cannot help you this time,” Vianca rasped, and Enne’s mouth gaped. She would be performing this entirely on her own? “Unlike last time, this will have repercussions, and I will be the first they question. The whiteboots know my methods. They know my men. Like I said, I cannot have this traced back to me. Can you accomplish this for me?”

			Enne took a deep, shaky breath. She wasn’t sure if she would succeed, but she would certainly try—under Vianca’s command or not. She’d already decided that she would risk danger if it meant saving Levi, and now the city was asking her to prove it.

			“I will do it for him,” Enne said, “not for you.”

			Vianca pursed her lips. “Everything you do, Miss Salta, you do for me.” Enne felt ghostly fingers scrape across her throat, the omerta teasing her. Enne lifted her chin higher, unwilling to succumb to the witch’s torment. “Now go.”

			* * *

			For the past nine days spent in New Reynes, Enne had thought that falling for Levi would mean losing herself: her final act of surrender to the City of Sin.

			But she’d been wrong. Naïvely, utterly wrong.

			When she burst into Levi’s apartment, breathless and heart-pounding and nauseated, Enne searched every drawer, every hiding spot for weapons. Her only gun was out of bullets.

			She found none.

			Frustrated, she turned to the collection of forgotten things in his closet. She found another weapon of sort—the perfect dress. Clinging, silky and black.

			Then she returned to her own bedroom and tried on the costume. She barely recognized herself. For once, that felt a very good thing. This time, she would be no one’s doll.

			Vianca had intended her to exploit Sedric’s weakness, and as repulsive as that seemed to Enne, she would play that role if she had to. However, attraction might be dangerous, but it wasn’t deadly. In order to kill him, she’d first need to visit Lola, to retrieve her stolen bullets, to take whatever advice or weapons Lola had to offer.

			And so she formulated her plan.

			She put on her crimson-noir lipstick.

			She pocketed her revolver.

			When Enne arrived at Luckluster Casino, she would hunt down the wolf of the City of Sin, and she would slay him.

			That was her surrender.

			* * *

			Lola’s green eyes peered through the bullet holes in her cellar door. “I didn’t think you’d be back.”

			“I need your help.”

			The urgency in Enne’s voice must’ve been obvious, because Lola quickly thrust open the door. She scanned Enne’s outfit. Rather than complimenting her or questioning the formality of her attire, she commented, “You could hide a lot of daggers in that.”

			“Actually, that’s exactly why I’m here.” Enne pulled the revolver out of her pocket. “I need the bullets back.”

			Lola ushered her inside. “What’s going on?”

			“Sedric Torren is planning to kill Levi at midnight, and I might already be too late to save him.” Enne ran to the desk drawer where Lola had kept Enne’s revolver on her initial visit. Inside was a pile of knives and miniature weapons, but no bullets.

			“And what exactly are you going to do about it?” Lola asked. “The Torren Family owns half the North Side.”

			“I’m going to kill Sedric Torren.”

			Lola stared at her incredulously. “You won’t make it out alive.”

			Enne slammed the drawer closed and grabbed Lola by the shoulders. “Levi is going to die the same way Lourdes did. I need to stop the Shadow Game, and all I have is a revolver with no bullets.”

			“The Shadow Game?” Lola’s eyes widened. “The Torrens aren’t part of the Phoenix Club.”

			“I trust Vianca’s sources.”

			Lola’s face shadowed. “So it’s like that with Vianca?”

			Enne let her go and stared at the floor. She couldn’t bring herself to lie to Lola anymore, even if it meant Lola abandoning her.

			“Time is already running out,” she pleaded. “Please, Lola.”

			After a few moments of consideration, Lola relaxed her shoulders. She drew a key out of her pocket and unlocked a different drawer of her desk. “These were your bullets.” She handed Enne three of them, then she rummaged around for additional knives and weapons. “You really can fit a lot of daggers in that dress.”

			Killing a man with a gun? That would be easy. Impersonal. Enne might not feel the guilt over murdering someone like Sedric Torren, but her skin crawled to think of how close she’d need to get to him to use a knife. To feel his hands grabbing her as she attacked him. To hear him curse in her ear as she ended his life. She wasn’t sure she could do that.

			“Do you have poison?” Enne asked.

			Lola hesitated. “I might.” She pulled out a small leather case and closed the drawer. “This belonged to my younger brother, once. But he doesn’t need it anymore.” There was unmistakable sadness in Lola’s voice.

			Enne slid off the lid. Inside was a syringe, filled with a wine-dark fluid. She reached in to touch it, but Lola slapped her hand away. “It’s almost instantaneous death. Very obvious, and very traceable.”

			Which meant she’d need to get Sedric somewhere private. Enne shivered.

			“It’s an hour walk to Luckluster from here,” Lola said. “A thirty-minute Mole ride.”

			It was seven thirty. Levi could be there by now. Levi could already be dead. “There’s nothing faster?”

			“Nothing that I…” Lola’s face broke into a grin. “You can pick locks.”

			Enne’s skin prickled nervously. She didn’t like that daring look on the blood gazer’s face. “I can pick some locks.”

			“My neighbor sells Mistress for the Augustines. Got himself this real nice Houssen Amberlite in his garage. It’s fast. And brand-new.”

			Nine days ago Enne would’ve immediately vetoed the idea. Stealing a car? It was dangerous. It was shatz.

			But it was the fastest way to save Levi.

			So Enne swallowed her reservations, slid the leather case into the pocket of her dress, and asked, “Can you drive?”

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Levi picked up a card. The king of clubs. He fought back a confident smile as the man next to him turned over a pair of queens and a three of spades. To reveal such an advantageous Tropp so early, the player was trying to seem cocky, even though he looked everywhere but the card table. It was the easiest bluff to spot.

			Levi took a sip from a glass of the tonic water he’d brought with him from St. Morse. Nobody noticed him dab his pointer finger in the glass as he set it down. On the back of the king of clubs card, he stealthily drew a KC with his finger.

			Normally, Levi preferred not to resort to cheating. But tonight, he could afford nothing short of winning.

			The rounds continued, and Levi easily outplayed the man’s bluff. The dealer called the game for the Iron Lord.

			His opponent threw his cards on the table in defeat, and Levi took the pot. He’d won two and a half thousand volts tonight, which meant he had just enough to pay back Sedric—with his own casino’s volts.

			Levi felt the weight of the pouch of orbs in his pocket. Examined the mountain of red and black Luckluster chips in front of him.

			He was done. He was safe.

			He let out a sigh that he’d been holding in for months now and leaned back into his chair. Levi had never been inside Luckluster Casino, and the Torrens couldn’t have decorated it in any way more opposite to St. Morse’s royal grandeur. Everything was red and black: the furnishings, the lights, the attire. But despite being one of the city’s two richest casinos, inside, it looked more like a cheap nightclub. The ambience and color scheme was probably meant to appear fiendishly luxe, but even to Levi—who was certainly no prude—everything about the casino seemed vulgar. Fishnets, cherry lips, black lace, scarlet nails. Satin bedsheet curtains; glow-in-the-dark artwork of lips and curves; dancers lounging in windows above the main gambling floor, their long legs and stiletto heels dangling from the bannisters.

			He could finally relax, but the combination of the hypersexualized environment and the nagging discomfort of his glass contacts kept him on edge. Maybe the lenses hurt because he’d used volt glass. Certain objects in the room glowed with an unnatural shade of blue, like some of the other players’ drinks and a few of the women’s faces, probably from a chemical in their makeup. Looking straight into the fluorescent lights was blinding. He was getting a headache from it all.

			But two and a half thousand volts. Yeah, the peepers had been worth it.

			The dealer asked if they’d play again. What Levi needed to do was remove the contact lenses, hand over his ten thousand volts to Sedric and leave. But with his winning streak, it would’ve been a shame to end now. Levi hadn’t earned this much in a single night in a long time.

			The dealer handed out cards to Levi and the four other players. Three tens of diamonds. What were the chances?

			This was his night.

			After a few rounds, it was down to Levi and the man on his left. Levi, however, wasn’t paying much attention, as his mind was already drifting to what he’d do after he paid Sedric, after he reclaimed his title and his reputation. For once, the future he wanted felt within his grasp.

			Round after round, his opponent bet aggressively. Levi examined the man’s cards. Definitely two jacks of hearts—Levi had written JH on the backs in a previous round, which glowed blue through his lenses. He didn’t know what the other two cards were, but Levi was certain his three-of-a-kind Tropp was better.

			Levi tossed a second thousand-volt chip into the pot.

			The dealer nodded at them to reveal their cards. Levi showed his first, eager to admire the fury on the man’s face.

			Then the man showed his cards. Four jacks of clubs.

			Levi cursed and threw his cards into the center of the table. So he was two thousand down. No need to panic yet. He’d leave Luckluster once he made them back.

			The next few rounds, he continuously received mediocre hands. The peepers couldn’t help him get the right cards, and the risk wasn’t worth the bluff. He lost only three hundred volts.

			He waited until he’d finally been dealt a good hand, then he went all in. By the time they reached the seventh round of the game, Levi had collected a royal flush, a nearly unbeatable Tropp.

			Levi confidently tossed a silver three thousand–volt chip in the pot. One of the players who’d already folded whistled.

			By this point, the discomfort of the lenses had developed into a pounding headache that pulsed behind his eyebrows. As soon as he won this game, he desperately needed to take the peepers out and drink a cold glass of water.

			The dealer cleared his throat, distracting Levi from the throbbing in his skull. “Your cards, sir.” Levi coughed awkwardly and gathered his hand.

			They each showed their cards. His opponent had three jacks of hearts and two kings of diamonds. Levi hadn’t seen the kings. Between those two small Tropps, he was done.

			Just like that, his pile was empty. Five and a half thousand volts. Gone. Just like that.

			Muck muck muck, he thought. Why didn’t I get out when I was on top?

			With very little left to bet, Levi stood. He trembled as the reality of what had happened dawned on him. He’d had the volts to pay back Sedric. He’d had his way out of this scam Vianca started. And he’d ruined it.

			He could still pay Sedric a portion of what he owed. Ask for an extension. But Sedric didn’t have a reputation as a merciful man. It would be all or nothing.

			The Fool laughed at him in the corner of his vision. Wherever Levi looked, the Fool stared back.

			Levi spotted one of Sedric’s cousins, the easily recognizable and widely feared Charles Torren, watching him hungrily from a nearby bar. Levi pushed his way out of the gambling room and away from Charles’s ominous, knowing stare.

			The bathroom was thankfully empty. Levi bent over the counter and stared at his bloodshot eyes, his dark brown irises tinted a shade bluer from the dye. Not his best look. He took out the contacts and stuffed them in his pocket. His heart was pounding, and he tried to steady his breathing, but it was nearly impossible—due both to the anxiety tightening in his chest and the throbbing of his headache.

			He’d think of a new plan. Run back to St. Morse and wake up Jac, who was probably still sleeping on his couch. They’d hide. Maybe try the smaller casinos. Peepers…what had he been thinking? He played better when he wasn’t marking cards—he didn’t make reckless assumptions.

			Levi left the bathroom and returned to the lobby, locking his sight on the exit.

			He almost stumbled as he came face-to-face with Sedric Torren. The neon red and black lights cast3 harsh shadows over the angles of his face as he loomed over Levi. Sedric loosened his necktie, as if preparing for a meal.

			“’Lo, Pup. You’re in a hurry.” Sedric grinned wickedly. “Do you have what you owe me?”

			Levi cleared his throat and rubbed his sweaty hands on his pants. “Just about. I’ll have your volts to you tomorrow, as promised. Ten days, right?”

			Sedric checked his watch. “Tomorrow starts in four hours, and we’ve waited long enough.” His tone sounded more excited than disappointed, and Levi’s pulse spiked in fearful response. “You know, I thought Chez Phillips would kill you before I saw you again.” Sedric paused, taking in the stony expression on Levi’s face. “What? Didn’t think I knew about that? All of New Reynes knows you lost your throne.”

			The other patrons in the lobby passed Levi without so much as a glance, unaware exactly how trapped he was under Sedric’s gaze.

			“You want your volts or not?” Levi asked, working up the courage to keep his voice strong. “Because I can’t work on those investments while I’m here talking to you.”

			Sedric wrapped an arm around Levi’s shoulder, giving him a chummy smile that Levi knew better than to trust. “Why don’t you let me buy you a drink? You look like you need to loosen up.”

			In his periphery, he spotted several of Torren’s men guarding each of the exits. He had nowhere to escape.

			This is the man who killed Reymond, Levi thought with dread. And I have no choice but to play along.

			So Levi let Sedric lead him to a bar past the lobby. All the while, he mapped the closest escape routes in his mind and kept a reassuring hand on the gun in his pocket.

			The air in the bar was so thick with smoke that the lights looked like they wore halos. The figures inside were silhouettes and shadow, giving Levi the eerie feeling that he and Sedric were alone, even though they weren’t. They sat at the bar, and Sedric ordered two Gambler’s Ruins.

			“So Vianca’s business isn’t doing well, then?” Levi fought to keep his face blank at the question, but Sedric chuckled affably. “Of course not, or you’d have paid us back by now. My family always knew Vianca would run St. Morse into the ground.”

			“The volts will come in soon. They’re just a little late.” A coil of nausea unraveled in Levi’s stomach, and he hadn’t even had a real drink yet.

			Sedric winked at him conspiratorially. “Of course they will.”

			The bartender slid them their drinks. When Levi took a sip, the bourbon squirmed its way back up his throat like burning bile.

			“Did you know I’m running for Senate?” Sedric asked.

			“You’ll look uglier in a wig.” Levi cringed inwardly after he said it, fully expecting Sedric to punch him for the thoughtless remark. Levi might’ve carried a gun, but if he made a move for it, one of Sedric’s watchful cronies would shoot him before he even had the chance. Right now, Sedric had all the power. He could hurt him any way he wanted, and Levi would be helpless to protect himself.

			Rather than punishing him, Sedric merely twisted the ruby ring around his finger. “Remind me again exactly how Vianca has been investing my family’s volts?”

			“Bonds. Trades. Stocks,” Levi answered automatically. These were the words Vianca had taught him to say. “A portfolio that provides low-risk, high-yield returns.”

			“Low-risk, high-yield for St. Morse, I’m sure.” Sedric twirled a finger over his drink. “Poor you. You get the risk and none of the reward.”

			That was true. Vianca liked to claim that Levi got a share of profits, but Levi rarely saw a single volt more than he made during his shifts.

			“My father and Vianca had similar philosophies for running their empires. Everything under the table. All hired hands. Keeping things as low profile as possible.” Sedric leaned in, as if he was truly just sharing wisdom with Levi over a couple of drinks. This was likely to be the last piece of wisdom Levi ever heard.

			“But those were the old days. Favors can buy more than volts can. And I say it’s better to make friends than enemies,” Sedric said, a strange glint in his eyes.

			Levi figured this was a very convoluted speech for Sedric to rationalize to Levi why he’d gone South Sider. The Torrens were and always would be a crime Family. Even if Sedric lusted after the old money and respectability of the wigheads, at the end of the day, those families had their names on libraries and hospitals, and the Torrens had their name on a casino.

			“My new friends…” Sedric continued. “They’ve suspected the truth about your little scheme for a while. I was worried at first—my father had invested in you prior to his death. But as it turns out, this has all been one big opportunity for me.”

			“What kind of opportunity?” Levi asked, though he didn’t need to ask anything, really. Sedric had obviously wanted to sit him down and gloat—whether Levi participated in the conversation or not didn’t matter. But speaking made him feel less helpless. He still had a voice.

			“Apparently, my friends have been rather bored for a long time,” Sedric said. “They’re looking for any opportunity to play, really.”

			To play.

			Levi’s grip tightened on the edge of the bar.

			“I’m paying you back, aren’t I? You’ll get your volts tomorrow as planned, so what’s the harm?”

			Sedric’s lips curled predatorily. “It was never about the volts.”

			His mouth dry, Levi took another sip of his drink. “Then what do you want?”

			Sedric laughed, a deep laugh that echoed in Levi’s ears like the clunks and thuds of gravediggers piling earth on his coffin.

			“I’m delivering something to you, and in exchange, they’re doing me a favor.” Sedric grinned. “Whatever I ask. That’s power, Pup. Not volts. Not sex. Not anything this city is trying to sell.”

			Sedric pulled out a gleaming silver card from his jacket.

			Levi remained silent as he took it. Unlike the other cards, this one had no divination prophecies. It didn’t need to. Its very existence foretold death.

			The Fool. His invitation to the Shadow Game. Just as in his vision, when Levi had seen the card on the tombstone, the Fool strode toward the edge of a cliff, a wicked smile on his face.

			Sedric leaned forward, so close that Levi could smell the coffee liqueur on his breath, and Levi’s stomach twisted into knots. “You’ve got two hours.”

			“What?” Levi rasped, even though he’d heard him perfectly.

			“Here.” Sedric reached into Levi’s jacket pocket and pulled out his flask. Levi was so nervous, so frozen, he let him. Then Sedric dumped the tonic water out of Levi’s flask on the floor and replaced it with the remaining contents of Levi’s drink. “A little something to keep you going.” Sedric tucked it back into his pocket with a pat. Levi fought off a strong urge to vomit. “The party doesn’t start for two hours. So run along, little Pup. This is your chance. Run before we catch you.”

			Two hours.

			Two hours.

			Then he was going to die.

			Sedric finished off his own drink and winked. “I’ll see you at the party.”

			Levi nearly knocked over a table on his way to the door. Out of the bar, out of the lobby, outside to where the crisp night air bit into his skin. Sedric’s laugh rang in his ears, and the farther Levi ran, the louder it grew.

			He turned the corner, half expecting to see Sedric standing in front of him, latched on to his very shadow. But Levi was alone.

			He slumped against a brick wall, letting the stone scrape against his bare back as his shirt rode up. Sedric had told him to run, but Levi wasn’t thick. He knew how these things worked. If he ran, it would make Sedric’s night only more fun. Instead, he sat there trembling for several minutes, sometimes crying, sometimes feeling nothing at all.

			His first thoughts were of Jac. Jac would get by without him—eventually—but for so long, Levi had been the stable anchor in Jac’s otherwise directionless life. His friend might’ve found the Faith after his last bout with Lullaby, but would prayer alone save him from relapse? Levi and Jac had followed each other down every dark road, but Levi hated to think how his friend could so easily follow him down this one.

			Then he thought of the Irons. After Levi died, Chez would be the undisputed Iron Lord, and Levi’s legacy would fade: another street lord, another rotten kid, another loser in the city’s game.

			He thought about Reymond. You’re better than us, the Scar Lord had once told him, but he’d been wrong. Levi had never been much of anything, and now they both would face the same fate. Out of all his regrets, Reymond was his worst. The grief rushed over him all at once, an ache worse than any of his injuries. Reymond was the only one in the world who’d watched out for Levi, and now his brother was dead.

			Fourth, he thought about Enne. Now that they’d discovered the truth about Lourdes, their story had ended. It didn’t matter what it could’ve been—it was over, and soon Levi would be gone. If she remembered him afterward, he would be the one who’d brought her to Vianca, the boy she would’ve been better off without.

			Last, he thought about New Reynes, and that pain hurt the most. He’d left a depressing life behind to build something better in this city. He’d bet everything he had in the game, and he’d lost. But the city wouldn’t grieve for him.

			The city would find some new con man, some new boy who called himself lord, and the city would play again.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			Levi spent the first thirty minutes of his last two hours wiping tears from his eyes, rooted to the same spot in the alley he’d fled to from Luckluster. If only the other gangsters could see him now. The Iron Lord. Crying when he was about to die.

			Levi pictured his gravestone from the visions. If there was ever a time to cave in and pray to the Faith, as his mother always had, this was the moment. But beneath the Casion District’s skyline of smoke, crouched in an alley reeking of trash and piss, Levi couldn’t believe that any higher power cared about his fate.

			A familiar voice drifted out of the shadows. “It’s you.”

			Levi instinctively reached for the pistol in his pocket, tensing as Chez Phillips stepped into the moonlight. “What are you doing here?” Levi demanded. They were a long way from Iron Land.

			Chez grinned slyly. “I’m making my way back to Olde Town. Never imagined I’d run into you.”

			Levi couldn’t believe he’d have to spend the last hours of his life with Chez, of all people. Maybe he was already dead. Maybe this was hell.

			“You should cross your heart when you see me,” Chez said. His forehead and neck peeled from an old sunburn, and he had an impressive black eye and walked with a limp in his step. Chez looked terrible, and this gave Levi a surge of pleasure, despite knowing that he looked no better himself.

			“There are a lot of things I’d like to do when I see you,” Levi growled. “Crossing my heart is not one of them.”

			“I should’ve killed you when I had the chance,” Chez hissed, clearly forgetting the part where Jac had beaten the muck out of him before he could. Chez took out his knife and flipped it between his fingers.

			“I wouldn’t bother. The Torrens are after me, and they’ll be pretty upset if you kill me first.”

			Chez laughed, still playing with his knife. “I’m not surprised the Torrens want you dead. You’re a real pain in the ass. We’ve been better off without you.”

			Levi held back a wince. Despite all Chez’s bravado, those words were probably true.

			I’m not helpless, he thought. If I’m going to die, I’m going to do it fighting. I’ll be no one’s plaything.

			“That’s a shame,” Levi answered.

			“Oh yeah? Why?”

			“Because I’m gonna take back my crown. Right now.”

			“What’s the point?” Chez grunted. He flipped his knife again—his tell. He was nervous. Both of them were in muck shape, but if Chez won last time and was uneasy now, he couldn’t have been doing well. What trouble had he run into in Levi’s absence? “I thought you were already a dead man.”

			That was exactly why Levi wanted to fight. So he could die with some dignity—and his title returned to him.

			“I’ve still got a little fight left in me.” Levi made a show of taking off his jacket and rolling up his sleeves, exposing his Iron Lord tattoos. Then he emptied the gun from his pocket and laid it on the ground beside him. “So maybe we can do it properly this time—no interruptions.”

			Chez flipped his blade in the air and caught it. As if his tricks scared Levi. Nothing could scare him now, when he had nothing left to lose.

			Or maybe he was only shatz—running from one death into the clutches of another.

			“You’re thick if you think you can win,” Chez growled. “If it weren’t for Jac, you’d be dead right now.”

			“If it weren’t for me, you’d be dead, too. Floating in the Brint where I first found you.” Chez’s jaw locked. Levi found most of the Irons that way—desperate and near death. It was why he’d thought they were loyal to him. Now he knew it was also why they hated him. “Why would you chance walking around Scar Land? Seems kinda desperate. Just how well are the Irons fairing without me?”

			Chez lurched forward. He was about three times as fast as Levi, but now Levi knew better than to try to outmaneuver him. He jumped out of the way and immediately went for Chez’s feet, grabbing his shins and yanking him to the ground. Chez tumbled on top of him, and his head smacked the cobblestones.

			Levi wrestled him on to his back, then he pinned his arms down. Chez’s knife flew from his hand and landed a few feet away with a clatter.

			“I don’t owe you anything,” Chez said, his voice slurred from hitting his head. Blood stained his brown hair. “I never asked to be saved.”

			“Everybody’s asking to be saved,” Levi answered.

			As Chez gradually regained his senses, he struggled more against Levi’s grip.

			“Even if I don’t kill you right now,” Levi snarled, “I win. I outfought you. That makes me your lord again.”

			Chez spat in his face. “Like hell it does.”

			All of the week’s anger and frustration getting the better of him, Levi summoned his talent and let his skin warm. Chez screamed as steam rose from his wrists where Levi’s fingers were wrapped around them. His skin began to blister, pink and oozing and raw.

			“I’m not gonna kill you, Chez, but maybe these shackles will remind you that I own you, no matter how far away you run.” When he let go, rings of raw flesh circled Chez’s wrists, raised and inflamed—more gruesome than Levi had intended. Chez howled more.

			Holding Chez’s arms down with his legs, Levi paused to savor the moment. He took a triumphant swig from his flask.

			Levi stood, closing his eyes to savor the victory. But when he opened them again, he caught a glimpse of his reflection in a window and startled. The look on his face…

			He was the spitting image of Vianca.

			Click.

			In barely a moment’s time, Chez had pressed the barrel of the abandoned gun to Levi’s head. Levi grabbed his arm and tried to shove him away, but his third held steady. “Back down from being lord, Pup,” he demanded, panting. “Or I swear I’ll paint the wall with your thoughts.”

			In a real challenge, you couldn’t shoot your lord. No one inherited the oath from a bullet. Every gangster knew that.

			But Chez didn’t need Levi to remind him. “As far as I’m concerned, this never happened,” Chez hissed. “No witnesses.”

			So Chez would kill him after all. Levi would die here, another lord lost to these streets.

			“Any last words?” Chez asked.

			Levi couldn’t think of any. None that hadn’t been said before or wouldn’t be said again.

			But Levi still had one last card up his sleeve. He’d never swallowed his mouthful of Gambler’s Ruin.

			He spit it out, snapped his fingers and a roar of fire erupted between him and Chez. First, there was a scream. Then a gunshot. Levi was already on the ground, his ears ringing, eyes closed, arms clutching his broken rib. Something thudded to the cobblestones a few feet away, but it took several moments for Levi to regain his composure and look.

			Chez lay on his back. His fingers reached for the knife he’d lost earlier, but he was clearly in too much pain to move. The skin on his face, neck and chest had burned cleaned through, exposing a mess of blood and bone and tissue. He made a gargling noise, and tears glistened in the corners of his left eye. The right one was gone—now an empty socket filled with crimson and black, wet and bulging.

			Levi gagged, both at Chez’s appearance and the smell of it all—the burnt cloth and burnt flesh. He stood frozen under the terror and hatred of Chez’s glare. He wondered if Chez would die. Instead, he lay there, grinding his teeth, the blistered parts of his chest still heaving up and down. He shook all over, and bits of spit dribbled down his chin.

			Maybe you should kill him, a voice in Levi’s head told him. Maybe that would be better than this.

			But he wasn’t sure Chez would die. If Levi killed him, would it be mercy, or would it be murder?

			It already is murder, he thought. You did this.

			He nearly killed you.

			Yet you were the one who asked to fight.

			He was your friend once.

			In the end, Levi retrieved his gun and left Chez there for someone else to find. He didn’t know if that was the right decision or the cowardly one, but the longer he watched him, the more he hated himself.

			He doesn’t have to die. Only you do.

			After he finished throwing up against an alley wall, Levi made his way back to Luckluster. There was still no point in running. This was the last chance he had to write his legacy, and no matter how terrified he was, at least Levi would be remembered for how he didn’t beg.

			Luckluster’s red lights sparkled all the way down the street. Levi sighed and leaned against an empty motorcar, taking in the glory of the Casino Distrct.

			Someone tapped his arm. Levi jumped, brandishing his gun, and tripped over the curb.

			It was Lola. She was dressed as she usually was, in her top hat and leather boots.

			“What do you want?” he asked. She was awfully far away from Dove Land, and Luckluster didn’t seem her type of haunt.

			“We thought you were inside,” she breathed.

			“Who’s ‘we’?”

			“Me. And Enne.”

			Levi frowned. Enne shouldn’t have any idea where he was. Levi hadn’t told her about the scheme—it was the one thing he’d done right. So why was she here?

			“Vianca sent her to save you,” Lola explained. “And to kill Sedric Torren.”

			Levi’s heart screeched to a halt.

			He’d had it all planned: his death, on his terms. He’d have no one else’s blood on his hands tonight. Especially not Enne’s.

			“Where is she?” he rasped.

			“You just missed her.” Lola glanced worriedly at the red neon lights. Levi hadn’t thought she gave a muck what happened to Enne, but clearly he’d been mistaken. “She’s already inside. She’s looking for you.”

			Levi didn’t bother responding as he sprinted toward Luckluster, where his killers were waiting for him.

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Lola had lied about her driving skills.

			They sped down the streets of the Deadman District, the motorcar swerving and skidding through every turn. Enne white-knuckled the door handle each time Lola slammed the brakes.

			“You said we needed to get there fast,” Lola pointed out.

			At this point, Enne would just be thankful if they got there alive.

			After narrowly missing several cars, road signs and pedestrians, they screeched to a halt a block away from Luckluster.

			Lola pulled something black and silky out of her pocket—Enne’s mask from Scrap Market. “You might need this.” She slipped it into Enne’s concealed pocket, beside the leather box with the poison.

			“Knock him dead,” Lola said cheerfully.

			Enne grimaced. “Really? That’s distasteful.”

			The lights of Tropps Street danced around her, flashing in no particular pattern. They made her feel the way she had after drinking those Snake Eyes at the Sauterelle.

			“Better him than you,” Lola replied gravely.

			“If I’m not out by eleven…” Enne paused before repeating her mother’s oft-used phrase. “Then I’m dead.”

			Lola nodded solemnly. “Be careful.” And Enne knew that she meant it.

			Enne took a deep breath, shoved down the storm raging in her insides and walked down the block and through the revolving doors. Where Vianca had decorated St. Morse to resemble an old Mizer palace, all gaudy opulence and vintage luxuries, the Torrens had opted for New Reynes’s famous burlesque sinfulness. The staff wore uniforms easily mistaken for lingerie. Red carpet lined the floor and stairwell, darkened by dirty footprints, and scarlet lights blinked against the black-and-red-striped walls. It reminded her of a fun house. Even the jazz band played a carnival tune that beckoned players to contortionist shows and roulette tables.

			Enne checked the gambling rooms first, then the theater, the ballroom. Neither Sedric nor Levi were anywhere to be found.

			Maybe she was already too late.

			As she dashed around the corner, Enne collided with a man with his back turned, his white button-down a canvas for the dancing shadows and crimson lights.

			“I apologize. I didn’t see—”

			The stranger spun around. He smelled faintly of citrus cologne, and he had a fading black eye and complementary ace and spade tattoos on both his arms.

			Any relief she felt at finding Levi safe quickly vanished. If Sedric Torren sighted Levi, then Enne had little idea how she could save him.

			“Levi?” she croaked. “You need to get out of here—”

			“No, you need to get out of here.” He grabbed both of her arms and pulled her close, nearly knocking her into his chest in his urgency. He backed the two of them into an alcove off the lobby, away from the bustle of the crowd. Enne’s back pressed against a door leading to a coatroom.

			“You don’t understand.” She tried to shake him off, but he only held her firmer. “Sedric Torren—”

			“I know why you’re here.” She could smell the bourbon on his breath. “I can’t let you do it.”

			“Why not?” she hissed. “I’m trying to help you.”

			“I’m not letting you get yourself killed. Especially not over me.”

			“It’s not only you. It’s…” She tried to say Vianca, but the omerta caught the name on her tongue. And, of course, there was something else. The cold, angry hurt inside her that wanted to end Sedric Torren and put a stop to the Shadow Game forever.

			“Let me help you,” she urged.

			Levi swallowed, then gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The touch was delicate, hesitant, as if they had time for such tender gestures. “You can’t help me. You’re the one who needs to leave.”

			Didn’t he know her better than that by now? She had thrown everything away to save someone she loved before, and she would do it again for him.

			“I thought we were in this together,” she murmured. “You and me.”

			“Not in this. This has always been my problem.”

			His gaze moved down her dress, and he wore a look somewhere between longing and pain. She leaned in to him, and her hand found its way into his. Her head felt dizzy from the flashing lights and nearness of him, but even as her heart urged her to move closer, her mind compelled her to resist. The expression on Levi’s face scared her. Not because of the desire in his eyes—the desire she shared, as well—but the desperation. As his free hand moved around her waist, his other pinning hers to the wall, Enne realized he really believed that this was his last night, his last chance. This wasn’t simply attraction. This was him attempting to leave this world without regret.

			He bent low until his forehead pressed against hers, and the space between them felt negative and infinite all at once. Her heart stirred, begging her to surrender.

			“Promise me,” he whispered. “Promise me you’ll be safe.”

			She couldn’t promise that. Vianca had given her orders, and Enne intended to see them through. There would be more nights spent with Levi Glaisyer. This wasn’t their last chance.

			We won’t die tonight, she swore silently instead.

			“Promise me,” he repeated, and she felt his breath against her lips.

			She squeezed his hand. “You asked me to trust you once. Now I’m asking you to trust me.”

			His expression faltered. “I won’t let you—”

			“Please.”

			Breathless, she slid out of his grasp and disappeared into the crowd before he could catch her, praying she hadn’t made a heartbreaking mistake.

			Enne followed the pull of the omerta toward the bar, where it whispered to her that she would find her mark. Her hands were clammy with sweat, her chest tight with fear. She would have to face Sedric Torren again. Him and the terrible, nauseating way he looked at her.

			After a few moments, she stopped to glance back at Levi for a last push of courage.

			He was gone.

			“No,” she whispered. She shoved her way back to the alcove, but Levi was nowhere to be found. Maybe he’d left, just as she’d pleaded. Enne should’ve felt relieved, but bullets of worry buried themselves in her chest. This was not the night to make assumptions.

			Had they found him already? Had they killed him?

			She had no time to search. The omerta was steering her toward the bar, and the clock was ticking. Whether or not Levi was safe, she would find out from Sedric Torren, and she would finish what she’d come here to do.

			The room was dark and hazy with smoke. A single figure sat at the bar, one with broad shoulders and slicked-back hair.

			Sedric Torren caught her eye and gave her an inviting smile.

			All at once, she was back in the St. Morse theater. Sedric’s hand had found its way to her thigh, and her mind had found its way somewhere else as she waited for the poison to work, waited for the night to end. Sedric’s mind, too, had seemed somewhere else. Fabricating reasons to lure her away, imagining the things he would do in the dark, the way he’d tell her she’d wanted this, the secrets and shame he’d convince her to keep.

			She’d seen it all in his eyes then, and the same look was there now.

			Enne reminded herself how far she’d come since that night. She was not Vianca’s doll. She’d walked into the Deadman District and emerged a lord. She carried poison in one pocket and a gun in the other.

			She was a blade disguised as a girl.

			Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she slid onto the stool beside him.

			“’Lo, Sedric,” she said.

			He inspected her dark lipstick and slip of a dress. His eyes traced over her face, her chest, the rest of her body. She could see the calculations in his head, trying to guess how old she truly was and whether he would still have her, anyway.

			“Emma Salta,” he said, all smiles and snares. “I didn’t think I’d see you again. You spend an awful lot of time in casinos for such a young lady.”

			It was so easy to slip back into that role. It felt like retreating to a different part of herself, a place where she didn’t need to think, didn’t need to feel.

			“You don’t look happy to see me,” she said, feigning offense.

			“You look awfully different.”

			“I’m trying to impress,” she said. “You were right. Vianca wouldn’t hire me. I thought I would dress the part this time.”

			“You’re asking me for a job?”

			She couldn’t tell if she was fooling him. Everyone in this city had a perfect poker face. Lying was more of a necessity than a skill in New Reynes.

			“We danced last time,” she reminded him. “It seemed a sort of audition.”

			“You’re awfully ambitious.” He placed his hand under her chin and lifted it up. Her stomach twisted into a knot, and she fought the urge to slap his fingers away. If the bartender wasn’t hovering so close by, she’d pull out the syringe now. Anything to prevent him touching her.

			“I’m sure we can discuss some type of…arrangement,” he said. “There’s a private room here no one’s using.”

			A trap, she knew. But she needed to get him alone. There was no other way.

			“That would be great,” she said.

			He waved away his men, then whispered something to the bartender that she couldn’t hear. The bartender gave her a pitying look before walking away, and Enne clenched a fist behind her back in response. She wasn’t the first girl. Everyone in this casino was complicit.

			“Come on,” Sedric said, putting his hand on the small of her back. It felt nothing like Levi’s had—his touch had felt warm and protective. Sedric’s felt wrong.

			They entered a small dining room. He pulled out a chair for her at one end of a glossy table. Like the rest of the casino, the decorations were red and black. Red carpet. Black iron chandelier. Red candles. Black place settings. Enne settled into her chair, wondering just how many people had watched her walk in, how well they’d seen her face. If they found Sedric dead here later, would they remember her?

			She couldn’t kill him yet, however. Not without knowing where Levi was.

			“I sent the bartender for a few drinks,” Sedric said, winking. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.”

			“Oh. Are you celebrating anything tonight?”

			“You could say that. I managed to catch a criminal who was scamming a lot of people for a long time.”

			Levi.

			While Enne’s heart hammered, the bartender returned with their drinks, and she took hers—a sparkling pink liquid in a glass with a lollipop dunked inside. He handed Sedric a Gambler’s Ruin. “I helped a lot of people, maybe even got myself a few votes in the next election.”

			To avoid responding, Enne took a sip of her drink. She couldn’t help noticing how delicious it tasted. Sweet as sin.

			“You like it?” he asked, indicating the drink. “It’s called a Lollipop Lick.” Still trying to feign politeness, she nodded shakily and set down the glass. His smile widened.

			“What’s going to happen to this criminal?” Please, please let him still be alive.

			Her skin felt flushed all of a sudden—she was breaking under her nerves. Sweat rolled down her back, and she wished this dress wasn’t so tight on her hips.

			“He’s to be executed. I arranged it myself.” Sedric licked his lips. “Why so curious?”

			“No reason.” She raised her glass and prayed he didn’t see it shaking. “Cheers to your success.”

			Sedric raised his glass and clinked it with hers. Then, to Enne’s shock and discomfort, he took her hand in his. It was such a little, unassuming touch, but to her, any touch from him felt repulsive. Every move he made was a rehearsed act, designed to seduce, to ensnare.

			“You know,” he said, “you’re an excellent dancer, but I had no idea you were also so talented in acrobatics.”

			“What?” Her heart sped up in panic. Did he know?

			“Don’t be coy, my dear.” His eyes slithered over her once again, and Enne flinched. “I saw your show, and you were quite dazzling. One of the other acrobats told me your name is Enne Salta. You should’ve corrected me. I’ve been saying your name wrong this whole time.” Enne wrenched her hand away from his and let it creep toward her pocket. Her lie had unraveled, but it wouldn’t matter for much longer. She’d finish this right now.

			But her hands trembled as she slid the case out, and she struggled to get a grip on it with her sweaty fingers. Thankfully, he didn’t notice her fumbling beneath the table. “I searched for you that night, but I couldn’t find you.” He leaned forward again, took her other hand again, smiled again. She was too dazed to push him off. Her cheeks burned, yet she was cold, shivering from the coolness of her sweat. Her vision darkened and lightened like she’d stood up too fast, though she hadn’t moved an inch from her seat.

			This couldn’t be normal. Couldn’t just be stress or alcohol.

			Amid her haze, she tried to focus on the black case in her hand. One puncture. That was all it would take to end him.

			“I never had the chance, but I wanted to find you,” Sedric continued. “To buy you another drink.”

			Enne’s eyes flickered to the Lollipop Lick.

			“Are you feeling all right?” he asked, not sounding the least concerned. “You look a little pale.”

			Then Enne realized what he’d done. Her chest heaved bit by bit, as if a crank needed to pry it open to inhale. This couldn’t be happening.

			“I guess that’s just the effects kicking in,” he said casually.

			Her balance veered, and Sedric placed his hand on her shoulder to steady her. As if he still had her best interests at heart.

			He’d drugged her. How naïve of her to take a sip of that drink. To believe, even for a moment, that she’d had him fooled.

			“Don’t worry, it won’t kill you,” he assured her. “You’ll wake up soon enough. I wouldn’t want you to miss the fun.”

			Her grip slackened. The leather case slid back into her pocket.

			Her shoulder hit the edge of the table, but she barely felt any pain—only nausea. Her thoughts were thicker than grime. She knew something was wrong—she was in danger, Levi was in danger—but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember why. The man in front of her smiled—she couldn’t recall his name, either—a not-quite-handsome smile. He reached into his jacket and pulled out something shiny.

			“Brought you a gift,” he whispered. He tucked the silver rectangle into her hand. A man in a jester’s hat grinned up at her from the face of the card. She looked back at the man to ask what it was—she knew it, knew it, but couldn’t remember—but he and everything else were gone.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			This was Levi’s last night to live, and he hadn’t even gotten a kiss goodbye.

			The black silky hemline of Enne’s dress disappeared into the crowd, and he cursed under his breath. He wouldn’t let her do this.

			He started pushing through the Luckluster patrons to follow her, but was quickly blocked by two of Sedric’s men. As Levi tried to slip past, he stumbled over one of their canes.

			“Watch it!” one of the men said, catching Levi by the arm. His front tooth glinted gold.

			Something sharp stabbed Levi in the neck. He yelped, then felt his body go slack. Another arm slid around his middle, hoisting him up. Levi fought to move, tried to lift his head to search for Enne’s black dress, but he was paralyzed. Even his mind was going numb.

			Someone nearby gasped.

			“He’s just drunk,” a voice said. “Real lightweight, this one.”

			All at once, the red lights went dark.

			* * *

			Levi woke sitting against a stone pillar, his hands tied behind him, an ache in his lower stomach. A man stood over him, presumably having just kicked him awake. He was well over six feet tall and half as wide. Levi moaned and pulled at the ropes binding him to the pillar, but they only scratched his wrists.

			“Rise and shine,” his captor said. A hint of gold flashed as he smiled, revealing teeth that were pointed like a shark, and Levi realized it was the same man from Luckluster. “Almost thought you’d miss the party. That would’ve been a right shame.”

			One light bulb dangled above them, and from the looks of the room, they were in a basement. The cold cement walls reeked of mold, and a distant laughter echoed from a wooden staircase that led upstairs.

			“Where am I?”

			“The House of Shadows.”

			Levi’s skin crawled. So this was the haunted mansion where the Phoenix Club played the Shadow Game. The haunted part, he reminded himself, was just a superstition. Levi had imagined this place as more…luxurious, decked out with black velvet and silver opulence. But his surroundings looked much like the basement of any shambled home in Olde Town.

			It took him a moment to remember he was here to die. That he hadn’t been able to stop Enne from disappearing into the crowd at Luckluster. He swallowed down a wave of panic. Where was she now?

			“Now, don’t worry,” Shark said. “I got your jacket and hat over there with your invitation.” He nodded to a pile of Levi’s belongings a few feet away. His pistol and the Shadow Card gleamed on top.

			“That’s generous of you.”

			“Don’t be smart. I’m here to prepare you for the Game, but I’ve been told not to touch your pretty face.” Shark leaned down to examine Levi’s black eye. “You’re already fairly roughed up. Where’ve you been hurt?”

			“My right leg,” Levi said. “And a broken rib.”

			“Well, I’ll be sure to find some new spots, then.”

			Levi braced himself as Shark grabbed beneath his arms and lifted him like a bag of straw.

			“It’s a lot easier if you stand up,” he said, then threw a staggering punch at Levi’s shoulder. It dislocated with a pop.

			Levi shouted and fell forward, caught by the ropes tying him to the pillar. Every breath he took ached. The man raised his enormous boot and kicked Levi’s hip bone—not hard enough to fracture, but definitely enough to bruise.

			Shark kicked him once in each shin as Levi sputtered.

			“Nothing personal, you know. I don’t even know your name.”

			“It’s…Levi,” he breathed.

			Shark punched his chest, forcing the air out of him and hurting his ribs enough to make Levi scream. The force of it sent his body colliding with the pole behind him.

			“I didn’t say I wanted your name.”

			His fist slammed into Levi’s left thigh.

			Levi had reached the point where he felt himself retreating. It was an old, familiar feeling, of curling into that cold place in his mind where the aches of his body and heart couldn’t follow. Though the place was meant for comfort and self-preservation, it had its costs: each time he returned there, he left pieces of himself behind, pieces he sometimes never found again.

			When he’d left home, he thought he’d left this place behind him, as well.

			He leaned unsteadily against the pillar and concentrated on reality. On the pain all over. On the dim overhead light. On the smell of mold and the taste of blood.

			The final blow got him in the side of the neck. Levi’s head knocked against the pillar. He slumped over and puked—for the second time that night. Even as he vomited whatever remained in his stomach, he was both in the basement and that somewhere else. Here and not here.

			When Levi finished retching, Shark cut the rope binding him. “Don’t bother running. You know you won’t get far.”

			Levi didn’t think he could run at all if he tried. His hands fell limply to his side, and Shark handed him his suit jacket and hat. Levi took it with dread, knowing it meant the night’s festivities were about to begin.

			“Now let me get a look at you.” Shark’s eyes ran up and own Levi’s body. “Oh—my mistake.” Before Levi could brace himself, Shark put two hands on his shoulder and shoved it back into its socket. Levi screamed and staggered back.

			“I’ll be keeping this gun of yours.” Shark pocketed the pistol. “But here’s your invitation.” He slipped the Shadow Card into Levi’s breast pocket and patted it with a malicious grin. “Look sharp. Now we go upstairs. That’s where the fun is.”

			Fun for him, maybe. The only thing waiting for Levi was death.

			Shark pushed him up the stairs, and Levi’s bones ached with each step, so painful he needed to bite his tongue to keep from crying out. A fog of cigar smoke greeted them at the landing, and they entered a dark room with all black furniture that matched Levi’s original vision for the House of Shadows. Two men lay on couches in the corner, too transfixed by the women in front of them to notice Levi and his captor. The women giggled teasingly and played with their transparent slips, their legs miles long in silver shoes with heels like razors.

			“You know,” Levi wheezed, “this isn’t as bad as I thought.”

			Shark grunted and shoved him up another flight of stairs.

			“Is Sedric Torren here?” Levi asked, though he doubted that Shark had news about whatever had happened to Sedric and Enne.

			“Never knew him to miss a party,” he replied.

			Each time Levi heaved one leg painfully in front of the other, he thought, this is one of my last steps. He knew he should feel terrified—earlier, he had. But now that he was here, the House of Shadows felt too surreal to warrant anything but numbness. Maybe the effects of the sedative hadn’t fully worn off. Maybe he was still in that someplace else, trying to protect himself from reality.

			They entered his execution room.

			Ten people sat around a long felt-topped table, and others spectated from chaises in the room’s corners. Their skin had a gray cast to it, like the skin of a peach gone shriveled and moldy, and it was impossible to guess their ages. They looked neither young nor old, neither alive nor dead. They stared at Levi with empty eyes, their expressions still. All that moved was the shadows across their faces, flickering in the light of the metal candelabra.

			The black-and-silver-striped walls made Levi feel as though he were entering a cage.

			“Our first guest has finally arrived,” one man said. His face was long, and his chin hooked outward into a point. His mostly gray hair was parted down the center, sharpening his severe widow’s peak. Levi had seen his picture before, of course, but the black-and-white newspapers failed to convey that Chancellor Malcolm Semper was equally gray-cast and haunting in person.

			Shark left, and the thump thump of his feet on the stairs echoed around the room. Levi scanned the faces of the Phoenix Club for Sedric, but none of them were him.

			“Levi Glaisyer, why don’t you take a seat?” Semper gestured to the chair beside him.

			“Where’s Sedric?” Levi asked.

			“Mr. Torren isn’t a member of the Phoenix Club, so he doesn’t participate in our Game.”

			Levi limped to his chair and settled into the rigid leather seat. Was this where Alfero had sat when she died? Or Gabrielle Dondelair when she won?

			The only remaining empty chair was directly across from him.

			“We will explain the rules once our final guest arrives,” Semper said.

			So Levi didn’t even warrant a solo execution. He wondered who else the Phoenix Club had decided to play with tonight.

			“We weren’t expecting another player,” said a woman Levi recognized as Senator Josephine Fenice. Her wild silver hair draped across her body down to her waist. She was Semper’s right hand and the woman who personally oversaw the execution of the previous Mizer royal family of New Reynes—even the children.

			“I received a last-minute message,” Semper explained. “Mr. Torren feels he has more to offer us. He’s very eager to please.”

			Levi’s heart stuttered at the mention of Sedric. What had happened between him and Enne? Did she finish what she’d come to do?

			“Who is the player?” Fenice asked.

			“The message didn’t say,” Semper answered. “Only to expect him here at two.”

			Levi had little idea of the time, only a guess that it was almost midnight. He heard the ticking of a clock in the back of his mind, counting down to the tenth day, counting down to his end. He tried to push away his concern over Enne. He needed all his concentration.

			Once upon a time, Gabrielle Dondelair had won this Game. He needed to forget about all the legends, all the nightmares. The Shadow Game was a game like any other; there were winners, and there were losers. He wasn’t helpless. He wasn’t finished. He needed to remind himself who he was.

			If anyone in this city had a chance of outplaying unbeatable odds, it was the Iron Lord.

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Enne’s head smacked against glass, jolting her awake. Her eyes flickered open briefly, but, glimpsing Sedric’s face, she immediately squeezed them shut again. She heard a door open, and a warm summer wind kissed her skin. She was in a motorcar, but her surroundings were slanted awkwardly to the left. The noise of Tropps Street was gone. The events of the evening gradually returned to her—Levi’s disappearance, the drugged drink, the Shadow Card—and she held her breath to keep from crying out.

			Sedric cursed and climbed out of the car. The door closed.

			She eased her eyes open. Voices murmured outside, their tones escalating. Judging from that and the tilted angle of the car, they must’ve been stuck in a ditch. The windows were darkened with screens, so Enne had no way of confirming this—nor any idea where in the city they were.

			She quietly reached for the abandoned suit jacket on the seat in front of her. Inside, she found her revolver from earlier, which Sedric had stolen. Rather than take it and alert him that she was awake, she emptied it of bullets and slipped them in her pocket, where the leather case with the injection was still carefully concealed among folds of satin.

			The Shadow Card was sitting on her lap, the face of the Fool laughing up at her. It was the invitation card, she knew, but whose? Had Sedric meant it for her, or was he only delivering her Levi’s? She didn’t think Sedric knew Enne and Levi had any connection.

			Only two things were clear now: Enne still needed to kill Sedric Torren, and she needed to stop the Shadow Game.

			Voices. Footsteps. The seat tilted forcefully. The engine roared, and the motorcar jolted forward out of the ditch.

			The door opened. She closed her eyes, feigning unconsciousness.

			Someone—Sedric, probably—sat opposite her, bringing the odors of sweat and cigar smoke with him.

			As the car resumed its course, she didn’t move for another ten minutes. Enne desperately hoped he couldn’t hear her heart pounding.

			When the car finally stopped, Sedric lifted something to her nose. The stench of ammonia made her lurch. “Sleep well, doll?”

			“Where are we?” She forced her voice to slur, as if she was just coming to.

			“A place known as the House of Shadows.” A malicious grin spread across his face, sending dread seeping across Enne’s skin. “You might say it’s the best gambling in the city.”

			Sedric opened the door and stepped outside. Over his shoulder, Enne caught her first glimpse of the House of Shadows. The name couldn’t be more appropriate—the dark stone of its exterior looked as rough and jagged as a cavern wall, and though lights danced in the windows, they were muted behind fishnet curtains. A faint bass rumbled in the air, and a flute whispered a mournful melody into the night. Beyond the tall evergreen trees lining the driveway, the city’s skyline glittered in the distance.

			Zula’s warning whispered through her mind. More than anything, stay away from the House of Shadows.

			On her first day in New Reynes, Levi had told her that the Phoenix Club orchestrated the Revolution and the deaths of all the Mizers, so Enne understood the risks of entering their lair. But the fear she’d heard in Zula’s voice that day—it sounded as though there was more to the House of Shadows than simply politics and history. Whatever dangers awaited her inside, it was something more. Something Enne had never known before.

			Sedric handed her an envelope. “Take this to Malcolm Semper.”

			She sucked in a breath. The Chancellor? He was the most powerful man in the Republic, and the leader of the Phoenix Club. Her heart clenched as she took the envelope. He was the man who had murdered Lourdes.

			“They’re expecting you,” Sedric told her.

			“Expecting me for what?”

			“For the Game.”

			Enne’s breath caught. At the edges of her vision, she glimpsed shadows. The ghost of Gabrielle Dondelair. The silhouette of Lourdes. They had both tried to protect her, but in the end, they would all face the same fate.

			“Unfortunately,” Sedric continued, “I won’t be able to watch—I’m not a member of the Phoenix Club. But rest assured, I’ll be exploring the other entertainments the House of Shadows has to offer.”

			She let out a shiver as she slipped the envelope in her pocket, unsure if Sedric was giving her an opportunity to save Levi, or her own death certificate.

			“They don’t know who you are,” he told her, a grin playing on his features. He was relishing this. “They don’t particularly care. Times are changing—repeating, so they claim. And so they’re playing again.”

			“Playing because…of the times?” Sedric wasn’t making sense.

			“There’s a price to keep the devil away, when the devil comes knocking.” He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her out of the motorcar. She stumbled onto the grass. “Tonight that price is you.”

			As far as Enne was concerned in that moment, the city was full of devils. Sedric Torren. Vianca Augustine. Malcolm Semper. She’d paid a price to all of them already.

			Very suddenly, Sedric slapped her across the face. Enne gasped and backed protectively against the side of the motorcar, her cheek stinging.

			“That was for St. Morse,” he snapped. He stepped closer to her, and fear bubbled up in her throat. She glanced around, but there was no one nearby to witness—not even their driver. They were alone.

			This was her chance. But his glare rooted her to the spot.

			“Black Maiden is a rather uncommon flower,” he said. “Imported. Untraceable. Neither of the Families own it. Where did you get it?”

			She could still hear Vianca’s words in her mind. This cannot be traced back to me. The omerta grasped a bony hand around her throat, cutting off her air.

			He took a threatening step closer, and Enne instinctively lifted her arms to protect her face. “Who are you working for?”

			She could do nothing but stay silent.

			His fingers brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, sending millions of chills of warning down her back. “I won’t ask nicely again,” he hissed. His fingers slid through her hair and squeezed. He jerked her head back, and tears formed in Enne’s eyes from the pain. She slipped her hand into her pocket and fingered the edges of the leather case.

			“Is it Vianca?” He pulled her hair harder, and she whimpered. The omerta forced her to shake her head. “Tell me.”

			“No one,” she lied, slowly sliding the case out of her pocket. In some ways, that was the truth. Vianca might have given the order, but if she killed Sedric Torren, she would do it for Levi.

			He slammed her head against the car door. She cried out, stars spinning in her vision. The case dropped silently onto the grass.

			Please no, she thought.

			“You’re lying,” he said. He relaxed his grip on her hair and instead slid his hand to her throat. His chest pressed against hers, and she tried to stretch away, to put as much distance between him and her as possible, but his hip bone was jammed painfully into her side.

			He won’t kill you, she told herself. The Phoenix Club is expecting you. He already said so.

			That didn’t mean he wouldn’t hurt her first.

			His grip on her throat tightened. She let out an involuntary sputter.

			“You will die tonight,” he growled. While he spoke, she managed to lift her calf up and hooked her finger around the strap of her heel. She carefully slid it off her foot, trying not to lose her grip on it. She was dizzy from lack of air. “It will be long. It will be painful. The last time there were two players, the Phoenix Club didn’t get to have their fun. I told them this time they could have it with you.”

			Enne knew exactly which game Sedric was referring to—the night Gabrielle had played to save her daughter’s life. As anger flooded through her, Enne squeezed the heel and, with all the force she could muster, jammed it into his eye.

			Sedric howled, letting go of her and covering his eye with his hands. Bloody tears dripped down his cheek. “You bitch,” he snarled.

			Enne shoved him away and frantically bent down, breathing heavily and feeling around for the leather case. She found it and slid off the lid. She had only just gotten a grip on the syringe when Sedric kicked her in the side, sending her sprawling.

			Then he grabbed her by the front of her dress and hoisted her to her feet. His left eye was squeezed shut, but there was so much blood, Enne couldn’t be sure there was much of an eye left. His other arm aimed, ready for a punch. Before he could take a swing at her, she kicked him in the groin and slid out of his grasp.

			She landed face-down on the grass, the syringe still clutched in her first.

			When she looked up, Sedric had his revolver pointed at her. He clutched his eye with one hand, and there was a feral look in his other. He laughed madly. “You really should’ve let me have my fun.”

			Then he pulled the trigger.

			Click.

			His cursed and opened the revolver’s empty compartment. Then he looked at her, his eyes wide, as she lunged forward and stabbed the syringe into his leg.

			She would not be his victim tonight.

			He would be hers.

			Within moments, his limp body fell on top of her, his stomach on her back. She grunted and pushed him off, disgusted by the feel of him against her. He rolled over in the grass, staring with one eye into nothing.

			She shakily got to her feet and looked down at his body. She felt no remorse. Not for him, not even for herself. Rather than breaking her, her surrender left her cold and steady with anger, with resolve.

			Enne picked up the envelope Sedric had given her before he’d slapped her. He’d said something about two players, which meant Levi was inside—alive, but preparing to play the Shadow Game. If she was going to save him, she needed to join him in the House of Shadows.

			She picked the revolver up from the ground. She only had three bullets. From the way the music carried, she assumed the House of Shadows was far from empty. Could she burst into the room, gun raised, and force Semper to let Levi escape? Would that be enough? Or would she be shot down herself before she had a chance?

			She loaded the revolver and tucked it into her pocket. Her fingers brushed against the cool ribbon of the black satin mask Lola had given her. She pulled it out and tied it around her eyes, same as she’d done at Scrap Market. The mask covered very little of her face, but it offered at least a small amount of protection. If she and Levi managed to make it out of this alive, then no one could know who she was—otherwise, the Phoenix Club would easily discover it was she who’d slain Sedric Torren.

			With her lipstick reapplied and her blood-stained heel back on, Enne knocked on the front door of the House of Shadows.

			A huge man opened the door, and the loud music from inside blasted through her ears.

			He blinked at her for a few moments, and then his jaw dropped. “It’s you,” Shark said, his golden tooth glinting.

			Enne tensed as she recognized him—one of the whiteboots from her first day in New Reynes. He knew that she had a connection to Lourdes, the woman they’d killed here only the week before. He’d seen her without her mask.

			Her mind blanked except for one, desperate idea.

			She took out the revolver, aimed it between his eyes and pulled the trigger.

			The noise and force of it startled her so much she yelped. His body thudded to the floor, and she stood there for a few moments, her pulse a violent current, ready for someone to come running. No one did. She wondered if anyone had even heard over all the music, which pulsed loud enough to drown out everything.

			She stepped over his body and the pooling blood to enter the House. The cold shell inside of her hardened with each step. Apparently she’d left her soul back at Luckluster—probably back in Bellamy.

			The air smelled strongly of several kinds of smoke, and she scrunched her nose and tried to blow away the odor with the envelope. A light shone in the next room, but the hallway was otherwise cast in darkness. She shoved the revolver in her dress as she made her way through the House.

			A few men lying on the carpet glanced up blankly as she entered, but their attention was quickly recaptured by a giant pipe shaped like a candlestick on the table before them. Enne eyed a stairwell in the far corner of the room. A sinister force pulled her in that direction, guiding her toward her demise. She began to climb, her hand sliding up the smooth ebony railing.

			There was a single door at the top of the stairs. Behind it, she heard a rhythmic ticking, like a clock or a heartbeat. She hitched her breath and turned the knob, opening the door cautiously.

			Over a dozen lifeless faces peered at her as she stepped inside, but her gaze immediately fell on Levi. All the color drained from his face as he met her eyes. He was hunched in his chair as if it hurt him to straighten up, and an ugly red mark glared at the side of his neck. Enne’s heart skipped in alarm—he’d been hurt again.

			Enne closed the door behind her, and the music from downstairs disappeared, as if nothing existed outside this room. The ticking, too, was gone—maybe she hadn’t really heard it at all.

			“The other player, at last,” one man said. Enne recognized him immediately: Chancellor Malcolm Semper, the Father of the Revolution—and her mother’s killer. Her heart clenched, all the anger and grief and adrenaline seizing her at once. “Please take a seat, my dear.”

			She tried to reach for the revolver. This was it—she’d made it to the Game in time to stop it. But her hand was frozen at her side—not from the omerta, but some other power in the room. The same sinister force that had led her upstairs. She swallowed down a scream of panic.

			“I believe you have Mr. Torren’s letter, don’t you?” Semper asked.

			Enne froze. She didn’t have any choices left. She was weaponless, powerless, and she had walked directly into their hands. She’d made a fatal error for the second time that night, and now it was too late.

			After a few moments of horror, she regained her composure enough to hand him Sedric’s envelope. Semper tore it open and scanned the contents, then cleared his throat. “It seems… What is your name?”

			“Séance,” she said, the name Lola had given her. The name her mother had once used, long ago.

			Semper blinked, as if startled for a moment. Maybe he, too, glimpsed the ghost of Lourdes at the edges of his vision.

			He returned to Sedric’s letter. “Mr. Torren has recommended that Séance be the one to play.”

			“What?” Levi hissed. Enne froze. What did that mean? Weren’t they both supposed to play?

			“Well, with your background in cards, Mr. Glaisyer, you don’t need to prove your prowess. Perhaps this newcomer should be given a chance to impress.”

			Levi shook his head. He looked utterly defeated.

			“Take a seat,” Semper urged her, and Enne carefully claimed the only empty one at table. Every few moments, she tried again to reach into her pocket for the revolver, but to no avail. If she ran—if she could run—that would mean leaving Levi here, and she’d already come this far. No matter how panicked she felt, she couldn’t abandon him in his final moments. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself afterward.

			“Don’t bother eyeing the door, dear,” Semper said. Every monster in this city always found a pet name for her. “The Game began the moment you stepped into the House. The rules are binding. There is no escaping. No cheating.”

			That explained why Enne couldn’t reach for her gun. There was a magic to the Game, like there was in oaths. A magic she couldn’t explain.

			“During the Game, the player typically bets their own life,” Semper explained, “but since there are two guests, it will be Mr. Glaisyer’s life on the line, and Séance the player.”

			Enne’s heart sank. It should’ve been the other way around. She didn’t know anything about cards.

			“Last time we did this—” a younger woman started.

			“That was a mistake,” Semper snapped. “Besides, these two don’t even know each other. Isn’t that right?”

			They were referencing the Game of Gabrielle Dondelair, when it had been Enne’s life on the line. They had no idea that same child sat in front of them now, prepared to play the Game a second time.

			“I’ve never heard of him,” she answered. Levi shot her an annoyed look, as if he could honestly be worrying about his ego at a time like this.

			“Players don’t just walk through our door,” the woman from earlier snapped. “If you don’t know him, then why are you here?”

			The words came easily. “To win,” Séance answered.

			Semper smiled. “People do not play this Game to win, my dear. They play this game not to lose.”

			
		

	
		
			DAY TEN

			“Some say the City of Sin is a game, so before you arrive—ask yourself, dear reader, how much are you prepared to lose?”

			—The City of Sin, a Guidebook: Where To Go and Where Not To

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			“The rules are not that complicated,” Semper started. The room was so dark that he was merely a shadow across the table. “Eleven players and twenty-two kinds of Shadow Cards. In the beginning, every player will start off with two.” He dealt out the silver cards and slid them to the players at the table. “Best not to look until you understand the rules,” he said, just as Enne was reaching for hers. She drew her hand back, heart pounding. The nine other players stared at her with such detachment that she wondered if they were sleeping with their eyes open. If they were even interested in this Game, where Levi’s life was the prize.

			Semper continued his explanation as a man behind him placed a massive stack of silver-backed cards on the table. There were ten decks of the Shadow Cards within the large one, which meant there were ten of each kind of card. Each round, the players wishing to compete for that round’s card would place one orb in the center. The objective was to collect all twenty-two Shadow Cards.

			The men standing around the table gave each of the players a silk pouch. When Enne opened the bag, she ran her fingers over tiny orbs made of black glass, identical to the one she kept within her nightstand at St. Morse.

			“These are unique orbs,” Semper said. “They’re filled with your life force, not volts.”

			“How is that possible?” she asked, as though she’d never seen one before.

			“There are many mysteries in the House of Shadows. Why don’t you hand the orbs to Levi?”

			How it works doesn’t matter, Enne thought. All that matters is us making it out of here alive.

			But only one person had ever won the Game, and she’d died that night, anyway.

			Enne slid Levi the bag. His face rigid, he placed an orb on the inside of his elbow and filled it with volt-like lightning that was gold instead of white, in the same way one might fill an orb if they’d carried volts in their skin. One. Ten. Thirty. Fifty orbs, all filled. He handed her back the bag, looking as gray as the members of the Phoenix Club.

			She literally held his life in her hands.

			“The orbs empty after they’re bet, so if you bet all of the orbs, Levi will die,” Semper told her. “The Game will last three hours. If you have failed to collect the twenty-two Shadow Cards by that time, the orbs will deactivate, and he will also die.” Enne tried to catch Levi’s eye, but his gaze was fixed on the stack of Shadow Cards.

			Semper set a metal timer the size of a mousetrap on the table, its clockwork and wires visible, as if inside out. Each round, he would deal the players as many regular cards as there were bets. Eight cards for eight players betting, for example. From there, those players competed for the card up for grabs that round. Everyone played one card per trick until they ran out, and the highest card of the trick collected the others. Whoever ended with the smallest number of spades won the round and the Shadow Card. Ties were decided by dice.

			Semper shuffled the normal deck. It thump-thumped on the table.

			“There’s one other catch,” he said. Of course there was. “The Shadow Cards, once the Game begins, develop divination properties. When they touch your skin, you’ll see a flash of your life according to the card. What has already happened, or perhaps what could have happened, had you made different choices.”

			Levi finally looked at her. She held his gaze, her heart lodged in her throat, and silently told him that she could handle this, that it would be okay, that he had more than three hours left. But the fear on his face remained. She wouldn’t have believed herself, either.

			“What’s the point of the divination?” she asked Semper.

			“To remind the players of the stakes.”

			As if they needed reminding that they were about to die. It didn’t matter that Levi’s life was the one at play—the Phoenix Club would certainly never let her leave the House alive when this was over.

			“You may pick up your cards,” Semper instructed. He slapped his hand on the timer, which jolted to life.

			Tick, tick, tick.

			Enne grabbed her two Shadow Cards. As soon as she touched the top one, an image filled her mind, momentarily ripping her away from the room. She was in the dining room of her Bellamy house, and she stared up the stairwell at the first door. Lourdes’s office, always locked. The house felt crowded with secrets.

			The vision changed. She was slightly older, wearing a deep burgundy gown and waiting in a queue. Someone announced the name of the girl in front of her. When he called Enne’s name next, Enne glided down the white-carpeted steps and entered a glittering ballroom, finally Lady Erienne Abacus Salta.

			The room returned. Enne gasped and, after a few moments, shakily lifted the Shadow Cards. The first was the Moon, which had given her the memory of her home. The second was the Chariot, which had shown her entrance into society after graduation. That wouldn’t ever happen now. Lady Erienne Abacus Salta. She couldn’t even truthfully claim that name anymore.

			My life will literally flash before my eyes, she realized. The all-encompassing nature of the visions reminded her of the black-and-white hallway from her dreams. Maybe whatever mysterious forces that enveloped the House of Shadows were also responsible for how Levi and Enne shared that place.

			She didn’t think she’d learn the answer now.

			Semper flipped over the first Shadow Card up for grabs. It was the Empress. Eight people put in an orb, including her. The hand Semper dealt her was almost all high cards, and from what she remembered about the rules, that wasn’t a good sign. But she hadn’t understood much from his explanation.

			Semper played his first card, the three of spades. She used her lowest spade, the jack. Of course, that turned out to be the highest card and she took all of the cards, including five spades. That was five strikes.

			At the end of the round, she had more spades than anyone, which eliminated any chance she might have of collecting the Empress. She could almost feel Levi’s anguish from across the table. Three people had collected zero spades, and they rolled the dice to determine who won the round’s Shadow Card.

			One orb missing. Forty-nine left.

			Five rounds went by. She played four and lost them all.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			Semper flipped the Lovers card. Enne placed her bet, and to her luck and surprise, received almost all low cards. She managed not to collect any spades and won the prize.

			As soon as she took it, an image appeared. She was in Levi’s bed lying on her back, the top buttons of her blouse scandalously undone, her hair draped over his pillow. He was on all fours over top of her, his lips pressed against her chest. She sighed and breathed in the smell of his cologne, playing with the hairs at the nape of his neck. His hand traced from her shoulder down her arm until his fingers interlaced with hers. He lifted her arm above her head. Pressed his stomach against hers. Breathed her name into her ear.

			It was a very sweet surrender.

			With her free hand, she tilted his face to meet hers, raised her head to meet his lips—

			It was over. Her cheeks must’ve been furiously red, since Semper smirked as he flipped the next card. Levi gave her a faint, congratulatory smile for winning the round, but his expression also seemed to ask, What did you see? She was obviously flustered. She looked away, sure he could read the embarrassment and truth in her eyes. They’d been pushing the boundaries of their relationship since she’d arrived.

			Her body still burned at the thought of what might have been, but she forced the lingering thoughts of the illusion from her mind. She needed to focus.

			Five more rounds passed. She bet only once—during a round when not many others did, since her chances of winning would be highest—and lost.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			An hour went by. Two more remained to collect nineteen cards.

			She bet on the next five hands and won two: the Wheel of Fortune and Death. First she saw herself, stabbing the syringe into Sedric’s leg, every moment of the scene as real and bloody as it had been earlier than night. When the image changed, she was collapsed in Vianca’s office, the donna watching apathetically as the omerta drew out her last breath.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			By the end of the second hour, she’d won four more Shadow Cards, which meant she had one hour left to win thirteen.

			Before, Levi wouldn’t look her in the eyes. Now he looked nowhere else. He crossed and uncrossed his arms, tapped the table, shifted in his seat, cracked his neck, all while keeping his gaze locked on hers. She knew she was losing. He knew she was losing. She couldn’t say anything because she’d told Semper that she didn’t know him, but she wanted to scream I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. His eyes told her he wanted to say the same.

			She bet on the next card. Semper seemed to take an eternity to deal their hands, and she wondered if he was moving slowly on purpose. With over two dozen of her orbs already played, Levi looked much less himself. His dark skin was growing increasingly transparent, and a whiteness was seeping the color out of his brown eyes.

			Enne was going to have to sit here for fifty-five minutes and watch him die. The thought made her shake with panic.

			She tied with another woman for the next Shadow Card. The woman rolled first. An eleven.

			Enne watched Levi as she tossed the dice, refusing to look at the number. He smiled slightly, and she knew she’d won.

			Then she looked at the dice. A nine. She’d lost. His smile had been for comfort.

			Soon she’d lose the entire Game, and it would be her fault both of them would die. Had she not been here, Levi could’ve played himself, and then he would have stood a fighting chance. All that bravado about trying to save him the way she should’ve saved Lourdes…she’d only made everything worse.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			Fifty minutes left.

			She refused to let them die because the timer ran out. If this was their end, it would be only after she took a chance and bet everything she had and never stopped trying.

			Semper turned over the next card.

			The World.

			She was the first to place in her orb. Semper was second. She looked around and realized that there were three people already out of orbs, and the rest were observing indifferently. Their lives weren’t on the line. They already knew that she’d lose.

			Only two players remained in the round. Semper played a four of hearts, and she played her three. All she had was the ace of spades, which meant if he played any spade, she’d lose because she’d have the highest card and would be forced to take them both.

			He played the six of diamonds. Then he took her ace of spades, and she took the World.

			Upon touching the card, the sensation came suddenly, inexplicably, and all at once. A pain radiated across her chest, starting at her heart and seeping through her veins. She felt feverish, hyperaware of ever pulse of her blood, every churn of her insides. When she closed her eyes and tried to determine the pain’s source, she had the eerie feeling that there was another presence inside her. A silhouette lurking inside the edges of her mind. Something that hadn’t been there before.

			As the pain gradually faded, she became aware of a change in the room. Nearly everyone present was still and lifeless, yet she felt a cold energy in the air. There were threads everywhere. They weren’t something she could feel or see in a literal sense, but something she still understood was there. They hummed against the Shadow Cards, against the black orbs, against the timer. They circled around each of the players’ wrists, binding them—all of them but her. Even though the threads weren’t connected, they all felt as though they were part of the same fabric: different strings of the same piano. And the Game, she realized, was the song.

			She nervously placed the World with the other Shadow Cards she’d won. Whatever had happened, whatever she’d thought she could sense—she must have been imagining it. She was at a breaking point of fear and nerves. For a moment, she’d cracked.

			In forty-eight minutes, when the timer rang, Levi would die, and so would she. She needed to hold herself together. She ignored the strange sensation and returned her focus to the Game.

			Levi blinked a few times, and by the way he did it, Enne thought he was trying to tell her something. A signal. He rubbed his eyes repeatedly, but she’d stopped paying attention. Semper had flipped over the next card, and she was determined to win it. Much of her panic from earlier was gone, replaced solely with resolution.

			She won the next six Shadow Cards.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			Twenty-eight minutes left.

			More people joined in, but only a few. Most were out of orbs. They must have all started out with different amounts.

			Enne had sixteen orbs left, and even in the near darkness of the room, she could tell Levi looked within inches of death. His skin reminded her of wax paper, and all his veins showed through, particularly around his eyes.

			The next round went by, and she was the only player to bet—Semper already owned that Shadow Card. It automatically went to her.

			Then three people bet. Enne won again.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			She lost the next.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			And won the one after.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			Twenty minutes. She still needed four cards.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			But she was almost there. She was almost there.

			There were five players left, including Semper and her. The other three played every single hand. They must have believed that there was a chance that Enne would win.

			She won the next card. Fifteen minutes left.

			And the next. Twelve minutes left.

			Then she lost. Eight minutes left.

			She won. Three minutes left.

			Only Enne and Semper still had orbs to bet. He flipped the Hanged Man, but they both already owned that, so he flipped another. They both owned that one, too. And another. And another. It seemed that they were after the same card.

			Tick. Tick. Tick.

			The Devil. When he reached it, there was only one minute left.

			She couldn’t lose. The presence in her mind—the one she’d imagined—felt larger and more imposing. All the threads in the room hummed. The song was reaching its final movement.

			Semper dealt them each two cards, moving slowly, so slowly, and she wanted to strangle him, she was so anxious and frustrated. He was trying to stall.

			He played his first card. A four of spades. She had to follow suit, and the only spade she had was the jack.

			Which meant she’d lost. She’d lost, and now they would both die.

			Because not only would Semper have all the cards and win the Game, but the timer would inevitably run out. Only twenty-eight seconds left.

			If she played her card, she’d watch Levi die. If she did nothing and waited, she’d still watch Levi die.

			Twenty-four seconds left.

			She could… She could…

			Seventeen seconds left.

			She needed time to think. Just for a second. Just to get her bearings straight and stop the Game and tell Levi that she was sorry and—

			Stop the song, whispered the presence in her head. Stop the song. Stop the song.

			It was her own voice. Her own sense of self-preservation speaking. The threads hummed around her, binding everything but her. If she listened closely to the song, she could almost hear the notes skipping. Something was wrong with its tune. The Game wasn’t as it was before. The rules…the rules were broken in a way they weren’t before.

			Ten.

			Nine.

			Eight.

			She reached into her pocket.

			Seven.

			Six.

			She pulled out the revolver.

			Five.

			She stood and pointed the gun at Malcolm Semper. Her chair screeched like the cries of someone waking in their coffin.

			Four.

			The women gasped. The man beside Enne leaped up to knock her over. But her finger was already on the trigger, and she fought to keep her balance.

			Three.

			STOP THE SONG, it screamed.

			Two.

			Enne obliged.

			One.

			The gun fired. The bullet smashed the timer into a hundred pieces of clockwork and, all at once, the threads silenced, the song cut off.

			The man forced her down, and her chest slammed on the table. She gasped as his weight crushed the air out of her lungs. Someone ripped the gun from her hand.

			It was Levi.

			Semper reached to flip over his last card and win the Game.

			“No!” Enne shouted.

			Levi pointed the gun at Semper’s head and shot.

			Screams. The sound of chairs scraping the wooden floor. Enne’s ears were ringing from the sound of the gunfire. She craned her neck, searching for Levi.

			The table jolted as Semper’s body hit it.

			“That was for Lourdes,” Levi whispered, and she loved him for it.

			With her cheek pressed against the black felt of the table, Enne stared at two things: the lifeless eyes of the man who’d killed her family, and the Devil card soaking in the devil’s blood.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			“Don’t. Mucking. Move,” Levi shouted, pointing the gun around the room. The Phoenix Club watched him with wide, dead eyes and remained motionless. You couldn’t kill them with time, but you could kill anything with a bullet.

			“Put the gun down,” Josephine Fenice said calmly. Too calmly. He’d just shot the Chancellor of the whole Republic right in front of her, and he would happily shoot her next. He certainly wasn’t calm.

			“Let her go,” Levi ordered the man pinning Enne against the table. The man raised his arms, and Enne hurriedly straightened. Her eyes, once brown, were now blazingly violet. Her aura, too, had shifted from swirls of dark blue to a violent storm of purple and silver, deepening the original smells of coffee and bourbon with hints of gunpowder.

			Auras weren’t supposed to change.

			It was dark enough in the room that he doubted anyone else had noticed her eyes during the Game, but now…now the two of them held their full attention. He needed to get Enne out of here before anyone figured out who—and what—she was.

			“Séance,” Levi said, even if the name sounded shatz, “go stand by the door.” Enne did as instructed, and Levi’s shoulder relaxed once she was safely tucked into the corner, far enough away that the Phoenix Club wouldn’t see her Mizer eyes.

			Levi reached for the remaining black orbs and returned their energy to his body. He didn’t feel any different afterward than he had before: exhausted, the blood pumping so slowly inside him that his gears felt stuck together. Most of his life energy—whatever that was—was gone. He wondered how long it would take to regenerate.

			If it ever did.

			Levi backed toward the door. Every part of him ached, but muck—it felt good to move. He didn’t think he’d walk again.

			“We’ll only find you again,” Josephine said matter-of-factly. “You can’t run from us.”

			From the moment Levi left this room, he would be a real criminal. He’d always been a cheat, but he’d never caused enough trouble that he’d needed to hide. Starting tonight, he would be a wanted man. Wherever he ran, the Phoenix Club would follow.

			Gabrielle Dondelair had lasted only a few hours.

			Enne grabbed his arm reassuringly. “We’re leaving.”

			She opened the door, pulled Levi into the stairwell and slammed it closed. They raced downstairs—a feat nearly impossible for Levi in his current state. Besides his multiple injuries, his body was three-quarters of the way to death. Enne had to prop his arm around her shoulder just to keep him upright.

			“Enne,” he hissed frantically in her ear as she helped him down the steps. “If we see anyone at all, you need to close your eyes.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“They’re purple.”

			She tensed, but didn’t look as shocked as she should have. What had happened to her during the Game? “Did they see?”

			“I don’t think so. We’ll talk about it when we’re alone.” Once they made it out of here.

			This had been the room with the dancing girls, but now it was empty. Behind them, laughter and music echoed, coming from somewhere deeper in the house.

			Enne pulled him through an archway. The next room smelled strongly of Mistress’s signature sweet smoke, and a few men slept on the floor. They didn’t stir as Levi and Enne dashed toward the exit.

			This was too easy. They had simply let them escape. Did the Phoenix Club believe the House of Shadows to be that well protected? Or that they’d meet their fates by the end of tonight?

			Enne swung open the front door, and Levi took a deep breath of fresh air and tried to push his anxieties away.

			Then he tripped over the body.

			He crashed down, knocking his head on the man’s shoulder with an agonizing whack. Enne landed face-first on Levi’s back. Her knee jammed painfully into his wounded leg, and he let out a long, stifled curse.

			“Sorry. Sorry,” she said, scrambling up.

			Levi stretched himself onto his knees, then nearly let out a scream. He was face-to-face with Shark, the man who had beaten him in the basement. Blood had pooled over the concrete step, trickling down from the bullet hole in his forehead.

			“Muck.” He reached for Enne’s hand and nearly jumped to his feet. He’d accidentally laid his palm in the blood, and he hurriedly wiped away the red on his pants, feeling ill.

			“I forgot he was here,” Enne murmured.

			“How long has he been here?”

			“Since I arrived.”

			“Since you…you shot him?”

			She nodded, her face grim. “Let’s go.”

			Levi bent down and carefully removed his pistol from Shark’s pocket and shoved it into his own. If they were going to survive the rest of the night, they both needed protection. “Let’s go,” he breathed, reaching shakily for Enne’s arm to steady him.

			Together, they raced across the front lawn and the woods adjacent to the estate’s long driveway, toward the glittering skyline of New Reynes. They could still faintly hear the ghostly music from the House of Shadows in the air.

			Levi shivered. Tonight, they’d been the entertainment.

			They made it to the main road and waited several moments, hoping for a carriage or motorcar to pass by so they could beg a ride. None did.

			“It’s a long walk back to the city,” Enne said, her voice hitched. “They’ve probably already called the whiteboots. They’ll know we can’t have gone far.” He felt her trembling beneath him.

			“We could take the Mole. No one takes the Mole,” Levi said, never so eager to ride the subway in his life. If they kept running, they’d find a station within a few minutes.

			“The whiteboots will look there,” she answered. She placed a hand on her forehead, breathing deeply, trying to steady herself.

			The cool nighttime wind, the agony of every step, the adrenaline of nearly dying—their reality crashed over him all at once, and Levi let out a manic laugh. “Maybe we should consult your guidebook. What does it say to do in this situation?”

			Unamused, Enne grabbed his arm and yanked him down the street. He tried to keep up, but it was almost impossible to run. Standing up alone was a struggle, and the pain from his broken ribs and dislocated shoulder were enough to make him faint.

			“It says we change our clothes and call Vianca,” she hissed.

			“Good plan.”

			They ran for a few more minutes before they reached the eastern edge of the Factory District, even beyond the realms of Scar Land. Levi couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so far from downtown. They crept down an alley between two apartment buildings. Enne pointed to a clothesline several floors above them and started toward a metal escape stairwell.

			“Wait here,” she whispered, unwrapping his arm from around her shoulder.

			Levi nodded, doubting he could make such a climb in his condition. He slumped onto the ground and leaned his head against the wall. The alley reeked of garbage and the odors of the Brint. Very faintly in the distance, he heard the calls of sirens. They were probably meant for them.

			He was exhausted. He was beaten. He was light-headed. Even though he should’ve been focusing on their escape, his thoughts jumbled together, and he fixated on only one question.

			Gabrielle Dondelair had only lasted hours. How much longer until the Phoenix Club found them?

			Enne returned with several articles of clothing. She tossed him a shirt that was clearly several sizes too large. “Get dressed,” she commanded. “And turn around.”

			He raised an eyebrow—they were in far too much of a rush for modesty. But still, he stood up painfully and faced the wall, hyperaware of the approaching sirens, hyperaware of Enne in some state of undress behind him. Both of these thoughts made his heart pound.

			“Those look terrible,” Enne said from behind him. He realized she was looking at the swollen bruises on his back.

			He shot her an annoyed look over his shoulder. Hurt as he was, he couldn’t change as fast as her. He was wearing very little. “I don’t remember giving you permission to peek.”

			She flushed indignantly. “I thought you’d be done. Now hurry up. We need to find a pay phone.”

			He grumbled and pulled up the too-big pants. Enne was dressed in trousers, a checkered men’s button-up and a pair of socks. Her dress and heels were discarded on the ground.

			“I know that dress,” he said, managing a smirk. She’d obviously pulled it from his closet. “You wear New Reynes well.”

			Her blush deepened, but after he finished dressing she propped his arm over her shoulder again. “Come on.”

			They hurried out of the alley, away from the direction of the sirens. Enne pointed ahead, where a yellow phone booth stood below a streetlamp. They raced toward it.

			“Do you have volts?” he asked.

			“Yeah.” She rooted around her pocket, pulling out a tube of lipstick, the gun and the silk mask. All the girlie necessities, apparently.

			Finally, she pulled out a small orb, bright with volts.

			They slid into the phone booth. Enne held the orb up to the meter, and Levi stood behind her. There wasn’t much space, so his chest was pressed against her back. He coughed awkwardly and drummed his fingers against the metal counter, waiting for her to suggest he wait outside. She never did.

			Outside, the distant sirens approached. They didn’t have much time.

			“Is it safe to call the phone operator?” she asked hurriedly.

			He reached over her to the number pad. “Vianca has a private line.”

			After he dialed the numbers, Enne held the phone up to both their ears. He held his breath, listening to the ringing. Enne’s face was only inches from his. He stared at all the strands of hair that had fallen from her bun and now draped across the slopes of her neck and shoulders. She had goose bumps, he noticed.

			“This is St. Morse Casino, Vianca Augustine’s office,” the secretary answered.

			“We need a motorcar,” Enne said frantically. “At the…” She squinted at the Mole station outside. “At the Paidalle station.”

			“Who is this?”

			“It’s us,” Levi growled. “We need a car.”

			“Oh. Oh. Yes. I’ll tell her—”

			“And send another car to Luckluster Casino,” Enne told her. “There’ll be a girl there. Tall. Fair skin. Top hat. Black laced boots. She’ll be looking for us.”

			“Yes. I’ll let her know.”

			Enne hung up. “I hope Lola’s still there, but it’s been hours.”

			“I’m sure she’s fine, even if she’s gone.” Levi held his breath. Bent over like he was, his mouth was awfully close to her neck. He cleared his throat. “We need to find somewhere to wait.” A place where there wasn’t negative space between them, and where they wouldn’t be so exposed.

			Levi opened the glass door and stumbled out. They stood on a strip of sidewalk that cut down the middle of a street, forking it on either side. The shops around them were closed, metal security doors down and locked. With nowhere else to wait, they climbed down the steps of the adjacent Mole station and collapsed in a corner—close enough to the exit to still hear the sirens and faint noise of the city, but deep enough inside to remain out of sight.

			Both of them panted.

			“How long will we wait, do you think?” she asked.

			“Maybe thirty minutes. We’re a long way from St. Morse.”

			She cringed, and their eyes met. Anything could happen in thirty minutes. They could be dead in thirty minutes.

			Swallowing down his panic, Levi stretched out his legs and winced at the burning in his muscles. They sat shoulder-to-shoulder, legs out. Enne, he realized, was barefoot except for the socks. Her hand was outstretched beside him.

			We will survive this together, he thought, sliding his hand toward hers. But taking it would be as much for comfort as it was for desire. They were on a run for their lives—temptation never came at the proper time.

			A rumbling filled the halls as a train sped through the tunnels below.

			“My eyes,” she whispered. “How am I supposed to hide them?”

			She locked her gaze with his, and, again, he was taken aback by how changed her face looked. How her aura had once smelled of a Gambler’s Ruin, but now also smelled of smoke.

			How very difficult it was not to kiss her.

			“You’re in luck,” he said, shifting nervously, knowing he should put more distance between them. He didn’t. “Because it so happens that I have the world’s most uncomfortable pair of blue contacts in my pocket this very moment. Perfect for concealing royal lineages and cheating during card games.”

			“You’re mucking with me,” she said, eyes narrowed. “You’re doing that face.”

			“What face?”

			“That smirk of yours.”

			He reached into his pocket and pulled out the case of contacts. “I can make you better ones, at some point. These will do for now.”

			“Why do you have these?”

			“A series of very poor decisions. Just put them on.”

			She walked to the nearest advertisement on the wall and studied her reflection in the tarnished glass. “I don’t even look like me.” Her voice was a mix of both wonder and bitterness.

			As Enne struggled to put on the contacts, Levi once again contemplated whether this was his last chance. The sirens outside echoed into the night, and when Levi closed his eyes, he still heard the sound of the gunfire that had ended the Shadow Game.

			It would be easy. He would beckon her closer, grab her hands and close the distance between them. If not for her, he would’ve died tonight, and he would’ve died alone. If death was still their fate, then why shouldn’t he kiss her just like he wanted? Just like he knew she wanted, too? In Luckluster, he’d seen his desire reflected in her eyes. They might have survived the Game, but who was to say they would survive the night?

			They had always been in this together.

			But as she turned to him, her purple eyes now concealed with blue, a fear settled in Levi’s heart. She’d poisoned the most powerful don of the North Side. She recited street rules to herself. She was the daughter of a notorious arsonist, raised by a woman who’d lived a life within the shadows.

			She was a Mizer. She was impossible.

			They very well might die tonight, but the real danger stood only an arm’s length away. He could kiss Enne, in hopes of surviving the night—or he could let go of his desire, in hopes of surviving tomorrow.

			“How do I look?” she asked.

			He swallowed. “You look different. But the purple is gone.”

			She took an unsteady breath and sat down beside him.

			“Do you feel different?” he asked quietly.

			“I feel…” She shook her head. “It sounds sort of shatz, honestly.”

			“Try me.”

			“I had the gun with me the whole Game, of course,” she explained. “But I couldn’t reach for it. Semper said something about the Game binding the players the moment we entered the House, so no cheating was allowed. But as soon as I touched the World card…everything changed.” Levi nodded. That was the moment he’d first noticed the new colors of Enne’s aura. “It was like I could see the magical threads of the Game, holding it all together, playing a song, and there were no more threads around me. And I could feel—can still feel—this presence in my head. Something that wasn’t there before.”

			Levi’s skin prickled. Every word she said reminded him how much danger they were in, how dangerous she was. “You’re absolutely right,” he said, trying to sound teasing when really, he was terrified. “You sound shatz.”

			She shoved him in the shoulder. “You should be nice to me. I can make volts now, or however Mizer powers work.”

			“And you should stop hitting me. I’m more wounds than person.”

			She reached out and brushed the bruise on his neck, gently enough that it didn’t hurt.

			“These aren’t from Chez,” she said softly. “These are new.”

			The memory of his last encounter with Chez returned to him, leaving a foul taste in his mouth. “I saw Chez tonight, too.”

			Her eyes widened. “Did he try to challenge you again?”

			“Not exactly. I started it. And…I also ended it.” Levi clenched his fist. He wished he could guess whether or not Chez was still alive, but he truly had no idea. He’d never meant to go that far.

			“You don’t have to tell me,” she murmured.

			But there was nothing else to tell. She understood, and he could already see the unease on her face.

			It was the same unease he felt when looking at her.

			“Tell me about what happened tonight. Everything before the Game. Like…” He reached into her pocket and pulled out the mask. “Where did you find this? Not really something ladies just carry around with them.”

			Enne snatched the mask from his hands. “There was an incident, of sorts, at Scrap Market.” She told him the story. How Lola had changed her mind about Enne and about the oath. How she’d come up with the name Séance, taken from one of Lourdes’s older pseudonyms.

			Then the story continued. How Vianca had called her into her office. How Enne had found Lola and stolen a car. How the blood gazer gave her the poison Enne brought with her to Luckluster.

			At some point during her tale, she rested her head on Levi’s shoulder. He struggled to pay attention to anything other than the way her body felt pressed against his, and his attempt to forget his desire became a muddled afterthought. He wondered if she knew what she was doing to him.

			“I woke up in Sedric’s motorcar outside of the House of Shadows,” she said.

			The words gradually sank in. “He drugged you? Did he hurt you?”

			“Only a little. I killed him before he had the chance to do more.”

			Sedric Torren was dead.

			“What?” he asked, even though he’d understood her perfectly. His mind spun. This changed…everything. The Torren family was without a don. The upcoming election was without a candidate. The North Side had one less monster on its streets.

			“You already know I had to kill the guard, too. The one who opened the door,” Enne continued. “I keep waiting for everything to hit me, but I don’t feel bad. I don’t even feel like I should.”

			“I killed the Chancellor,” Levi whispered, only just remembering now, as they confessed their sins in the dark. That would change everything, too.

			Enne gave Levi’s shoulder a gentle but comforting squeeze. “He was a terrible man.”

			Even so, Levi had never killed someone before. He’d never thought of himself as a killer. That was Ivory. That’d been Eight Fingers. But not him. He felt like he’d been stained in some uncleansable way, that the person he was before was somehow purer than the person he was now. He didn’t mourn the Chancellor, but he mourned himself.

			The chorus of sirens outside grew louder. Several cars were speeding through the streets above, searching for them. The two held their breath as the sirens passed by the station. They had been lucky in their hiding spot for now…but soon their luck might run out.

			“Vianca’s motorcar should be here soon,” he whispered, hoping to reassure himself as much as her.

			Even in the dark, she looked pale. “What if the whiteboots come and we need to run? We told Vianca this is where we’d be.”

			“I told you—no one takes the Mole. They’ll never find us here.”

			She pressed her hand over her heart. “Don’t joke. I’m actually terrified.”

			“So am I. That’s why I’m joking.”

			There were footsteps on the stairs of the station.

			Levi and Enne immediately stood up and backed into the corner. Enne pressed against him as they each pointed their guns at the mouth of the stairwell. Levi bit his lip to silence his breathing. He could feel Enne shaking. She reached for his hand, and he squeezed it.

			“Together,” he whispered.

			The woman who appeared, however, wasn’t a whiteboot. She also brandished a gun, but she relaxed once she saw them. “You’re here.” She was dressed like one of Vianca’s typical gangsters—a fedora hat and a tight, pin-striped dress. “We need to hurry. The whiteboots are already at St. Morse.”

			Relief washed over him—they wouldn’t die, not here, not yet. Levi slid away from Enne and lowered his gun. He took a shaky step toward their savior.

			“Then where do we go?” he asked.

			“Oh, we’re going to the casino. We’re just not walking through the front doors.”

			
		

	
		
			ENNE

			Enne had never been so grateful to step out of a motorcar. She and Levi had spent the entire thirty-minute ride crouched in the back seat beneath blankets, jostling painfully each time they’d skidded around a turn, holding their breaths each time a siren passed.

			They were parked in front of a den called The Palace, but the majesty of the den began and ended with its name. It was a tall, narrow building wedged between a casino and an apartment complex off Tropps Street. The P and the c of its neon sign flickered cheaply. The exterior reminded Enne of a pastry shop: all swirls and pastels and glitter.

			“Is this Sweetie Street?” Enne asked.

			“No,” their driver answered. “We’re only a block from St. Morse.”

			Their driver quickly led them inside the den, a firm hand on both their shoulders. Despite the late hour, The Palace was empty, but the air still reeked of smoke and the overwhelming smell of orchids. They walked around cushions and through sheer curtains to the staff room in the back. Enne tried to figure out exactly what type of New Reynes entertainment was offered here. Potentially all of them.

			Their trek was long and winding—appropriate for two criminals running from the law. Down the steps. Across the basement. Through a trapdoor. Into a tunnel that stank of sewage. Enne shivered. They were in the bowels of the city.

			“This leads directly to St. Morse,” the woman explained. “We’ll take the private elevator to Vianca’s suite.”

			The hair on Enne’s neck rose at the thought of visiting Vianca’s personal residence. Enne whispered to Levi, “Have you been there?”

			“No,” he said grimly. “I’ve not yet had that misfortune.”

			“What do you think she’ll do with you? It’s not as though you can deal cards anymore.” Unlike Enne, the Phoenix Club knew exactly who Levi was—and where to find him.

			“I’m not leaving New Reynes,” he said firmly. “Vianca would miss me too much.” He elbowed her in the side. “You would, too, right? After all, we’re partners in crime now.”

			She smirked to conceal her embarrassment. She had a thousand reasons for not wanting Levi to leave the city, the chief one being the way he was looking at her right now. Like it was just her and him and no one else.

			They reached the elevator at the end of the tunnel. The woman ushered them inside but didn’t follow. The lights flickered, and the elevator rose with a jerk.

			Enne’s stomach clenched. They were about to enter the donna’s true lair.

			She reached for Levi’s hand, seeking courage and comfort. At first, he tensed, then he laced his fingers with hers, sending a nervous spark across her fingertips.

			“What do we tell her about the Game?” he asked hoarsely. “I’m sure her little spies have told her all about what happened in the House of Shadows. She’ll know you were there.”

			“We tell her that you played.” It was safer for Vianca to assume that Levi had won the Game. Vianca knew Levi’s card abilities—she’d believe that story. If she knew Enne had played and cheated the Game, she’d grow suspicious as to why.

			“And if she knows otherwise?” Levi asked, squeezing her hand in warning.

			“How could she? She had spies in that room?”

			“I’m not sure what the Phoenix Club has told others.”

			Enne pressed her free hand to her heart and felt its pounding. “I don’t have any other ideas.” Her voice hitched in panic. Vianca couldn’t know the truth. They needed more time. They needed a better lie.

			Levi wrapped his arms around her and hugged her reassuringly. She let herself lean into him. She let herself sigh. It’d been a long night.

			“We’ve faced scarier things than her,” he said.

			“I know.”

			Just as in the phone booth, she was hyperaware of him behind her, how his chest felt pressed against her back, warm and steadying. It would be easy to turn around. To slide a hand behind his neck. To pull his lips to hers. She held her breath, certain Levi could feel the racing of her pulse, could hear the desire in her thoughts.

			Then the elevator doors opened, and Levi and Enne sprang apart.

			Vianca was perched on an armchair in a sitting room, her snake eyes leering at them curiously. “Well, wasn’t that a picture.” She set down her teacup on the end table. “I found this one in your apartment, Levi. Lucky I found him before the whiteboots did.” She nodded at Jac across the room, who was several shades of green from being so close to Vianca. He looked like he’d just found the monster beneath his bed. “I also fetched that girl you requested.” Lola sat beside Jac. She fiddled anxiously with her harmonica in her lap.

			“It’s been quite a night, hasn’t it?” Vianca frowned, scanning Levi. “You’ve looked better, dear.”

			“I’ve felt better,” he croaked.

			Vianca stood and wiggled a bony, ring-covered finger at Enne. “You first, Miss Salta. You and I need to have a little chat.”

			Even something called a “little chat” with Vianca sounded dangerous. Enne gave the other three a parting, desperate glance before following Vianca into the next room. Levi nodded at her reassuringly, reminding her once again that they had faced worse this night.

			Don’t let them see your fear.

			Never allow yourself to be lost.

			Trust no one unless you must.

			Two days ago, Enne had been certain that she was broken beyond repair, yet still her mother’s words held their familiar power, winding Enne back together.

			Just not all the way back, she thought as Vianca closed the door behind them. The ache of missing Lourdes and her old life would never leave her. All she could do was keep surviving, keep playing. In ways that were both better and worse, Enne wasn’t the same girl who’d arrived, lost and alone, in the City of Sin.

			“Séance,” Vianca said with a hiss. “A rather interesting choice of name.”

			They were in what appeared to be Vianca’s parlor. Like the rest of St. Morse, it was furnished in her typical dark, antique fashion—cheap luxury that bordered on gaudy. Each upholstery had a different sort of print. Dozens of glass gemstones dangled from the chandelier above the couch, a piece of costume jewelry set out as decoration. On the largest wall of the room, there was a portrait of what Enne imagined must’ve been Vianca’s family: Vianca, years younger, though clearly recognizable; a man who didn’t smile; and a boy with a princely grin.

			“I would never have guessed it. I mean, look at you,” Vianca said, gesturing at Enne’s body. “I imagined you easily discarded.”

			Enne was still frozen by the door. She shouldn’t be this paralyzed by Vianca, not when she’d already slain one monster tonight. But fear didn’t need to be logical to be felt.

			“Don’t just stand there like a wallflower,” Vianca snapped. “Take a seat.” She patted the spot beside her.

			“Yes, Madame.” Enne sat as far away from Vianca as she could without looking rude.

			“So polite. I wish Levi spoke to me that way.” Vianca’s eyes narrowed as she inspected Enne’s face. “You look different.”

			It took everything in her to conceal her panic. “I… I haven’t slept, of course. It’s nearly morning.”

			Vianca waved her hand dismissively, and Enne’s shoulders relaxed. Levi’s contacts had worked, even under the donna’s calculating inspection. “You’ll have time for rest after we’re done. I need to hear if the rumors are true.” Vianca leaned forward gleefully. Happiness was an emotion that didn’t suit Vianca’s face. “Is Sedric Torren dead?”

			Enne nodded, swallowing. If she closed her eyes, she could still feel his hand around her throat and the repulsive lust in his stare.

			“And the Chancellor?”

			“Yes, he’s dead.”

			Vianca laughed with such mirth that—to Enne’s horror—she reached forward, grabbed Enne’s hand and shook it in excitement. “The whole city is talking about you—about Séance. How you killed them both.”

			Enne startled. “But Levi was the one who killed Semper.”

			“My Levi?” Vianca echoed, dumbfounded. “How interesting. But the truth hardly matters. What’s important is what people say, what the papers are printing. Your Séance character is about to become the most notorious criminal we’ve seen in almost twenty years.” She laughed and gave Enne’s hand a last little shake. “You must tell me all about it.”

			“About…the murders?” Enne asked. She fought the urge to look away from the donna’s face. Her many frown lines coiled unnervingly when she smiled.

			“Yes. And about the House of Shadows.”

			Despite not having properly rehearsed her words, the lies flowed easily. Vianca was so enraptured, she listened to the entire story without asking questions.

			“When Levi won, and the Game finished, its rules were over. So he stood, pointed his gun—” she swallowed again “—and shot the Chancellor in the head.”

			Vianca clapped. “Delightful. Delightful.”

			Then the donna leaned back and studied Enne a second time. The presence Enne had felt during the Game—her Mizer abilities—hummed inside her, and she nearly tremored, imagining Vianca’s stare peering straight through Enne’s lie.

			“This whole act you put on is quite convincing,” Vianca purred, “but I’m starting to believe you were corrupted before you ever set foot in this city.” Vianca grabbed Enne by the chin and peered at her closely, turning her face from side to side. Enne shuddered and kept her gaze fixed on her lap, in case Vianca noticed the faint outline of the contacts. “Are you a pearl, or are you a bullet?”

			There was an unpleasant truth to Vianca’s question. Enne wished she knew the answer herself. She’d like to consider herself a pearl, but pearls were breakable, and she had proved herself not to be.

			Maybe she could be both.

			“I have excellent plans for you, my dear,” Vianca cooed, relinquishing her grasp on Enne’s face. “But for that, we must talk in the morning. I want to speak with Levi now. Send him in.”

			“Yes, Madame,” Enne responded, more than eager to leave.

			Enne slipped out the doors into the other room, and the others snapped to attention. Levi immediately stood and came to her side. “She didn’t notice the contacts,” Enne whispered.

			“Good. Anything else?” His hands found her wrists, and he turned her arms over, as if examining her for injuries.

			“She wants to see you.”

			He eyed the closed door warily, then he took a deep breath and cracked his neck. “The night’s almost over.” Enne didn’t know if he was reassuring her or himself.

			Then he molded his face into something expressionless and entered Vianca’s parlor. The door closed behind him.

			Enne tried not to worry about whatever meeting was unfolding in the other room. Levi had braved Vianca for years before she’d met him, but the way he’d braced himself before walking in, the little bit of fear in his eyes—it almost broke her heart. Because he felt just as trapped as she did, and it was a terrible way to feel.

			It was too easy to let her feelings slip out of control. It had nearly happened in the pay phone booth. In the Mole station. In the elevator.

			The Phoenix Club knew Levi’s face now. They’d be hunting for him. Enne’s purple eyes were deadly enough—it wasn’t safe to fall for someone with a bounty on his head.

			Even if she already had.

			She collapsed on the seat beside Lola. From across the room, Jac tossed her a box of spice cookies. Enne hadn’t even realized how hungry she was. She thanked him and tore into them.

			“Levi told us,” Lola said. Her eyes found Enne’s. “What have you done?”

			Enne was too exhausted for words. She wasn’t prepared for another round of Lola’s paranoid accusations. “I thought we were past this.” It wasn’t a question—it was a challenge.

			Lola shifted awkwardly. “We are. I mean, I waited at Luckluster for hours.”

			“And I told Vianca to find you. I wanted to make sure you were all right.” Enne handed her a cookie. “Because we’re friends.”

			Lola nodded numbly.

			“So, Enne,” Jac said. “Does your new power thing mean we’re all about to be rich? I’m your friend, too.”

			She might’ve laughed if she weren’t so tired. Since the Game, she’d worried about her eyes all night, but somehow Jac had managed to find humor in her dangerous situation. He, too, had seemed wary of her talents before, and maybe he still was, but she also trusted him. Yes, she would also call him a friend.

			Levi, Jac and Lola—only they knew her secret. It was now the four of them against the entire city.

			“Priority number one, in the morning,” he said. “I’ve always wanted a car. Something really sleek. Like an Amoretti. In white.”

			“As if you’ll be driving in the near future,” Lola said. “You’re the second of the street lord who helped kill the Chancellor. Maybe you should talk to Vianca after Levi and beg for her protection, too.”

			Jac blanched. “I hadn’t thought of that.” Enne tried to come up with something comforting, but found she had nothing to say. Lola was right. Through no fault of his own, Jac had lost his freedom, too. “So I’m a wanted man now, eh? That means I need a street name. The other seconds have street names.”

			This time, Enne did laugh. Jac managed to find reasons to smile when there should have been tears.

			“The other seconds are scarier than you,” Lola told him.

			He raised his eyebrows incredulously. “You’re her second. You’re not scarier than me.”

			“Yes, she is,” Enne said, popping a cookie in her mouth.

			“I am,” Lola agreed. “And Enne’s scarier than Pup, too.”

			Jac pondered this. “True.” Then he shot Enne a teasing smirk.

			“I am not scary,” Enne grumbled. “I’m elegant. And charming.”

			“You can be all three,” he ceded, and Enne decided that was satisfactory.

			Her guidebook had been right about the City of Sin. It was morally decrepit. It was disgusting and rotten. It was stained black to its very core.

			But her guidebook had been wrong about one thing—it had been wrong about her. She had entered New Reynes as delicate as glass. She had even shattered. But as it turned out, beneath the dust and shards, something stronger lay within her, a substance less easily broken.

			She would never forget the ache of her mother’s death, but she would also never regret uncovering the truth—about Lourdes and about herself.

			Even deep within St. Morse, Enne could still make out the wail of sirens outside. She could still hear the echoes of engines roaring, timers ticking and guns firing.

			Her guidebook claimed the City of Sin was a game.

			She’d made her first move.

			
		

	
		
			LEVI

			“Levi, my dear,” Vianca cooed as Levi entered the donna’s unholy, unfashionable lair. “Look at you.” She tsked with feigned concern as she examined the bruises on his eye and neck. “I’m surprised you can walk.”

			He sat on a chair across from her, and it made him as stiff and uncomfortable as she did.

			“Miss Salta has proved to be quite an impressive young woman,” Vianca mused.

			He didn’t like that smile on her face. “Yes, she is,” he answered carefully.

			“Tell me—how does it feel to be a celebrity? You’ve always wanted that, haven’t you?”

			Levi had always wanted to be a legend. Maybe he was, after tonight. But he was also a target.

			He leaned back into the seat and winced from the pain in his ribs. “It could feel better.”

			“The whiteboots have searched your apartment—and this casino—from top to bottom. They’ll be leaving soon. You and the rest of your…associates can sleep here tonight, in Miss Salta’s apartment. I have my men watching every entrance and floor. Starting tomorrow, I’ve made arrangements for you to stay with a friend of mine named Zula Slyk. She lives on the Street of the Holy Tombs.”

			“We’ve met before,” he said drily. The idea of bunking with Zula and her unsettling ramblings about shades and curses sounded less than appealing. Though, admittedly, he’d live just about anywhere if it meant escaping St. Morse.

			“You know each other?” Vianca asked, surprised.

			“I know everyone in Olde Town.”

			“Yes, I thought you’d like to stay within your little territory.” She said it as though she’d kept his wishes at heart. “I’ve never understood what you see in that place. It’s a stain on New Reynes.”

			“Can we trust Zula?” he asked.

			“Oh, yes. You’re not the first runaway she’s stowed, and I’ve known her a long time. We run in similar circles.” She smiled in a way that was nearly giddy. In all the years Levi had known Vianca, he’d never seen her smile like that. Her yellowed teeth, her flaky lips—he actually preferred her scowl. “With Sedric removed, the monarchist party actually has a chance. Only four months left until the election—I can’t imagine they’ll find someone else suitable in time.”

			“You know I hate politics.”

			“I’m sorry—am I boring you? With the Chancellor dead, this is set to be the most important political moment since the Great Street War, and you’re at its center. You should be paying attention.”

			Levi was treading dangerous waters. When Vianca launched into one of her political tirades, there was no interrupting her for hours. It wasn’t that she bored him—he just had no desire to review the night’s events with her. She was the reason he’d nearly died.

			“It’s been a long night,” he said, hoping that would satisfy.

			“Yes, well…” She lifted her chin higher, and Levi braced himself for whatever insults she would throw at him, as she usually did in each of their conversations. “All of this business with the investment scheme—I didn’t know what I was getting us into. More specifically, what I was getting you into. And I am genuinely sorry about that.”

			Levi was too stunned to do anything but nod. He’d never heard Vianca apologize. He’d always thought remorse was beyond her.

			“I’m set on making it up to you,” she said. “I thought you should know.”

			Oh, no, he thought, sure that whatever gift she was planning would prove to be another death sentence in disguise.

			“Go rest,” she told him. “By tomorrow, the whole city will know. By tomorrow, everything will be different.”

			Levi mumbled some parting words and rejoined his friends in the other room. Lola and Jac were bickering about something, and Enne was finishing off the remaining crumbs in a box of cookies. The scene was so normal he wanted to laugh, if doing so wouldn’t make his whole body ache.

			“Vianca has arranged accommodations for me at Zula Slyk’s,” he said.

			Enne set down the box, her lips pursed. “You have to go there?”

			“I’m leaving tomorrow. Vianca offered up your apartment for all of us tonight.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “How generous of her.”

			Several minutes later, the four of them were sneaking silently down the stairs toward Enne’s apartment on the eighteenth floor. Her hallway was mainly for staff, and no one was awake at this hour—it wasn’t quite sunrise. Enne fumbled with her keys in her pocket, then unlocked the door.

			“I’m getting the couch,” Jac declared. “Dove, you can have the floor.”

			Eager as he was for rest, Levi hadn’t dwelled on the potential awkwardness of their sleeping arrangements. Enne’s apartment was very much designed for one person. One bed. One couch. He swallowed down the heat building in his stomach, creeping its way to his face.

			“The girls get the bed,” Lola said drily.

			“You changed your mind about wanting to kill her, what, yesterday? Are you sure you deserve slumber party status?” Jac then shot Levi the dirtiest, most suggestive look he could manage. As if he were being helpful. Levi’s face went hot in embarrassment.

			Enne cleared her throat, looking everywhere but at Levi. “Yes. The girls get the bed.”

			“If you think I’m sleeping on the floor,” Levi growled at his second, “you’re mucking mistaken.” Then, when Enne and Lola had disappeared into the bedroom, Levi smacked Jac on the back of the head. “Don’t do that.”

			“I was trying to help you.”

			“Yes. Don’t do that.”

			“You don’t normally need my help.”

			“Enough.” Levi kicked him off the couch and stretched out on the cushions. It wasn’t the most comfortable, but he wasn’t anticipating getting much sleep. Not with the sirens calling from the streets below. Not while thinking about Enne asleep in the next room. He closed his eyes anyway and tried to quiet his mind.

			The water in the bathroom was running. He peeked one eye open.

			“I should say good-night,” he mused out loud.

			“Yes, you should.”

			Levi gave him a rude gesture as he stood up and walked to the bathroom. Enne was in a nightdress, leaning over the sink and removing the contacts from her eyes.

			“You were right,” she said, blinking painfully. “They do hurt.” She snapped the contact case closed and turned to him, shaking her head. Her eyes were slightly bloodshot—and very purple.

			“Stop looking at me that,” she snapped.

			“I can’t help it.”

			“I already feel like I’m wearing a costume, like this isn’t actually my face.” She pressed her hands against her cheeks, as if making sure her other features were still the same.

			Jac shouted from the next room, “Oh, are your contacts gone? Do we get to see?”

			“I’m not a sideshow,” she muttered.

			Jac appeared in the doorway. He gaped at her, then gave an exaggerated bow. “You look like Queen Marcelline.”

			“Before or after she was beheaded?” Enne shoved him away, grimacing. “And look at this,” she told Levi, leading him into the bedroom. Lola was perched on the edge of the bed, looking very absurd in one of Enne’s nightdresses. She glared at him suspiciously and wrapped a blanket around herself.

			“Oh, is she showing you the ‘magic coin’?” Lola asked.

			Levi scratched his arm nervously. “Is that a euphemism for something?”

			“Lola’s just saying it like that because she can’t see what I’m talking about.” Enne grabbed a large bronze coin off her dresser, one slightly larger than her token. It was the same one she had shown to Zula. She pointed to the cameo of the king on its face. “Look at his eye. It’s purple.”

			Levi examined both the coin and Enne with mild concern. “You’ve been wearing those contacts too long.” Behind him, he sensed Lola creeping out of the room.

			Enne groaned. “I swear it’s purple. And feel it. It’s warm.” She thrust it into his hand.

			“You’ve been holding it,” he said.

			“It was on my nightstand! And you remember how Zula talked about it.”

			He rubbed his temples and set it back down. They all needed some rest. “Yes. It’s very spooky.”

			“You’re giving me that smirk again.”

			“This is just my face,” he said, stepping closer and smirking wider.

			She had to tilt her head to look up at him. “Yes. It’s very vexing.”

			“I’m sorry my face vexes you.”

			They grew silent. Levi was all too aware of the tumbling violet waves and smoky smells of her aura, of the heat of her skin, of how close they were to each other. What was actually vexing was that she was giving him that look again, that biting-her-lip, holding-her-breath look that tempted him so damn much.

			“I’m not positive when we’ll next see each other,” he said.

			“Vianca said she wanted to talk to me again in the morning,” she said, grimacing. “She said she has ‘plans.’ I’ll want to—I mean, we should talk afterward.” She flushed and looked away from him.

			“I’ll find us a place in Olde Town to meet.”

			That was how all their meetings would have to be from now on—secret. This was the life he had ahead of him, and he already knew the most dangerous thing he could do was fall for someone like Enne. Levi had flirted with disaster for over a year now, and everything in his life had crumbled for it. It was time he focused on the empire he was always meant to build. It was time he played his cards safe.

			Even if he didn’t want to.

			“It’s late,” they both said at the same time.

			“Get some rest,” she said, smiling weakly.

			“You, too.”

			Levi walked back to the sitting room with his stomach in knots. He’d made his decision. But—so help him—if Enne had called his name. If she’d turned him around. Asked him to come back.

			He would’ve surrendered to his desire without a second thought.

			Lola and Jac were whispering conspiratorially on the couch.

			“You can stop gossiping,” Levi said flatly. “Let’s all go to sleep.” He shooed them away, lay down and closed his eyes, making it clear he didn’t want to talk.

			“We had bets,” Jac said.

			“Good night, Jac.”

			“I owe Lola three volts now.”

			Sirens blared from outside the window, which didn’t make for the best lullaby. Levi listened to his pulse beat against the throw pillow. It reminded him of the timer ticking down during the Shadow Game and those ten seconds when he’d thought for sure he was a dead man.

			But he wasn’t dead yet.

			The City of Sin was a game, but not everyone was a player. Before tonight, Levi hadn’t just wanted to play—he’d wanted to win. He’d thought all that separated the players from the observers was desire.

			That had been his first mistake. He hadn’t understood the rules. The game wasn’t about empires and legends and legacies. It was about power, and it was about death.

			It was too late to fold—the city had brutally marked him a player tonight. But if he wanted to survive, he needed to change his strategy. Desire would undoubtedly be his downfall. As Semper had remarked before the Shadow Game…

			People don’t play this Game to win, my dear. They play this game not to lose.

			Nevertheless, when the sirens finally lulled Levi to sleep, he didn’t dream of caution or escape.

			He dreamed of being king.

			
		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			In a city several hours south of New Reynes, one less merciless and despicable, a telephone rang in the hour before sunrise.

			A man slid out of bed, careful not to wake the woman beside him. He reached for three things: an eyepatch, a robe and a gun. The eyepatch because his left eye was gone, cleaved out many years ago on the night New Reynes caught fire. The robe because he was naked. The gun because he knew better than to be without it.

			He slipped silently into the hall, where the phone was ringing. He picked up the receiver, but didn’t speak.

			“You told me never to call,” a woman said, “unless I had an opportunity.” It’d been many years, but her monotone, lifeless voice was still recognizable, still made the man shiver. They weren’t friends, but they shared a common enemy.

			He considered hanging up. It’d been eighteen years since he stepped foot in the City of Sin, and, at some point during his travels, he’d promised himself to never return. Unlike the city where he lived now, the man was both merciless and despicable—but not entirely so. And New Reynes had a way of corrupting whatever remained of a pure soul.

			As he moved to end the call, the woman spoke louder, “You’ll be delighted to hear who has died.”

			He quickly pulled the phone back to his ear. “Was it my mother?”

			“No.”

			Wishful thinking, he thought. His mother was too stubborn to die.

			“It was Semper…and Sedric Torren,” the woman said.

			The man’s eye widened. Eighteen years of peace, and New Reynes might just catch fire again. “Tell me what happened. And what you’re offering.”

			The woman recounted the story of what had occurred only hours before, of two street lords named Séance and Levi Glaisyer.

			“I accept,” he said.

			“There’s a train leaving at six. A man will be waiting for you there, and he’ll escort you to the House of Shadows.” She hung up.

			The man lowered the receiver to its cradle and returned to his room.

			It’d been a useless promise, he knew. One born out of frustration, waiting for that phone call, waiting for his chance. No matter how many cities he visited or how many people he met—it didn’t matter. His destiny had always been in the City of Sin.

			To burn his mother’s empire down.

			Within minutes, Harrison Augustine had dressed, packed his belongings, and walked to the station. Even hours away, he sensed the rising smoke of New Reynes.

			It tasted sweet.

			* * * * *
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LEVI

Ten hours after escaping the Shadow Game, Levi Glaisyer found his destiny slapped onto the side of a dumpster behind St. Morse Casino.

Criminal Wanted Dead or Alive

Accomplice in the Assassination of the Chancellor

If asked, Levi would deny believing in destiny. Five years on the streets of the City of Sin had taught him that destiny and luck were for the desperate and the thickheaded. As a card dealer, he’d often encountered believers bemoaning the mirrors they’d shattered or the white cats they’d passed. They’d rub lucky coins between their fingers or kiss the shriveled remains of a rabbit’s foot, praying for divine intervention in a game that Levi had already rigged.

For Levi, when the cards no longer ran in his favor, he cheated—simple as that. Luck was a mechanism to be devised, and luck and destiny were two sides of the same coin. 

Yet as he stared at the wanted poster, sirens wailing across New Reynes in search of him, he couldn’t deny that something felt inevitable about this moment. The thought made his heart pound, even with the Augustine bodyguard looming beside him. Everything in Levi’s life, all his dreams and follies and tragedies, had led to this afternoon, to this alley, to this poster, to this single flip of destiny’s coin.

Dead?

Or alive?

Maybe he was meant for more, the feeling of inevitability whispered to him. Maybe this was his new beginning.

He checked his watch. His new beginning was late.

	At half past noon, the Casino District was unusually vacant. Gone were the unlucky gamblers, the slovenly drunks, the outrageous street performers, the wandering tourists. The honest and the crooked, the naive and the wicked had all found their way home to sleep off whiskey hangovers and mourn empty purses, leaving backwash-filled bottles and half-smoked cigars clustered in the gutters. Despite the lack of patrons, the street’s neon signs continued to flash, the ragtime music continued to hum, and the shows continued to play. No matter who you were, what you’d done, or how little you had, Tropps Street was open for your business.

It was remarkably hot in New Reynes today, even for the mid-June afternoon. Levi’s bodyguard wiped the sweat collecting from his brow and aired out his reeking shirt.

Levi didn’t know or trust this man. But anyone who worked for Vianca Augustine—the owner of St. Morse Casino and the donna of the notorious Augustine crime Family—knew better than to cross her. Regardless of the two-thousand-volt reward, this man would protect him and do his job. Greed always answered to fear.

Again, Levi checked his watch. He’d pace if he weren’t so exhausted and achy from his collection of injuries: two broken ribs, a black eye, several bruises, and a bandaged knife wound. New Reynes hadn’t been merciful to him these past few days.

After he and Enne had escaped from the Shadow Game and returned to St. Morse, he’d managed five hours of shut-eye before the bodyguard had knocked on Enne’s apartment door and informed Levi that his ride to Zula Slyk’s safe house would soon arrive. Zula owned an illegal monarchist newspaper in Olde Town and, several days prior, had been the one to coldly inform Enne that her mother was dead. If Levi had a choice, he’d never see that heartless woman again. But thanks to Vianca’s unbreakable omerta, Levi never had a choice. Zula’s was safe. What mattered right now was moving from here to there without meeting trouble along the way.

But Zula Slyk was the least of his problems.

For the past two years, Levi had been running an investment scam, which was how he’d earned the enemies who’d invited him to the Shadow Game. Once the scam started to crumble, all he’d wanted was to clean it up so he could focus on his gang, the Irons.

He still wanted that. To build his empire, just as he’d always dreamed.

But Levi was in a predicament. The lords of the other two gangs were wanted criminals as well, but Ivory and Scavenger could count on the loyalty and protection of their associates for their safety, whereas half the Irons would probably sell Levi out simply to watch him hang. If Levi was spending all his time trapped under Zula’s watch, he’d have no shot at rebuilding his gang. He’d broken out of one cage only to stumble into another.

He tore the wanted poster from the dumpster and crumpled it in his fist.

Ever so faintly, he heard a tick, tick, tick in his mind, a memory of the Shadow Game’s timer counting down to his death. The sense of destiny and greatness stirred in his stomach, like gears shifting, trying to set themselves in place but not finding the right fit. He’d have to ignore the feeling. Best-case scenario, he could survive and settle for a life of mediocrity.

Maybe he was meant for nothing.

A swanky Amberlite motorcar appeared at the mouth of the alley, its engine a quiet hum, painted black and matte as if coated in gunpowder. Levi ducked closer to his bodyguard. Vianca had scheduled his ride, and Vianca didn’t do inconspicuous. The car had no metallic fixtures or studded bumpers to be seen. It could be a trap.

	Once the car eased deeper into the alley, the driver’s window rolled down and a gloved hand beckoned Levi inside. Beside him, the bodyguard nodded for Levi to depart. This was his scheduled ride after all.

Wanted men don’t do flashy, Levi reminded himself oh so tragically.

He groaned in pain as he slid onto the plush leather of the back seat and shut the door. The motorcar lurched forward, leaving the St. Morse escort behind.

Inside was utter darkness.

As his eyes adjusted, he took in a shape in the seat across from him and realized, breath catching, that his private getaway wasn’t so private.

He snapped the fingers of one hand, sparking a faint flame that offered a pinch of light—one of the few useful tricks his orb-making blood talent provided him.

His other hand instinctively felt for his pistol.

The man looked nearly forty. A patch concealed his left eye, but there was no hiding the ugly pink scar that snaked across his brow into his receding copper hairline. His skin was fair, his gray trench coat designed by Ulani Maxirello, and his teeth whiter than a tooth-polish advertisement.

“It was time we met,” the man said, as if assuming Levi already knew his identity.

Levi never forgot a face, and although he’d never seen this man before, there was something familiar about him. Perhaps in the reptilian green of his remaining eye. In the sharp slant of his nose, the narrow shape of his jawline. Even if his individual features were neither unattractive nor unsettling, collectively and without explanation, his appearance made Levi’s skin crawl.

Maybe this wasn’t his scheduled ride after all.

 	“Let’s not have any trouble,” Levi warned, clicking the safety off his gun loud enough for his companion to hear.

Rather than reacting to Levi’s threat, the man tossed him that day’s copy of The Crimes & The Times. Levi’s heart skipped several beats as he examined the matching wanted posters on the front page: him and Séance, whom he knew better as Enne Salta. She’d arrived in New Reynes only ten days ago, but since then, she’d managed to earn a more noteworthy reputation than Levi had in five years. In the portrait, Enne had on the same silk mask she’d worn during the Shadow Game, obscuring all but her black lips.

Her bounty is five hundred volts more than mine, he noted sourly.

Still, they made quite a handsome duo on the front page. Looking at them, that same feeling of inevitability stirred inside him. For a moment, he let himself fantasize about destiny, about how his and Enne’s were intertwined, about how badly he wished to intertwine them further. He knew he shouldn’t—couldn’t. Falling for Enne held its own dangers.

Levi eased his grip on the gun. If this man was an assailant, he wouldn’t be updating Levi on today’s current events. Still, Levi didn’t let go of the weapon. Not yet.

“We’ve never met, Pup, but I know your reputation,” the man started. Levi clenched his fist. He hated that nickname. It came from his split talent—his weaker talent—for sensing auras, but he hardly smelled auras like a dog, like everyone assumed. The nickname was just another way to belittle him. The North Side had always viewed him as a kid playing gangster. “I didn’t think you’d be the quiet type.”

“I’m still guessing at your name.” Still guessing at why a stranger had hijacked Levi’s getaway, if not to collect the bounty.

“How quickly the city’s forgotten.” The man pouted, a rather strange look for someone his age. He didn’t seem to wear his years comfortably. “But I should think you, of all people, would see the family resemblance. Why do you think it was so easy for me to intercept your car?” He inspected Levi. “I’m told you’re my mother’s favorite.”

Harrison Augustine. Vianca’s estranged only child and the Augustine Family prince. It was easy now to spot the resemblance. They carried the same serious, noble features, the same paleness that revealed the green of their veins snaking across their foreheads and necks. He even spoke like his mother, purring names as if he owned them.

If he was anything like Vianca, then he couldn’t be trusted.

“I know who you are now,” Levi said. “But I don’t know why you’re here.”

Harrison tapped the newspaper’s front page. “You and this Séance character, escaping the impossible Shadow Game and killing both the Chancellor and Sedric Torren in a single night. You’re the talk of the town. As soon as I heard what happened, I knew I had to meet you.”

Levi stared at the man and reflected on his words. Even without his inheritance or his mother’s empire, Harrison was powerful. The Augustine and Torren crime Families were notorious in New Reynes, and Harrison, in his eighteen years of absence, had graduated from prince to mystery. No one knew why he’d left or what he’d been doing since.

Yet here he sat, claiming he needed to meet Levi, of all people. If he was after the bounty, then this seemed a roundabout way of acquiring it. But he’d made a mistake if he thought Levi had anything to offer him. Levi had nothing but the stolen clothes on his back.

“They used to say the city is a game,” Harrison mused, drawing a cigar from his pocket. He offered one to Levi, but Levi shook his head. He hated smoking. “Do they still say that?”

“They do.”

	“Even so, New Reynes must’ve changed a lot.” Harrison lit the cigar, and the car filled with its musky odor. “A seventeen-year-old street lord. I’m impressed you’ve survived this long.”

Levi stiffened, even though he was used to this sort of condescension. “I survived the Shadow Game. The Chancellor is dead—”

“Yes, yes.” Harrison blew a cloud of smoke in Levi’s face, making his eyes water as he scrunched his nose and held in the urge to cough. “And street lords who kill chancellors don’t live long. So tell me—why should I bet on you? Even though you were the one who killed the Chancellor?”

Levi narrowed his eyes. Was he trying to test him? “I don’t know where you got such an idea, but—”

“Don’t play coy. The papers say that Séance killed him, but I know the truth. I have friends in the House of Shadows.” Yet another reason not to trust him. Maybe this was death coming for Levi after all. He kept his hand on his gun. “They’re embarrassed. Chancellor Semper, the revered Father of the Revolution, killed by some scrappy card dealer? This Séance character… Well, she’s a more impressive villain.”

Levi’s moral compass didn’t point north past the North Side, but if it was Séance’s identity that Harrison wanted, he would never give that up. Besides, Levi felt he was an impressive enough character in his own right.

“I’m sorry the wigheads feel that way,” Levi answered, unable to resist the empty boast. “I’m sure they’ll find me a formidable enemy.”

“That’s what I’m hoping.”

	Levi’s spirits lifted at those words. No one ever saw potential in him. Right now he could barely see potential in himself.

Harrison turned the page of the newspaper.




SENATE CALLS FOR WAR ON THE GANGS

“War is a strong word,” Levi murmured.

“It’s been said before,” Harrison replied. “And it’s why I’m here.”

Before the Great Street War eighteen years ago, two street lords, Veil and Havoc, had ruled the city like kings. It was the golden age of New Reynes crime. But then the wigheads had forced the North Side to its knees, and both of the lords were hanged in Liberty Square, a spectacle of justice and judgment. Ever since then, gangs like the Irons, the Scarhands, and the Doves had attempted to replicate those empires of old. But no one had succeeded, in part because the North Side had never truly recovered from the war, or from the Revolution before it.

“They’ve talked about clearing out the gangs for years,” Levi said.

“The Chancellor was assassinated by—as the city dubs you both—two street lords,” Harrison said. “This isn’t talk. It’s a promise. And the war has already begun.”

Nerves quivered in Levi’s chest, and he had the urge to raise his hand to his throat to assure himself there was no noose knotted around it. New Reynes had raised him on its legends; he knew the Great Street War’s bloodbath as if he’d lived it.

He scanned the rest of the article, which included the bounties not just of Levi and Séance, but the other lords and seconds, as well. It was the most informative write-up of the gangs he’d encountered since Enne’s unusual and questionable tourist guidebook.




KNOWN STREET LORDS

The Doves

Leader: “Ivory”

Second: “Scythe”

The Scarhands

Leader: Jonas “Scavenger” Maccabees

Second: Unknown

The Irons

Leader: Levi “Pup” Glaisyer

Second: Jac Mardlin

The Orphan Guild

Leader: Bryce “the Guildmaster” Balfour

Second: “Rebecca”

Fifth Gang: Name Unknown

Leader: “Séance”

Second: Unknown

Levi grinned. His bounty was the same as Scavenger’s and Ivory’s. Even so, he had a few grievances with the article. For one, the Orphan Guild wasn’t a gang—it was an enterprise. Second, breaking the law once hardly made Enne a criminal mastermind And last, his title wasn’t Pup; it was the Iron Lord.

To his shock, each of those named also had a wanted poster—other than Ivory, of course, as no one alive had ever glimpsed her face. Levi’s pulse hammered as he studied the detailed sketch of his best friend, Jac Mardlin, and his messy gray-blond hair and lazy grin. He was the only one depicted smiling.

Jac was likely still sleeping on Enne’s floor where Levi had left him. Jac had known his association with Levi would cause him trouble, but he probably had no idea his wanted posters were already plastered across the city. Before he’d left, Levi had shaken him awake and asked to meet with him this afternoon. He hoped Jac hadn’t ventured outside yet. The sirens were searching for him, too.

“They should put these posters on trading cards.” Levi faked a laugh, trying to lighten the mood.

“You’re rather cavalier about all of this.” Harrison slapped the paper. “This is a death sentence.” That, too, he said like a purr.

“So was the Shadow Game,” Levi countered. “Now tell me—why are you here?”

Harrison drummed his fingers on the window ledge. On his middle finger, he wore the Augustine emerald ring, same as Vianca.

“I’ve returned to destroy my mother,” he said.

	For the second time that morning, Levi was face-to-face with his destiny. The sirens outside grew quieter, and the nerves knotting in his chest began to unravel. It was a second sign. Too blatant for Levi not to pay attention.

A New Reynes without Vianca—that he’d risk nearly anything for.

Maybe this was a new beginning, after all.

“You know I can’t help you.” The omerta, an unbreakable oath Vianca had tricked him into taking, prevented Levi from hurting her. Harrison’s blood name was Augustine; he’d inherited his mother’s talent for omertas, so he knew their rules better than anyone. And, of course, all of New Reynes—and certainly Harrison—knew that Levi was Vianca’s possession. “But you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have a plan.”

“I know my way around omertas. You can’t directly hurt her, but you can do almost anything else so long as she doesn’t expressly forbid it,” Harrison explained. “The Senate election for the New Reynes representative seat is in November. It’s one of the most influential positions in politics. Sedric Torren was the First Party’s candidate, but now that he’s been so conveniently removed, I’ll be taking his place.”

Levi’s breath hitched. It was no secret that Vianca supported the monarchist party, the First Party’s only opposition. However, despite radical measures, the monarchists had never once won an election, and they likely never would. Politics was Vianca’s crusade, and she would view Harrison’s campaign as the ultimate betrayal.

“You’re certain you’ll replace Sedric?” Levi asked. The city hadn’t seen Harrison in eighteen years. He seemed like a dark-horse candidate taken to a new extreme.

“The new chancellor herself asked me to. You see, unlike previous years, the monarchist party has a growing amount of support—primarily here, in the North Side. Being from the North Side and with his Family’s connections, Sedric provided votes that are now crucial to whoever wins this election. So she gave me a call.”

“But you’ve been gone,” Levi said, furrowing his eyebrows. “What do you know about anything that’s been happening here?”

Harrison leaned forward. In the darkness of the car, all Levi saw was the glow of Harrison’s cigar and the outline of his once-broken nose. Levi pressed his back into his seat, wondering if Harrison would strike him.

“That’s exactly why I need you to work for me in the North Side. I don’t have friends here anymore, but you do. We could become powerful together.”

That was almost funny enough to be a joke. The whole city was after Levi. His own gang had betrayed him. Even if the Shadow Game had given him a slight boost in reputation, he’d always been the boy in way over his head.

Before Levi could correct him, Harrison said, “In return, I’ll kill my mother. It would have to be after the election, after I win. I won’t let her be taken by the monarchist party as some sort of martyr.”

Not only Harrison would see his family’s empire destroyed, but he’d end Vianca along with it.

Levi was struck speechless.

“I realize, with the headlines, you’re in a tough spot,” Harrison added, “so if you do agree to help me, I’m willing to leverage my own assets to ensure you won’t need to worry about the bounty.”

It was too good to be true—of course it was. And Harrison had expectations Levi would certainly fail to meet.

	But even with his heart racing and his logic blaring in warning, all Levi asked was “How?”

“I know the whiteboot captain,” Harrison answered, his voice slick as a businessman’s, even as they discussed murder and war. “He can be convinced to ignore Iron Territory, if given enough voltage. I’ll purchase local property to make it seem like my interests there are purely financial. It would provide you some safety. But while I pay him off, you’ll still need to do your own work increasing your personal protection. You might be safe from the whiteboots, but you’ll be vulnerable to betrayal. I hear you know a thing or two about that.”

Harrison Augustine hears a lot of things.

He was referring to Chez Phillips, Levi’s previous third in the Irons. A few days ago, Chez had turned the Irons against Levi and challenged him for lordship—nearly killing him. In the end, Levi had overpowered him, but he’d gone further than he’d meant to. Chez would bear those scars for life. But he’d never be back.

If Harrison knew about Chez, then he knew Levi’s friends were few. Yet still he saw potential in him.

It made Levi want to prove him right.

Harrison rolled down the window to let out the smoke building in the back seat. The noise of sirens filled the car, but Levi stayed focused on Harrison’s words. “Visit the Catacombs. Ask for Narinder Gita. He’s on the Street of the Holy Tombs in Olde Town, and he’s well connected. He’ll find you a replacement for your third. Maybe even a new reputation.”

Hesitance pinched the back of Levi’s mind. This was too simple. If Harrison was offering him the world, then what would Levi need to sacrifice in return?

	“You’ve thought of everything. This would solve all my problems,” Levi conceded. “So what would you have me do for you?”

“I’m nervous that any violence between the North and South Sides will only fuel the monarchist cause. They believe the First Party has taken advantage of the system to keep themselves in power, to keep the North Side weak. I’m not sure either of us can stop the conflict from escalating, but what I need is information. You were friends with Eight Fingers—become friends with the other lords. I need to know about everyone who matters in the North Side. I want to know the plans before they happen.”

Though it was true Levi had been friends with Reymond—Eight Fingers, the previous lord of the Scarhands—he had no reason to be friends with the other lords. Despite what The Crimes & The Times reported, Levi barely was a lord anymore. And if he was going to achieve any relationship or influence with them, at the very least he needed to have the Irons back. The Irons might have betrayed him, but they were the slickest, most cunning tricksters in the city, and Levi had spent years scouting his gangsters and building their clientele. He wouldn’t turn his back on them yet. But regaining their trust would mean taking deadly risks, rising up when he should be lying low. Even with the protection Harrison offered, it was a dangerous gamble.

It was lucky for Harrison that what Levi wanted, more than anything, was to have the Irons back.

Lucky for Harrison that Levi was a gambling man.

“That could be arranged,” Levi said. Even as he tried to keep his voice steady and professional, his own excitement betrayed him. This was truly an offer he couldn’t refuse.

Harrison smiled. “I like your confidence.”

“It won’t be easy,” Levi admitted. “But it can be done.”

“There’s one job in particular, though, that my entire plan absolutely hinges upon. What Sedric Torren was providing that I cannot,” Harrison continued, and Levi leaned closer. “The gangs might have monopolies on certain crimes, but the Augustine and Torren Families control almost the entirety of the North Side. If they don’t directly employ someone, they own their building. They provided them a loan. They did them a favor. With the monarchist support growing, the votes that Sedric would have provided for the First Party are pivotal to the whole election. Without them, as things stand now, I would lose by a landslide.”

Levi’s eyes widened. He’d always thought the monarchists were a radical minority. He had no idea they wielded that much power. But that was exactly the sort of stance the First Party would want him to believe, if Levi was the sort to care about politics. Maybe he should have paid more attention to Vianca’s lectures.

“It seems Chancellor Fenice should’ve just tapped Sedric’s Family successor, then, rather than you,” Levi said.

“That’s true, but the Torren Family is likely to be without a don for a long time—maybe months. Neither Charles nor Delia—Sedric’s cousins, brother and sister and equally bloodthirsty—will relinquish their claim without a fight. I could help one of them win, but I can’t ensure it. I need to know who to sponsor. I need the next don of the Family to be in my debt, otherwise my election and your freedom are off the table.”

“You’re asking me to call the winner,” Levi said slowly. “I don’t have the means to do that. I still owe the Torren Family ten thousand volts that I have no intention or ability to repay. I can’t give you more than fifty-fifty odds.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be you. You’ll send someone inside the Torren empire, someone you trust.”

	Levi could count the number of people he trusted on two fingers: Enne and Jac. Vianca certainly was already concocting her own plans for Enne as Séance.

Which left Jac.

Levi’s stomach churned. There was no way he could send his best friend, barely two years clean, into the very narcotics empire that had nearly destroyed him.

Levi couldn’t manage even a smile of false confidence. “Surely you have someone you trust?”

“I don’t want this traced back to me,” Harrison answered. “The monarchists—somewhat correctly—believe the First Party is corrupt. The other advantage I offer as a candidate is my blank slate. I might be able to bribe some whiteboots for what appear to be business ventures, but I can’t be caught rigging power struggles in crime Families or making deals with the person who killed the Chancellor, can I?” His smile looked uncomfortably wide.

Levi took a deep breath and swallowed his nausea. He knew what Jac would say, of course. That Harrison was too great of an opportunity to lose. That Levi always had too little faith in him. That Jac was ready for it.

Levi wasn’t so sure.

“These are my terms,” Harrison told him. “Will you accept?”

“Can I think on it?” Even if this opportunity meant everything and then some to Levi, it meant asking a lot of Jac—Levi needed to speak to him first.

“There’s no time for that. I have campaign strategy meetings in a few hours. I need your decision now.”

The car was coming to a stop. Harrison flicked what remained of his cigar out the window.

	What Harrison was offering Levi was invaluable. A chance to escape Vianca. A level of protection while Levi built his empire. An opportunity to ally with power instead of merely playing with it.

Harrison was offering Levi his destiny.

But it meant throwing Jac into an assignment that could set him back years—or worse. It meant lying to Vianca for however long it took Harrison to carry out his plans. Those were dangerous risks. Levi preferred gambling with volts, not his best friend’s life, not his own.

Harrison peeked out the crack in the window. “You don’t have much time. The whiteboots are all over Olde Town.” His lips curled into a smile. “But give me the word and a few hours. They’ll be gone before this evening.”

Everything Levi had ever dreamed of versus throwing Jac into a dangerous assignment.

He knew exactly what he wanted, of course: to play the game. He wanted it so badly he ached.

A relapse would be Jac’s fault, not Levi’s, but that didn’t mean Levi wouldn’t blame himself if it happened.

He knew he wasn’t being fair to Jac. If his friend were here, he’d be furious that Levi thought so little of him. Jac would tell him to worry about making them rich, and Jac would worry about himself.

Jac would tell him to take the offer.

He hoped that was the case, and not his selfishness swaying him.

“I accept,” Levi said, nearly choking on the words.

Harrison opened the door for him and handed him a business card. The only thing written on it was a phone number. “Contact me when you have something.”

	Levi nodded, adjusted his felt homburg hat, and painfully climbed out of the car. Outside, the Street of the Holy Tombs was a grim lane of gothic cathedrals, sharpened spires, and ghostly remnants of the Faith. They’d traveled to the quiet eastern quarter of Olde Town, the most historic neighborhood of the city, where even the shadows were prickly, and where darkness reigned over the day.

It was home.

“I’m glad we met, Levi,” Harrison said. With that, he closed the door and the car sped off.

Collar popped, hat shielding his face, Levi ducked into Zula’s quaint shop front of Her Forgotten Histories, humming a ragtime tune and drowning out the dull remnants of the tick, tick, tick. Eventually, his nerves were silenced completely. He’d made his decision, and whatever dangers he faced as a result, from this moment on, his life was changed.

Yesterday he was Levi Glaisyer, a card dealer famous in niche circles.

Today he was Levi Glaisyer, accomplice in the greatest political assassination since the Revolution, survivor of a notorious execution game, and ally with a soon-to-be powerful force on the South Side. Yesterday he was vulnerable. Today he would become untouchable.

His destiny was upon him.




ENNE

In her dream, she wore a gown. The sleeves were sheer, the color of meringue cream, and as delicate as moth wings. A lilac ribbon cinched her waist and fluttered down her skirts, lost amid the scalloped tiers and cascading chiffon ruffles. Her jeweled headband glittered as she descended the grand staircase, chin up, her movements swan-like. The others in the hall watched her join them with approving smiles, and the chandeliers of Bellamy had never glowed so brightly.

Enne Salta woke with a gun tucked beneath her pillow, her Tokens clutched in her fist, and volts humming in her blood.

For a sweet moment, Enne lingered in her dream and forgot the events of the past ten days. That she’d abandoned all she knew to find her mother, Lourdes, in the City of Sin. That she was trapped within an unbreakable oath to a despicable Mafia donna. That she’d killed two men. That her mother was dead. That her old life—the life of that dream—was gone, and her innocence and identity along with it.

And then she rolled over to see Lola Sanguick—reluctant criminal, blood gazer for the Orphan Guild, and collector of sharp objects—drooling on the other pillow, and Enne’s reveries vanished. Lola looked just as unnerving asleep as she did awake, her white hair tangled and greasy, her canines bared, her arms resting at her sides like a corpse. If you asked Lola, she was Enne’s second. If you asked Enne, she was her friend.

Jac Mardlin loomed in the bedroom doorway. Whether consciously or not, he always stood like a soldier—shoulders back, expression serious, fists clenched and braced for battle. Every inch of his upper body was covered in intricate tattoos—all black, except for the red J on the underside of his right arm, and the matching diamond on the left. Like Lola, he was intimidating at first glance, until his single dimple betrayed his stern exterior, or until he opened his mouth…to say anything at all, really.

Enne scrambled for sheets to cover herself. She was wearing only a nightdress. “Barging into a lady’s bedroom, are you?”

Jac cocked an eyebrow. “Is that how you’re going to refer to yourself? A street lady?” Admittedly, it did sound a more fitting title to Enne than street lord.

“Where’s Levi?” she asked. Last night, she and Levi had returned to St. Morse in the hour after sunrise, and all four of them had slept through the morning in her apartment.

“He already left,” Jac answered.

Enne fought off a troublesome pinch of disappointment. Thinking about Levi brought back a rush of painful memories from the Shadow Game. How dreadful he’d looked as she gambled for his life. The panic that had washed over her when she’d first glimpsed the House of Shadows. The surge of power she’d felt as she held the gun, as she fired the bullet, as the Shadow Game’s timer shattered into a hundred pieces.

By now, the news of what had happened in the House of Shadows had surely traveled across the city. Although her true identity was unknown, Levi’s wasn’t. She hoped he’d left St. Morse without trouble. She didn’t even know when they’d next see each other. Levi had become something like a lifeline for her since she’d arrived in New Reynes. He had always been merely an elevator ride away.

She caught herself. Her emotions were stormy and twisted in her stomach, as they lately were whenever she thought about Levi. But she wasn’t a fool; Levi was being hunted by the law, and due to her Mizer heritage and persona as Séance, she was only one mistake away from exposure and execution. Romance was hardly worth that risk.

 “I’m gonna meet him in a few hours,” Jac told her. He walked to the window on the far side of the room and peeked out the curtain. There was a faint sounding of sirens. “Listen to this. It hasn’t stopped for a second—not all night. I’m surprised Levi slept at all.”

“Did you?” Enne asked.

He ran his fingers nervously through his dull blond hair. “I never sleep well.”

Enne’s hand trembled as she squeezed her two Tokens. The pair of coins were similar in many ways: both brass, both old, both depicting a cameo of a Mizer—someone from the families who had once ruled the world’s many kingdoms, until revolutionaries overthrew their thrones and killed every Mizer left alive. The smaller one—the queen’s Token—was a gift from Lourdes, a trinket Enne always kept with her to remind her of her mother. Lola was the one who’d recognized the uneven ridge patterns on its side as a key, and together, they’d opened up Lourdes’ secret bank account, where an impossible fortune had once been stored.

By the time they got there, it was nearly empty. One of the objects that remained was the king’s Token, larger and purely a coin. Although the coin always hummed with an inexplicable warmth, last night, the king’s eye had turned purple. But only Enne could see that.

Maybe because, during the Shadow Game, she’d awakened her dormant Mizer blood talent. Even now, she felt the volts, warm within her skin—faint but there. Maybe the color was something only a Mizer could see.

Or maybe she was simply going shatz. The City of Sin had changed Enne in many ways, but she was far too practical to start thinking like a superstitious Faithful. 

She closed her eyes and squeezed the coins again, tuning out the sirens searching for her and Levi. The more she listened to them, the more she could hear something else in their sounds—a phantom tick, tick, tick, like the timer from the Shadow Game. She could still picture the gray, unfeeling faces of the other players from the Phoenix Club. They haunted her worse than ghosts because, unnerving and lifeless as they had seemed, they were real. Somewhere in New Reynes, they went about their own lives—despite how they had tried to end hers. Lourdes was dead at their hands. Enne’s birth mother had suffered the same fate.

Yet still the perpetrators lived.

Before Enne’s thoughts could continue down this unsettling path, Jac choked, “They won’t stop looking for Levi.” He looked up through the space between the curtains, as if searching for gathering storm clouds in a clear sky.

His words did nothing to calm her nerves. The tick, tick, tick grew louder. She shot an anxious glance at her night table to assure herself the clockwork timer was not actually beside her. Her free hand instinctively felt for the gun underneath her pillow.

She’d destroyed the timer once. She’d escaped.

She could do it again.

Lola stirred and pulled the blankets over her head. “Sounds like doom.”

“You could see doom in the burn markings on your toast,” Enne snapped. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with Lola’s constant pessimism.

Lola clicked her tongue and rolled over, her back to both of them.

Enne carefully set both the Tokens and her revolver on the nightstand before standing up. Once she did, she realized how tired she was—tired all the way down to her bones. The stains on her bedsheets betrayed how terribly she’d slept the past few nights; they were gray from sweat and grief-stricken tears.

Her mother was dead.

Enne’s two days of mourning had hardly been enough to make peace with that fact, and after experiencing the horror of the Shadow Game herself, she had even more reason to cry for Lourdes’s fate.

The more Enne learned about her mother’s double life in New Reynes, the more she understood how much Lourdes had done to protect her.

But there were more complicated emotions layered in with her grief, adding weight to an already overwhelming load to bear. Frustration at never truly knowing Lourdes. Guilt that she’d so quickly foiled her mother’s efforts to protect her. Hurt that Lourdes had used her talents to keep Enne isolated her entire life.

Even worse than realizing she’d been wrong about Lourdes was realizing she’d been wrong about herself. Talents were more than simply abilities—they were a part of a person’s identity. Every person possessed two. The stronger one was called the blood talent and the weaker one the split talent. All of Enne’s life, she had believed she was a Salta, that she came from a common, mundane dancing family. In Bellamy, she’d struggled and wept trying to keep up with the illustrious dancing talents of her classmates. That was who she had been—the person always reaching for next to last. The person never truly belonging. The person who couldn’t help but fail.

Because Lourdes had let her believe it.

It would take a long time to untangle those emotions. For now, all she understood was how deeply she missed her mother.

“Vianca will want to see you,” Jac said warily, once again interrupting Enne’s thoughts. Last night, Vianca had instructed Enne to find her as soon as she woke up.

I have excellent plans for you, my dear, Vianca had purred.

An acidic mixture of fear and hatred rose in her throat when she thought about Vianca. Whatever Vianca had planned for her, it had little to do with Enne’s well-being and all to do with the donna’s games with her enemies across the city. Enne’s only value was her usefulness. Even though Vianca couldn’t remove her omerta even if she wanted to, there were other ways to dispose of Enne…if Enne no longer impressed.

Enne refused to let that happen. She had lost too much to the City of Sin to lose her life, as well. No matter what it took, she would survive this city.

She rose, holding her head high, pushing her concerns away. “I’ll go see Vianca now. Both of you, wait here until I come back.”

“I didn’t realize I was taking orders from you now, missy,” Jac said, smirking.

She didn’t rise to his provocation. “It’s past noon. Vianca will have news about what’s happened while we slept. You shouldn’t go outside unaware.”

“And what will we do while we wait?” Lola asked, yanking the blankets from her face. “Play cards?”

“You look like a sore loser, Dove,” Jac teased.

“I don’t gamble away my voltage.”

He shot her a sly smile. “Oh, there’s more you can bet than volts.”

Lola sat up, her expression unamused. “I’ve killed men twice as big as you.”

	Enne knew better than to believe her. Lola was all talk, like when she’d claimed she could drive and nearly flipped their hot-wired motorcar, or when she’d threatened Enne’s life but could barely hold her own ground under attack. Jac could best her within seconds in a fight.

But still, her glare cut sharper than any of her knives. Jac averted his eyes and rubbed the back of his head sheepishly.

Enne grabbed a dress out of her closet and walked to the bathroom. She stared at her violet eyes in the mirror, at a face she didn’t quite recognize. Her hand trembled as she reached for the trick contact lenses Levi had given her. It would be easier if he were here. If she didn’t have to face the donna—and the consequences of what they had done—alone.

She wondered if he’d woken thinking the same.

On her way out the door, she told Lola, “Don’t scare Jac too much while I’m gone.”

* * *

One thing Enne missed desperately about Bellamy was the decor. There, upholstery was floral, curtains were frilled, and everything was the color of macarons—cantaloupe orange, pistachio green, and rose pink. Enne’s bedroom had resembled a patisserie, and for her, serenity was curling up on her bed amid cream-colored blankets, with a plate of cucumber sandwiches, a scandalous romance novel by her favorite author, and a beeswax candle scenting her room with lavender.

If Enne’s aesthetic was a bakery, then Vianca’s was a very expensive grotto. All of St. Morse Casino was decorated in emerald and sapphire, with dark wood and velvet fabric and whatever else devoured away the light. There was something sinister in its details. The way the legs of tables curled like coiled snakes. The way it smelled of vinegar, like something pickled and preserved. The way the portraits of executed Mizer families lined each of the hallways, staring at unsettled patrons as they passed.

And Vianca, her long fingernails clacking against her desk, her reptilian green eyes narrowed and fixed on Enne’s throat, was exactly the sort of monster that slithered out of grottos.

“Come here,” Vianca cooed as Enne shut the office door. The skin around Vianca’s forehead and lips sagged in the dim fluorescent light. “Let me look at you again.”

Enne gulped and walked to Vianca’s desk. The old woman wrapped her bony, ring-covered fingers around Enne’s chin and pulled her down to examine her face. Her breath smelled of tea and vermouth.

Startled at the close inspection, Enne swallowed as her stomach leaped into her throat, and she prayed none of the purple showed through her contacts. Keeping secrets from Vianca Augustine was dangerous. She kept enough portraits of Mizers in her casino to recognize one—however impossible—when one was trembling right in front of her.

Don’t let them see your fear. She mentally recited one of Lourdes’s rules, which her mother had always told her were for proper behavior. She’d learned last week that they were the street rules of New Reynes. Apparently, behaving like a lady or like a criminal wasn’t so different.

“You’d never know, looking at you,” Vianca mused. “You must have fangs hidden beneath your cupid’s bow. Or shadows lurking in those doe eyes.”

Those words didn’t sit well with Enne. Vianca was the only monster in this room.

Vianca let her go. “I gained more than I’d imagined with you, my dear. And I reward those who please me.”

	She reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a leather pouch. She opened it and removed a glass orb, sparking with volts. It glowed bright enough to light the room, and Enne guessed there were at least a hundred inside. A small fortune—and there looked to be several orbs in the pouch.

“I’ve put up with interviews about Mr. Glaisyer all morning for this voltage, and here I am, giving it to you.” She patted Enne on the top of her hand. “Remember this. Remember how well I treat you.” She spoke high, singsong-like.

“Thank you, Madame,” Enne managed. Volts were hardly enough to forgive how Vianca had quite literally delivered Enne to Sedric Torren wrapped in a bow, but Enne wasn’t so proud that she wouldn’t take them, nor so unintelligent as not to thank the donna of the Augustine Family for such a generous gift.

“Buy yourself whatever you need. And Mr. Glaisyer and Mr. Mardlin, as well. Now take a seat.”

Enne did so, laying the pouch on her lap. Of course, she hadn’t come here only to be doted on. Vianca always wanted something. She might give, but she would take twice as much.

Vianca slid Enne the morning’s edition of The Crimes & The Times. Enne stared in horror at the wanted sketch of herself below the headline. Séance’s black mask covered most of her features, and although Enne knew it was supposed to be her, it wasn’t an exact match. Her jawline wasn’t wide enough, and her forehead was much too high. No one would pass her on the street and look twice.

Unlike hers, Levi’s adjacent sketch was entirely recognizable. He wore his signature smirk, like he wasn’t the least bit surprised to find himself on the front page.




SENATE CALLS FOR WAR ON THE GANGS

	Enne’s stomach dropped as she scanned the article. There were portraits of the lord and second of every gang, as well as the Orphan Guild. She held her breath as she examined Jac’s easy smile and the warrant for his arrest and execution below it. She really hoped he’d listened to her and stayed in her room.

“Have you heard of Worner Prescott?” Vianca asked.

Enne skimmed the page, in case she’d missed his name. He wasn’t mentioned. “No, Madame.”

“And that is precisely the problem.” Vianca sighed and poured herself a refill of her tea, though the drink looked long cold. “There’s an election this November for the seat of the New Reynes representative—one of the most influential positions in the Senate. Worner Prescott is the monarchist party’s candidate.”

Enne knew little of politics. Because Bellamy was only a territory, not a state of the Republic, they didn’t have voting or representation rights. The rivalry of the First and monarchist parties was no concern to them. Most found politics a beastly discussion at salons and parties.

Still, she knew the reputation of the monarchists: violent radicals. Lourdes had devoted her life to their cause, but Enne didn’t know why. She wasn’t sure if this meant Lourdes, too, had been a violent radical or the monarchist party was less despicable than she’d always believed. It unnerved her that Lourdes and Vianca had something so fundamental in common.

Malcolm Semper, the late Chancellor of the Republic, had been the father of the First Party. Josephine Fenice, his successor, was another First Party politician, another soulless member of the Phoenix Club. Enne might not want to call herself a monarchist, but she did know if the Phoenix Club was on one side, then she was on the other.

	“Sedric Torren was running against Prescott, on behalf of the First Party,” Vianca continued. “Now that he’s dead—much thanks to you, my dear—the First Party will need to scramble for a new candidate and campaign. For once, we have the advantage.”

The Augustine and Torren Families had rival casino and drug empires, and so Enne had always assumed Vianca had wanted Sedric gone only as a competitor. But clearly Vianca had also had political motives since the beginning.

“On top of this, we have this supposed war,” Vianca continued. “Do you know anything about the Great Street War?”

Enne shook her head. She only vaguely remembered it from Levi’s stories and from her guidebook.

“For the South Side, it wasn’t noteworthy. It barely touched them,” Vianca explained. “But for the North, it was bloodbaths and chaos.” Her tongue lingered on those last few words, as if savoring their taste. “We can only hope for history to repeat itself. The monarchist party thrives on troubled times.”

Bloodbaths and chaos. Would that happen again? What must that have meant, by New Reynes’s standards?

“You’ve thoroughly impressed me, Miss Salta. But this new assignment is long-term, and you’ll need more than luck and charm to manage it,” Vianca told her, as if Enne had escaped the Shadow Game solely on her superficial qualities. “Because of it, I’m terminating your role with the acrobatics troupe.”

Enne gaped. “But…but—”

	“It’s decided. The troupe takes up too much of your time. And I would prefer our working relationship to remain outside of public knowledge…unlike my relationship with Mr. Glaisyer.”

Acrobatics was the only thing in New Reynes Enne had actually enjoyed. She might’ve not had her cucumber sandwiches and ribbons, but at least she had her work as a release. Enne had spent her entire life fighting to achieve mediocrity, and for the first time, she’d discovered that she was naturally talented at something. For once, she could compete. She could excel. And just like that, after only a week and a half, Vianca was taking it from her.

“What is this new assignment?” Enne grumbled, her displeasure betraying her.

“You’re going to embrace Séance’s newfound infamy and fashion yourself into a proper street lord.” The donna let out an unnatural giggle and sipped her tea.

“You can’t be serious,” Enne choked. This assignment placed no guarantee on her survival. The streets of the North Side had always been dangerous, and now they were more so, according to the article right in front of her. Enne might’ve been friends with Levi, but she didn’t know the first thing about being a successful street lord. As if Levi really served as any example.

“Am I ever not serious?” Vianca poured a second cup of stale tea and slid it to her. Enne took it only to have something to fiddle with to soothe her nerves. “I need someone influencing the North Side from the streets, and who better than the famous Séance?”

“The Iron Lord?” Enne suggested.

“Levi’s ridiculous dreams of becoming a street lord are over. Will he be managing a gambling enterprise from Zula’s basement? He doesn’t have the volts—or the connections—and with the Scar Lord dead and Mr. Mardlin now an equally wanted man, who will be Levi’s face?” She shook her head, the corners of her lips playing into a smile. Enne didn’t understand how Vianca could pretend to care about Levi yet take such pleasure in the mutilation of his desires. “That boy has always had delusions of grandeur. Besides, I intend for Levi to help you. A consultant, if you will. You’re a more promising criminal than he ever was.”

It was a compliment Enne neither wanted nor appreciated coming from the donna. Lola might’ve called Enne a lord, but Enne wasn’t someone who could command a real gang. She’d hoped that, in a few months’ time, Séance’s name would slowly fade from notoriety to memory. If she had to embrace Séance’s persona and live the life of Enne Scordata, a born criminal, then how much of Enne Salta—the dancer, the lady, the romantic—would remain? She had so little left to surrender to New Reynes.

“This is what you will do. Now listen closely.” Vianca leaned forward and lowered her voice. “First, you must pay a visit to dear Bryce.”

Enne frowned in confusion. “Bryce?”

“The Guildmaster. He’ll help you recruit others. Use the remaining volts I gave you to purchase members.”

The Guildmaster referred to the Orphan Guild. Enne didn’t know much about them. She knew Lola worked for them as a blood gazer—she could read talents of those who didn’t know their ancestry. Enne remembered Harvey Gabbiano, their salesman, who had used his Chaining blood talent to try to ensnare Enne at a cabaret. She also knew from Reymond that Levi opposed the Orphan Guild on some sort of moral high ground.

“I have a busy schedule these next few months supporting the campaign,” Vianca continued. “I cannot be everywhere at once. I need someone to insert themselves into Worner Prescott’s inner circle. I’m investing a fortune into this candidate, so I want to know what he’s doing at all times—who he speaks with, where he goes. That information is invaluable. One party has already succumbed to so much corruption.”

Enne gaped. Anyone operating in Prescott’s inner circle would need to be wealthy, refined… Goodness knew how Enne could locate such a person in the North Side. She imagined herself attempting to teach etiquette to Jac or Lola, who would probably question the purpose of a butter knife if you couldn’t stab anything with it.

“I’m not sure the Orphan Guild offers such a person,” Enne said slowly.

Vianca raised her eyebrows. “I was referring to you. We’ll see if that finishing school of yours paid off, won’t we?”

Enne caught her breath. The South Side was the closest place to Bellamy in New Reynes—to home. But it held its own dangers.

When she had last looked a member of the Phoenix Club in the eyes, she’d been wearing a mask. Would they recognize her if she did so wearing pearls?

Before Enne could formulate a response, Vianca continued. It seemed as though, despite Enne’s and Levi’s actions making front-page news, Vianca had barely penciled in fifteen minutes for this meeting.

“Keeping tabs on Prescott will hardly be a full-time commitment. You’ll have plenty of time to gain your associates. You’ll perform tasks as I suggest them, and of course, you can improvise on your own as you find appropriate.”

 	Vianca was right—this wasn’t like poisoning Sedric or stopping the Shadow Game. This was four months of organization until the election in November. It was complex and all-consuming, just like Levi’s investment scam had been. And if not for Enne, that scam would’ve gotten Levi killed.

	In the span of minutes, without Enne being able to interject a word edgewise, Vianca was sealing Enne’s fate for her.

But Enne knew what it meant to object. Vianca’s omerta held a terrible power over her. Twice now, Enne’s past refusals had resulted in Enne suffocating and groveling on the donna’s carpet, and she had no intention of doing so again. Her only option to save herself was to convince Vianca her plan wouldn’t work.

“Levi won’t want to be a consultant while I’m the one playing lord.” That, at least, Enne knew was true.

Vianca raised her tea to her lips and looked at Enne pointedly. “That’s not my concern.”

“He’ll be difficult.”

“He knows by now not to make me impatient.”

The already dark room grew darker still. She was running out of options.

“If I’m not an acrobat, how will I earn income?” Enne asked, as though she were being strategic rather than desperate. “I’ll need to pay these associates.”

As though in answer to her own question, her fingertips tingled with the static of the volts pulsing inside her skin. The Mizer blood talent was to create volts, and she had accidentally activated hers last night. There would be no limit to her own wealth. All it would take was an orb-maker, and she happened to know one very well.

She quickly dismissed the thought. If her ancestry was discovered, she would be killed. There was no quicker path to death than using her talent.

Vianca set down her empty teacup. “Miss Salta, this is the City of Sin. Opportunity is only a flip of the card or roll of the dice away. I’m sure even you can think of something. Besides, you’ll still be living here on my generosity, and you’re quite welcome for that.” She tossed The Crimes & The Times into her waste bin. “You’re dismissed. ”

* * *

Thirty minutes later, the bells above the door chimed as Enne slipped into a Tropps Street clothing boutique. The store’s floral perfume filled the air, and Enne inhaled it deeply, willing it to soothe her the way such comforts once had. The more she reflected on her conversation with Vianca, the more helpless she felt. Tropps Street, ordinarily so crowded with ruckus and filth, was quiet. In the wake of the headlines, New Reynes had kept indoors. The sirens had gradually stopped. The city felt like the hush before a stage curtain lifted, but what the city waited for was war.

Enne fingered the lace details on a dress sleeve. She liked it. She liked the pearls embedded in its neckline. She liked the creamy white canvas boots on display in the window.

She liked the feeling of the a gun in her hand.

And it was that thought, that last thought, that made her hand falter as she examined the dress. It didn’t feel right that she could like all of these things without contradiction. Somewhere, there was a lie. She was a lie. How could she pretend to be her old self after all of the horrible things she had done?

Enne had never been someone to feel apologetic about herself. She hadn’t been sorry that she always trailed behind her classmates—they’d hardly noticed her enough to claim she got in their way. She never apologized to Levi when she demanded courtesy, or cried, or wanted for things she knew meant less than nothing to him. So the weight of this shame that she carried for who she was felt wrong. It felt ugly. And she was apologizing to no one but herself.

	She had been a lost, naive, spoiled girl overwhelmed by the City of Sin. And she was not sorry.

Now she was no longer lost, or naive, or spoiled. She was hardened, and strong, and heartbroken. She had made terrible, difficult choices—including murder—but she had survived. She would not apologize for that.

Vianca would force her to make more terrible, difficult choices, and if Enne ever hesitated to apologize for herself, then she would fail—just like Levi had failed. If someone wanted to call her naive, then they would. If someone wanted to call her heartless, then they would. It didn’t matter which store she chose on this street or any other, whether she wore a gun holster or pearls. The world would always demand that a girl apologize for herself. But until the world developed the fairness and rightness she’d once demanded of it, she would apologize for nothing.

And so Enne filled her arms with as many frilled, beaded, silly clothes that she could carry, and she paid with the volts she’d earned through blood.

“You know what would look splendid with this?” the cashier asked her, with the first genuine smile Enne had seen in a while. She reached for the basket behind her and retrieved a pair of white satin gloves. They were delicate, ladylike, and indeed splendid.

Enne pursed her lips, images of signature card tattoos and scarred palms coming to mind. Vianca had instructed Enne to form a gang, but had “no concern” for how Enne would lead it.

“You’re exactly right,” Enne answered, “but we’d better make that two pairs.”

* * * * *
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From #1 New York Times bestselling author duo Sasha Alsberg and Lindsay Cummings comes the first book in The Androma Saga, an action-packed thrill ride of adventure, intrigue and steamy star-crossed romance


Known across the galaxy as the Bloody Baroness, Captain Androma Racella and her motley crew of space-bound privateers roam the Mirabel galaxy on the glass starship Marauder, taking what mercenary work they can find to stay alive.


When a routine job goes awry, the Marauder’s all-girl crew find themselves placed at the mercy of a dangerous bounty hunter from Andi’s past. Coerced into a life-threatening mission, and straight into the path of a shadowy ruler bent on revenge, Andi and her crew will either restore order to the ship—or start a war that will devour worlds.
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			CELL 306

			The Past

			ENDLESS DARKNESS.

			It surrounded him in Cell 306, twisting and turning itself into his bones until he and the darkness became one.

			His thoughts had long since stopped running wild with every groan and creak of the prison walls. A thinning blanket, his only companion, was wrapped tightly around his shoulders, but it failed to block out the cold kiss of air that snuck through the threads.

			I am Valen Cortas, he thought, rolling the words over and over in his mind. It was the only thing that kept him going, leashing a sharp coil of courage around his veins. Vengeance will be mine.

			What he would do, what he would give, to have a single moment of time in the light. To feel the touch of a warm midday breeze on his skin, to hear the rustle of leaves on the trees of his home planet, Arcardius.

			He had lived on Arcardius all his life, and yet in Cell 306 the memories of his home had begun to grow dim. Valen had always looked at the world and seen it in a thousand colors, his fingers itching to paint each turn of the light, each curl of the wind sweeping through the silver streets.

			Every shade was unique in his eyes.

			And yet…he was losing the colors.

			Try as he might, Valen couldn’t remember the precise shade of purple that spiraled across the Revina Mountains. He couldn’t recall the exact hue of the blue and red moons that mingled together in the sky. The sparkle of starlight when true night fell, a constant, glowing guide through the sky. As each moment in this abyss passed, the colors all melted into a single shade of black.

			He shivered and pulled the blanket tighter around his emaciated frame.

			The pain of remembering things loved and lost had sunk its claws into him, threatening to crush his bones.

			Somewhere in the dank prison, a scream rang out, razor-sharp, like the tip of a blade scratching its way down Valen’s spine.

			He rolled over, pressing his hands to his ears.

			“I am Valen Cortas,” he whispered through cracked lips. “Vengeance will be mine.”

			Another scream. The sizzle and pop of an electric whip, a flash of blue light that ghosted across the bars. Valen gasped, his eyes aching, head throbbing, memories churning. Color. A blue like the powerful sea, a blue like the open, cloudless sky. And then…darkness again, and silence.

			The new prisoners always screamed for days, until their throats went ragged. They cried out the names of loved ones and tried to hang on to who they were.

			But on Lunamere, everyone became a number in the end.

			Valen was 306. Deep in the belly of hell incarnate.

			The cold was endless. The food was enough to keep skin hanging on bones, but muscles atrophied and hearts slowed. The stink of bodies rose up like a wave, a scent that had long since sunk into the obsidinite walls and bars.

			Those walls of obsidinite were the only thing separating Valen and the other prisoners from the void of space and their untimely deaths. He’d thought of escape, as every other prisoner had. He imagined leaping through the wall, diving out into the airless abyss.

			Death had once scared Valen, but with each day that passed, it grew closer and closer to becoming his greatest wish.

			Still, deep within his tormented soul, he knew he had to survive.

			He had to bide his time and hope that the Godstars had not forgotten him.

			And so he sat, dreaming of darkness, wrapped up in its cold arms.

			I am Valen Cortas.

			Vengeance will be mine.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			

			ANDROMA

			HER NIGHTMARES WERE like bloodstains.

			They were impossible to get rid of, no matter how hard Androma Racella tried to scrub them from her mind. On the darkest nights they clung to her like a second skin. In them, she could hear the whispers of the dead threatening to drag her down to hell, where she belonged.

			But Andi had decided, long ago, that the nightmares were her punishment.

			She was the Bloody Baroness, after all. And if surviving meant giving up sleep, then she would bear the exhaustion.

			Tonight the nightmares had come as they always did, and now Andi sat on the bridge of her ship, the Marauder, scratching a fresh set of tallies into her twin swords.

			The glowing compression cuffs on her wrists, which protected skin burned in an accident years before, were the only light in the otherwise dark space. The press of a button was all it took to power them up.

			Her fingertips were white beneath red-painted nails as she gouged a piece of steel against the flat of one blade, creating a thin tally the length of her smallest finger. Without its spirals of electricity, the sword looked like any other weapon; the tallies, any other soldier’s lucky mark. But Andi knew better. Each line she etched into the metal was another life cut off, another heart stopped with a slice of her blades.

			A hundred lives to cover up the pain of the very first. A hundred more, to shovel away the hurt into a place that was dark and deep.

			Andi glanced up as an object in the sky caught her eye.

			A piece of space trash, hurtling away among thousands of stars.

			Andi yawned. She had always loved the stars. Even as a child, she’d dreamed of dancing among them. But tonight she felt as if they were watching her, waiting for her to fail. Mocking little bastards. Well, they’d be sorely disappointed.

			The Marauder, a glimmering starship made from the rare impenetrable glass varillium, was known for its devilish speed and agility. And Andi’s crew, a group of girls hailing from every hellish corner of the galaxy, were as sharp as Andi’s blades. They were the heart of the ship, and the three reasons why Andi had survived this long so far from home.

			Five days ago, the girls had taken on a job to steal a starload of sealed BioDrugs from Solera, the capital planet of the Tavina System, and deliver them to a satellite station just outside the planet Tenebris in the neighboring system.

			It wasn’t an abnormal request. BioDrugs were one of Andi’s most requested transports since these particular drugs could burn someone’s brain to bits or—if used correctly—carry one into a blissful oblivion.

			Which, Andi thought, as she resumed her death-mark scratching, I wouldn’t mind experiencing right now.

			She could still feel the hot blood on her hands from the man she’d slayed on the Tenebris station. The way his eyes had locked on to hers before she’d run him through with her blades, silent as a whisper. The sorry fool never should have tried to double-cross Andi and her crew.

			When his partner had seen Andi’s handiwork, he eagerly handed over the Krevs her team was owed for the job. Still, she’d stolen another life, something she never relished doing. Even killers like her still had souls, and she knew that everyone deserved to be mourned by someone, no matter their crimes.

			Andi worked quietly with only the hum of the ship’s engines far beneath her for company, the occasional hiss of the cooling system kicking on overhead. Outer space was quiet, soothing, and Andi had to keep herself from falling asleep, where the nightmares would be lurking.

			The sound of footsteps brought Andi’s gaze up once more.

			The rhythmic tapping made its way down the small hallway that led to the bridge. Andi continued her scratching, glancing up again when a figure stopped in the doorway, her blue, scaled arms poised on narrow hips.

			“As your Second-in-Command,” the girl said, with a voice as smooth as the spiced Rigna they’d shared earlier, “I demand that you return to your quarters and get some sleep.”

			“Good morning to you, too, Lira,” Andi said with a sigh. Her Second always seemed to know where she was—and what she was doing—at all times. Her sharp eyes caught every detail, no matter how small. This quality made Lira the best damned pilot in the Mirabel Galaxy, and it was the reason they’d managed to succeed with so many jobs thus far.

			It was one of many peculiar qualities Lira had, along with the patches of scales scattered across her skin. When she experienced strong emotions, the scales began to glow, giving off enough heat to burn through the flesh of her enemies. All of Lira’s clothing was sleeveless for this reason. But this defensive mechanism also took a lot of energy from her, occasionally rendering Lira unconscious when activated.

			Her scales were a trait many from her home planet desired, but few had. Lira’s bloodline traced back to the first Adhirans who colonized the terraformed world. Soon after the colonization, the planet experienced a radioactive event that transformed its earliest settlers in a number of strange ways, including the scales Lira had inherited.

			Andi’s Second stepped into the starlit bridge and lifted a hairless brow. “Sooner or later, you’re going to run out of space on those swords.”

			“And then I’ll turn my tallies on to you,” Andi said with a wicked grin.

			“You should take up dancing again. Perhaps it would ease some of that deadly tension you’re carrying around.”

			“Careful, Lir,” Andi warned.

			Lira grinned, swiping two fingers across her right temple to activate her internal communication channel. “Rise and shine, ladies. If the captain can’t sleep, we shouldn’t, either.”

			Andi couldn’t hear the response Lira chuckled at, but soon enough, two more pairs of footsteps sounded from the deck above, and she knew the rest of her crew was on their way.

			Gilly arrived first, her fire-red braids bouncing on her shoulders as she approached. She was small for her age, a girl no older than thirteen, but Andi wasn’t fooled by her wide, innocent blue eyes. Gilly was a bloodthirsty little beast, a gunner with plenty of death on her hands. She had one hell of a trigger finger.

			“Why do you insist on ruining my beauty sleep?” she exclaimed in her fluid little voice.

			A tall, broad-shouldered girl appeared behind her, bending so as not to hit her head on the doorway when she entered. Breck, Andi’s head gunner, rolled her eyes as she placed a large hand on Gilly’s small shoulder.

			“Kid, when are you going to learn not to question Lira? You know she won’t give you a reasonable answer.”

			Andi laughed at Lira’s sharp glare. “If you would only look up from your gun sights long enough to listen to me, you’d know that my answers are, in fact, quite reasonable.” Lira winked at the girls before settling into the pilot’s seat next to Andi’s captain’s chair.

			“Adhirans,” Breck said with a sigh, crossing her thick arms over her chest. At seven feet tall with choppy black hair that just brushed her muscled shoulders, Breck was the most intimidating member of the crew. They all assumed she was a giantess from the planet New Veda, where Mirabel’s greatest warriors were born.

			The only problem with that assumption?

			Breck had no memories of her past. She had no idea who she was, or even where she’d come from. She’d been on the run when Andi picked her up, a bruised and beaten ten-year-old Gilly at her side.

			Gilly, plucked from the market streets of her home planet Umbin, was struggling to escape from a couple of Xen Pterran slavers when Breck found her. The older girl had saved Gilly from a fate worse than death, and now the two girls were as close as kin. To them, it no longer mattered what life Breck couldn’t remember or what past Gilly tried to forget. All that mattered was that they had each other.

			Breck tugged on one of Gilly’s red braids, then lifted her chin and sniffed the air. “I don’t smell breakfast. We need a cook, Andi.”

			“And we’ll get one as soon as we have the funds to buy a culinary droid,” Andi said with a curt nod. The girls usually traded off on kitchen duty, but Breck was the only decent cook among them. “We’re down to less than three hundred Krevs. Someone spent a little too much on hair products on TZ-5.”

			Breck’s cheeks reddened as she touched the new crimson streaks in her black hair.

			“Speaking of Krevs,” Gilly added, her tiny hand grazing the golden double-triggered gun at her hip, “when’s our next job, Cap?”

			Andi leaned back, arms crossed behind her head, and surveyed the girls.

			They were a good crew, all three of them. Small, but mighty in the best of ways, and better than what Andi deserved. She stared at her blades once more before putting them back in their harness. If only she could put her memories away just as easily.

			“I’ve got a tip for a possible job on Vacilis,” Andi said finally. It was a desert world where the wind blew as hot as the devil’s backside and the air was choked with the stench of sulfur, just a few planets over from ice-locked Solera. “But I’m not sure how many Krevs it’ll haul. And it’ll be messy, dealing with the desert nomads.”

			Breck shrugged her broad shoulders. “Any money is good money if it brings us more food stores.”

			“And ammo,” Gilly said, cracking her knuckles like the little warrior she was.

			Andi inclined her head at Lira. “Thoughts?”

			“We will see where the stars lead us,” Lira answered.

			Andi nodded. “I’ll get in touch with my informant. Take us away, Lir.”

			“As you wish.” Lira punched the destination into the control panel’s holoscreen. A diagram of Mirabel illuminated the room with blue light, stars floating around their heads and the little planets that made up each major system orbiting their suns. A bright line traced from their current location near an unnamed moon, too barren for habitation, to Vacilis, almost half a galaxy away.

			Lira scrutinized the route, then minimized the map and readied the ship for hyperspace travel.

			Andi turned in her seat. “Breck, Gilly, go to the vault and do a weapons check. Then make sure the Big Bang is fully loaded. I want you two ready in case we run into any trouble once we arrive in the Tavina System.”

			“We’re always ready,” Breck said.

			Gilly giggled, and the two gunners nodded at Andi in salute before exiting the bridge. Gilly skipped along behind Breck, her golden gun bobbing against her tiny frame.

			“Engines are hot,” Lira said. “Time to fly.”

			The Marauder rumbled beneath Andi as she slumped down in her chair, exhaustion worming its way in.

			The expanse of space stretched out before them, and Andi’s eyelids began to droop against her will. With Lira by her side, she sank into the warm folds of sleep.

			* * *

			Smoke pooled into the ruined ship, unrelenting as Andi gasped for air. She glanced sideways, where Kalee’s bloody hand twitched once, then hung motionless over the armrest.

			“Wake up,” Andi rasped. “You have to wake up!”

			Andi awoke to a rough shake of her shoulder from Lira. Her heart hammered in her chest as her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the bridge. Starlight ahead, the glowing holoscreen on the dash.

			She was here. She was safe.

			But something was off. A light on the holo blinked red, a silent prox alarm beside the markers that showed not only the Marauder’s location, but three ships behind them, catching up fast. An unwelcome sight to any space pirate.

			“We have a tail.” Lira curled her lip in annoyance. She tapped a blue fingertip on the holoscreen, changing it to the rear-cam, showing Andi a faraway look at the ships soaring behind them. “Two Explorers and one Tracker.”

			“The stars be damned,” Andi said. “When did they show up?”

			“Seconds before I woke you. We came out of light speed just outside the Tavina System, as planned, and the alarm activated not long after.”

			Andi’s mind raced, calculating all the possible scenarios. Lira never let anyone get the drop on the Marauder. They had to have been cloaked with technology the likes of which Andi’s crew could only dream of getting their hands on. She told herself this was just like any other night, any other chase, but she couldn’t shake the ominous feeling that this time might be different.

			“Do we know who they are? Black market, Mirabel Patrol?” Andi asked, staring at the radar as it blinked, the three hellish red dots slowly gaining on them.

			Lira glowered. “With this tech, it has to be Patrol. They didn’t show up on our radar until they were practically on top of us.”

			Andi chewed on her bottom lip. “Which branch?”

			You know which branch, her mind whispered. She shoved the voice away.

			“We won’t know until they’re in our close-range sights, and by then, it’ll be too late for us to escape,” Lira said.

			“Then don’t let them get that close.”

			The Patrolmen, those bastards. The government lackeys had been after Andi’s ship for years, but they’d never once come close enough to appear on the Marauder’s radar.

			Their last job shouldn’t have been enough to capture the attention of the Patrolmen. It was a black-market operation, a simple grab and go. All they’d done was haul a few crates’ worth of meds for a drug lord, nothing significant enough to bring the Patrolmen down on them.

			The girls had taken on more high-profile jobs than that—like the time they kidnapped a rich Soleran’s mistress and left her on a meteor, the job requested by the man’s furious wife. She paid a pretty penny for their services. It wasn’t until days later that they found out the woman was not only a mistress, but a prominent politician’s daughter from Tenebris. The politician tore the galaxy apart looking for his daughter. When he eventually found her withered corpse on that barren rock, word got back about who put her there.

			Andi screened their jobs much more carefully now. Her crew was still on the run from that politician to this day.

			It could be he’d finally caught their scent. She closed her eyes. Black holes ablaze, she was screwed. The ship rumbled beneath her, almost as if in agreement.

			“Cloaking is useless at this point,” Lira said as she readied the gears, slamming buttons, tapping in codes. “Engines are still too hot to go back into hyperspace. Damn their tech.”

			In the distance, Andi could just barely make out the ghostly forms of their pursuers. They were still far out, but heading closer with each passing breath. “Get us out of this, and I’ll see to it that we get devices of the same caliber.”

			“And bigger guns?” Lira asked, her blue eyes wide. “We’ll barely scrape by if we have to turn and fire on them. We only have one Big Bang left.”

			Andi nodded. “Much bigger guns.”

			“Well, then,” Lira said, a dangerous grin spreading across her face. “I think the stars may align for us, Captain. Any last words?”

			Someone else had said that to her once, long ago. Before she escaped Arcardius, never to see her home planet again.

			Andi chewed on her lip, and the memory fizzled away. She could have given her Second a thousand words, but instead she simply strapped herself in, turned in her seat and said, “Fly true, Lir.”

			Lira nodded and took the ship’s wheel, her grip steady and practiced. “Fly true.”

			A humming vibration filled the bay before the ship shot forward, like the tip of a crystal spear hurtling through the black expanse.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			

			ANDROMA

			ON A GOOD DAY, the Marauder and her crew could lose a tail as fast as an Adhiran darowak could fly, but when Andi glanced at the radar, three little dots continued to blink back at her.

			She suppressed a groan and tapped on the viewport in front of her. The glass melded, colors morphing to show a live image from their rear-cam.

			Her stomach dropped to her toes.

			The approaching ships were still behind them. Two black Explorers, angular and sharp, and in between, a giant Tracker ship. A monster in the sky that tore a memory from Andi’s mind.

			A hundred pairs of polished Academy boots clacked on the ground of a brand-new, state-of-the-art facility in the sky. A rigid man in a royal blue suit stood before the crowd, announcing the specs of the new Tracker ship. Andi raised her hand, wincing as she disturbed a bruised rib from a fight, but she was hungry for knowledge, already in love with flying.

			“I still can’t see a sigil on them,” Lira said, drawing Andi back to the present. The memory faded like mist. “We don’t know which planet they’ve hailed from yet.”

			Andi leaned forward, sliding two fingers against her temple and linking with her crew’s channels. “We’ve got a tail, ladies.” She swallowed and cast a sideways glance at Lira, who sat calmly steering the ship. “Three of them, coming in from the rear. Get to your stations and prepare for immediate engagement. We’re going dark.” She switched the channel off and looked at Lira. “Ready?”

			Lira nodded as Andi typed in the codes that would activate the Marauder’s outer shields.

			The stars winked goodbye as the metal shields slid out from the belly of the glass ship, like hands wrapping them in darkness. Over and around, until only three viewports remained. One large for the pilot, and two small for the gunners, decks below.

			“I warned you before the last job about leaving bodies behind,” Lira said suddenly, banking them left to avoid a cluster of space trash cartwheeling endlessly through the black. Her voice wasn’t harsh. And yet Andi still felt the painful truth of Lira’s words.

			Blood trails were far easier to follow than any other. And after all these years of running, it was possible that the Patrolmen had finally caught up to them because of Andi.

			“I had to kill him,” Andi said. “He almost shot Gilly. You know that, Lira.”

			“The only thing I know for sure is that the ships behind us are closing in,” Lira said, glancing at the radar.

			The patrol ships could have come from anywhere in the galaxy, but a nagging in Andi’s gut told her they hailed from Arcardius, the headquarters of the Unified Systems. A planet with cities made of glass and buildings towering on floating fragments of land in the sky, where military life reigned supreme and a pale-haired general ruled with an iron fist.

			Home. Or at least it used to be.

			After years of work, the Arcardian fleet had finally been rebuilt after the war against Xen Ptera, the capital planet of the Olen System.

			These new ships were faster, better equipped.

			Lira laughed. “It’s too bad we’ll have to miss their party.”

			“Maybe that’s why they’re here,” Andi said. “To hand deliver our invitations.”

			“They won’t catch us.” Lira dug her fingers into a metal cup soldered to the ship’s dash, the words I Visited Arcardius and All I Got Was This Stupid Cup inscribed on the side. Andi grimaced as Lira pulled out a hunk of Moon Chew and popped it into her mouth.

			“That stuff can kill you, you know,” Andi said as the ship groaned and lurched. She was thrust sideways against her bindings as Lira quickly steered the ship to the right.

			“I enjoy flirting with death.” Her Second smirked.

			They fell silent as the Marauder soared on, Lira navigating the ship left and right, up and down, the tails trailing them as if this were a mere game of chase.

			But this game they were playing rarely ended with laughter and fun. It would end with bodies burning in the sky, the air sucked from their lungs as they succumbed to the void of space.

			Andi rapped her fingertips on the armrests. Her rouged nails looked tipped in blood, a playful nod to those who had given Andi her pirating name.

			She was frustrated and hungry and, thanks to the nightmares, reaching a level of exhaustion that shouldn’t have been humanly possible to survive. Usually she would’ve been up for the challenge because, in Lira’s terms, she lived for the thrill of a life dangling on the edge of death.

			But as she looked at Lira’s hands guiding the ship, a very different image took their place.

			In her mind’s eye, Andi saw her old home’s moons, those beautiful orbs of red and blue beside Arcardius, the ice rings circling them like frozen guardians. She saw her younger, gloved hands, the Spectre sigil on them winking in the light as she clutched a traveler ship’s throttle. She felt the rush of adrenaline coursing through her veins. Then that fateful crash of fire and light, the screech of machinery and a girl’s piercing scream. And blood, rivers of it, drying on hot metal…

			A voice buzzed into the pilot’s com system, and Andi flinched back into the present.

			“What is it?” she barked.

			Beside her, Lira punched the engine, the Marauder screaming as it rocketed forward.

			“I got ’em comin’ in hot!” Breck shouted. Andi could imagine her gunner several decks below, lying flat before her massive hull gun. “Almost in my sights now. Can’t outrun ’em?”

			“If we could, don’t you think we would have done so already?” Andi growled.

			“Godstars, Andi.” Breck’s voice was deep and throaty. “I can see the sigil now. They’re Arcardian Patrol. We’re gonna be space bits.”

			Andi tapped the rear-cam, zooming in as the ships gained speed. The exploding star of Arcardius stared back at her. Her insides turned to ice. There was only one reason they would have traveled so far from their domain.

			So this was it, then. The enemy she’d run from all these years had finally found her.

			Though dread threatened to freeze her insides, Andi straightened her spine and steeled herself. She wouldn’t go down without a fight.

			Andi reached up and pressed her responder, ignoring Breck’s final words. “You girls in position?”

			“Gilly’s on Harbinger, I’m on Calamity. Permission to engage?”

			Andi smiled through her fear. “Granted.”

			The channel fell silent, and then it was just the captain and her pilot, hearts racing in their throats, stars streaking past them like rips in the fabric of the universe.

			And then Andi felt it.

			The lurch.

			The bump.

			A knife of rage sliced through her. “Those bastards just shot at my ship.”

			“Test fire?” Lira asked, but then she cursed, and suddenly they were spiraling to dodge blasts as the sensors screamed warnings. “On second thought…”

			Andi gritted her teeth. Too many shots.

			“Cap, they’re turning up the heat.”

			This time the voice was Gilly’s. In the background, Andi could hear the familiar tick, tick, tick of Gilly’s gun firing from down below, the BOOM of Breck’s right after, one shot after another at the oncoming ships. “They’re closing in, starboard side.”

			“Faster, Lira,” Andi growled.

			She pulled up the radar and zoomed in on the other two blinking red dots, ignoring the shaking in her hands. They were growing ever closer, and now the Marauder’s prox alarms were blaring. What in the blazes were they using to run their ships?

			Tick, tick, tick.

			BOOM.

			Shots blasted, piercing whines that shook Andi down to her bones.

			It was all she could hear, all she could feel, louder and louder with each blast that sent the Marauder careening off course. She switched to the ship’s rear-cam again.

			The three ships were directly behind them now. Two sleek black triangles with massive guns on their hulls, the other crisp and purple with smoke stains from Breck’s magnetic ammo, birdlike in its wingspan, with enough space to swallow Andi’s ship twice over.

			The Tracker.

			Her brain screamed stats about it—designed for speed rather than agility. She’d spent months studying the ship at the Academy, desperate to explore every inch of its well-designed insides. Even the best tech had its flaws, and if they weren’t also being chased by the two Explorers, they might’ve stood a chance against the Tracker. But truth be told, smaller ammunition wouldn’t be able to affect the reinforced siding. And with its dodging tech, they’d have one hell of a time hitting the beast with the Big Bang.

			“Take them down!” Andi commanded. “Go faster, Lira.” She clenched the armrests, leaning forward as if her body could help her ship pick up speed.

			“I’m trying,” Lira said. “We haven’t refueled in weeks, Andi. At this rate, we’ll burn out. We’ll have to lose them instead of outrun them.”

			“But without the cloaking system, we’re flying loose as a…”

			Lira stopped her with a sly grin. “I wasn’t talking about cloaking.”

			She straightened the ship and gave the engines a final push. The ships behind them fell back as the darkness around them heightened, like something monstrous was blotting out the stars.

			It was then that Memory, the Marauder’s mapping system, came on, a cool female voice that usually guided their path, a comfort in the void of space. But today, Memory’s words filled Andi with a cold, trembling dread.

			Now approaching Gollanta.

			“Starshine, Lir,” Andi said, the darkness approaching more quickly now. She remembered the last time they’d come through Gollanta—they almost became space junk that day. They’d tried to avoid the area ever since. “You can’t be serious.”

			Lir raised a bare brow. “Have you no faith, Captain?”

			It was death behind bars or death by the sweet black sky.

			Andi loosed a breath and ran her fingers through the ends of her purple-and-white braid. It had been months since they’d made a good purse, and their stores were depleted. If they were going to escape, things would have to get a little dirty before the Marauders got away clean.

			“Not at present,” Andi said.

			“You always did know how to make a girl blush.” Lira grinned, her sharp canines flashing in the red lights of the prox alarm. “You should see the last ship I piloted.”

			“Just do it…before I change my mind.” Andi tightened her harness, silenced the prox alarms and settled back as Lira navigated the Marauder toward the Gollanta Asteroid Belt. It was a massive expanse full of thousands of giant space rocks, tumbling endlessly, just waiting for a target to obliterate.

			The Graveyard of the Galaxy.

			The place where ships went to die.

			The Marauder hurtled past an asteroid double its size, an ugly thing full of deep impact holes. Beside it, spinning slowly on its side, was a hunk of burned and blackened metal that looked like the hull of an old Rambler.

			“Lir?” Andi asked. “What was it that happened to your last ship?”

			Lira grimaced and popped another wad of Moon Chew. “We may have just passed it.”

			“Godstars guide us,” Andi prayed. She glanced up. “Memory? Some accompaniment, please, as Lira tries not to fly us to our deaths.”

			A moment later, music flooded the bridge. Strings and keys and the swelling feeling of peace, control and calm.

			“I will never understand how you can listen to this stuff,” Lira muttered.

			Andi closed her eyes as Lira gunned the engine and they slipped into the tumbling black abyss.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			

			KLAREN
Year Twelve

			THE GIRL WAS BORN TO DIE.

			In darkness she stood with her palms pressed to the cold glass of her tower. She was alone, protected as all of the Yielded were, staring out at the Conduit below. Swirls of black and silver and blue. An endless, starlit sea.

			Each morning, she found herself here before the sun rose, imagining what it would feel like to touch the abyss. To feel the freedom of a single day where she could make her own choices, choose her own steps, one delicate moment at a time.

			Her palms slid from the glass.

			It was a gift, this body. A way to change her world, and the others beyond.

			As the girl stood there, she thought of her dreams. Nameless faces, uncertain futures, deaths she couldn’t stop, births she had predicted before the dawning of their times.

			The Yielded were special.

			The Yielded were loved.

			Outside, the darkness shifted. The girl gasped and pressed her hands back to the glass, heart racing as she waited.

			It began slowly. A flicker on the dark horizon, far beyond the swirling Conduit. A flame, fighting for life. Then it sprung forth, veins of crimson light stretching into the sky, spreading to yellow, orange, pink the color of laughing cheeks.

			The girl smiled.

			It was a new act. Something she’d only just begun to discover how to do.

			She loved the way it made people listen to her. Loved the way it made their minds seem to bow in her midst.

			If her dreams were true, then someday she would use this smile for greatness. For glory. For the hope of her people.

			Today she stood watching, far above the Conduit, as the red sun rose.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			

			DEX

			THEY FLEW LIKE demons sprung from a pit of fire.

			Whoever the pilot was, she had one hell of a handle on the Marauder. Leave it to the Bloody Baroness to get the best of the best. Memories of their history together tried to spring their way forward, but he quickly suppressed them, knowing such thoughts and feelings would only stand in the way of his big payday. This was a job, not a social call.

			“Androma Racella.” Dex tested her name on his tongue. “I’ve been searching for you for quite some time.”

			Two months, to be exact. The longest Dex had ever spent trying to capture someone on the run. He’d been to countless planets in search of her and gotten lost for two weeks inside the Dyllutos Nebula before eventually picking up a blood trail that stretched from one end of Mirabel to the next.

			Now he sat on the bridge of an Arcardian Tracker ship, the flashes of fired shots illuminating his face.

			Also leave it to the Bloody Baroness to force me to work with the Arcardian Patrolmen, Dex thought as he stared at her image on the holo before him.

			In his hands sat a document that included all the information about the Marauder’s captain, including a snapshot of her face. The photograph had been taken by Dex himself when he’d almost caught up to Androma on TZ-5 last week. Unfortunately, she’d disappeared before he could reach her.

			She was standing in the shadows of a pleasure palace, a cyborg dancing in the window behind her. Androma’s pale, ghostlike hair was now streaked with purple and peeked out from beneath a black hood pulled low over her face. He could just barely make out her gray eyes and the smooth metallic plates on her cheekbones, a defensive body mod she’d had done years before. But he could certainly see the rest of her: perfect curves beneath a sleek, skintight leather bodysuit, the hilt of a knife sticking out from her black boots. And, of course, outside the hooded cape, her trademark glowing swords were strapped across her back like an X of death.

			The ship rumbled from a weapon blast, and the screen flew from Dex’s fingertips, the holo winking out.

			“Blazing hell!” he cursed as the ground seemed to fall out from underneath him, then shifted sideways until he was practically dangling from his harness. “Settle her!” he shouted to the pilot.

			His borrowed crew scrambled to control the ship as Dex clutched the armrests, gritting his teeth. A little mechanic droid wrapped its hooked arms around Dex’s ankle, squealing as it tried in vain to stay in one place.

			Dex growled and shook it away. What good was being the captain when you couldn’t get your crew to do anything worthwhile? And he didn’t even want to think about the Tracker they were flying. Dex swallowed his revulsion.

			Here I am, the ship seemed to say. Large and in charge and as undercover as a Xen Pterran carriage slug.

			They’d never catch the Marauder. Not like this.

			The Tracker was fast, but the “seasoned pilot” General Cortas had provided for this mission had no style. A starship was meant to fly weightless, limitless and free.

			Just like the one they were pursuing now, its belly full of lying, cheating lady thieves.

			He stared out the viewport, past the laughable pilot and copilot, their heads pressed together as they tried in vain to discover a way to outsmart their prey.

			The Marauder.

			Dex could see her tail up ahead. Each blast of gunfire illuminated her outline.

			A sleek, beautiful beast that looked to be made of the stars in which it swam. Deadly and delicious, all varillium glass in the shape of an arrowhead, now concealed by metal shields to protect it during the chase. The Aero Class ship was one of a kind.

			He’d catch that damned ship and finally reclaim it for his own. And when he captured Androma, he’d bring her to her knees, get her to agree to his employer’s terms…

			“Sir.” A trembling voice pulled Dex from his thoughts. He looked up at the youngest Patrolman on the ship, a boy no older than fifteen with slitted reptilian nostrils. A boy who’d never seen battle. Who didn’t know the feeling of blood on scarred hands. His glowing yellow eyes were wide as he spoke. “They’re making an interesting move.”

			“What move?” Dex sighed. “Use your words.”

			“It seems they’re charting a course for the asteroid belt.”

			“As I said they would,” Dex snapped.

			“What should we do?” the boy asked timidly as he took a step back, sensing Dex’s imminent explosion of outrage.

			The ship rumbled.

			The pilot cursed.

			Dex pressed a palm to the bridge of his nose. “You,” he said, glaring at the youngling between his fingers, “will do yourself a favor and go to the passenger bay so you can crap your pants in private. I can smell your fear from here.”

			The boy tripped over his own webbed feet as he raced from Dex’s view.

			“The rest of you,” Dex said, unbuckling his harness and standing up from his seat, voice rising to a roar, “will catch me that damned ship!”

			The glory of his rage was lost in another explosion.

			This time, it was so bright and so loud that it lit up the skies. A lurch resonated all around him as the ship went sideways. The little mech droid tumbled past.

			“Engine one has been hit!” the pilot yelped.

			A lucky shot.

			Dex’s temper rose as he unclasped his harness and toppled against the metal siding. This job was the answer. It was everything. It could make or break his career.

			And if Dex lost this opportunity now, when his prey was so close, General Cortas would have someone pulverize him when they docked back at Averia—and then Dex would be sipping from a straw for the rest of his life.

			Enough was enough.

			Dex raced forward, boots clacking on the grated floor.

			The pilot looked up as Dex hovered over him, leather gloves squealing with each shift of the wheel.

			“Move,” he commanded.

			“Sir, I am under direct orders from General Cortas to…”

			Dex squeezed his fists. The pilot flinched back as four crimson triangular blades sprung out of each of Dex’s gloves, just over his knuckles. “Move over.”

			The pilot stumbled as he leaped from his chair.

			Dex took the throttle, his bladed knuckles shining as another streak of gunfire shot past. He could hear a commotion in the background, the sound of the pilot’s whining voice as he commed the general. Pathetic tattletale. Dex blocked it all out as he tapped on the screen, losing himself in the motions he’d grown so used to.

			This was where he belonged, in the pilot’s chair. Behind the throttle of his own ship.

			The copilot, a man covered in purple spikes, stared at Dex openmouthed. “You were right,” he said, his massive canines visible. “They’re heading for Gollanta.”

			Of course I’m right, Dex wanted to say. Androma always runs until she finds a place to hide.

			Through the viewport, Dex caught a perfect, shining glimpse of the Marauder, its jagged, dagger-like shape heading right into the mouth of hell.

			“Alert the fleet near Solera,” Dex said as he angled the Tracker to follow them. Solera was the closest planet, just on the outskirts of the asteroid belt. They could make it in time to intercept the Marauder if they sent their fastest ships.

			“Alert them of what, sir?” the copilot asked.

			Dex sighed. “They need to meet us in the center of the belt. Cloaked.” If he was wrong, well, he was already under the general’s control. He may as well use it to his advantage. “Tell them the Marauder is heading their way.”

			Dex closed his eyes and allowed himself to hope. Then he begged the Godstars that his last-minute plan would fall into place.

			Androma was good at what she did. But so was Dex.

			And a protégée could only outrun her master for so long.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			

			ANDROMA

			GOLLANTA.

			A world of space rocks dancing around them with death knocking at every viewport.

			Andi stared out at them, her eyes wide and bright against the dimness of space. Darkness surrounded them, lit only by the faint shine of Tavina’s distant stars. And, of course, the telltale flashes of the three ships still trailing them.

			She’d make them regret coming after the Bloody Baroness. It was time to end this.

			Andi turned on her com. “Breck, Gilly.” The permanent lens in her eye, activated by a light tap to her temple, allowed her to patch into another crew member’s visual feed.

			They’d installed them months ago, and the blessed coms had saved their skins several times over. They were well worth the expensive visit to the shady doctor on the satellite city near Solera.

			She patched into Breck’s com first, revealing the gunner’s targeting screen, the glowing crosshairs focused on the nearest ship’s wing. Andi clenched her teeth as an asteroid resembling a skull came hurtling toward Breck’s viewport. Breck took a shot, and it exploded into space dust.

			Andi blinked, shutting off the eye connection and returning to her own view of the asteroids. Lira sat beside her, the scales on her arms flashing as she tried to keep her nerves under control. Music still filled the space, calming Andi, allowing her to concentrate.

			This is just another day, she told herself. Just another chase.

			“We’re low on fuel, low on ammo,” Gilly yelped into the com.

			“Shoot the small stuff and wait for my command,” Andi said. “Then we’ll use the Big Bang and turn their bones to dust.” The weapon sent out a pulse, crippling an enemy ship’s defensive systems, followed by an explosive that could obliterate an entire ship with one shot.

			It wouldn’t be able to hurt the Tracker, but the other ships would be perfect prey, if Gilly and Breck played their cards right. They only had one Big Bang left on board, so they’d have to make it count.

			Gilly answered with a giggle sharp as a knife. “Done.”

			Tick, tick, tick.

			BOOM.

			An old spacesuit floated past the window to her right. Andi wondered if a corpse was still inside and shivered slightly.

			Death was Andi’s closest friend, a little demon that whispered in her ear on dark nights. And here in this wasteland, a graveyard where many had met their demise, death felt closer than ever.

			“We need to single out the Explorers,” Andi said. She’d never flown one herself, but she’d seen plenty of demonstrations at the Academy. They were designed for agility and speed, which meant they were somewhat lacking in armor.

			“I’m on it,” Lira answered.

			The Tracker was a beast as it followed. The smaller asteroids bounced off its sides, barely scraping the reinforced material. The Explorer ships followed behind, protected from the brunt of the asteroid attacks.

			The girls had to separate them, get the Explorers alone in the sky.

			A massive, hulking rock appeared ahead of them, easily the biggest asteroid they had seen so far.

			“Lira,” Andi said, a plan brewing in her mind as she pointed at the asteroid, “circle us around that thing.”

			“Circling will slow us down.” Lira cocked her head, orange light dancing across her face as Solera’s distant sun came into view.

			Andi gritted her teeth. “Do it, Lira.”

			Lira nodded, clenched the throttle and sent the Marauder careening right around the massive asteroid.

			The Marauder swung in a great arc, the music rising in volume as cymbals crashed. In the rear-cam, the ships pursued, flashes of silver and black, shadows that just wouldn’t quit. But as they angled farther and farther around the outer edge of the asteroid, the Tracker ship slowed too much and pulled out of the race.

			Now it was just the Explorers and the Marauder, odds Andi knew her crew and her ship could handle.

			“Wait for it…” she whispered, her breath hitching in her throat. In the rear-cam, the Explorers followed like streaks of light, their guns firing as they tried in vain to catch up to the Marauder. What was their plan? Even if the two Explorers caught them and tried to dock, ships that small wouldn’t be able to haul the Marauder across the skies.

			A flash darted behind them, a short distance away.

			“They’re getting closer!” Breck shouted in the com. “Ready for the command!”

			Andi bit her tongue, the metallic tang of blood strong enough to keep her fear at bay.

			Out of the corner of her eye she saw another flash, closer now.

			Prox alarms blared in her ear. The music was too loud, the whine of the strings too piercing.

			“Incoming!” Breck shouted. “They’re almost on us!”

			“Anytime, Cap!” Gilly yelped.

			Close.

			Closer.

			“One more second,” Andi whispered.

			“Andi, we should shoot.” Lira’s blue eyes looked black in the shadows.

			Andi hissed in a breath.

			“Now?” Gilly asked.

			Andi could imagine her, tiny and fire-headed, seated in her gunner’s chair several decks below, the whole crew’s fate at her fingertips.

			“Now,” Andi commanded.

			A breath of a second. Andi stared at the Explorer ships on the rear-cam, thinking of the men and women inside. Knowing that here and now, they were facing their final moments. She felt a flash of pity for them, the pang of regret Andi always felt before she took a life.

			Then came the hiss of Gilly’s Big Bang sliding loose from its chamber, a death rocket that Andi knew would fly true.

			She watched as it struck the Explorer on the left first, the blast taking out both ships. The explosion was a work of art. Two ships in one shot, bits of metal and blood and bodies. Carnage stained the skies.

			The Marauder whined as the blast knocked it off course, as if the dying ships had laid bleeding hands on them and shoved.

			Then there was a strange, still silence. Even the song had stopped playing.

			“Explorers are down,” Breck said. “Nice one, Gil.”

			Andi loosed a breath, her fingertips releasing their hold on the armrests. But it wasn’t over yet. She glanced sideways at Lira. “Take us to the center of the belt. Bigger asteroids.”

			Lira caught on. “We can lose them there and fly out the backside, hide somewhere on Solera.”

			“Fuel?”

			Lira spat a wad of Chew into her mug. “Low. But we can make it. We just lost a lot of weight from that ammo.”

			Andi felt the swell of victory like a star exploding in her chest. But beside it, eating away at the feeling of triumph, was the knowledge of what she’d just done. How many lives had she stolen? How many families back on Arcardius would don shades of gray in mourning for weeks to come?

			She loosened her harness, allowing herself to breathe a little deeper, and was just leaning back against the headrest when Lira cursed.

			Breck’s and Gilly’s voices shouted into the com, and somewhere, down in the pit of Andi’s dark soul, she knew she’d missed something.

			“There are more of them,” Lira said breathlessly. “Andi, they’re everywhere. It’s not possible. Where did they come from?”

			Andi’s heart rocketed into her throat as the bleating prox alarms went off again.

			Seven ships waited for them, uncloaking themselves, materializing before her eyes.

			“Turn around, Lira! Get us the hell out of here!”

			“I can’t!” Lira shouted. “The Tracker is still behind us.”

			She furiously typed in codes, her fingers flying across the screen. Then Lira yelped as the holo sparked, and a strange hiss fizzled out of the dash. The ship itself seemed to release a deep, rumbling sigh.

			And then…darkness.

			The only light came from Lira’s scales, glowing a bluish-purple in the dark.

			Oh, Godstars.

			No.

			They’d been hit by an EMP. Andi watched as Lira tried to repower the ship with the backup system but to no avail.

			Everything went still and silent, as if the Marauder itself had lost all life.

			“They shut us down,” Lira whispered, her features turning to stone. Smoke streamed from her scales, but even they had gone dark now. As if shock had paralyzed her emotions. Her voice cracked as she tried to bring the dash back to life, tried to restart the emergency engines. “Oh, Andi. They shut everything down.”

			Andi shook her head. “That’s not possible. We have shields against that, nothing could… No one knows how to get past them and stop this ship!” Andi had the special defensive shields installed shortly after taking possession of the Marauder. They were meant to prevent EMPs and other such attacks from affecting the ship’s internal systems.

			Lira’s blue eyes were haunted, her fingers still as stone on the throttle. “He could, Andi.”

			Andi’s heart turned to ice.

			It wasn’t possible.

			He was supposed to be dead, cast away into some deep, dark hell where he’d never be able to claw his way back out.

			This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. She leaped to her feet, tuning into the crew’s audio channels. “Escape pods. Now. Move.”

			Andi grabbed her swords from the back of her captain’s chair, where she stowed them during flight, and strapped the harness around her back, clicking it into place.

			Lira sat frozen in her chair.

			“Lira! I said move!”

			Lira’s voice was as dead as the Marauder. “We can’t leave, Andi. When the ship goes dark, the pods go dark, too.”

			Footsteps rang out, boots clacking on metal. Breck and Gilly appeared in the doorway.

			“What do we do?” Breck asked. “They’ll kill us all.”

			“Not if we kill them first,” Andi hissed.

			“We could hide,” Breck suggested.

			“We don’t hide,” Lira said hotly.

			Andi felt torn in two. This was her crew, broken and battered though it was, criminals from all sides of the galaxy waiting for her to save them. But with a dead ship, what could she do?

			“I don’t want to be taken again,” Gilly whispered. Gone was the bloodthirsty little fairy. In its place was a frightened young girl. She burst into tears, fat droplets splashing on the dead metal at their feet. Breck dropped to her knees and pulled Gilly forward into a crushing hug.

			She whispered soothing words, but Andi didn’t hear them. She wasn’t listening.

			She turned and looked out the viewport at the waiting ships. So many of them—Solerans, by their sigil. And then, all around her, a rumble. It seemed to shake the very bones of the ship, rattling the walls. A deep, dark sound that made Lira drop her hands from the throttle and rush to Andi’s side.

			“They’re pulling us in,” Lira whispered. “If you have a plan, Andi, you’d better tell us now.”

			But there was no plan.

			For the first time in her pirating life, someone had bested her.

			It’s not him, Andi’s mind whispered. It can’t be him.

			And yet the Marauder was a corpse. It was already growing cold on the bridge, Andi’s breath appearing before her in tiny white clouds.

			Do something, her mind screamed. Get us out of this. You can’t be captured, Andi, you can never go back.

			Fear spiked through her, in and around, threatening to freeze her, just like the ship.

			But she was the Bloody Baroness. She was the captain of the Marauder, the greatest starship in Mirabel, and she had a crew waiting on her word.

			So Andi settled her nerves, shoved them down deep. She turned, unsheathed her swords and held them at her sides.

			“Stand up,” Andi said to Breck and Gilly.

			They stood, Gilly wiping tears from her small face, Breck keeping a hand squeezed on the younger gunner’s shoulder.

			“Weapons,” Andi said.

			The girls lined up side by side, Andi with her swords, Gilly with her gun. Breck unveiled a black short-whip that crackled with light. Lira stood with her fists clenched, appearing weaponless to those who did not know the ways her body could move, lithe as a predator on the hunt. Her scales flashed as she glared at the bridge’s exit.

			They waited, determination the only thing keeping them on their feet. On the deck below, the main door of the Marauder opened.

			Andi heard the echo of heavy footsteps moving through the narrow halls, climbing up the stairwells. A faint male voice mingled with the footsteps, whispering a command as they drew closer.

			Andi saw the first man’s head as he came around the corner. Others followed close behind, soldiers filling the hallway that led to the bridge, all clad in blue Arcardian bodysuits, the white three-triangle badge of the Mirabel Patrolmen on their chests. They held silver rifles against their stomachs and satisfied grins on their faces.

			Andi was all too familiar with those rifles and the small electric orbs they released. One shot would paralyze its victim, rendering them helpless against capture by the Patrolmen.

			“Hello, boys,” Andi said.

			Arcardian or not, she’d see the badges of those who wouldn’t back down stained with blood. It was her crew or her past and—her soul be damned—she would always choose her crew.

			“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” the soldier in front said, his voice calm and cool, as if he were making pleasant conversation.

			“Ah,” Andi laughed. “But see, you just interfered with my ship. I don’t take too kindly to that.”

			Her attention was pulled away from the man in front of her by the sound of boots tapping against metal. The Patrolmen turned sharply to attention as their commander approached.

			This was the man who’d bested her.

			This was the man she’d have to kill today.

			As he approached, Andi’s chest tightened at the sight of him, tall and muscular and perfectly honed for fighting.

			It’s him, said a small, frightened voice in her mind.

			Then, as if confirming her suspicions, he stepped out of the darkness, like a demon emerging from hell.

			The purest shock spiked in Andi’s veins. Then it melted into fury.

			“You,” she growled.

			“Me,” Dex said with a shrug.

			“You’re supposed to be dead,” Andi whispered. “I left you…”

			“Left me to die?” Dex lifted a brow.

			She remembered every inch of the angular white constellation tattoos twisting their way across his brown skin, the feel of his strong hands on her body. The memory of him, the pain of her shattered heart. It all twisted into boiling rage as she stared at him, alive and free, on her ship.

			Andi’s swords crackled, purple light arcing around the fierce blades. Beside her, the rest of the Marauders tensed and readied themselves for a fight.

			“I’m going to kill you,” Andi whispered.

			“You can try,” Dex said, shrugging, his once-captivating brown eyes sparkling with laughter. “But we both know how that will turn out.”

			She screamed and charged straight at him, not giving a damn if there were twenty or even a hundred heavily armed Arcardian soldiers blocking her path.

			She was going to drown Dex Arez in his own blood.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			

			DEX

			IT WASN’T EXACTLY the reunion Dex had hoped for.

			It’s not like he’d imagined Androma running into his arms and kissing him with the passion of lovers parted for years. Their last moments together hadn’t exactly gone well, what with the whole “Andi soaring away with Dex’s ship, leaving him bleeding and dying on a barren moon” thing.

			Then again, he had sold her out to the Patrolmen for her crimes, knowing she’d be sentenced to death upon returning to her home planet.

			Love was all well and good, but money was the true key to Dex’s heart.

			Still, for what Androma did to him, he should hate her, should want her dead.

			But seeing her before him, melting into rage and riot, the smooth metal implants on her cheekbones reflecting the electricity that swam around her swords…

			Godstars, she was magnificent; a creature who had released her wrath on the world. It would be worth every drop of blood about to be shed to be the one who finally brought her to the general’s feet.

			But as her blades crackled in the too-quiet room, and waves of electricity spiraled around them, Dex wondered if he’d made a mistake. He hadn’t seen her in years, but he’d heard the rumors. He hadn’t known if she truly could wield those weapons with a glory and grace that drew blood and split bones.

			But now, as Androma rasped, “I’m going to kill you,” and her words sent a slice of regret cutting through Dex’s heart, he knew.

			Gone was the young woman he’d once known, that shivering thing he’d found bruised and broken in the markets of Uulveca.

			In her place stood the warrior he’d trained and hardened and turned into something devilishly delicious.

			Dex reached for his gun as the Bloody Baroness attacked.

			* * *

			The world slowed, but Andi moved like a flash of light.

			She hurtled her way through the first wave of Patrolmen before they could blink, lashing out her swords, removing smoking limbs from bodies as they screamed and succumbed to the trademark agony of the Bloody Baroness.

			Her white hair sprung loose from its braid, the dyed purple streaks almost a blur as she whirled and leaped. She knocked her varillium cuffs into faces, drawing bursts of blood, and kicked her legs out, toppling her opponents like stars falling from the sky.

			The Patrolmen finally regained their wits and lifted their rifles to shoot.

			An unfortunate weapon they’d chosen. For as soon as they loosed their bullets, the girls dove behind Breck’s towering form. The bullets pinged off her skin, flattening and falling to the floor.

			Bless her New Vedan blood, her bulletproof skin.

			“You’re going to have to do better than that, gentlemen,” Breck said, hands on her hips, the girls still protected behind her. “What? You’ve never shot at a New Vedan before?”

			“Take them out!” Dex shouted. “Save Androma for me.”

			His words sent a spike of rage straight through Andi’s heart.

			He’d threatened her crew. For that, his life—and the lives of the Patrolmen—were now forfeit.

			“Forward!” she shouted. Breck moved, and the girls followed behind as bullets continue to barrage her chest, useless.

			A ball of white light shot past Andi’s shoulder. An enemy was blasted backward, already a corpse as he slammed into the door frame.

			“Oh, that was a good shot,” Gilly said, giggling and brandishing her double-trigger gun. One trigger killed, one disabled. She blew smoke away from the barrel and grinned as she ducked back behind Breck.

			“I want the floor stained with their blood!” Andi yelled to her crew above the chaos.

			Gone were her emotions, gone was her heart.

			The killing mask of the Baroness slid into place.

			* * *

			Patrolmen dropped around them as the girls attacked, lunging out from behind Breck’s body at random. Andi swung her swords, lashing out with a fury she kept locked inside for moments just like this. Years of dancing and training at the Academy had turned her body into a fluid, ferocious thing.

			A Patrolman turned his rifle around and swung it at Breck’s head.

			“Take him!” Andi roared.

			Gilly unloaded her gun on the man.

			Behind them, Lira flipped, twisted. She was a blur of glowing scaled skin and black bodysuit, fists cracking jaws, legs locking around throats. They moved forward, leaving moaning bodies in their wake, silenced soon after by Gilly’s gun and Breck’s whip as the fight carried on into the hall.

			Still, the remaining Patrolmen fought on.

			“Take them all down,” Andi commanded her girls as she sliced a Patrolman’s hand off at the wrist. Breck scooped up the gun still clutched in the hand before it could hit the floor and fired it. Silver blood exploded against the metal wall beyond. “But remember, Dex is mine.”

			He was standing there, beyond the wave of his fighting men, staring at her as she came out from behind Breck’s protection.

			A Patrolman shot.

			Andi lifted her arms. The bullet slammed against her varillium cuffs before it could lodge itself into her throat.

			“Take care of him,” she said as the bullet clattered to the floor. Breck was suddenly beside her, twisting the man’s neck with a glorious pop. Music to Andi’s ears.

			Now there were only three men between Andi and her enemy.

			They stood at the ready, guns out, a solid line in front of Dex.

			She could see his shadowed outline leaning up against the metal wall of the hallway beyond, his stance so cool and casual it made her want to tear his eyes out.

			“What’s wrong, Dex? You don’t want to come out and play with me?” Andi said, her voice a dangerous purr.

			Dex chuckled, his mahogany hair falling across one brown eye as he stepped forth to meet her gaze. “You were always one for theatrics, Androma. My little bitter ballerina.”

			“I am not—and never will be—yours.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			“These three can live,” she said, nodding her head at the final Patrolmen. “It’s you I want a fight with, Dextro.”

			She saw his brow furrow at the use of his full name. Definitely not a name one would associate with a Tenebran Guardian, let alone with the most notorious bounty hunter in Mirabel.

			“Is that mercy I hear?” Dex smiled as he walked backward, stopping at the silver ladder that led to the deck below. His fingers curled over the railing, his boots poised over the hole in the floor. “Surely not from the Bloody Baroness.”

			“Don’t pretend you know me,” Andi retorted. “Though they did invade my ship, and since they insist on protecting you…”

			With a crackle of her swords, she lunged forward and cut off three heads in one scissoring slice. The bodies sagged, then landed in a heap at Andi’s feet. The familiar scent of singed flesh wafted up to her nose. And with it, a stab of regret that she buried deep.

			Dex blinked once, his only reaction thus far, and Andi’s blood raged at his air of nonchalance. “They were a terrible crew,” he said.

			Then he slipped down the ladder. Andi, after holstering one blade, charged after him, not even bothering to use the footholds as she slid down. She landed with a slight thud before turning toward the long corridor behind her.

			“Andi, Andi,” Dex said. “So predictable.”

			She froze.

			Your running is over, a little devil in her mind hissed.

			In front of her was another cluster of Arcardian guards, guns trained on her. At the head of them was Dex, a smug grin plastered across his face.

			* * *

			She’d walked right into his trap for the second time today.

			Dex would have patted himself on the back, if not for the crowd of Patrolmen around him.

			“Are you ready to talk, or do you want to kill a few more of my men?” he asked, knowing Andi had no choice but to obey. She was vastly outnumbered, no matter how skilled she was with those swords. Not unless she wanted to be shot by hundreds of paralyzing light bullets before she could take a single step.

			The look she gave him would’ve made a lesser man cringe, but he stared straight into those light gray eyes, meeting her challenge head-on.

			She said nothing. Instead, she holstered her remaining blade and crossed her arms over her black suit, the glowing cuffs on her forearms catching his eye. He’d paid for those varillium cuffs himself, a gift that had saved her life ten times over. They were unbreakable, just like her swords. But the cuffs weren’t just an accessory. They held together the burned flesh on her wrists from an accident long ago. She didn’t have the privilege of seeing a doctor at the time, so her skin had become damaged beyond repair.

			Without Dex’s gift, she wouldn’t have the full function of her wrists and forearms—likely wouldn’t have the strength to lift those swords she was so fond of.

			It gave him a sick kind of pleasure to know she still had the cuffs, a reminder of his kindness to her when she was at her weakest. A part of him she could never shed from herself.

			Dex turned to the blue-uniformed guard standing closest to her.

			“Take her weapons.” The burly, horned man looked like he would rather jump out the airlock. “Now,” Dex said more sharply, and the guard rushed to action.

			Andi spat in the man’s face as he pulled her swords out of their harness and the gun out of her thigh holster.

			“You’re going to regret this,” Andi said, her voice low and menacing.

			He glared at her with red-and-white striped eyes. “I’m not so sure that I will.”

			She looked up behind her to where the rest of the Marauders were grouped at the top of the ladder.

			“If they move, my guards will shoot.” Dex waved a hand, and half the men angled their light rifles upward toward Andi’s motionless crew.

			The pilot from Adhira, the giantess beside her. And the red-headed child, glaring down at Dex with all the cold calculation of a seasoned killer.

			He wouldn’t show mercy toward them if they continued to fight, and he knew Andi sensed that. She looked up at her crew and said, “Stand down. Do what he says.”

			“We can take them, Andi, they’re not—” Lira started.

			“That’s enough, Lira,” Andi growled. “It’s over.” He knew she hated to say those words.

			Dex clapped his hands.

			“Now that is the drama I’ve been waiting for.” Satisfied, he turned toward two guards with badges adorning their uniforms. It took a hell of a lot of work to attain Arcardian officer status, and yet here these two were, bowing their heads to Dex’s every command. “Officer Hurley, your squad will guard the crew. Officer Fraser, follow me and bring your men to guard Captain Racella.”

			They made their way down the long metal corridor. The blue light from Andi’s cuffs bounced along the hallway. Four guards surrounded Andi like a box, while the other two were positioned on each end of the line.

			Six men, plus Dex, would be enough. She wouldn’t fight while her crew was in danger. As they walked, Dex’s memories took over, his body moving on instinct through the familiar halls of the ship. They passed several doors before stopping at the glass door that led to the meeting room. Dex placed his hand on the scanner next to the door, but it remained as dead as the rest of the ship.

			Andi grinned smugly. Dex smiled back, lifted his gun and shot the glass.

			A growl rumbled up through her chest, but Dex simply shrugged and said, “I can replace it. The Marauder is mine again.” Then he stepped over the shattered glass and into the room. “Set up the Box.” He stepped aside as the guards brought in a thin silver box no longer than his forearm. The symbol of Arcardius, an exploding star, was engraved on the side. They set the Box on the table and lined up against the back wall of the room, hauling Andi with them.

			“Please, do take a seat,” Dex said to Andi, sweeping his arm out in a grand gesture. “I am nothing if not a good host.”

			Disgust flashed in her eyes. She did not sit. Instead, she stood with her back up against the wall, her gray eyes roving left and right.

			Dex had taught her well.

			“Suit yourself,” he said, walking to the opposite side of the conference table, where he plopped down into a chair.

			The tension in the room was a living beast. Dex could practically feel it breathing down his neck. So he leaned back in his chair, propped his boots up on the glass table next to the Box and focused all his attention on Andi.

			She glared at him, cold as the metal wall she leaned against. “What the hell do you want?”

			Oh, this was good. Better than good. It was the best damned thing Dex had experienced in years.

			For four years, Andi had been on the run from the fate that awaited her on Arcardius. High-ranking, war-hardened soldiers had been sent to track her down. Other criminals, capable of slinking through the shadows, had tried to find her. Even the general himself, and his personal Spectre guards, had gone out looking a time or two. But after every effort, every Krev spent to discover the fugitive, Dex had been the one to catch her.

			Fate was a beautiful thing.

			“Just a moment now,” he said, relishing this time, the feel of Andi’s eyes boring into his. “We have another guest joining us before we start.”

			Dex waited for her onslaught of questions and was surprised when none came.

			She simply stood there, hands balled into fists at her sides, stabbing at him with her cold, unfeeling stare.

			“Relax, Andi,” Dex drawled. “You used to love spending time alone with me.”

			He knew they were anything but alone, with four guards stationed around the room and two just outside the shattered door, but it felt as if they were. Just like that fateful day on the fire moon.

			“You don’t know anything about what I used to love,” Andi said.

			She narrowed her eyes, and he waited for her to serenade him with the list of colorful words she loved using—some that Dex had taught her himself—when the Box suddenly chimed. A funnel of light shone out of its side onto the blank wall at the front of the room.

			This pulled their attention away from each other and toward the man whose face appeared across from them on the wall.

			Andi went rigid.

			For the first time today, despite everything Dex had thrown at her, she actually looked stricken. Shocked. Pained.

			“Hello, Androma,” the man on the screen said. “I’ve been searching for you for a very, very long time.”

			Dex smiled. This was worth more than all the Krevs in the galaxy.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			

			ANDROMA

			“GENERAL CORTAS,” ANDI GASPED.

			She practically fell into a chair, her legs going weak beneath her.

			The general’s face had haunted Andi for the past four years, sworn to destroy her in every dream—sometimes in her waking moments, too.

			She was at a loss for words.

			The last time she’d laid eyes on General Cyprian Cortas, she’d been a desperate girl in chains, seated alone at the trial where she was convicted for the death of his daughter.

			Kalee.

			All the tallies on her swords combined couldn’t cover up the pain of that first death.

			Guilt brewed in her gut, and Andi was sucked back into her memories, back to that fateful night on Arcardius.

			Wind in her hair, the kiss of freedom coating her skin as she sprinted through the hallways, Kalee beside her.

			Laughter bubbling between them as they snuck onto the general’s personal transport ship.

			The click of Kalee’s harness, buckled tight in the copilot’s seat, and Andi’s nervous laughter again as she looked at her charge, the girl she was sworn to protect.

			“Are you sure about this?” Andi asked, her fingers curled over the throttle.

			Kalee lifted a pale brow, a smile tugging at her lips. “As my best friend and personal Spectre, I command you to do this, Androma.”

			The engine purred as Andi started it up. A feeling of excitement coursed through her at the sound.

			Kalee smiled. “For once in your life, have some real fun.”

			“I have to admit, you’ve looked better,” General Cortas said, yanking Andi back into the present, leaving her breathless beneath the man’s stare. The burn scars on her wrists ached beneath her cuffs.

			Stars above.

			All these years, she’d tried to suppress the memories, only to have them brought back with a sudden cruelty as sharp as a whip. The man in front of her was a victim of her foolishness. Beside her was the man who’d rejected her love.

			The two of them, together? It was nearly enough to shatter Andi.

			She forced her eyes up at the screen, grateful her crew wasn’t here to share this moment. She could feel them now, trying to reach her, but she denied them access each time a request pinged in to her com.

			Some things a captain had to face alone.

			The general had aged since she last saw him. His once-brown hair was now peppered with gray, and wrinkles creased his sun-worn skin. His body looked tired, though his brilliant blue eyes sparkled with the very same scrutiny he’d always had.

			“You’re the one behind all of this?” Andi asked, forgetting the formal deference she’d been trained to show this man since birth.

			“I’m a very powerful man, Androma.”

			The general of Arcardius was seated at a silver desk. Behind him, a large window showed a spectacular view. The sight pained her, and yet she couldn’t look away.

			Arcardius.

			Waterfalls flowed over a floating gravarock into streams far below. A vast landscape of color stretched as far as the eye could see, dotted with glimmering glass structures that made up the capital city of Veronus. This was the planet she was no longer able to call home. Even from here, she could see the domed glass building in the center—the Academy, where she and thousands of other military students had trained. It was also the place where she’d learned to dance. Where she’d been introduced to the throttle of a ship after she’d chosen piloting as her military training path. It was there, at the Academy, that her greatest dreams were born. She’d been handpicked to become a personal Spectre for the general’s daughter, a status most Arcardians only dreamed of achieving.

			She’d spent every second by Kalee’s side afterward.

			Until the crash.

			Until her very public death sentence, with millions of hateful eyes watching, deeming her a traitor.

			“What do you want from me?” Andi asked now.

			For a while, the general said nothing. He worked his stubbled jaw back and forth, as if chewing on a thought he wasn’t sure he should share. His chest was peppered with glowing silver and gold beacons, heavy with the weight of the accomplishments and medals he’d acquired during his long reign as the military leader of Arcardius.

			I’d like to kill you, the way you killed my daughter, Andi imagined him saying.

			I’d like to give you the traitor’s death sentence you truly deserve.

			A million possibilities, all of them grim.

			And all of them well deserved, filling Andi’s gut with another layer of guilt. Another bit of heaviness to carry with her to the grave.

			But when the general spoke, his words weren’t of punishment or death.

			“You’ve been quite busy since we last met.” He snapped his fingers, and a cyborg woman shuffled forward from the corner of the room. Her head was bald and smooth, bits of metal interspersed with artificial flesh, similar to Andi’s cheekbones. The cyborg held a holoscreen out to the general, which flickered to life in his hands.

			“‘Blood Stains the Skies above Pazus,’” General Cortas read from the screen. He tilted it ever so slightly, and Andi could make out the telltale red-and-gold title of a news feed. She sunk low in her chair, remembering that story. It had gone viral across Mirabel.

			The general sighed before continuing. “Two black market ships were shot down in the sky sixteen months ago, which ended many lives when the debris fell onto a Pazian village. Black market arms dealers paid you a large sum to haul their weapons for them, and when things got a little complicated…you attacked your enemies’ ships without thinking twice about what destruction it would cause.”

			She took complete responsibility for those deaths. She’d never thought the debris would get through the atmosphere in such large pieces, let alone hit one of the few settlements on Pazus.

			“You were never caught,” General Cortas said, his voice low, “but I knew it was you. That’s what you do, Androma. You leave a path of chaos in your wake, and you don’t ever look back to see whose lives were ended because of it.” His blue eyes flashed at her.

			Worlds away, and Andi still withered beneath that icy stare. But she refused to take his bait, to breathe out a word that this man could twist and turn on her in an instant.

			The general tapped the screen again, and another headline materialized, this one with a photograph of the Marauder in all of its varillium-sided glory. “The Bloody Baroness,” General Cortas said, setting down the screen, “is mentioned in thirteen cases since last year, six of those involving numerous deaths. And I have no doubt, Androma, that there are many more cases that went unnoticed. You are one of the most notorious criminals in all of Mirabel.” He sighed and shifted in his seat. “Which is why I hired Dextro to find you.”

			“Then get on with it,” Andi said. The words poured out of her, unable to stay locked inside any longer. “Give me the injection, like you really wanted to do all those years ago.” It was her mistake that led to Kalee’s painful death, and it was only by a twist of fate that Andi escaped joining her charge.

			Andi looked back at the general. “If you wish to kill me, go ahead. But let my crew go free. I’ll take the blame for our crimes in Mirabel. All of them. If this is about…” She couldn’t bring herself to say the name. Her scars ached again at thoughts of the past. “If this is about your daughter…it was an accident, General. A mistake.”

			“I’m not here to speak of the past,” the general snapped. His voice was pained, and he took a deep breath before speaking again. “I’m a powerful man, Androma, but a desperate one.”

			“Desperate for what?” Andi asked. “To finally see me die?”

			General Cortas leaned back, wincing as if in some hidden pain, and folded his hands on top of the silver desk. “I’m not here for revenge,” he said.

			Andi blinked in surprise. “Then…what is it you want?”

			The general sighed. “I’d like to offer you a job.”

			Andi almost fell out of her chair. “I’m sorry—what?” She didn’t know what else to say, or even what to think, so she waited for him to continue.

			“It is desperation, Androma, that brings me to this. And believe me,” the general said, glancing at Dex, who had been sitting silently with his feet still propped up on the table, “I have exhausted every other option.”

			Dex winked, and Andi couldn’t fathom why General Cortas wanted Dex to be his personal bounty hunter on this job. Probably just to spite her. He was the general of the strongest military planet in Mirabel. Surely he had other operatives.

			The general continued. “My son, Valen, went missing two years ago.”

			“I remember,” Andi said with a curt nod. How could she forget?

			Valen, Kalee’s older brother, with his dark hair and soft hazel eyes. He had always been kind, but he’d never spoken more than a few fleeting words to Andi each time she visited Kalee’s floating estate on Arcardius.

			Except for that night.

			He’d seen them sneaking out and tried to stop them, only for Kalee to put him in his place as they slipped out the door of the sprawling Cortas estate. That was the last time Andi ever saw him—he hadn’t shown up to court when she was on trial for Kalee’s death.

			Two years later, Valen Cortas disappeared in the night, all traces of him whisked away. Though there was no sign of a struggle, General Cortas swore it was a kidnapping, carried out by a skilled group trained to leave no trace behind.

			The news had spread like wildfire across Arcardius, and then into the skies to the leaders of every other inhabited planet, moon and satellite city in Mirabel.

			“We suspected a mercenary from Xen Ptera took him,” General Cortas said, “but there haven’t been any ransom demands. No responses to our inquiries. I would’ve stormed their planet when he was first taken, but we couldn’t risk upsetting the peace treaty between our part of the galaxy and theirs. Ten years still remain until the treaty ends.”

			He paused. Grief made his voice heavy. Two years after losing one child, the other had been snatched from him, too.

			Again, the guilt clawed at Andi from inside.

			“So what do you want me to do?” she asked carefully. “If I remember correctly, there was never much of a trail to begin with, and surely all traces of him are long gone by now.”

			The general leaned forward in his chair.

			“Two months ago, one of our satellites picked up a signal from Xen Ptera’s prison moon, Lunamere. The message was in Arcardian military code, which you no doubt remember from your time serving.”

			Andi inclined her head. “I remember.” So many nights, she had stayed awake inside her quarters in Averia while Kalee was asleep. Glowing screens laid scattered across her desk alongside military manuals and scribbled notes and failed attempts at decoding the strange ancient symbols. She’d always excelled at weapons training, but hadn’t taken as much care in honing her mind. But a Spectre was expected to learn all things, and learn them well.

			“I was teaching the code to Valen before the kidnapping.” General Cortas ran a hand through his graying hair. “There has been no word since, but we feel strongly it is Valen. The message was a specific word I gave him to decode just before he was taken.”

			Andi listened intently. After all this time, most believed Valen Cortas to be dead. There were rumors that he’d run of his own accord and was hiding out on some distant tropical moon, far from his father’s clutches and the strict military life of Arcardius. Others suspected he’d been too wounded by his sister’s death and simply hid away in the darkness of the estate. The kidnapping, Andi had always suspected, was the real truth.

			“Why are you telling me all of this?” she asked.

			“Because I want you to recover him.”

			It was an effort not to let her jaw drop.

			“I don’t…” Andi fumbled for the right words. “I can’t…”

			“You can’t?” The general barked out a laugh. “The Bloody Baroness does whatever she wants. Even stealing a starship in the middle of the night, crashing it into the side of a mountain and slaughtering an innocent girl in the process. One she was sworn to protect.”

			Andi sucked in a breath.

			Her chest felt split in two.

			“She was to be my heir,” General Cortas whispered. “And you stole her from me. From my wife. From my people.”

			My people. They were once Andi’s people, too. Her throat was dry as a husk, her heart hammering against it.

			But killing Kalee, even by accident, had been an act of treason. There was nothing to say, nothing she could do to take back what she’d done.

			So she focused on the present.

			“Why me?” Andi asked. “There are a million Patrolmen or soldiers you could offer the job to.”

			“Not without starting a war,” the general said.

			It made sense. The Mirabel Patrolmen couldn’t just waltz into a Xen Pterran prison and steal a prisoner out from under the guards without violating the terms of the treaty. The agreement was meant to prevent further war between Xen Ptera and the galaxy’s other major systems, Prime, Stuna, Tavina and Phelexos. Galactic peace had always required a careful balancing act between each system, and when the Olen System rebelled, it had upset that balance.

			The Unified Systems couldn’t risk an upset again.

			But a pirate, not officially affiliated with any side…

			The general tapped his fingers against the desk, drawing Andi’s attention back to the screen. “There is, of course, another option.”

			Andi raised her eyebrows, and General Cortas smiled.

			“I could send you and your entire crew to the Pits of Tenebris to serve out a life sentence for the crimes you’ve committed. Murder, robbery, forgery, arson.” He ticked off each word on the tips of his fingers. “Dare I go on? I can bury you all, so dark and so deep that you will never see the sun again.”

			Andi sucked in a breath. The Pits of Tenebris were where the hardest of criminals were imprisoned, those even worse than Andi. Men and women who took sick pleasure in torturing and killing innocents.

			“Or,” the general said, “your slate could be wiped clean. If, and only if, you bring my son back to me. Alive.”

			“Clean?” Andi asked. “You mean…”

			General Cortas met her eyes. “I will pardon you for your crimes. Lift your death sentence. You could return to Arcardius, Androma.”

			Home, Andi’s mind whispered.

			A thousand memories suddenly unlocked, poured into her from the place she’d kept them safely hidden away.

			Her mother, twirling in a circle as a silver gown blossomed around her. Her freshly painted nails shining under the chandelier light as she pressed a soft hand to Andi’s cheek and whispered, “My daughter, protecting the general’s heir. A true Arcardian dream.”

			Her father, later that night, praising Andi as she blocked his attack. “You’ve been practicing without me,” he said, hands flexing as he lunged forward and she slipped easily past him.

			Arcardius, full of warmth and laughter and beauty.

			Arcardius, full of Kalee’s screams and blood on Andi’s hands, hot and wrong and…

			Andi blocked the memory like a hit, before it could fully form.

			For years, she had been a soldier without a home, always on the run, too afraid to slow down for fear that the past would catch up to her. She’d turned herself into a criminal to survive. Set aside her honor in exchange for her life. Now she had a chance to eliminate the past. To find some honest work and stability for her crew.

			“That’s it?” she asked. She crossed her arms over her chest.

			The general nodded. “That’s it.”

			Andi narrowed her eyes. There had to be a catch, some hidden detail that General Cortas wasn’t revealing. But she was out of choices. Her crew was somewhere in this very ship, surrounded by armed guards. One wrong move, and she’d have their blood on her hands, too.

			She wouldn’t be able to come back from that.

			“Swear it,” Andi said.

			The general raised a brow. His lips tightened together.

			“Swear it as you once made me swear,” Andi continued. “The Arcardian Vow.”

			For a time, General Cortas simply stared at her. She imagined he was living through the same memory she was. A different time, a very different place, the two of them standing face-to-face inside the Shard—a sharp, crystalline tower that captured the sun and cast it across the room like living fire.

			“I vow my life and my blood to protect Kalee Cortas,” Andi said.

			General Cortas turned to face her, pride blazing in his eyes. She would not let him down.

			The memory faded, and Andi met the general’s eyes as he recited the Vow. “I vow my life and my blood to honor the terms of our deal.”

			Andi crossed her arms, cuffs clinking together.

			“When do we leave?”

			The general signaled for the cyborg woman again, who glided back to his side and straightened his sleek jacket as he stood. “I want my son back as soon as possible.”

			“My ship needs repairs,” Andi said. “And we’ll need supplies. Enough for twice the haul to the Olen System and back, just in case we run into problems.” The job wasn’t going to take that long, but she might as well get supplies while she could.

			“You’ll have what you need,” General Cortas said with a curt nod.

			“I’ll also need more ammunition,” Andi said, remembering her promise to Lira before this all began. They would need it if they encountered the Olen System’s Rover ships. “There’s no telling what Queen Nor will throw at us once we gain entry to her system, let alone when we reach Lunamere.”

			At that, the general smiled and looked not at Andi, but at Dex.

			“The bounty hunter will take care of that for you,” General Cortas said, his voice dripping with sick satisfaction, “since he’ll be joining you on your mission.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			

			KLAREN
Year Sixteen

			THE GIRL STOOD in her tower, bathed in darkness.

			So many years she’d waited. So many dreams she’d endured.

			The girl had grown, eighteen years strong. Tonight, she was a willing, worthy sacrifice, with blood the color of the silver weapon hidden in the folds of her cloak.

			She could feel, more than see, the other Yielded around her. A trio of bodies each to her left and to her right as they all watched the Conduit swirl far below.

			The girl lifted her chin a little higher. She would not tremble, like the Yielded to her left. She would not boast, like the Yielded to her right.

			Tonight, she would conquer the Yielding.

			And then she would conquer the world beyond this tower, the wind at her back, the fire of hope igniting inside her veins. From the moment of her birth, the girl had known it would be her path to pave.

			Her journey to take, through the Conduit.

			“When will it begin?” one of the others asked. “When will we be chosen?”

			The girl waited, watching the swirling sea below. It spread as far as she could see, a blanket of black, made thicker by the absence of the moon.

			She sensed it a moment before it began.

			“There,” one of the Yielded whispered. “It begins.”

			A single blue flame flickered to life in the center of the sea. The color spread, churning, until the Conduit looked like a raging whirlpool of hues. A sea of darkness transformed into sweeping, glittering light.

			Around her, the Yielded shifted. Breaths released. Hands began to shake. But the girl’s heart simply fluttered, as if sensing what was soon to come. She’d already seen it in her dreams.

			She watched, eyes unblinking, as the Conduit began to stretch, sending floating orbs of its light into the sky.

			They trailed higher, catching the wind. Dancing like souls released to the stars.

			Soon, the orbs would shift. Soon, they would choose the one worthy of the journey.

			The girl was ready, reaching into the folds of her cloak as the orbs began to form a trail in the sky. They rose, higher, higher, like the tail of a blazing star. When they got high enough, they would reach the top of the tower. And then they would choose.

			The girl’s dreams told her it would be her. But she had to be certain. She would not leave the hope of her people up to fate.

			As the first orbs began to reach the top of the tower, she slid the blade from her cloak. It was silent, not even a hiss as it grazed across the sleek fabric.

			“The dreams are true,” she whispered.

			Then she went about the room, sliding her blade across Yielded throats.

			Taking precious lives.

			It was too easy, just as her dreams had promised. Each year, there would be more Yieldings, more chosen. But she would now be the first.

			When the girl was done, crumpled bodies silent at her feet, she stepped over them. As she pressed her bloody palms to the glass of the tower, steam swam across it like a cloud.

			Outside, the orbs from the Conduit had gathered in the sky to form an arrow, lighting her up like a beacon. Revealing her to the thousands of beings gathered far below. She could feel them roar, so loudly the glass trembled, as she was chosen.

			The Yielding was over.

			The Conduit had chosen.

			And only the girl remained.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			

			DEX

			“THE HELL I AM!” Dex leaped to his feet.

			That old, sagging, sneaking bastard.

			“Will that be an issue, Dextro?” The general smiled like a Soleran ice wolf, pale blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he looked to Dex. “You will be joining Androma on her mission to make sure she stays in line and doesn’t escape. I’ve already lost one child to her foolishness. I won’t lose another.”

			Dex cursed inwardly.

			He should have known better than to scheme with the general of Arcardius after all that he’d heard about the man—the decorated soldier with the ability to weasel his way into getting what he wanted by twisting words and blackmailing anyone who stood in his way. An ability few witnessed, but many whispered about. General Cyprian Cortas was a walking, talking hypocrite of the Arcardian way of honor.

			“We had a deal,” Dex said through gritted teeth.

			“And the deal will still be honored. The terms have simply been…” the general waved a hand, as if dismissing their old agreement “…extended.”

			“I could kill her,” Dex snarled. “And then what would you do to get back your precious son?” He glanced sideways at Andi, who was now on her feet, too, hands balling into fists as if preparing for a fight that Dex wasn’t sure he would actually win.

			“Ah,” Andi said, “but we both know how that would go.” She smiled at him mockingly.

			Dex felt his own hands curling up, the blades in his gloves begging to slip free and find their mark across her throat.

			Instead, Dex turned back to the general.

			“She’s plenty capable of doing this job on her own. I am not a babysitter.” He’d played his part; the job was supposed to be done.

			General Cortas raised a graying brow. “Do you want your money or not, bounty hunter?”

			So he was going to play it that way. Dex sighed. “You have thousands of men and women at your command. Why not pick one of them to escort her? She’ll probably eject me from the ship the moment we get out of range. You know that.” It would be an incredibly Androma thing to do.

			“Then you’d better stay alert,” the general suggested.

			“Do I get any say in who is coming onto my ship?” Andi said, arms held up in exasperation, cuffs glowing bright.

			Dex whirled on her. “It’s not your ship.”

			“Finders, keepers, Dextro.”

			“Enough!” General Cortas barked out. He approached the camera on his side, his face growing large enough on the screen that Dex could see his eyes give a sudden twitch.

			“You can go with her, Mr. Arez, and get your money and stay in the government’s good graces when the job is done, or you can leave here with nothing. Keep in mind that I am your greatest hope of being reinstated as a Guardian. The choice is yours.”

			Dex was truly and thoroughly screwed if he rejected this job. Not only would he lose a cargoload of Krevs, but everything he had gone through to get to this moment, when he was so close to regaining his Guardian title that he could almost taste it, would all have been for nothing. Not unless he played the general’s awful little game and teamed up with the very person who’d gotten his Guardianship stripped from him in the first place.

			His guts roiled just thinking of soaring away from here with Androma Racella at his side, on board his ship. The very same one that she’d stolen from him three years ago, when she left him bleeding on that moon.

			He’d survived. But she’d taken everything he loved.

			This time, he was looking forward to taking back his ship and blasting off into space, leaving her behind to watch it go, to feel what he had felt.

			He turned, slowly, to look at Andi now.

			She seemed frozen. Trapped. And yet he knew, deep in that mind of hers, she was coming up with some sort of plan for revenge against him.

			Dex sighed.

			This was a battle he’d lost against the general. But there was payment and his reputation on the line, two things he valued more than anything else in this life.

			He wouldn’t go down without a fight.

			He’d caught her, just as he’d set out to do. Now he just had to keep her in his grasp a little longer, until the job was done.

			And ensure that she didn’t try to kill him. Again.

			So Dex Arez, the greatest bounty hunter in the Mirabel Galaxy, stared deep into Andi’s moonlit eyes and winked at her as he said, “It’ll be just like old times, love.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			

			LIRA

			THERE WEREN’T MANY things in this galaxy that Lira Mette hated.

			A slow ship, though annoying at first, could always be altered to run faster, if she had the right parts and the right crew.

			A wad of expired Moon Chew, though bitter as a cold Soleran night, could still give her just enough of a buzz to lift her spirits during a dull flight.

			Even her captain’s temper, which was as vicious as an electric whip, could be channeled into something that made the crew of the Marauder great. Terrifying enough, even, to make people quake at the mention of their names.

			But when it came to Dextro Arez?

			Hate wasn’t a strong enough word to describe Lira’s feelings.

			He was a merciless bounty hunter with no honor. A man who had shredded her best friend’s heart and left her bound in chains, leading her to escape and take up a life on the run. A bastard who could barely call himself a Tenebran Guardian after everything he’d done. She was glad he’d lost his title and his ship that night.

			“That fool will never be a worthy Guardian,” Lira muttered under her breath, hatred swimming through her veins.

			The sensation threw her off balance.

			Hatred was a newer feeling to Lira, something she’d always been taught to extinguish the moment it tried to flicker to life. But now, in this moment, she latched on to it.

			There were a lot of things she’d latched on to since leaving her home planet of Adhira.

			“I hate him,” Lira said, testing the words on her tongue. “I find that I hate him very, very much.”

			“Newsflash, Lir. We all do,” Breck said from her left. And though it was too dark for Lira to see her crewmate, she could imagine the snarl on Breck’s face. “We need to escape. We should be down there with Andi, setting her free.”

			“And how do you propose we do that?” Lira asked.

			The words weren’t harsh, but rather, inquisitive.

			Knowledge, along with peace, was another trait Adhiran citizens were encouraged to pursue above all else. The desire to learn and grow, questioning the world around them at every given moment.

			“I think,” Gilly said across from them, somewhere in the darkness, “that we should shove Breck down the ladder and let her crush those Patrolmen until all that’s left is their awful souls.”

			“There’s a minor problem to that solution, Gil,” Breck said. “The cuffs.”

			The little girl huffed in response. “We’ve gotten out of cuffs like these before.”

			“Not with our captain imprisoned below,” Lira said.

			All three of them were bound in electric cuffs, seated with their backs pressed up against the cold steel walls of the hallway that led to the ship’s bridge. Bodies still littered the floor around them from the fight, the smell of death starting to flood the narrow space.

			Lira’s stomach quivered with equal parts disgust and frustration.

			She didn’t believe in killing, didn’t believe in taking lives senselessly and sending the souls on to their next lives. That was for the Godstars to decide. Killing just wasn’t the way of Adhirans—many times growing up, Lira had heard her aunt recite the words that bound her people to a life of love and harmony. Peace, stretching as deep as the roots of the trees of Aramaeia. As tall as the Mountain of Rhymore.

			But that was then, back on her home planet. This was now.

			And life on the Marauder was a very, very different sort of thing. It had changed Lira little by little, marking her the way Andi marked death tallies on her swords. Lira doubted her family would even recognize the girl she had become in recent years.

			And besides, these fallen Patrolmen around Lira hadn’t been killed by her hands. Andi, Breck and Gilly, sure. Lira aided them in bringing down their opponents. What happened after that was for the other girls to decide.

			This was their ship. Their home. The Patrolmen had invaded it, threatening their hard-won freedom.

			And as much as Lira’s old self frowned upon her to think it…those Patrolmen had deserved what they got.

			“Well?” Breck asked. “What’s the plan, Lira?”

			“We wait,” Lira said. Because for once, her mind had drawn a blank. She’d never been separate from her captain on a mission. Never had to actually take up the title of Second-in-Command. Especially not with invaders on their ship. And especially not while in restraints.

			“Like hell we wait!” Breck rasped.

			Down below, the sound of laughing guards trickled up through the hole in the floor where the ladder stood.

			Mountain of Rhymore, Lira thought. How can they actually be laughing at a time like this?

			There was no humor in Andi being captured, a prisoner to Dextro Arez somewhere on one of the lower decks, separated from her crew and facing the stars knew what. Even now, Lira could feel the hole in her chest where Andi was missing. Like a stitch had come loose in her heart, and soon she might unravel. The other girls, too.

			Blood relation or not, Andi was part of their family. And families were never meant to be torn apart.

			Lon would agree with that statement, Lira’s old self whispered from the back of her mind.

			She shook that whisper away. This wasn’t about Lon. This wasn’t about the past. This was about here and now.

			About getting free.

			They would get out of this. Wouldn’t they? Lira racked her brain, searching for a solution, a way out. But she came up empty each time.

			Gilly sighed. “I’m losing feeling in my ass, you guys. I need to move.”

			“Don’t say ass, Gil,” Breck chided.

			“But you called Dex one!”

			“That’s because it’s his name. Along with brainless bastard and soulless shite and…”

			The girls’ words trailed off as Lira retreated back into her mind. It was a silent place, calm and controlled. Just like her hands guiding a ship’s throttle, nothing but space and stars spread out before her.

			With her eyes closed, her head leaning back against the cool metal, Lira cycled through the timeline of today’s events, wondering where she’d gone wrong. Wondering how she could have saved the crew from this fate. If only she’d flown the ship with more finesse. If only she’d figured out a way to enhance the rear thrusters or shed more weight from the cargo bay or…

			She clenched her fists. The blue scales scattered across the surface of her arms and neck began to glow a deep purple, shedding light into the cramped space. Steam rose from her skin as the heat intensified.

			Anger.

			An emotion that sidled up against the hatred like an old, cherished friend. Lira hadn’t felt anger in months. She’d always worked to control it, because deep emotions like anger led to a reaction in her blood, and that reaction led to Lira burning holes in her clothing as the scaled patches on her skin got hotter.

			Lira’s brother’s voice slipped into her mind again. Anger is never your friend, little bug.

			Damn the ache in her chest that came with it. Why was it always Lon’s words that accompanied her in her darkest moments? Reminding her of home. Reminding her of another past failure.

			She focused back on the issue at hand.

			“We need that Soleran ice mare who tried to eat Andi’s throat with her teeth a few months ago,” Gilly said. “These cuffs would be nothing to her.”

			“The ice mares eat people, Gilly,” Breck said. “Not metal.”

			Lira sighed. If only the cuffs on their wrists were made of rope. Then she could burn her way out of them and tear through the barrier of Patrolmen below with her bare hands.

			She winced as her scales heated to a boiling point.

			“Lir,” Gilly said, the light from Lira’s scales illuminating her worried face. “It’s okay. We’ll figure this out.”

			“She’s right,” Breck added. “Just…calm down, before you exhaust yourself. The last thing we need right now is to lose you, too.” She plastered on a smile. Her teeth glowed a ghostly purple from Lira’s light. “Andi will be fine. She’s smart. And Dex is…”

			“An ass,” Gilly said with a wicked little grin.

			Despite everything, Lira laughed.

			Lon would love this child. If they ever got out of this, maybe someday Lira would introduce the two of them.

			“So what now?” Breck asked, drawing Lira’s attention back to her. The gunner’s nose dripped blood from both nostrils. One of the Patrolmen had gotten brave and slammed her face with a rifle butt. He was now unconscious, thanks to Lira’s rapidly bruising fist.

			“We wait,” Lira said again, as her skin cooled, as she locked the anger back into herself and buried it deep. “There is no plan other than patience. Because if we move, Dextro’s men will put a bullet in Androma’s brain. And then we will be the cause of our own captain’s death.”

			It had taken everything in Lira not to dive down the stairwell and stick a blade in Dex’s back as he led Andi away through the halls of their ship. Even his posture had been smug. Lira couldn’t fathom—save for the possibility that he might have a stick up his backside—how or why anyone would walk that way.

			“We wait,” Breck said.

			“We wait,” Gilly echoed.

			And so the girls waited.

			And waited.

			For hours, it seemed, until Gilly, sufficiently bored, fell asleep, her snores echoing through the hallway. Until Breck’s stomach began to growl and Lira stopped counting the minutes since Andi had been gone. A thousand scenarios ran through her mind.

			A thousand solutions, too, soon followed by reasons why they wouldn’t work. They bit and tore at her as her scales lit up, dimmed, then ignited again.

			Useless. So incredibly useless, this ability.

			Lira nearly succumbed to the exhaustion of wasted energy. Her eyes were just beginning to close, sleep tugging at her like a poison, when a voice pierced the darkness.

			“Ladies?”

			All three of them snapped to attention.

			The ladder below them clanged as someone began to climb up.

			“Protect Gilly first,” Breck whispered to Lira.

			“At all costs,” Lira agreed.

			Then a creature appeared, stopping about halfway up the ladder. It held a lantern in its fist, the light casting a strange, otherworldly glow on its face.

			Its body was made up of metal and gears and blinking lights behind a clear casing, like a skeleton clock. Its face was stark white, with strange, unblinking eyes.

			An AI.

			“Who the hell are you?” Gilly yelped.

			“My name is Alfie,” the creature responded, his voice clear and clipped. Diplomatic. “I am the personal assistant to General Cyprian Cortas, an Artificial Lifeform Intelligence Emissary, Version 7.3.” As he pulled himself the rest of the way up the ladder and into the hallway, Lira noticed a shining silver key clutched in his other fist.

			She could make her move now. She could set the girls free with the help of this strange new arrival, this fateful turn of events. The creature’s white face turned to Lira. “Captain Androma Racella has agreed to a deal with the great General Cortas.”

			“A deal?” Lira asked, not taking her eyes from the key. Her body tensed, ready to spring. Andi hated General Cortas. He was the only person she feared in all of Mirabel. “What are the terms?”

			“Soon to be discussed, Lira Mette.” The AI tilted his head, as if staring at something he could not quite understand. “But first,” he said, lifting the key, the movement strangely smooth, “my orders are to set you all free.”

			“Well…hell,” Breck said. “That’s unexpected.”

			Lira could only stare as the strange AI stopped before her, dropped to a metal knee and slipped the key into her cuffs.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			

			NOR

			XEN PTERA WAS DYING.

			Queen Nor Solis had known it for years, had witnessed her planet’s pain with her own eyes—but knowing the truth didn’t make facing it any easier.

			For years, she’d known it was coming.

			She felt it in the tainted air she breathed, the sting of pollution scraping its claws against her lungs as she stood on the balcony of the Nyota Room, overlooking the once-beautiful remains of her kingdom.

			She and her advisers had tried to restore beauty to Xen Ptera since the end of The Cataclysm, but radiation had left the ground barren. Crops withered the moment they tried to sprout from seed. Streams dried up. Creatures became extinct, while others mutated, their blood becoming acidic, impossible to eat.

			Xen Ptera was once a prosperous planet, rich with varillium mines that brought trade and wealth to the Olen System. But as more mines were exhausted and sealed up, the future of Xen Ptera began to look bleak.

			Businesses collapsed. Trade between Olen and the other systems ceased as the varillium ran out. Xen Pterran homes fell to starvation, which gave way to weakness, which allowed filth and disease to spread more with each passing year.

			Nor’s father had turned to the other systems for help, but the Unified Systems refused to offer enough.

			And so The Cataclysm began.

			Now, fifteen years later, the fighting had long since ceased, but despite everything she had done, Nor was out of options.

			Until recently, Xen Ptera had been relying on food and water sourced from Iv21, a small neighboring planet. But Iv21’s resources were far from sufficient to sustain the population of Xen Ptera for an extended period, and the limited food stores harvested from that planet had run out months ago.

			Death filled the void left behind.

			Mechanical noises hummed across the bustling city. From her vantage point miles above the ground, Nor had an unobstructed view of the land. Black plumes of smoke billowed over the gray landscape. Buildings, ranging from a few stories tall to some towering miles high, suffocated each other in the claustrophobic capital of Nivia.

			Flowers ceased to bloom, and real water was now a dream as artificial water tablets took its place. The burnt orange sky rained acid, the kind that burned both flesh and metallic skin.

			Nor grasped the railing as the ground beneath her gave a great shuddering breath. The quakes were near constant, cracking open the ground and devouring anything in their path. Her people used to mourn the lives lost to the molten crust, but over the past few years, the quakes had become too regular for anyone to care.

			The Xen Pterrans were growing numb to the destruction around them.

			Nor heard the chorus of death in the cries of her starving people, saw it in the green fog that burned their skin as it swept its way through the crumbling city streets with each bitter gust of wind.

			For years the suffering of her people, her planet, had torn her apart.

			But she knew, deep in her soul, that soon she would have the power to stop it all.

			“Your Highness?”

			Nor stiffened at the sound of a girl’s voice behind her. She turned from her spot on the balcony, abandoning the view of her capital city and the pain it struck in her chest.

			Like a poison.

			A cyborg girl stood in the doorway, patches of metal spiraling across her burned skin, a whirring gear where her heart should be. She was one of the few who had been saved from radiation exposure even after it had done its damage.

			“You dare approach me in my private quarters?” Nor said. The wind howled in from the open balcony doors, whipping at her midnight waves of hair. “What is the meaning of this?”

			She smiled to herself as the girl took a step back and bowed her head, silver hair falling into her face.

			Nor had always loved the sound of her own voice—powerful, yet pure. A voice that brought even the strongest, bravest men to their knees. A voice that could make heads roll, should anyone speak a word against her.

			“Apologies, Your Highness,” the girl whispered. She cast her gaze down to her bare toes. “Darai has called upon you, and…”

			Nor lifted a hand. The girl’s words stopped at once.

			“Take me to him,” Nor commanded.

			“He is in his office, Your Highness. I will escort you there, if you should wish it.”

			Nor nodded once, and the girl turned, the gears in her metallic chest whining. Human, but barely so.

			She briskly followed the servant girl down the tapestry-lined hallways and into the elevator. They stood in silence during the ten-story descent before coming to a halt at the floor that housed her adviser’s office.

			Nor brushed past the trembling girl and swept into Darai’s room, not bothering to knock.

			Stars winked at her from the inside. Hundreds of thousands painted on the walls, a replica of the sky that Xen Ptera had not been able to see for years. And in the center of the room, seated at his white desk, was Nor’s most trusted adviser.

			“You think so highly of yourself, Darai, that you dare summon me to your quarters?” Nor hissed. She approached the pristine white desk.

			“Apologies, Your Highness,” he said, standing and giving her a deep bow, gray hair falling across his weathered face. Half of it was mutilated, skin shriveled and burned from a childhood accident, bits of metal poking through where permanent stitches helped hold the skin in place. He rarely spoke of the accident and never gave much detail in response to Nor’s questions about it.

			“What is the meaning of this?” she asked.

			“I have news regarding the weapon. I just received word from Aclisia that it is in the final stages of development.”

			Nor smiled, her mood lifting immediately. For years, she’d been waiting, imagining the glory of her greatest creation. And now it was nearly complete. “Then we should prepare ourselves at once.”

			Darai stood from his desk, his long robes sweeping behind him like a curtain. “Nor, if I may suggest…”

			“Speak your thoughts now, Uncle, before I grow tired of you.”

			His lips pressed together in a thin smile. He was a proud man, but he himself had taught her to wield her rule like a mighty sword. He’d been a part of her life for as long as she could remember. The only surviving member of her family—not by blood, but through his years of loyalty to Nor and her mother before her.

			Darai bowed his head and approached her slowly. “The timing, of course, is of the utmost importance. We must remain patient to ensure all of the pieces fall into place before making our move.”

			“The final piece is already in place,” Nor said with a wave of her gold prosthetic hand.

			Seeing it reminded her of the past. The explosions. The loss. The need for revenge that empowered her.

			The past was what fueled her present.

			Nor turned away, her spiked collar grazing her jaw. Across the room, the painted stars glared back at her like devil’s eyes.

			“When we bring the galaxy to its knees,” Nor said, a smile slowly appearing on her rouged lips, “I’d like to repaint this room. With the blood of every man, woman and child who has ever lifted a finger against my planet.”

			Darai swept across the tiled floor to stand at her side.

			“My dear.” His voice was slippery, as if drenched in oil. “When we bring the galaxy to its knees, you can paint the entire palace in blood, if you wish it.”

			Nor closed her eyes and smiled.

			She could see it, taste it.

			And it pleased her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI CROSSED HER arms over her chest, fingers digging into her biceps as she tried to keep her anger in check. She sat in the captain’s seat on the bridge, staring out the viewport of the newly repaired Marauder and into the Tracker ship’s massive cargo bay. The internal damage had been a relatively quick fix, but it was the exterior of the ship that showed the most damage from their fight with the Patrolmen. She’d make sure General Cortas paid for that, too.

			Her ship wasn’t a junker. She refused to let it look like one.

			Andi spun in her chair to face her crew, giving them each a once-over. No serious injuries, though there was a nasty cut on Gilly’s collarbone and dried blood beneath Breck’s nose. Lira, graceful as ever, perched on her pilot’s seat like a bird.

			Andi’s heart unclenched slightly knowing they were all in one piece.

			“Are we really going to go quietly into this job?” Breck asked, leaning against the entry door behind her.

			“This team is never quiet,” Lira said. “We slaughtered them. I’m still surprised they allowed us to keep our heads after that.”

			Breck made a sound in the back of her throat. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the general goes back on his word to pardon us after we deliver his son, safe and sound, back to Daddy. How do you even know he’s going to keep his promise, Andi?”

			Andi grimaced as she watched the Patrolmen outside, in their perfectly polished boots, their pristine blue uniforms. “He made the Vow.” All the Patrolmen out there had made vows, too, when they joined the Arcardian ranks. Several of them had followed Dex to their deaths because of those vows. The Arcardian Vow was as binding as two souls becoming one. “He’ll keep his word, as long as I keep mine.”

			“Making deals with the devil,” Lira said with a sigh. “Whatever will we do next?”

			“Let me shoot the old man, Cap. We can swing over to Arcardius now, and I’ll make it quick,” Gilly whined from beside Breck. Her red braids had come undone, and curls tumbled over her shoulders, making her blue eyes pop. “Then this will all be over. You don’t want to go back to Arcardius, anyways.” She seemed to shrink back into herself for a second as she thought that over. “Right?”

			“No one,” Andi said, glaring at Gilly over Breck’s massive form, “is shooting anyone else. Not yet, at least.”

			She didn’t answer Gilly’s second question.

			She’d already thought about it, imagined all the ways a life back on Arcardius could play out.

			Even with a pardon, it would never be the same. When Kalee died, people had looked at Andi as if she were the scum of the planet. As if, by choice, she’d taken a knife to Kalee’s throat and slit it herself. As if she’d wanted to become a traitor.

			Pardon on the line or not, Andi knew she wouldn’t be able to get herself and her crew out of this. Right now, they were boxed in like the blue cattle she’d once seen on a farming satellite.

			“I don’t like it any more than any of you,” Andi said, “but we don’t have much of a choice. Our ship is in his hands, and he has an entire Tracker full of armed guards surrounding this cargo bay right now.” She tapped her red-painted nails on the armrest. “I don’t doubt he’ll keep the Vow…but that’s not our biggest concern right now. We’re headed to the Olen System.”

			“And this is Xen Ptera we’re talking about,” Gilly said. “We’ve never stolen anything from there. We’ve never even been to the Olen System, Cap!”

			Traveling to Olen had become a fool’s journey ever since The Cataclysm ended. There was still the peace treaty in place, preventing the massive Olen System, with its capital planet of Xen Ptera, from attacking the other Unified Systems of Mirabel. But those living in the Olen System weren’t exactly friendly with the Unified Systems.

			Andi didn’t blame them. It was a miracle anyone had survived the explosive final battle that took place on Xen Ptera in the final days of the war.

			“We can’t think of it like that. If we do, we’ll end up overthinking every move we make. It’s just another job. A grab and go.” But Andi had a hard time believing that herself. She’d been to plenty of dingy, destroyed places in Mirabel. Pirating had a way of drawing her and her crew to the darkest sides of the various planets and moons they’d visited. But if half the rumors she’d heard about Xen Ptera were true, then she had to be strong. If not for herself, then for her crew.

			Her past actions had gotten them into this mess. She had to keep them alive to the end.

			“Whatever you say, Androma,” Breck said. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to take little Gilly here down to check out the new weapons. With the supplies the general gave us, we can make Sparks large enough to destroy an entire moon.”

			“Go ahead,” Andi said. “But I want you both back here before we take off.”

			A selfish part of Andi wished General Cortas hadn’t been the one to give the gunners their new weapons. For the past several months, they’d been low on their most beloved supplies. She wanted to be able to provide for her girls, but so far, all she’d done was put them in danger.

			Andi sighed, knowing this line of thinking was foolish. Gilly was grinning ear to ear as she and Breck left the bridge, and as long as they were both happy with the new weapons, it didn’t matter who actually supplied them.

			Lira remained behind, watching Andi with those all-seeing Adhiran eyes of hers. They’d been together the longest, shared countless stories over bottles of fizzy Cosmic Cram until their eyes became as glassy as the stars.

			Andi would never forget the day she met Lira at a fighting ring on Zerpro7. They’d stood side by side, two girls intent on winning their bets. But the fights were slow that night, the brawlers not very skilled, and soon Andi found herself conversing with Lira.

			They should put me in the ring, Lira had said, sighing as she leaned over the dirty railing, peering at the fight below.

			You sound confident, Andi had answered.

			I’m confident enough when it comes to fighting, Lira said, but flying is my true gift.

			They’d talked long into the night, and hours later Andi had offered Lira a test run with her ship. They’d flown away from Zerpro7 and never looked back.

			“You’re not okay, Andi,” Lira said now. “I can see it as clear as varillium, so stop trying to pretend that you are.”

			Andi sighed, running her hand through her tangled white and purple hair. It was going to take her hours to work out the knots.

			“I’m fine.” But she knew Lira sensed the lie the moment it left her lips. “I’m just…” She sighed. “I need some time with my thoughts, Lira.”

			Lira looked at her doubtfully, but obliged. “I’ll be in my quarters if you need me.”

			Andi watched Lira leave the room before turning to look past the clear glass wall and at the inside of the Tracker ship. Men in blue Arcardian Patrolmen uniforms scuttled around like ants as they finished their final checks on the Marauder.

			Andi was exhausted, both mentally and physically, the kind of exhaustion she doubted sleep could fix. For once, she wasn’t positive what the next step would be, besides rescuing the general’s son. Beyond that was an expanse of complete uncertainty.

			A death sentence pardoned. An entire planet waiting for her. But after all that had transpired and with the wounds she still held inside…could she ever really return?

			With a sigh, she picked up her swords and began tallying the day’s kills. As she dug into the metal, Andi’s thoughts drifted to the past.

			She wished, desperately, that she’d never been chosen for the sacred Spectre position, that she’d simply become a regular soldier like her father. Her earliest memories of their time together were of training days, bruised fists and bloodied knuckles. Fighting is in our blood, Androma. We will always defend Arcardius, at all costs.

			It was because of her father’s training that she so often wound up in the commandant’s office after fighting with other students at the Academy when her anger got the best of her. It was because of her anger that her parents put her into dance classes, in hopes they would help soften her edges.

			And it was because of dancing that she’d met Kalee. If she’d only kept quiet at the Academy, hadn’t made Kalee laugh in their dance classes, hadn’t invited her to eat lunch in her pod…their friendship would never have begun.

			General Cortas never would have seen the bond they shared. The fierceness with which Andi defended Kalee from the teasing of their classmates. The way she could so skillfully break a nose and slip back into the shadows without another word. How she excelled in every military class and received top marks in physical combat classes.

			It was a series of small choices that led to one large mistake, and because of it, because of Andi…Kalee had died.

			The painful truth still clung to Andi after all this time.

			This ship and these girls were her only solace. And now they were heading into the mouth of hell.

			Gilly was right. This job was bigger than anything they’d ever done before. It was rare moments like these when Andi wished she had a simpler, easier life.

			If only she could believe that a pardon from General Cortas would take the pain of the past away. But she knew, as well as the general did, that her future was destroyed when Kalee took her last breath.

			“Hello, Androma Racella.”

			Andi whirled in her chair, lifting her swords and finding herself face-to-face with someone unexpected.

			Something, more like.

			Confusion riddled her brain before she put the pieces together. She hadn’t met many AIs in her life, though she’d seen them on the feeds years ago attending to the deep-pocketed aristocrats across Mirabel.

			The AI’s face was white like the snowcapped mountains on Solera. It had two eyes and a mouth, legs and arms, but besides that, it was absent any other humanoid traits. The AI’s body was see-through, like the Marauder’s walls, and Andi could see all the gears and wires inside, clicking and whirring silently like an old-era clock.

			AIs had been exceedingly rare since The Cataclysm ended fifteen years ago, when they were outlawed across Mirabel. The Olen System had weaponized AIs during the war against the Unified Systems, and if not for the advanced military tech developed by New Veda and Tenebris to combat the AI army, the Unified Systems would’ve fallen. It wasn’t until six years ago that the artificially intelligent beings had been integrated into society again, primarily as servants and errand-goers and mechanics—and sometimes chefs, which Breck had so often begged Andi to obtain for the Marauder.

			After staring at the AI for a few more seconds, a whistling from down the hallway pulled Andi’s attention away. Dex strolled into the bridge with a smug grin on his face.

			“Oh, I see you’ve met Alfie,” he said, looking between the two of them.

			“Alfie?” Andi asked, confused by the name.

			“It stands for Artificial Lifeform Intelligence Emissary,” the AI said, staring at Andi with those strange eyes. “But you may call me Alfie.” He bowed slightly.

			Dex patted Alfie on the shoulder. “He’s the general’s. His job is to babysit us on this trip and report back to the big guy on Arcardius.”

			“Wonderful,” Andi said. “I’ve always wanted a babysitter on my ship.”

			Dex crouched down next to her, lips level with her ear. “You know, you were a lot more fun three years ago.”

			It was like he wanted her to kill him.

			She turned and immediately felt flustered when she realized they were separated by mere centimeters. He was so close she could see the pores in his soft brown skin, the deep brown of his eyes and the raised scar on his temple, a souvenir from a fight he got into with an ex-convict just after he and Andi met.

			That scar was nothing compared to the one she must have given him on his chest the day she stole this ship from him. Tenebran Guardians were known for taking pride in their battle marks, but the scar she gave him—whether it still existed or not—was not one he should be proud of.

			It was a sign of his weakness. A disgusting reminder of how he’d chosen money over love.

			Her heart, the traitorous thing, fluttered for a moment like it used to when he looked at her. She used to love his eyes, the unspoken words in their depths. The feel of his skin against hers during their passionate nights.

			Now those thoughts made her cringe. She guarded herself against those memories, which were no longer part of a blissful present, but a hurtful past.

			“A lot has changed in three years, Dextro,” Andi said calmly. “Now, if you don’t move, I’ll give you a new scar, and this time, it will be across your neck.”

			He put his arms up in defense before rising, distancing himself from her.

			“Alfie, grab my bags, please. Let’s get settled in.” He glanced back at Andi with a faraway look in his eyes. The thoughtful gaze unnerved her momentarily, but then he smirked and said, “It’s great to be back on my ship.”

			“My records tell me,” Alfie said, trailing after Dex, “that the Marauder belongs to Androma Racella.”

			Andi laughed in satisfaction as they disappeared.

			Dex.

			Even his name was poison in her mind.

			At another time in her life, Andi would’ve felt guilty for her coldness toward him. But that time was long gone. Now she was made of ice, too full of anger and regret to get close to him again.

			He’d betrayed her, and so she’d betrayed him.

			One shredded heart for another.

			She remembered the way Dex’s eyes had burned, how the hilt of her dagger stuck out from his chest as he lay there on that scalding, barren moon. It was the day she’d claimed the Marauder as her own. The day she’d claimed her heart back, too.

			Hearts were pathetic things, too easily broken. The Bloody Baroness couldn’t afford such weakness. Especially not now that Dex was back at her side.

			It’s one job, Andi told herself. You can shoot him out the airlock the second you recover Valen Cortas.

			She smiled at that thought, then settled back down into her seat, where she resumed her tallying.

			There would be another tally added soon, accompanying the others on her blades.

			It had Dex’s name written all over it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			

			DEX
Four years ago

			DEX HATED COMING to Uulveca during their annual harvest.

			It was a minor planet in the Stuna System, a place where the pungent smell of the dung of feathered uhven filled the air. Dex covered his nose and mouth with a cloth to suppress the odor, but it failed to block the nauseating stench entirely.

			He wouldn’t be here long—all Dex had to do was check in on a suspected bounty who was rumored to be making some under-the-counter deals and take a few snaps of the evidence. If he caught the scheming bastard in the act, it would mean a load of Krevs, and another constellation tattoo added to his body. Another mark of his Guardian status.

			If not, well… Dex didn’t want to think about the look on Raiseth’s face if he came back empty-handed.

			This was his opportunity to prove to the leader of the Bounty Hunter’s branch that he was more than just some seventeen-year-old student with stars in his eyes. He was a Guardian, born and raised, newly adorned with the title he’d worked his entire life to obtain.

			Life as a Guardian after graduation wasn’t easy. You weren’t offered free room and board or given a steady mission.

			You could work a desk job, damning yourself to a life of boredom while you waited to be called upon for something greater.

			Or you could be like Dex.

			Desperate to live in action, to collect riches, he had joined the Bounty Hunters’ branch of the Guardians in hopes of getting his hands on the worst criminals in Mirabel and placing them behind bars. To keep himself busy, honing his skills, while he waited for further orders.

			With the peace treaty between the Unified Systems and the Olen System, Dex guessed it would be a long wait before he saw any real action.

			He was just as good as any of Raiseth’s other bounty hunters. Better, even. If this had been the Guardian Academy, he would have aced every skill test. Dominated in the fighting classes. Destroyed all the other ranks when it came to intel.

			But Raiseth didn’t care about Dex’s hard-earned title. Raiseth himself was a war hero, a retired Guardian of the highest status. To him, bounty hunting was about proving your worth, catching a criminal prize with ease.

			Dex was determined to do so.

			Now, on his first mission, Dex wove his way through the crowds of people selling their goods in rickety tents. Some offered ripe senada fruit, a rarity that only grew in the southern rainforests of the planet, while others hoisted chunks of freshly slaughtered meat on hooks, blue blood dripping into pans beneath.

			“Drink the blood to find the woman of your dreams,” an elderly shopkeeper called to Dex, her one eye twitching as he passed. It was pure purple, a shade that reminded him of the moons outside New Veda. Her eye twitched again. “Five Krevs a pint, dear boy.”

			Dex laughed as he sidestepped her booth. “There isn’t a woman in the galaxy who would put up with me.”

			Her cackles trailed after him as he faded deeper into the crowd.

			All around him, laughter bubbled up like a wellspring. Music drifted through the air, the different songs sounding out of time—yet somehow it all wove together as if played by one hand. Despite its stench, this small planet was a place of growth and love and life, and somewhere in the midst of it all was his target.

			Dex kept his head on a swivel as he walked, searching for his target’s telltale shock of red chest fur. Raiseth had said the Stramh man would be here, peddling illegal brainworms. Striding past a leather maker’s stall, Dex hastened his pace, boots gliding effortlessly over the rocky ground. He could see his target’s shop in the distance, a ramshackle booth made of canvas and rusted metal poles.

			But as he drew closer, Dex frowned. The booth was empty, its owner nowhere in sight.

			Almost as if he’d packed up and left, knowing Dex was on his way.

			Raiseth had warned him about this—targets with their own informants, too quick and too clever to be caught on the first try.

			Since the beginning of his mission, Dex had been imagining the moment when he’d reach out and hold a knife to the peddler’s furry red side, whispering words of defeat in his pointed ear. That moment was now dead and gone. Instead, he strode over to the booth and slipped inside, kneeling down to the inspect the dust-covered shelves nailed together within.

			Dex needed a sign, any indication of where the target had fled, but he was greeted with only dust and dirt.

			He’d have to come up with a new plan. But first, he needed to trek back to his ship and contact his informant.

			Dex was just sliding back into the crowd when he felt it.

			A shift in the weight against his belt where he kept his bag of Krevs.

			Dex whirled, flipping out his blade and simultaneously wrapping a fist around the would-be thief’s neck.

			It was a young woman. She had white hair the color of stardust, tangled and matted as if she’d just been caught in the midst of a storm. Gray eyes stared out of a face masked by filth and grime. Dex’s bag of Krevs was clutched tightly in her fist.

			He snatched the bag away from her, but didn’t release his hold on her throat.

			“Nice try,” Dex said. “On any normal person, you would’ve gotten away with that.”

			He’d dealt with street rats before, knew all of their tricks and, as Dex tightened his hold on the young thief, he expected her gray eyes to well up with tears. He expected a kick to the groin, or for her to sink her teeth into his hand. “I could kill you with one twist of your neck,” he added, waiting for her to make a move.

			Her eyes narrowed. It was his only warning that she was going to react before her body twisted. He felt her foot hook around his ankle, and before he knew it, they were on the ground.

			She held a small knife to his throat. His knife, which she must have stolen from his belt.

			“Impressive,” Dex said.

			Then he shifted his weight and used his momentum to roll them sideways, where he landed on top of her, the knife discarded, twin snarls on both their faces.

			His pouch of Krevs sat several feet away, a few of the golden coins loose and glittering under the sun.

			“Get off,” the young woman said.

			There was no fear in her eyes. Only a burning anger as hot as a flame.

			She tried to wriggle away, but she was weak. He could see now how frail she was, how her worn clothing hung from her frame and danced in the wind. Her wrists were wrapped in thick cloth and tied with leather strips. Dark stains, possibly blood, stained the material.

			She was too old to be a street rat, and too filthy to be working for a pleasure palace. The palace owners on Uulveca liked to keep their workers clean and enticing.

			A nagging in Dex’s brain told him he’d seen her before. But he’d seen hundreds of people in this market today. Perhaps she’d been following him?

			Curious, Dex lifted some of his weight from her, but didn’t let her go. “You should learn how to pick your targets more wisely.”

			Her eyes narrowed, her gaze raking over his body. “I should say the same to you. You don’t look nearly strong enough to capture that dealer you were going after.”

			“You know about him?” Dex asked curiously. If he could get information from her, maybe he wouldn’t have to contact his informant. He could avoid the digs from Raiseth’s other recruits and salvage the mission before it was too late.

			The young woman tilted her head, a slight smile pulling at her cracked lips.

			“It’s going to cost you.”

			Two can play at this game, Dex thought. “How about instead of my turning you over to the Patrolmen, you tell me what I want to know?” He had her there. Or so he thought.

			She shrugged her bone-thin shoulders and laughed. An empty one, the kind that came from a person with little hope left in life. “They don’t care about me.”

			As Dex stood, pulling her with him, he caught the flicker in her eyes. A hint of fear as she glanced over his shoulder, as if she expected the Patrolmen to come running.

			What had she done, Dex wondered, to end up in this stinkhole? Beyond the grime, he could see someone chased by the ghosts of her past. Someone broken, but clever and quick enough to play at his games. Certainly a strong fighter, likely stronger when she was well fed.

			He thought for another moment before responding. “If you give me the information I need, I’ll buy you a meal. By the looks of it, you need one.”

			She stared at him, eyes squinting as if trying to seek out an ulterior motive. “I’ll choose the place,” she said finally. “And I want a week’s worth of meals. And all the Krevs in your pouch.”

			He paused. If it weren’t for his pride, he would happily walk right back to his ship and contact his informant. But he had a reputation to uphold, so this seemed the better option. “Half the Krevs,” he said. “And if I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you.”

			“That’s the funny thing.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m already dead.”

			Then she turned, fading into the crowd. Dex scooped up his pouch of Krevs and trailed after her, a nagging feeling in his mind as he wondered who she was.

			And who she used to be.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			

			ANDROMA

			IT WAS STARING at her again.

			“Are you incapable of blinking?” Andi asked.

			The AI sat across from her in the meeting room of the Marauder, where it had been since the beginning of their meeting.

			“Since I am not a living being, I do not require eyelids to block damaging particles from entering my ocular lens. This means that I am incapable of blinking, Androma Racella.”

			If the infernal AI hadn’t belonged to General Cortas, Andi would have unscrewed its head and pulled its wiring out through its neck. Instead, she turned to the second most kill-worthy member of her new crew.

			“Silence him, Dextro, before I do it myself.”

			Dex tsked, shaking his finger. “Now, now, Androma.” He drawled out her name. “You of all people should know how the general likes his little pets to be.”

			Andi’s fingertips flinched toward her sheathed blades.

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			He held up his gloved hands. “Relax, Andi. I’m just trying to have a conversation. That’s what people do.”

			“I don’t want to have a conversation,” Andi said. “Not with you.”

			It had only been a day since Dex took up residence on her ship, but it seemed much longer. Not for a single second had Andi been able to escape Dex’s presence. The ship may have been small, but it wasn’t that small. Yet no matter where she went, Dex managed to find her. In her room, where she pored over her photographs of planets, all the places she’d explored, he’d found her. He’d flipped through her classical music collection, then chuckled at the calendar screen flickering on the glass wall. The handsome models from all corners of Mirabel rippled as he flicked through the images, whistling at each one.

			“So this is what you like, Androma?” he’d asked, waggling his dark brows suggestively. “I guess I understand why you left me.”

			“What do you want, Dextro?” she’d asked.

			“We need to talk.” Standing in the doorway of her room, a half smile tugging at his lips, he had looked for a moment exactly as he had long ago, when they’d shared this very space. She’d slammed the door in his face before her memories, and her heart, could unravel her.

			How he could make light of their situation, how he could simply come here and want to just talk, after all that they’d been through and all that they had done, she couldn’t fathom.

			But she knew that the moment they delivered Valen Cortas back to his father, she’d be rid of Dex forever.

			“Your heart rate is increasing dramatically,” Alfie’s soothing voice sounded from across the table. “Do you require a moment to rest?”

			She required a lot more than that, but Andi simply shook her head and turned back to the task at hand.

			A map of the Olen System filled the air of the room, three glowing orbs rotating slowly around a single sun. To the left of Xen Ptera, the capital planet of Olen, was a mass of gray: the Junkyard, where old ships were cast out into the skies, left for traders to pick over—but more notably, where the last real battle of The Cataclysm was fought, the Battle of Black Sky. It was rumored that Queen Nor’s father, the previous king, had sent hundreds of ships to fight, only to watch them fall from the sky as thousands of Olen soldiers died at the hands of the Unified Systems.

			The Junkyard was the perfect place for the Marauder to disappear.

			Andi glanced up as the newly repaired door of the meeting room slid open and the rest of her crew walked in. The holographic map flickered as the girls walked through it, then bounced back into place.

			Gilly was preoccupied with eating a chunk of bread from dinner. If she had the chance, Andi thought, Gilly would eat all our food stores. Andi often wondered if her stomach was a bottomless pit. The thirteen-year-old was growing fast and had an appetite to match her growth spurt.

			The ship’s system, Memory, beeped overhead.

			“Incoming message,” the cool female voice said.

			Alfie looked up, tilting his head sideways. “An Artificial Intelligence on the mainframe of a pirating ship,” he said. “I have never observed such a thing.”

			“We stole her on a job last month,” Gilly explained. “Breck installed her.”

			“Incoming message,” Memory said again, “for Dextro Arez.”

			Dex stood, the legs of his chair scraping like a wailing ghost against the cool metal floor. “My informant awaits.”

			They’d been going back and forth with different plans for hours, finally settling on one that pleased everyone—and most importantly, General Cortas. The general had his claws sunk deep into Andi’s back, even from halfway across the galaxy. He’d already rejected several plans, which seemed to defeat the purpose of hiring Andi and her crew to do a job that he lacked the experience to carry out himself. Their short, often heated calls made Andi long for her days as a Spectre. Back then, he’d respected her, even praised her during rare moments when he’d let his general’s mask come loose. She’d seen him through a soldier’s eyes, trained to gain his approval. He’d given her the freedom to do her job, even allowing Andi to take up residence in Averia so she could stay by Kalee’s side at all hours.

			How far she had fallen since then.

			Like it or not, General Cortas had to bow to her will on this mission, to respect her methods. She’d told him as much on their most recent call.

			“Bring him back to me, Androma,” the general had said, “and perhaps I will.”

			Now Andi and Dex had finally settled on a plan. Her crew surrounded the table as Dex left the room, Alfie trailing after him, saying something about conversing with his fellow AI.

			The girls waited until they were gone to speak. Lira stood across from Andi, blue eyes searching her face. “You’re looking a bit troubled.”

			“I’m fine, Lir,” Andi said with a growl as she examined her chipped red polish. She’d have to ask Gilly to repaint her nails soon. “I thought you said you were going to keep Dex busy. He won’t leave me alone.”

			The pilot shrugged. “Dextro is a man with many talents, the most obnoxious of which is that he knows this ship inside and out.”

			“That,” Breck added, her massive hands curling into fists as she slumped back into a chair too small for her muscular frame, “and his little leech, Alfie, seems to always be ten steps ahead of us.”

			Gilly giggled and wiped bread crumbs from her face. “I’m going to lock the AI in the waste bay.”

			Andi smiled at the thought. “The sooner the better. You could lock Dex in there, too.”

			This was how it should be, just her and the girls making plans to strike it big. Without a self-righteous, Krev-worshipping man on board.

			“We’ll make our first move soon,” Andi said, filling the girls in on the latest part of the plan. She glanced at her Second. “Lira?”

			Lira nodded and reached out to swipe a hand across the map over their heads, which was programmed to respond to her and Andi alone. Much to Dex’s dismay, Andi thought with a smug smile. He’d asked her to give him access at least a dozen times already, and she’d shut him down each time. With pleasure.

			At Lira’s touch, the planets on the map began to swirl, their muted colors deepening, the sun blazing bright as it spun around the room. Lira tapped a black spot on the map, enlarging the space before using her fingertip to trace a glowing red circle around it.

			“That,” she said, pointing to the circle, “is where we are now, in the Junkyard.” The Marauder was currently hidden within the large husk of a fallen warship. If anyone happened to come through this area, their ship would easily be mistaken as a piece of the larger one. That had been Lira’s bright idea, and the exterior damage the Marauder had recently sustained was helpful camouflage.

			She drew a line from their current location to Lunamere, where Valen was being held captive.

			“This is where we need to be,” Lira said, right before Andi took over.

			“The plan is that in two days’ time, we will be meeting Dex’s informant, Soyina Rumbardh, at the Dark Matter Pub, located just outside the security border of Xen Ptera.” Andi tapped a spot on the map just to the left of Lunamere, where a small silver orb hung in the darkness. The satellite pub. “There, we’ll finalize the escape plan with Soyina and initiate the rescue. Dex and I will enter Lunamere while the rest of you head to the rendezvous point.” Andi looked at Lira, catching her in the middle of an eye roll.

			Her Second wasn’t happy that Dex and Andi were going in to Lunamere without her, especially with the plan they’d come up with. High risk, possible reward. But it was the best option they had, and they needed Lira to pilot the ship. Plus, as much as Andi hated to admit it, she and Dex did know how to work a job together.

			It was what first brought them together, and later tore them apart. They simply had to get through this without killing each other first.

			Andi swallowed hard and continued. “At this point, all we need is a map of the prison. Without that map, we’ll be screwed. But luckily for us, our informant should be sending it to Dex as we speak.”

			Soyina could be described as a shadow hiding in darkness with few records to be found about her on the galactic feeds. She was a tricky woman who had refused to let anyone but Dex see her face, which meant Andi had to go in blind when she met the woman in person. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but she’d faced worse before.

			“I know I’m not the most experienced at this stuff,” Gilly said from across the table as she polished her golden gun, “but it all seems a little too easy. How do you know we can even trust this so-called informant Dex has?”

			Breck barked out a laugh. “How can we even trust Dex?”

			“We can’t,” Andi said. In her mind, she saw Dex’s face years ago on Uulveca, the very first time she’d met him. That sideways smile, his hand wrapped around her throat. His pouch of Krevs coiled in her fist. She should have known that day what he was. What he’d push her to become.

			“Dex’s trademark is double-crossing people,” Andi continued. An old dent in the wall of this room was proof of that. Andi still remembered the brain-bashing she’d saved Dex from in the days they’d shared this ship. “That’s why I have a plan B.”

			“And that is?” Breck asked, raising a brow.

			“Well, ladies,” Andi said as she leaned forward, face glowing in the light of the map. The stars rippled out and away from her touch, as if made of water. “I think Dextro needs to be taught a little lesson in the element of surprise.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			

			VALEN

			THE HISS OF the whip sang through the darkness.

			A crackle, a pop, and with it, the stench of singed flesh.

			The electric whip bit into Valen’s skin, over and over, until he couldn’t suppress his screams anymore, until his throat felt ragged and blood coated the floor like a warm, wet carpet.

			They were unraveling him, bit by bit.

			I am Valen Cortas, he thought. But as the whip came down again, a crackle of blue that lit up the splatters across the stone walls, it drowned out his own voice in his head.

			His torture had begun three months prior, when he arrived at this prison—first with starvation, a hunger so deep he’d felt as if his stomach was shredding itself apart. Then came the questions, the beatings and, shortly after, the floggings.

			Since then, Valen had lost track of the times he’d been slashed by the whip or pummeled by the guards’ electric gauntlets.

			If he sunk into the blissful oblivion of unconsciousness, they would bring him back with an injection, a prisoner to the horrors he couldn’t escape. The cycle continued without end, until Valen thought the walls had grown claws that tore at him. Until he thought he’d drown in his own blood. Until the very mention of his home planet of Arcardius brought forth maniacal laughter from his lips. Home was nowhere as he drowned in pain in the darkness of Cell 306, a place without color or laughter or light.

			I am Valen Cortas, he thought as the whip kissed his skin again, tearing at the tendons beneath. Vengeance will be mine.

			More than once, he’d wondered if he had died and been dragged down to hell. But even hell couldn’t possibly be this cruel.

			Hiss, rip, singe.

			On and on it went until his mantra was replaced by something else.

			Why are you taking it? Fight back! a small voice said in his head. Valen nearly laughed as the whip came down again, drowning out the voice. But then it came back, stronger this time.

			Don’t be weak like your father thinks you are. Fight back!

			How could he fight when he was nothing? How could he shout when they’d stolen his voice, when his body was too weak and too mutilated to move?

			Hiss, rip, singe.

			Then, as if right next to Valen’s ear, the voice screamed, You will never get vengeance if you allow them to have their way. You have to fight, Valen. Fight back!

			As if he’d been plunged into arctic waters, a feeling radiated through him, something he had never felt before.

			A power, a want, a need.

			The crackle of the whip hissed overhead, promising a swift return. He couldn’t take it. He wouldn’t take it.

			“STOP!” Valen yelled. His voice reverberated against the room’s obsidinite walls.

			He waited for the next slash, but when it didn’t come, he craned his neck to the side. Even that slight movement sent a wave of pain through him, like he was being dragged across a bed of nails. His vision flickered in and out, unconsciousness tugging at him like a welcome friend.

			But what he saw puzzled him.

			His torturer, a large man with arms the size of Valen’s torso, had paused midswing. The whip still crackled overhead, bathing the room in an eerie, flickering blue.

			Valen didn’t have time to make sense of it before the heavy door groaned open, two soldiers standing guard.

			Between them, a robed figure glided in.

			“Hello, Valen,” the figure said, and Valen gasped as she drew back her hood. Dark ringlets fell across her shoulders, where a collar of ruby red encircled her throat. And her eyes, Valen saw, were a gold so bright that in his delirium, Valen smiled and imagined painting them. She stopped before him, reaching down to slide a lock of hair off his forehead with a golden metal hand. The fingertips were designed to look like delicate claws.

			She was an angel of darkness, come to him in the pits of hell.

			When she looked down at him, her smile was as bright as fire.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			

			ANDROMA

			FROM FAR AWAY the Dark Matter Pub looked like a glowing beacon among the stars. Beside it, a short ship ride away, was Lunamere.

			The prison moon was an inky black the color of outer space, pocked with scars from asteroid collisions and impact zones from The Cataclysm. But Lunamere had survived that war, a proud symbol of the system in which almost everything was destroyed.

			As the Marauder soared closer, Lira guiding it effortlessly past the few ships that dared come out to this edge of the Olen System, the satellite pub revealed its darker side.

			There were entire sections missing, as if a giant mouth had taken a bite out of it, or a series of bombs had simultaneously gone off, ripping it apart from the inside out. Starlight shone through the gaps like winking eyes. It was a wonder the ringed satellite was still in one piece.

			Not such a wonder, though, Andi thought, that it’s the perfect place to find Dex’s little friend.

			“That can’t be the pub. It’s a pile of space junk,” Gilly said to the crew as they looked out the Marauder’s viewport.

			“Wrong, little girl. It has style. Things that have style aren’t junk,” Dex said, looking down at her.

			“That confirms my theory then,” Breck said from beside Gilly.

			Dex glanced sideways at her, raising a brow in question.

			“Since you don’t have any style, you’re clearly just space junk.”

			Andi bit back a laugh and turned back to the view ahead of them. The landing dock was loaded with ships of all makes and models. Silver Thrashers with tails like fish, perfect for carving through the stars. Ice-blue Indigos, with four outspread wings like a giant bird. Then a rare beauty, a Red Recluse. Its sleek burgundy frame could become completely invisible to the eye, not just radar. All of the ships were lined up like multicolored gifts, ripe for the taking.

			Too bad they didn’t have time for a joy ride.

			It was prime-time for Dark Matter, the end of the sun cycle. Everyone from bounty hunters to prison workers frequented the pub, according to Dex.

			Dex slipped up beside Andi to stare out the viewport. “We need to talk,” he said. His smell was the same as it had always been. Like Tenebran mountain trees, fresh and strong. Her pulse heightened at his nearness, and for a moment, things between them felt like they used to.

			She took a step away, reminding her foolish heart that this man had been the one to break it.

			“We don’t have time to talk, Dex,” Andi said with a sigh. “We’re landing soon.”

			“That’s exactly my point,” he said. “We’re about to go into this job together, and I’d rather go in as partners, not enemies.”

			Andi turned to face him, arms crossed. “You and I will always be enemies,” she said, her voice low.

			“You don’t know the whole story, Androma.”

			“I know enough.”

			He huffed out a laugh and ran a hand through his mussed hair. “Five minutes. Just…five minutes, to let me say my piece.”

			Andi opened her mouth to respond, but Gilly’s voice filled the void between them.

			“Cap?” She bounded over, her hair freshly braided. “It’s almost time.”

			Dex sighed. “Later,” he whispered to Andi. “We’re going to have that talk.”

			Andi turned away as Gilly took her hand and hauled her back toward the waiting crew. This was the second time Dex had tried to talk to her about what had happened between them, and while she had no desire to revisit the memories of the past, she couldn’t help being curious about what he had to say.

			She shook her head. Now wasn’t the time to be thinking about such things. They had a job to do.

			Andi turned her attention back to the view of Dark Matter. She had never been here before, but she could imagine that if anyone found out a girl with her reputation was near, they would happily kill one another to turn her in for the biggest prize. She’d been on Mirabel’s wanted list for years, ever since she’d escaped Arcardius and taken up a life of pirating. Most didn’t even bother looking for her at this point, because too many had already lost their heads trying to chase her down. But here, in a den of enemies, she was walking right into their hands. One would be stupid not to take a chance at capturing her.

			She tucked her hair beneath her hood, cloaking her face in shadows.

			“You’ll keep a low profile,” Andi commanded her crew. “Eyes on us at all times. You smell trouble, you see anyone step out of line, you sound the alarm and get the hell out. No mistakes.” She glared sideways at Dex as the girls nodded. “No surprises.”

			He crossed his tattooed arms and smiled. “I wouldn’t dare.”

			He would. Oh, he would. She turned away from him, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from saying another word. “Lira?”

			Lira sat in her pilot’s chair, hands loosely gripping the throttle as she guided them closer to the docking bay. “You don’t need to say what you’re thinking. I am fully aware of what must be done in there.”

			“Good,” Andi said. “We’ll have to move quickly once we get inside. No more than forty minutes.”

			“Plenty of time to raise hell,” Gilly said as she bobbed up and down on her toes. Her golden gun was sheathed on her hip beside a belt loaded with handmade Sparks. Breck had a matching one—the two girls were plenty capable of igniting chaos with them, if their past jobs were any indication.

			“Then we’re all set,” Andi said. A flutter of nervous excitement winged its way through her chest. It was quickly replaced by nausea as she removed her blades. Dex sighed as he removed his gloves and slapped them down on the dash.

			“If anyone messes with these while I’m gone…”

			“Nobody wants your disgusting palm juice,” Gilly said.

			“What the hell is palm juice?” Breck asked.

			Gilly sighed. “Man sweat.”

			“Where’s Alfie?” Dex asked, ignoring their comments as Lira eased back on the throttle and the ship slowed in response. “I need him to send a check-in to General Cortas before we move.”

			Nobody answered.

			Andi turned to Gilly, who was clearly trying to hold back a laugh.

			“Why are you looking at me? I have no clue,” Gilly said.

			Andi raised a brow.

			Gilly smiled innocently back at her.

			“I’ll just com the general myself,” Dex grumbled as he walked out the door.

			The Marauder angled toward Dark Matter, slipping through the liquid darkness like a weapon ready to unleash itself upon the world.

			* * *

			Meanwhile, deep in the belly of the ship, Alfie sat alone in the locked waste bay, staring out at the stars.

			“Hello, Alfie,” Memory said. “Would you like some company?”

			At the sound of her voice, Alfie looked up and smiled.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI HAD BEEN in plenty of back-alley bars, unruly clubs and pleasure houses that had more going on behind closed doors than what was expected.

			The atmosphere inside Dark Matter, however, had a particularly unpleasant feel.

			The metal doors screeched as they slid open, unleashing a thick wave of recycled air that smelled a little too much like vomit for her taste. The room was curved, the metal walls dented at random, as if bodies had been thrown against them, leaving their mark. A rusted bartop, thick with stains of both the bodily and the brew type, stood in the center of Dark Matter. The patrons littered around it were all in different states of drunken disorder, some of them slumped haphazardly on their stools, others shouting at the four-legged, six-armed bartender for a refill.

			She doubted they’d notice who she was even if she stared them straight in the face with her name tattooed on her forehead.

			Andi took note of the exits as they stepped inside. One directly behind them, where they’d just entered. The other was straight across the crowd, the dimly glowing red sign half blocked by a bald man nearly triple Andi’s height. No doubt from New Veda, a planet where the inhabitants were built like giants. Years from now, Breck would likely grow to close his height, a warrior woman that none would dare cross. Andi smiled at that thought.

			She hoped Breck, Gilly and Lira would get their exploding Sparks in place quickly, then move out before their plan shifted into high gear.

			Across the bar were others Andi recognized from the intel they’d gathered on the ship. A table full of Lunamere guards, likely off-duty, as they guzzled pint after pint, yellow foam dripping down their unshaven beards—or in one case, a spiked jaw. She knew that they all had electric whips on their hips, ready to stun or kill at the flip of a switch, and heavy electric gauntlets to match.

			And eyes constantly on the lookout for someone to toss behind bars.

			We’ll see you later, boys, she thought. That was, of course, if everything went according to plan.

			Beside the Lunamere guards, a woman playing cards whistled and signaled for the bartender to refill her ale. Burns covered half her body, forming a line that neatly bisected her face. Beside her, a four-legged male Tambaruun was puffing on a piece of Adhiran rainforest bark, the cloud of smoke changing colors each time he exhaled. He, too, was covered in burns that ran up his six muscular arms, turning his hands into swollen hunks of skin.

			Most of the patrons had burns or scars, mutilated limbs, empty eye sockets sitting like black holes. They were survivors of The Cataclysm’s bloody ground battles, almost every one of them, with the marks to prove it. Since the war, Andi had seen her fair share of people with souvenirs from battle, but this scene was different. This was an entire room full of them at once, broken and bruised, guzzling alcohol to keep the pain of the past at bay.

			Andi had an inkling of how that felt. She’d tried it many times herself.

			War was a heartless thing, claiming lives left and right. But it was the survivors who had to continue battling even after the fight was over.

			“This,” Dex said, spreading his tattooed arms wide and pulling Andi from her thoughts, “is the gem of the Olen System.”

			“You haven’t seen very many gems, then.” Andi pulled her hood low over her face as she wove her way through the throngs of people heading toward the bar. “Let’s get on with it.”

			Dex followed in silence, his head held high as if he owned the pub. She’d always admired his zest for life, a quality that few had. Andi was not one of those people. She’d choose solitude and silence any day over going out in public.

			Dex could enjoy this place for the both of them—Andi was used to finer places in brighter systems, spoiled by all the extravagant balls she’d had to attend on Arcardius, a constant shadow at Kalee’s back. And in the mere seconds they’d been here, she already feared she’d never get the stench of Dark Matter out of her bodysuit and cloak.

			The fact that she’d had to leave her blessed, beautiful swords on the ship only added to her annoyance. She’d have to make do with her cuffs as her weapon. They were heavy enough to suffice for now.

			“We should split up.” She sidestepped a man hobbling past on a golden crutch made from an old android’s leg. “We’ll find your informant faster that way.”

			“We’ll find her eventually.” Dex stopped to survey the room. “I’d rather we stay together.”

			Over his shoulder, Andi saw Breck, Gilly and Lira slipping among the crowd. One by one, they’d set their Sparks in place—slipped under tabletops, wedged in dark holes in the metal framing of the room, stuffed into the air vents in the floor. Andi smiled as she glanced away. When the girls detonated them, they’d cause one hell of a scene.

			Enough to distract, but not enough to destroy.

			“Soyina can be a little…off-putting,” Dex said. “The two of you have that in common.”

			Andi gave him her trademark glare.

			“I simply meant that you can both terrify any man with a single glance.”

			She flashed him her teeth.

			He shook his head and signaled for a waitress to join them. A cyborg woman tottered over on mismatched feet, one metal and one skin, both covered in strappy silver heels.

			“What can I do for you, Tenebran?” the woman asked, leaning against the bar, giving his marked skin a curious glance. “Haven’t seen you around these parts before.”

			“I’m looking for a frequent patron of yours,” Dex said. He took a step closer as Andi took a step away, missing the weight of her swords on her back. “Migratory tattoos, big mismatched moon eyes?”

			The cyborg shook her pink curls. “Sorry, Tenebran, haven’t seen anyone who fits that description.” Her eyes flashed as they raked Dex up and down. “But I might be swayed to look a little harder if…” She held out a hand.

			Andi sighed and stepped forward, ready to pummel the answer out of the woman. But Dex lifted an arm.

			“I’ll take your knowledge, and a pint of Griss.” He tossed the woman a golden Krev. “And while you’re at it, add on a double stack for my lady friend. She could use it.”

			Andi scowled at him from the shadows of her hood.

			The waitress smiled, tucking the Krev into the space between her breasts. She flicked her head toward a dark corner at the back of the room. “You’re looking for Soyina. She’s over there. Though I should warn you…she doesn’t like to be bothered. When you’re done with your business, feel free to come back. I’ll buy you a drink when my shift’s over.” With a wink, she went back to take orders from her other customers.

			“There are other ways to get information, you know,” Andi said as Dex turned back to look at her.

			He threw his head back and laughed so hard, she got a glimpse of a chipped tooth in the back of his mouth. Andi was pleased to see it. She’d broken it with her elbow long ago, and it was worth the tiny scar she still had as a trophy. That was the day she’d completely disarmed him during training for the first time. The day that led to their first kiss, which led to more kisses, and a night spent…

			“Why are you laughing?” Andi growled.

			Dex held out a hand for her to pass by, feigning courtesy she knew he didn’t possess. “There’s one thing you never did learn from me, Androma.”

			“Loyalty?” Andi asked. “How to keep my mouth shut?”

			“No.” Dex patted her on the cheek, then sidestepped her swing at his face. “How to have fun.”

			With a laugh, he shot past her and headed toward the dark corner of the room, where their shadowed informant sat waiting.

			* * *

			“Well, if it isn’t my favorite small-balled bastard.”

			“Dearest Soyina,” Dex said as he pulled up a chair across from the woman and slid into it backward, arms folded over the top. “How I’ve missed your heartfelt compliments.”

			The last time he’d seen Soyina, they’d shared three bottles of Griss and locked themselves in the bathroom of a wealthy Tenebran’s mansion until morning.

			The night had been glorious, but when he’d woken the next day, his Krevs were missing, and his pants along with them. He was tied to the golden toilet pipes, all his glory out for the poor servants to see.

			Oh, what a lover she’d been. A little off course, but wasn’t everyone in Mirabel? Dex had never been one to choose his companions with care. His past with Andi was proof of that. Of course, he’d done plenty of wrong. More than he’d been able to stomach. He’d hated himself for it, and still did. If she would just talk to him, listen to his side of the story…

			Focus, Dextro, he told himself.

			He smiled now as he drank Soyina in.

			She sat lazily across from him, her legs casually propped up against the table. Bloodstains—of that Dex was sure—marred her worn boots, equally as menacing as the smile on her rouged lips. Her hair was braided back from her face to reveal her lovely eyes. One brown, like Dex’s, the other a pale, ghostly white to match the lost souls of the prisoners she’d brutally tortured and killed on Lunamere. Writhing migratory tattoos swam across her skin, the patterns twisting and turning as they chose new locations on her body at random.

			“You’re a brave woman, agreeing to meet me like this, Soyina,” Dex said now. “The last time I saw you…”

			Laughter bubbled from her painted lips. “All fun and games, Dex.” She stared him down for a moment with those unsettling eyes. Then she downed her drink and turned to look at Andi. “You, little miss starlight,” she said, eyeing the tips of Andi’s white and purple braids, hanging from beneath her hood. “You, I have heard stories about. Let me get a look at that pretty little face.”

			Andi didn’t move, a silent statue in the darkness.

			“You’re better off trying to get in the good graces of the queen of Xen Ptera,” Dex said.

			Godstars, what was he doing here, with two of the most fearsome women he’d ever been with? They were so similar it sent a shock running through him. One wrong move, and it was possible they could become…

			He shuddered to think it.

			…friends.

			He could only imagine the hellstorm they’d rain down on him then.

			A squeaky yellow droid rolled over and refilled Soyina’s mug, then turned to fill Andi’s.

			She lifted a hand to stop it, the silent movement enough to send the droid rolling away into the crowd.

			“My brainless colleague and I are not here for idle chitchat,” Andi said, hood still covering her face in shadows. “I believe Dextro here filled you in on the problem at hand?”

			Soyina nodded. “He did.”

			“And do you have what we require? Dex says you’re in the mood to cause a little trouble.”

			Soyina giggled in a way that reminded Dex of the little gunner on Andi’s crew. To his surprise, he’d begun to like having her around. But he’d always had a soft spot for kids with attitudes.

			“Show me your face, girl,” Soyina said, “and I’ll be your faithful servant.”

			Andi sighed. Dex searched the room for something he could use as a weapon. He knew she could turn on Soyina in a flash, and they couldn’t afford that today.

			To his surprise, Andi reached up and slid her hood back from her face, revealing herself to the other woman.

			“Ahh,” Soyina said. She swung her feet off the table, then leaned forward to stop with her nose a mere inch from Andi’s face.

			Soyina had a passion for darkness, and Androma Racella’s soul was the darkest of them all.

			“Beautiful,” Soyina whispered, her breath blowing the hair back from Andi’s face. She ran a sharp fingernail down Andi’s metal cheek implant, the migratory tattoos swimming down her arm as if afraid.

			Dex had to hand it to Andi. She didn’t flinch beneath Soyina’s stare. He allowed himself a moment to admire her finely sculpted face before looking away. She was beautiful, but he wasn’t allowed to think of her that way anymore. Not after what he’d done.

			“I can almost taste the death on you,” Soyina breathed. “How many lives have you stolen, Bloody Baroness?”

			Andi whirled on Dex. “You told her who I was?”

			He shrugged, giving her the carefree look he knew she hated with every inch of her soul. “What can I say? Soyina’s a big fan.”

			“Have you ever tortured anyone, Baroness?” Soyina asked, pulling Andi’s attention back to her. “I can only imagine the things you could do with that darkness you harbor. The Xen Pterran queen would be wise to hire you on as a colleague of mine. Or a mercenary, perhaps.”

			“A colleague?” Andi raised a brow at Dex as she scooted back in her chair, clearly done with Soyina’s closeness.

			Dex took a sip of his drink and nodded. “Soyina practices the art of torture,” he explained, smiling as Andi’s eyes widened a bit at his explanation. “She works on Lunamere as one of Queen Nor’s more forward ways of getting information out of the prisoners.”

			“A nasty job, most would think,” Soyina said. She ran her fingers down her dark curls. “But it’s not without its certain charms.” She giggled, then folded her hands on the rickety table in front of her. Her tattoos swirled like a nebula across them, then trickled back toward her elbows. “Daggers and sparks of fire. Channels of electricity. The screams of the women are good and well, but the men…oh, they do so love to plead with me.”

			Dex sighed as she continued.

			“Of course, it’s not all bad,” Soyina said, twisting a braid around her fingertip. “When they die, I don’t always leave them dead.”

			Andi raised a pale brow, and Soyina smiled that same gorgeously chilling smile that had drawn Dex to her in the first place. He wondered what she looked like to those on the fringes of death, as they spouted information about whatever they knew of the Unified Systems. It was rumored that, though there was a peace treaty in place, Queen Nor still seethed with the desire for revenge and sought a way to destroy the other systems. They’d never be able to come back from the destruction The Cataclysm had caused for them, though. The damage was too much, the lives lost, too many.

			“I’m also a Revivalist,” Soyina said, drawing Dex’s attention back again. “With every death comes the chance for a second life. The opportunity for more information. I bring them back, as long as I’m within the three-minute window, of course.”

			“With what?” Andi asked. “How can you bring a dead man back to life?”

			Soyina chuckled arrogantly, clearly relishing Andi’s ignorance. “With science, dear girl!”

			This was the downside to working with someone like Soyina. She loved to talk and brag and talk some more. Dex’s head was beginning to spin, wondering how he’d ever taken an interest in a woman who was so clearly off her axis.

			He glanced sideways at Andi.

			Two women, then.

			“The map, Soyina,” Dex reminded her. “You have it with you?”

			She blinked, a crooked smile on her lips as she seemed to come back to the present. “Before we dive into the matter at hand, I hope you remembered the payment I requested?”

			Dex took another healthy gulp of his drink, relaxing as the fire swam into his bones. “Half of your payment has already been anonymously wired to your account. Untraceable. When the mission is complete, you’ll get the other portion. You’re sure you can’t go with us?”

			Soyina lifted her wrist and rolled her eyes. “The great queen tracks her prison workers. I’m afraid I’d ruin your mission if I were to join you. Although, imagine all the time we’d be able to share together, if I went. Which reminds me, Dextro, of the other portion of my payment.”

			“I haven’t forgotten…” Dex felt heat sliding into his cheeks as he glanced sideways at Andi, then back at Soyina. “The other part of your payment, you’ll receive…”

			“Now,” Soyina said, smiling like a predator. Her lips pressed together in a pout as she saw the look of horror on Dex’s face. “A deal’s a deal, bounty hunter. I’ll be waiting.” She stood up from the table, her chair scraping against the floor as she walked away.

			Dex watched her slip into the bathroom, waggling a finger at him as she disappeared behind the closed door.

			“You can’t be serious,” Andi said, her face aghast. “You’re actually paying her with…”

			“I’m not paying her. I’m simply offering her memories,” Dex said. He stood up, mussing his hair with a hand as he backed away from the table. “You should know, Androma, how much fun five minutes with me can be.”

			“Three minutes,” she said. “On a good day.”

			“Jealous, love?”

			“Hardly.”

			He watched her reach across the table and down the rest of his mug in one swig. Then she pulled her hood over her head and settled back into her chair. “Good luck, bounty hunter. And this time, try not to lose your pants when you’re done.”

			Dex froze midstep. “How did you…?”

			Andi laughed from beneath her hood. “I have a reputation to uphold, Dextro. I made it a priority to learn every hidden detail about my partner’s past.”

			With that, she dismissed him.

			Dex turned on his heel and stalked toward the bathroom, cursing to himself as he left one devil behind and went to greet the next.

			* * *

			Lunamere was almost impenetrable.

			They’d known it days ago, when not even Alfie’s advanced hacking systems could get any information on the prison moon, let alone an actual blueprint of the building. There weren’t any survivors to question—not because they couldn’t find any, but because they didn’t exist. Lunamere prisoners were there for life, or until death took them.

			The moon on which the prison stood was a cold, barren wasteland. The prison itself, a towering fortress with no windows and only two doors.

			One way in, for entering prisoners. “And one way out,” Soyina said, as she explained the map to Andi and Dex, leaning close so they could see her strange eyes light up when she spoke. “For the corpses.”

			Andi looked up. “That’s it? No other exits? Not even…”

			“It’s a prison, Dark Heart,” Soyina said with a wave of her hand. “Once you go in, you’re not meant to come back out. Fortunately for the two of you, I can take care of that part. You simply have to find your own ride inside, as we spoke of earlier, Dextro.”

			“Ten thousand Krevs for a one-way ticket,” Dex said from Andi’s left. His jaw clenched as he spoke, as if he were holding himself back from saying something he’d likely regret.

			Soyina smiled with all of her teeth. “Not nearly enough to make this worth my while. And yet here I am, helping you. I may as well offer myself up on a platter for Nor to slit my throat.”

			Money talks, Andi thought. She looked back down at the map on the dimly lit screen Soyina produced, at the twisting and turning halls of Lunamere. It was seventeen levels, a building made of black obsidinite, mined from the moon itself. Impossible to shatter, scratch or dent, except with tools specially crafted to work the stone. And it was the only building on all of Lunamere that hadn’t been completely annihilated during the Battle of Black Sky.

			“The cells,” Andi said. “What are they made of?”

			“The same as the rest of the building. Don’t think you’ll be able to break out once you’re in. Men have gone mad trying to dig themselves out of the darkness.”

			They went over the map for a while, Andi doing her best to memorize every inch of the layout. There were no elevators to reach the seventeen floors of the prison, and each stairwell would only allow them to descend one level. Andi and Dex would have to traverse the entirety of each hall—and dispatch any guards they encountered—in order to reach the next stairwell down.

			Countless men and women—and children, if the rumors were true—had lived the remainder of their lives inside those prison walls. Andi felt sick as she looked down at the map.

			In her mind, she saw herself four years ago, seated on a marble bench while hundreds of Arcardian soldiers stared back at her. Classmates, who now hissed her name like a curse. Teachers and trainers, whose bodies were rigid with hatred for her failure.

			She saw a silver gavel gripped in an angry fist, the boom as it came down like a war hammer. The general’s twisted expression as he stared down at her, and Kalee’s mother with tears in her eyes, a sadness burning so deep that it scalded like the still-fresh lacerations on Andi’s wrist.

			Guilty, the judge had intoned. Guilty of treason.

			“Andi?” Dex asked.

			He waved his hand in front of her face, drawing her back to the present. She shook the memories away to find Dex and Soyina staring at her.

			“You have our plans,” Andi said. “Now I want to hear how you’re going to uphold your side of the bargain. Once we get ourselves inside, how do you intend to get us out?”

			“Once you’re inside, I’ll locate your cells. It’s likely they’ll have the two of you near each other, on one of the upper levels. We’re reaching overflow levels this time of year.” She spoke as if the prison were one of Mirabel’s finest hotels, full of visiting tourists from all across the galaxy. “I’ll have your cells unlocked by the time you wake.”

			“Wake?” Dex asked.

			Soyina lifted a finger to her lips and smiled. “You have one hour to find your prisoner and free him before I myself will sound the alarms that you’ve escaped. What?” she asked, seeing Dex’s clenched jaw and fists. “A girl has to save her own skin somehow.”

			“And how are we to track the time?” Dex asked.

			Soyina considered this. “The guards rotate every half hour. That will be your marker.” She focused back on the map, pointing to a large section of rooms on the second level that led to the only exit door.

			The one for the corpses.

			“This room here will be your goal.”

			“And that room is?” Andi asked.

			“That, my dear friends, is my playground. My palace of pain. The prisoners come in, and I pick and choose the tools that will make them sing. And when they die? They go out that doorway on a transport ship. Up and away, out to float with the stars.”

			Dex nearly choked on his drink. Andi simply stared the strange woman down, wondering how much she could really trust a person who derived so much joy from others’ pain. She killed to stay safe, to keep her crew alive when all the other options ran out. Afterward, she meditated and mourned the deaths. In sleep, the faces of the dead haunted her. But Soyina smiled about stealing lives, as if each death only upped her pride.

			“What about weapons?” Andi asked. “Can you leave some in our cell?”

			“My weapon is my mind,” Soyina said with a crazed grin. “You would do well to learn to fight in the same way.”

			If only she knew the things I could do with my fists, Andi thought, remembering all the times she’d sparred with Lira in the storage bay of the Marauder. All the months she’d spent with Dex and his bounty-hunting guild, learning how to snap a man’s neck as easily as if she were snapping a thin tree branch in two.

			“My cuffs,” Andi said, glancing down at them, “cannot be removed. You’ll see to it that they stay intact.”

			Not a question. Rather, a demand.

			Soyina nodded. “There are two guards stationed on each level at all times. They are armed with electric gauntlets and whips, programmed to paralytic levels, should you be hit too many times.”

			Dex gave a curt nod. “We’ll take care of them. How will we get into Valen’s cell?”

			“I’ll leave the key.” She shrugged again. “Seems too simple, doesn’t it? Lucky for you, Lunamere is age-old. It’s worked for centuries without all that tech the Unified Systems are so prideful of.”

			“And what about Valen?” Andi asked. “Have you…?”

			She wasn’t sure how to ask the question, and yet Soyina seemed to read her thoughts.

			“The prisoner,” she said, leaning forward with her chin balanced on her hands, “is a strange one. Easily broken, and yet…” She trailed off, staring past Andi. For a moment, she almost looked haunted. “He’s never died on me.”

			Andi wondered what information Soyina had pulled from Valen. He had always been silent, a boy of few words. She’d lived just down the hall from him for several years, and she could scarcely remember a conversation with him that was longer than a passing hello in the hallways. Andi knew that pain had a way of making people, silent or not, spit out the truth. If there wasn’t any truth to be given, they made something up. People would do anything, say anything, to avoid pain.

			She wondered what Valen had said.

			She also wondered what he would say when he saw her.

			“Any questions?” Soyina asked.

			The silence hung between them, broken at times by the clink of glasses, the tap of heels, the barking laughter of nearby patrons.

			This was too easy. Too simple. Andi stared at the woman across from them, searching her face for some sign of a betrayal, some other plan in the works. But sometimes asking was easier than trying to divine another’s intentions. “Why are you helping us?”

			For the first time since meeting her, Soyina’s wild grin fell. In its place was a new expression, something deeper and darker. The woman beyond the mask.

			She unbuttoned the top two buttons of her black prison worker’s uniform. When the fabric fell away, Andi frowned.

			Soyina’s chest was a patchwork of scars and burn marks, just like the rest of the patrons scattered around them in the poorly lit pub. Her burns were similar to the ones on Andi’s wrists.

			Mistakes, they seemed to hiss, itching and squirming on her skin as the tattoos writhed around them, morphing as they passed over the scars.

			“My marks,” Soyina said, her voice low and steady, “prove that I am a survivor of The Cataclysm. One would assume that I was born and raised on Xen Ptera, suffering with the rest of them when the Unified Systems struck.” She sighed and began to button her uniform back up, concealing the scars. “I am not of this system. I was here visiting with my family when the war hit, and my own planet refused to allow us reentry for fear that we had become spies.”

			Andi had heard stories like this, about the hundreds of refugees who were forced to stay behind in the Olen System when the fighting began. It was a stain on the history of the Unified Systems that many rallied to change. They had tried and failed and failed again. Others tried to sweep it under the mat, as if it had never happened at all.

			“My parents and I were forced to fight. They died hating the Unified Systems for leaving us to this fate,” Soyina said with a snarl. Her eyes met Andi’s when she spoke again, flashing like a knife. “But I survived. Many would think my allegiance would still be to the Unified Systems, that I would hate the Olen System even more for forcing us to fight in a war against our own home planets. At first, I did hate Olen. But my allegiances changed when I saw what the Unified Systems put the people of Olen through for nearly a decade.” She sighed. “Ah, well. I guess I’m considering this job a chance to leave Olen behind, head back to what was once my home and rally for change in my own ways.”

			“You’ll have a hell of a time,” Dex said.

			Soyina smiled a soldier’s smile. Dark, and full of secrets. “I’m prepared to do what I have to. Now, back to work.”

			She tapped the map again, drawing Andi’s attention back to the rooms that held the exit door. “One hour to find and rescue the boy. I’ll meet you at that door, no sooner and no later. My partner has mysteriously fallen quite ill, so I will be the only one on body duty. But if you’re caught by any of the patrolling guards…” She laughed again, the mask returning. “Well, I guess we’ll be seeing each other in that room either way. It’s up to you what the circumstances will be.”

			Cold dread slithered its way up and down Andi’s spine.

			Dead or alive. Andi hoped for the latter.

			Soyina glanced between the two of them, laughter tugging at her lips.

			“Death is a simple thing. It’s pirates I’ll never understand.” She stood from her chair, turning only once to glance back at the two of them still seated at the table. “One hour. If your plan goes south, you keep your mouths shut about me and I will do the same for you.”

			She winked at Dex. Before she left, she leaned down and whispered into Andi’s ear.

			“We didn’t, by the way. Earlier, I mean. Your comrade wanted to whine like a baby about his feelings for you.”

			Andi’s mouth parted in shock as Soyina backed away and winked once more. Then she turned and left, fading into the crowd, and the two of them were alone.

			Dex stared at Andi for a moment. “What did she say?”

			“Nothing,” Andi said. Soyina must have been lying. Dex had about as many feelings as a hunk of varillium. “Nothing at all.” Sitting in this pub, alone with Dex, was making her feel slow. The smoke burned in her lungs, and the taste of stale liquor was heavy on her tongue. She sighed and stood up, stretching out her limbs, cracking her knuckles as she readied herself to make a move.

			Dex stood, as well, frowning for a moment as he looked at her.

			“Do you trust me, Androma?” he asked, taking a step closer.

			Long ago, she would have whispered, yes. Her pathetic, traitorous heart skipped a beat. Andi scolded it internally and barked out a laugh. “I’d never be so foolish again.”

			He stopped an arm’s length away, close enough that she could see the stubble on his chin. The sleepless lines beneath his eyes. “Then this should be fun,” he said with a sigh. “Play along with me.”

			He grinned like he was holding on to a secret.

			Then he lurched forward and, in one sweeping movement, mashed his lips up against hers.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			

			NOR

			NO MATTER HOW much air filled her lungs, she was still left gasping for breath.

			A stone was crushing her. A single solitary stone, no larger than the palm of her hand, was leeching the life from her very soul. It felt as if the weight of a thousand boulders were all forced into it, seeking to torment her endlessly by giving her air but never actually allowing her to breathe.

			A disembodied voice whispered sweet, terrible nothings in her ear.

			“Pathetic.”

			“Unworthy.”

			“Weak.”

			In these moments of complete helplessness, when she couldn’t move or think for herself, Nor felt like a pawn in someone else’s game.

			She needed control and power, but those were oceans away from the cracked ground she seemed to become.

			The weight of the stone increased to an unbearable pressure. No longer did it allow air into her quivering lungs. She was dying, being forced into a premature grave.

			No matter how much she willed her invisible tormentors to stop, she kept on sinking, until even the ground could not take the pressure any longer.

			A chasm opened up underneath her broken body and swallowed her whole.

			Falling.

			She was falling into the black abyss. She plummeted toward a fiery furnace that welcomed her with its jagged fangs.

			All the while, the stone never left her chest. Not until the fire devoured her.

			Even then, she still felt the pain of a thousand boulders.

			* * *

			Nor jolted awake, grappling for something, anything, to anchor her to reality.

			She was so cold. Her body, coated in sweat, was attracting the frigid recycled air that clung to her like a second skin.

			Darkness surrounded her, compressed her. She was back in the nightmare, must be. Then, no more than a heartbeat later, she was grounded in this world by a sturdy hand she knew all too well.

			Zahn.

			“Nor?” His hand came around her shoulder, pulling her toward his bare chest. “I’m here. Everything is fine, I’m right here.” He cooed into her ear, attempting to calm her erratic breathing.

			“I had the dream again,” she whispered. “It was…so dark.”

			His lips were on her skin, his breath warm as he spoke in a low, even tone. “I’m going to open the curtains.”

			His naked form slid from the bed, leaving it feeling unfamiliar and empty. An ache spread through her chest, reminding her of the dream.

			Across the room, the curtains slid open. Nor shielded her eyes from the red haze of early morning as it drifted toward her. Zahn seemed to become one with the shadows of her bedroom as he stepped away from the window.

			“Come back to me,” she whispered.

			He trotted back to bed then pulled her to him, chasing the monsters of her dream away.

			The heat that radiated from him was so comforting, warming her shivering body, unlike the fiery hell she had fallen into during her dream.

			By day, Zahn served as her personal bodyguard, protecting her from physical harm. By night, when she had the same nightmare over and over, he was here to perform this dance.

			No one but Zahn was allowed to get this close to her. Not just physically, but emotionally, beneath the layers she’d surrounded herself with. No one, not even Darai, was allowed to see her so vulnerable.

			“Tell me about it,” he whispered. “Was it the same?”

			She nodded. “I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think, Zahn.” She lifted her prosthetic hand to her face to wipe away the tears, then dropped it, disgusted by the sight of the gold metal, of the scars marring her upper wrist. Disgusted with herself for feeling so weak.

			But Zahn gently wrapped his warm fingers around her metal ones, then pressed his lips to her cheeks. Kissing away the tears.

			“You’re safe,” he said with a sigh. “I will always protect you, Nor.”

			“I don’t need protecting,” she whispered.

			His soft chuckle sent a shiver down her spine. “Everyone does, at one point or another. You don’t fool me, Nor Solis. You never have, and you never will.”

			She leaned her head on his chest, listening to the sound of his heartbeat.

			Strong. Steady. The only constant in her life, besides her desire for revenge.

			To many people, Nor was the stone-cold ruler who haunted the nightmares of her foes. But to Zahn, she was just Nor. The love of his life, as he was hers.

			It had been just the two of them since The Cataclysm took both of their families years ago. He’d seen her at her weakest, and without him she would have lost herself to grief. He was her only friend; the only person she loved. He’d broken through her walls when her father died, and then kept breaking through them until she no longer wished to shut him out.

			Leaders, fearless and honest in all the ways that seemed to count, still had other dimensions to them. Other secrets.

			Zahn was Nor’s best kept one.

			“Don’t leave me,” Nor said, looking up into his eyes. Seeing the passion mirrored there.

			“I would never dream of it,” he said.

			Their lips touched, and his hands slid down her bare back, gentle at first. Then hungry for more as she let him lay her back down.

			“I love you,” Zahn said. “My Nhatyla.”

			The lingering fear from her nightmare trickled away as a very different sort of feeling took its place.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			

			DEX

			DEX HAD FORGOTTEN how fast Andi’s reflexes could be when she was mad.

			Furious, actually, he thought, as he watched the shock on her face melt into a mask of pure, boiling rage.

			He had only the briefest of seconds to ponder his possible mistake as Andi pushed some sorry fool out of her way. Then Dex’s chair was in Andi’s hands as she lifted it high over her head.

			“Dex!” she screamed. And was that a growl he heard coming from her lips?

			He barely had time to lift his arms over his head before she slammed the chair down on top of him. Dex crashed against the table, toppling over three glass mugs that shattered against the metal floor.

			“What the hell?” Andi yelled.

			Dex groaned as he stood, swiping glass from his shirt. Without a doubt, that was going to leave a bruise or two. But at least his plan, painful as it may be, was working.

			He turned back to smile at Andi. “That’s all you’ve got, Captain?”

			He just needed her to play along, make a big enough show to draw in the Lunamere warden. That would be their ticket inside.

			Andi spat on the ground, then rubbed her lips with the back of her sleeve. For one moment, she looked purely Andi, angry as a wet feline and terrifyingly beautiful. Dex felt smug, like he could strut for hours with his head held high.

			Then he saw the moment when Andi’s face changed. She transformed into someone else entirely; an actress playing the perfect part.

			“How dare you cheat on me!” she snarled.

			Dex’s hands fell to his sides. “Wait…what?”

			Lira appeared, hands on her hips as she leveled a death glare on him. “So this is the other girl, Dextro?” She looked Andi up and down, then back to Dex. “I’m not very impressed.”

			What in the hell were they doing? This was not part of his plan.

			All around them, people stopped talking. The music faded as yet another voice joined the mix, and Dex heard heavy footsteps approaching.

			“You honestly thought you could screw around with two other girls,” Breck said, stepping up between Lira and Andi, “and not get caught by us?”

			Dex lowered his voice. “Ladies…”

			“Girls talk, Dextro,” Andi said, tossing her hair over her shoulder. She looked to Lira, then to Breck. “He deserves to be taught a lesson about relationships.”

			Her voice grew louder with every word, more bar patrons craning their necks to see what the ruckus was all about.

			Rubbing his still-stinging forearms, Dex quickly whispered, “What exactly are you three doing?”

			Andi ignored him. “Who wants the first shot?”

			Breck cracked her knuckles, and people began to rise from their chairs, slowly surrounding them in a circle, ready for what looked to be a promising fight.

			“You can have him,” Lira said. “He’s a waste of my time.”

			“Mine, as well,” Breck agreed as men hooted and hollered, laughing at the cheater caught in a bind.

			“Come on, ladies,” Dex drawled, catching on to their plan. If they had to give the onlookers a show, well…they’d get one. “It was just one little kiss.”

			“Like hell it was!” Breck howled.

			Before he could prepare himself, her foot slammed into his gut.

			Dex went flying.

			He landed with a sickening crash against a table, all air gone from his lungs. The table tipped, and more glass mugs shattered as cards and Krevs spiraled into the air, a flurry of black and red and gold.

			Dex slid to a stop, his head slamming against the back wall.

			That was going to leave a mark, too.

			Silence swept through Dark Matter, and as Dex’s vision began to clear, the only sounds were the crunch of boots on shattered glass and the constant dripping of wasted alcohol pooling over the table’s edges as its previous occupants stood, surrounding Dex in a half circle.

			The giantess had catapulted him right into the middle of a table full of Lunamere guards, every single one of them looking as furious as the last.

			“Pardon me, boys,” Dex said. “I seem to have fallen right into the middle of your little card game.”

			The guard closest to him, a brute as tall as Breck, curled his upper lip and actually growled like a feral dog.

			“You disrespected those ladies,” the giant man said. “And you messed up my game. I had a winning hand.”

			“Easy, big guy.” Dex held up his arms in surrender. “We can talk about this.”

			The guard reached out with a meaty hand and grabbed Dex by the collar, twisting his fingers into the fabric. Then he hoisted him up until their noses were nearly touching, Dex’s legs dangling below him.

			“No talking, then?” Dex asked.

			Andi’s chuckle from behind him was the only sound in the room.

			Then the guard swung, and all hell broke loose.

			* * *

			Dex wasn’t the tallest man by Mirabel standards, but what he lacked in height, he made up in speed and agility—and above all, the desire to win.

			Besides, he’d never live it down if he couldn’t take out a few dozen drunkards in a bar fight.

			He was all grace and glory as he spun and whirled, taking out Lunamere guards as they rushed forward in hopes of sinking their knives into his gut. Two men lunged at him, and Dex swiped out with a knife from a nearby table, a snick sounding as he caught one of them in the cheek.

			Blood splattered a one-eyed woman at a nearby table, who promptly howled about her ruined meal before rushing into the fight. Her companion dove in after her with a black club he’d pulled out from under the table. Dex leaped, narrowly avoiding a hit.

			One step, two steps, leap.

			Dex landed on the bar top, his boots skidding as glasses fell over and spilled the contents on their owners.

			An entirely new group of pissed-off patrons screamed and rose to join the fight.

			Ten men from the left.

			Six from the right, all hefting weapons.

			And Andi, sprinting from the back with…

			Dex’s eyes widened as he dodged a chair sailing past his head. Were those meat cleavers clutched in her fists?

			* * *

			Angry shouts filled the pub, music to Andi’s ears as she joined the fight.

			The world melted away, every patron turning into a single muddled shade, until all she could see was the swinging of too-slow fists, the swish of a dulled blade cartwheeling through the air to stick itself in another man’s back.

			Andi sprinted forward, plucked the blade from the man, then whirled around and drove it down into a Lunamere guard’s thigh right as he rushed past her in pursuit of Dex.

			He howled and dropped, and then she was off again, leaping over his fallen form, her hands itching to raise hell, draw blood and spread the glory of her name.

			The Bloody Baroness was here.

			She’d make sure every single one of them knew it.

			* * *

			Dex laughed as he swung a bottle at a guard’s head. It shattered as he grabbed another and another, sending them both sailing across the pub to explode against the metal walls.

			Everywhere was a symphony of sound, bats swinging against metal, men and women shouting at the top of their lungs as people too far under the influence swung at everything and nothing at once.

			Chaos circled throughout the room, building like a wildfire.

			Speaking of fire… Dex thought as he took on two men at once. Andi was by the bar, but where were Breck and Gilly and Lira with their Sparks? He ducked down just as the man in front of him swung. The man’s fist connected with the person behind Dex instead. There was a crack and a shout, and the two sorry bastards went down fighting, hissing and spitting like cats thrown in water.

			The plan was in place. Everything was glorious, beautiful, blessed disarray.

			They just had to keep it going until the warden of Lunamere arrived.

			* * *

			Andi searched the bar for a clock, her eyes scanning past the swinging fists and people standing on tabletops to get a better view of the brawl. The holo on the wall above the bar said 13:23.

			Plenty of time to raise a little more hell.

			Dex was cornered with his back against the bar, fresh green blood oozing from a cut on his brow. Three men had closed in on him, one hoisting a broken chair leg as a weapon, another snarling with thick red canines bared. The little table-waiting droid spun in circles nearby, one of its squeaky wheels missing. Beside it, the six-armed bartender was using the missing wheel to bludgeon another man’s head.

			Every part of Andi’s soul told her to get the hell out of there before the Sparks went off. She could abandon the mission. Leave Valen Cortas in prison, with Dex beside him once the warden of Lunamere caught wind of this.

			But as she stood back and watched the clock tick down, some tiny part of herself, some animal thing deep down, began to claw its way back up and out into the smoky pub light.

			The Bloody Baroness never turned away from a fight.

			With a sigh, she pushed herself forward, swinging her borrowed knives as if they were extensions of her body. Little pieces of heaven clutched in her hell-raising fists.

			She hacked through the crowd and cleared the area in front of Dex just in time to pull him down behind the bar.

			“Time already?” he asked.

			She didn’t even have a chance to nod before the Sparks went off.

			Then the whole world exploded around them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			

			KLAREN
Year Eighteen

			THE GIRL STOOD atop a hillside on a dying world, watching the sky drip acid rain.

			The journey here had been long. Yet, like she’d always dreamed, the girl had survived.

			Sickly green clouds blocked out the horizon, but through the shroud, she could just barely make out the top of the Solis Palace in the distance. Towering spires made of black glass stood at its highest point, shimmering panes of red woven into the black like trails of dripping blood.

			Below the spires, deep in the belly of the palace, the King of Xen Ptera prepared himself for a long-awaited meeting.

			The wind blew, tossing the rain about. The girl shivered and pulled her cloak tighter, the protective wrap around her face closer, to better save her skin.

			Today, she’d make her first move.

			“It is time, Klaren,” a voice said from her right.

			The girl turned. Her greatest ally, her trusted adviser, was not the kind of man many would wish to gaze upon.

			Something had gone wrong in his Formation, leaving half of his face mutilated, as if it were made of melted, discolored wax. His eyes shimmered, their color nearly as black as the palace spires far below. Bits of metal held together his flesh.

			A gruesome creature Darai was.

			But the girl knew his soul, and she knew that it was pure.

			He had, after all, given her the blade that ensured she would be the only Yielded standing when the Conduit chose.

			“I’m ready,” the girl said. She took his arm as he helped her into a stolen carriage.

			“Remember what we spoke of,” Darai said softly as a borrowed servant snapped the reins on a sleek, spidery Xentra, its many legs clicking as it crawled down the hillside. The wheels of the carriage slipped into motion, pulling them downward, where they joined in with the countless others heading toward the palace. “Remember what is at stake.”

			The girl nodded, then turned her gaze to the window. As they neared the palace, she felt for the thread of the dreams that she kept locked away in her mind, like a constant glowing trail of embers that never quite burned out.

			She felt its warmth and tugged.

			The future spilled into place, flooding her mind.

			She could see a man’s face, gentle and kind, but with sharp edges when the girl really looked. His green eyes, bright as emeralds, met hers as she stepped into the light and pulled her hood back to reveal her perfectly sculpted face. Her womanly curves. She could almost hear his heart beating, almost taste the desire spilling from him as he looked at her, took her hand in his and pressed it to his lips.

			A hundred girls stood around her, and yet in that moment, they all paled in comparison. She was everything this king wanted. Everything he’d ever dreamed of in a wife.

			“Are you certain you will succeed?” Darai asked now, pulling the girl from the thread of her dreams.

			“I am certain,” she said, without a hint of doubt in her voice. She lifted her chin proudly. “Just as I was certain years ago, during my Yielding, that I would be chosen.” She smiled sideways at him. “I will do anything, Darai, to ensure that my dreams become a reality.”

			Darai inclined his head. “You are a worthy sacrifice.”

			The girl smiled. She had worked her entire life to claw her way here, fighting with her words and her wit and her smile to get noticed by the right eyes, to speak into whatever ears would listen. It had taken everything she had to make it here, to stay alive, to grow strong enough to secure a spot in the king’s lineup of potential brides.

			Today, it would all come to fruition when he laid eyes upon her, when she spoke the words she’d practiced, year after year.

			The carriage rolled to a stop at the bottom of the hill. Acid rain pelted down from the skies, thunder booming as the carriage shook.

			“May the light be your guide,” Darai said, opening the door for her.

			The girl lifted her hood and stepped out into the acid rain.

			Soon, very soon, she would become queen.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			

			LIRA

			GLASS RAINED DOWN on top of them.

			Lira opened her eyes to see Breck hunched over beside her, coughing smoke from her lungs, eyes watering and red.

			Mountains crumble, Lira thought.

			How strong had Gilly’s homemade Sparks been? Perhaps they’d been a bit too generous with the amount of powder they’d poured into the orbed casings.

			Lira rolled to her hands and knees and crawled past the scattered playing cards, bottles of broken liquid and moaning bodies on the floor. Somewhere across the room, the bartender howled out curses over the wasted liquor.

			“My leg!” someone screamed. “My leg!”

			An android, headless neck sparking, walked around in circles, bumping into overturned tables and blown-apart chairs.

			Definitely too strong, Lira thought.

			Beside her, Gilly appeared. Her nose was crooked and bleeding. “That…was awesome.”

			If the warden hadn’t been drawn in by the fight…surely, after this, she would come to restore order. Any moment now.

			Lira kept crawling forward, coughing as the fires from the Sparks flickered out. She scanned her surroundings, looking for Andi and Dex.

			At first, she couldn’t see her captain. For a moment, fear swallowed Lira whole.

			They’d ruined this.

			They’d blown up the entire plan along with the pub.

			That was quite a show, Lir.

			The com message flashed into her vision, and she knew Andi was safe.

			She blinked it away, scanning the darkness again.

			There. Motion to her left, near the bar as Andi stood, using a table to pull herself upright. Beside her Dex struggled to his feet. The poor fool looked like a baby fresh out of the womb, disoriented and confused. Lira knew a sympathetic person would help a teammate get his bearings.

			Unfortunately for him, Andi was anything but. Lira smiled at that.

			With so much smoke clouding the room, she found it hard to see anything farther than a few feet in front of her. But she could hear people moaning. Curses hissed out through clenched teeth.

			“Her pub,” the bartender was mumbling. “Her pub, her beautiful pub… The warden will kill me…”

			A wail reverberated through the cavernous room. Lira craned her neck around toward the entrance to the pub as guards plowed in through the unhinged doors, guns held before them, emerald lasers cutting through the smoke as they angled about the room, searching for the cause of the attack.

			Lira’s stomach twisted.

			This was it.

			The final step in the plan.

			From her vantage point, Andi’s pale hair and metal cheeks, visible now as she stepped forward, were like beacons in the chaos. Smoke curled around her feet like dancing wraiths.

			You still have time to stop this plan, Lira’s mind hissed at her. You can’t trust Soyina. You can’t trust Dex.

			But then Dex was speaking, his voice like a gunshot amid all the groans and moans.

			“It’s about time you showed up.”

			The guards lined up in front of him and Andi. Too many rifles aimed at their chests, their heads, their necks. Kill shots, all of them.

			Help your captain, that little voice begged Lira. You can’t let this happen.

			A single figure stepped through the smoke, and the guards fanned out to make space. Lira watched, teeth clenched, as the warden of Lunamere surveyed the scene.

			“Seeing as you’re the only people left standing in this room right now, I’m going to ask you a question and you’re going to answer it truthfully.” She puffed herself up, the red-and-gold sash on her chest shining even in the smoky room. “Were you the perpetrators of this attack?”

			Dex tilted his head and flashed her his best smile. “Guilty as charged.”

			The warden stepped forward.

			And slammed her fist into Dex’s face.

			His head turned sideways, and he toppled against an overturned table with a sickening crash.

			“You’ve just destroyed thousands’ worth of assets for me,” the warden growled. She looked to her guards. “Detain and scan them. I want to know who these bastards are and what the hell they’re doing in my pub.”

			Lira watched it all with a sickness in her gut.

			Dex rose and turned back around, his mouth spreading into a bloody smile. “Well, well, Warden. The rumors about your strength are true. I’d love to take you on a date sometime. Perhaps to the Unified Systems, where I can show you a planet truly worth your time.”

			The warden’s fists clenched. “Gag him.”

			“Do you have any Griss on you? Not the cheap kind you serve here,” Dex said, riling her up further. “I’m positively parched.”

			“What is the meaning of this?” the warden demanded, looking to Andi. “Explain yourselves.”

			Andi smiled at her like a predator. “Screw you. And screw Xen Ptera.”

			A guard marched toward Andi, gun outstretched. He was about to cuff her when Andi leaped to her feet, whirling so fast that she’d grabbed his gun and used it to shoot out his kneecap before the guard could even scream in surprise.

			“Detain them!” the warden howled. “Now!”

			The rest of the guards converged on her and Dex.

			Through the chaos, a single word filtered into Lira’s vision from Andi’s channel.

			Run.

			Lira shook her head. This couldn’t be the best plan…this couldn’t be the only way. It was happening too fast.

			Run.

			“Come on,” Gilly said. “It’s time to go.”

			But Lira was frozen.

			“Lira,” Breck whispered. “We have the command.”

			Gilly’s small hand wrapped around Lira’s. She began to pull, gently at first, then insistently as Dex screamed curses and Andi began to shout about damning the queen of Xen Ptera. Once they had them on the ground, bound in cuffs, half of the guards began to move about the room. One of them uncovered the shell of a Spark.

			“Right here, Warden. Looks homemade.”

			“I want every single person in this pub checked. Identified. Backgrounds. Do it now.”

			Unless they left now, the guards would soon discover the rest of the girls.

			Run.

			The message was there in bright red, hovering before Lira’s eyes.

			Lira hated herself for what she was about to do, hated the command Andi had given.

			But she allowed Gilly to lead her into the shadows. She stood patiently as Breck silently disabled the single, unsuspecting guard by the hole they’d strategically blown in the back wall. A quick exit point.

			Gilly slipped into the darkness. Breck squeezed in after her.

			But Lira stopped and looked over her shoulder one last time, her gut begging her not to go. Never, in all of their missions, had they abandoned their captain.

			Even now, the warden of Lunamere was standing over Andi like a predator ready to spring.

			“You will rot in hell for this,” she said.

			Not happening, Lira’s mind screamed. This is not happening.

			It went against every fiber of her being.

			But it was an order—all part of the plan—and Lira could not disobey.

			It was with great pain that she left her captain behind, a prisoner, and went to secure sweet freedom back on the waiting ship.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			

			ANDROMA

			THE MOONS ABOVE Arcardius hung like two glowing eyes, their mingling light creating a purple hue in the sky.

			They stared down onto Averia, the floating green-and-purple mountain that housed the Cortas estate. In daylight, Averia looked like an oil painting rendered by a master’s hand. The rolling green hills, the blue streams flocked on either side by flora in deep reds and yellows and oranges. Then there was the estate itself, all angles and solid lines, like a sprawling white bird with its wings spread across the grounds.

			At night, however, all of Averia was bathed in blue.

			The moonlight winked down onto the estate, peeking into the windows on the fifth floor, illuminating two girls as they tiptoed their way through the halls, careful not to wake the house.

			“It’s just one little ride,” Kalee whispered as Andi followed her best friend and charge past an open doorway that looked like a dark, gaping mouth. “We’ll be back before he even knows we’re gone.”

			“You’re crazy, Kalls. It’s not going to happen.”

			Over a year had passed since Andi had been sworn in as Kalee’s Spectre. Until that moment, her life had been so confusing, utterly without direction. Andi was a soldier without a cause, living in the shadows of her mother’s perfect Arcardian image, her father’s constant urge to train harder. To swing faster. To be a better soldier.

			Andi loved her planet, dearly, but she was too young to be drafted for anything. Too angry to make friends. She wouldn’t graduate for another three years, and no matter how hard she trained to make her father proud, or danced to become the graceful daughter her mother wished her to be, it couldn’t fill the void.

			Andi loved fighting, and dancing. But she’d needed something to call her own.

			Then, through a strange twist of fate, General Cortas had chosen her out of thousands. Now she was a Spectre, guarding the general’s daughter. Living in the residential wing of his estate, attending family dinners, her face displayed across the screens of Arcardius as she stayed close by Kalee’s side at balls and high-profile gatherings. She had purpose. She had a position of the highest honor. Her service made her family, and her planet, proud. The title was hers, earned by her.

			But more than that…Andi now had a friend as close as a sister. She’d broken through Kalee’s perfect outer image to discover the girl beneath, a girl who had wounds and hang-ups just like Andi. Kalee worked hard to please her father and her planet—she truly wished to lead Arcardius someday, with a military mind and gentle soul, and the general worked her hard. The pressure of it often became too much to bear.

			Andi was always there to help pick up the pieces.

			Andi had helped Kalee through the hard times, and in return, Kalee had helped Andi break through her own walls, to work through her anger and her feelings of unworthiness.

			Though Andi guarded Kalee, she often felt like Kalee guarded her, too. Together, they were a unit.

			Now, as they tiptoed past a closed doorway, Kalee put a finger to her lips. A sliver of bright white light peeked out from the crack near the floor.

			It was his room.

			Valen Cortas, Kalee’s strange, silent older brother who always seemed to appear at the most inconvenient times. She could imagine him in there right now, seated at his easel, bringing images to life on canvas. Rearranging his tubes of oil paint. Or perhaps organizing his clothing by color, much of which was splattered with paint.

			“Come on,” Kalee whispered.

			Andi took care with each step, holding back a laugh as they slipped past Valen’s room and made it into the main hall of Averia. A grand, sweeping staircase led down to the rounded entry of the estate, where a holo of Arcardius’s symbol spun in midair far below.

			Andi leaned on the marble railing beside Kalee and looked up.

			One floor above them was the sitting room, tucked away in the far corner, with a picture window overlooking the gardens. It was Kalee’s favorite place to sit and flip through the pages of an ancient paper book. Illustrations covered the pages, a fairy tale of the planets from long ago.

			One floor past that was the docking bay, where Kalee’s father kept his personal transport ship.

			“You’ve never even considered taking it out for a ride?” Kalee asked.

			“It’s state-of-the-art,” Andi said. “The engine alone is worth more than my life, Kalee. If your father caught us with it, I’d lose my position.”

			Kalee shook her head, pale ringlets spilling down her back. “It’s my birthday. He won’t mind.”

			Andi sighed, gripping the railing so tightly her Spectre gloves grew taut against her skin. “What if I told you it’s never going to happen?”

			Kalee smirked. “What if I told you it already has?”

			Andi whirled to look at her, eyes widening to match the moons outside. “What did you do?”

			Kalee reached into her pocket, then revealed the silver ignition card she’d swiped from her father’s office earlier. Andi had thought she’d seen Kalee slip something from the desk, but Kalee had learned a few too many tricks from Andi. “One little ride, Androma,” she whispered, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Do it for your best friend?”

			“I could lose my job,” Andi said again.

			Kalee frowned. “My father will never know. He sleeps like the dead. And besides, you’re practically part of the family, Andi. A slap on the wrist. Maybe a harsh talking-to from the general if he catches us. But other than that?” She waved a hand. “You took plenty of flight classes. We both know you’d have become a pilot if you hadn’t been given this job.” Her blue eyes turned pleadingly large. “Just one little flight around the mountain. Come on, you’re the one who’s always telling me to lighten up.”

			Andi laughed as Kalee wiggled the card in her face.

			A voice that sounded like her father’s told her that no soldier, at any time, would disobey orders. But if she was keeping Kalee safe while she flew the transport…she wouldn’t be disobeying at all. “Fine. But if we get caught, I’m saying you kidnapped me and forced me into it.”

			Kalee nodded, then grabbed Andi’s hand and tugged her down the hall, toward the stairs. “It’s going to be the best night of your life, Androma Racella,” she said as they reached the steps. “It’s not like it’s going to kill you.”

			* * *

			Andi woke to darkness, the scent of sweat thick in her nostrils and the too-hot feeling of a metal floor just beneath her, a ship’s engine rumbling close below it.

			She cursed, then tried to lift her hands to wipe sweat from her brow.

			They were stuck. Bound in chains that clinked as she tried to squeeze her wrists out of the manacles.

			For a moment, panic swept through her, twisting itself into her skin, making her itch with the need to run. To get the hell out of here before it was too late.

			But then another sound mixed in with the rumble of the engine.

			Snores, coming from her left, like the growl of the Marauder when Lira punched it hard and heavy.

			Andi knew that snore, had found comfort in it from the very first night she’d heard it, years ago, in the bunkhouse of some brutal bounty hunter on Tenebris. It had always meant she wasn’t alone.

			The snore belonged to Dex. And at the sound of it, despite all her anger at him, Andi relaxed as memories of their last moments in the Dark Matter Pub settled into place.

			The fighting. The Sparks.

			The kiss that left her feeling momentarily like putty as their lips met, like they had so many times before—until her fury took over.

			Why was she thinking about that damned kiss? She hated that kiss. She hated Dex’s stupid lips.

			She needed to focus.

			The plan had worked. They were on a small transport ship, both of them bound in chains, bathed in complete and total darkness. They were prisoners of Xen Ptera, heading to Lunamere, the most horrific prison in all of the Mirabel Galaxy.

			They were exactly where they needed to be.

			Andi loosed a breath, then leaned her head back against the hot metal wall of the transport ship.

			The tranq still in her system called to her and, willing or not, she closed her eyes and sank back into the shadowy depths of sleep.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			

			VALEN

			VALEN WAS A man made of regrets.

			Stuck in this endless turmoil—absent of light with only his memories to keep him company—his mind often wandered.

			At first he tried to remember the positive memories from his past. His mother’s warm smile, the adventures he’d shared with his sister, diving off the floating chunks of rock that littered Arcardius into the warm pools of water below with friends.

			It gave him peace, a tiny glimmer of hope when he couldn’t grasp on to anything else.

			Then the darkness chased the good memories away.

			Others took their place.

			The void expression on his mother’s face when Valen walked past his parents’ bedroom doorway, peering through the cracks as a single word floated out.

			Unfaithful.

			The shattered conversations at the dinner table. A glass thrown, Valen’s father standing up as his chair fell backward. And not just a single word, but a phrase this time that broke him: you could have stopped her.

			It was Valen’s fault his sister was gone. Valen’s fault that he was a weak, pathetic protector who couldn’t do his damned job.

			What were older brothers for, after all, if not to protect their younger siblings?

			Kalee would still be alive if not for his cowardice—singing in the halls, chasing him through hidden water coves and underground tunnels. Sitting beside him in the dance hall as Androma Racella, Kalee’s best friend from school, performed on stage in front of them.

			As he drifted to sleep, he was haunted by one reality.

			His sister was dead, and he was alive.

			And somewhere out there, her killer ran free.

			Thoughts like these were the worst of all.

			* * *

			Valen sat in his room, staring at a portrait of his sister’s protector turned killer.

			A full moon ago, he’d been hard at work on it when Kalee had breezed past his closed door, thinking herself silent on bare feet. But Valen had always been one to pick up on the smallest changes in sound. And even more so, the changes in color.

			He loved the way the paint on his brushes dried when he didn’t wash them, deepening from a royal, cloudless sky blue to a nighttime, starless black. Sometimes he saw the way a star shone purple, then white again, as it winked at him from high in the sky. He loved getting his hands on samples of fabric, observing the changes in shade as he twisted them this way and that in his fingertips.

			And he always noticed—despite Kalee’s thoughts on the matter—the shifting of shadows slinking beneath his closed door. A dark, formless shape that was there one moment and gone the next.

			It was how he’d come to be so good at following Kalee and her Spectre.

			How he’d come to notice the grace with which Androma Racella walked. And her hair—a soft shade of pale blond to others that was much more to him. In sunlight, it shifted to a white so bright, it reminded him of freshly fallen snow. In darkness, it took on a silver sheen the color of the moon.

			In the portrait before him, he’d painted her in two halves.

			One bright white beneath the shining sun, almost blue at the points where it hung in shadow. The other half of her, he’d painted a muted gray, Androma’s hair like liquid moonlight spilling across her shoulders, the perfect accent to her stormy eyes.

			He’d thought it a masterpiece. One of the best he’d ever done. And on that night, he’d been on his way out of his room, pride and a bottle of his father’s best Griss warming his chest, when he saw them leaving to take the transport for a joyride.

			* * *

			Valen closed his eyes and breathed deep.

			His chest ached, as if it were about to split down the middle.

			Tonight no shadows slipped by outside his doorway. No footsteps scampered along the cool marble floor, no hushed whispers or muted giggles bounded off the crisp white walls as the two girls rushed by, heading for Kalee’s room.

			He should have stopped them.

			He should have grabbed Kalee’s wrist and begged her not to go. Fallen to his knees like a child, or simply scooped her up and hauled her away while she screamed obscenities in his ear.

			The memories pulled him under again.

			* * *

			“Valen.”

			His mother’s voice, soft and broken, behind his closed door.

			“She… She’d want you there. You’re her brother, Valen.” A deep sigh, followed by the unmistakable sound of her sniffing back tears.

			He closed his eyes. He wouldn’t cry.

			If he cried, the chasm in his chest would open wide, and he’d fall, and he’d keep falling until he reached the end.

			His mother had always been strong. But tonight, she was like fractured glass. If he pressed too hard, she’d break. And then who would be there to pick up the pieces? Certainly not his father. General Cortas was busy giving press conferences and formal statements, and beneath his facade of cool, diplomatic calm was a belly full of liquor, downed from the cabinet in the back of his closet.

			The chasm in Valen’s chest began to open, the heat in his eyes threatening to turn into flames. He blinked once. Twice. He could hear the moment his mother gave up and left, and the room seemed to take on a sudden chill in her absence.

			So Valen sat and stared down at the portrait again, forcing himself to look, to see.

			He’d done an excellent job, so real in his brushstrokes that it almost seemed as if Androma Racella was staring up at him now.

			He didn’t want to do it.

			Gods, he didn’t want to at all.

			But tonight, Valen lifted his brush and uncapped a fresh set of colors ripe for creation.

			His paintbrush, clutched in his hand, nearly snapped in two. But with each stroke, he let the sorrow slip away and something harder and stronger took its place. When he was done, he realized he’d been wrong before.

			The old painting was child’s play. Now he’d finally created a masterpiece.

			He hung it up to dry and left the room, casting only one glance back over his shoulder.

			Androma Racella stared at him from the wall.

			Half of her, the moonlit side, he’d left untouched. But the other he’d taken his time with, her face coated in splatters of crimson, in shades of purple so dark they looked nearly black against her pale, smooth skin.

			Wet red paint trickled down her cheeks and slipped from the canvas onto the floor. A soft drip, drip, drip that reminded him not of tears, but of his sister’s blood.

			A masterpiece indeed, as if Andi had ripped off the mask she’d been wearing and revealed to the world her second self, the one she’d been hiding just beneath the surface for so long.

			With effort, Valen tore his eyes from the painting and closed the door.

			The hallway was empty, the sprawling estate whisper silent. Everyone had already gone, adorned in shades of muted Arcardian gray, to attend Kalee’s funeral.

			Androma Racella would not be in attendance. Instead, she was bound in chains, awaiting a trial she would not win. Thrown behind bars, stuck in some deep, impenetrable darkness that no color could thrive in—and no one, no matter how strong, could survive.

			Until the injection finally stole her away.

			Valen took equal amounts of pain and comfort in this as he walked.

			They could throw Androma into the Pits of Tenebris for as long as they liked—even give her the death sentence—but it wouldn’t bring Kalee back.

			When he passed by his sister’s room, he caught the slightest hint of her summertime scent.

			It lingered like a distant breeze, quickly swept away when reality took its place.

			The chasm in him broken, Valen Cortas fell to his knees in Kalee’s doorway and wept.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI WOKE TO pain lurching through her skull.

			She was lying on her back, staring up into the darkness. Or she could have been staring down, for all she could tell. There was no end to it—no glimmer of moonlight shimmering on the walls, no smudged outline of her feet sprawled out in front of her as she slowly sat upright.

			This wasn’t like the transport.

			There it had been black all around, but the too-hot heat of a ship’s working engine beneath her—a feeling that reminded her just enough of the Marauder—kept her calm. Calm enough to focus on the plan. The prize at the end of the Lunamere tunnel.

			This was something else entirely.

			This darkness felt as if it held a thousand watching eyes, a pressing sort of black that seemed to seep into her very soul, settling deep inside the marrow in her bones.

			She shivered, but she didn’t think it was entirely due to the cold.

			The ground beneath her was rough, made of stones that felt like blocks of ice. Andi ran her hands across it, pleased to discover that her shackles were gone. As she moved to push herself to her knees, however, her head seemed to wobble as if under the stupor of spiced Rigna.

			Or, Andi thought, as she raised her hands to her temples, feeling a lump where some Xen Pterran guard had punched her with his electric gauntlets, the stupor of whatever tranq they knocked me out with.

			This could have been her life—should have been her life. Locked away behind bars, awaiting the death penalty, the ghost of her best friend the only thing to keep her company.

			That familiar wave of fear spiked through her, and Andi wanted to reach for her swords, to slash and slice and tear apart that piece of herself as she tore apart the bodies of others. Death after death, to cover up Kalee’s. To give herself the kind of fate she deserved.

			But then a groan sounded out from beside her.

			You’re not alone, Andi remembered.

			“What the hell?” Dex rasped. “Andi?” Seconds passed, with the sound of his labored breathing seeming to echo against the cold stone walls. She could hear his hands as they groped against the floor, searching. She didn’t even flinch away as his fingertips scraped hers and he froze. “Please tell me this is Andi, and not some love-hungry Xen Pterran carriage slug named Stubby.”

			Despite herself, Andi laughed. The massive slugs were gruesome, oily beasts that tried to bed anything with a heartbeat. “It’s me,” Andi said. Then she pulled her hand away, immediately colder with the absence of his touch.

			“How long have we been out for?” Dex asked.

			“Hell if I know,” Andi said.

			Time seemed to have slipped away from them. Soyina had said they only had one hour.

			Hardly enough time to make their way out of their cell and find Valen, especially with shadows as thick as the obsidinite walls surrounding them.

			Andi reached down, feeling the varillium cuffs around her wrists with relief. For a moment, she feared they wouldn’t be there, that somehow the Lunamere guards had managed to break the impenetrable varillium—impossible as that may be without the right tools—or that Soyina had taken Dex’s Krevs and left them in here to rot together.

			A terrible turns of events that would have been.

			But there the cuffs were. Cold on her wrists, and with them, a surge of solid hope. Andi pressed the small button on the back of each cuff, and light flooded from them. A talisman to keep the shadows at bay.

			“The best gift you’ve ever received, Andi,” Dex said. “I wonder who gave them to you?”

			She remembered the day he had gifted them to her, and how many Krevs he’d saved up to pay for the cuffs to be designed and installed by a surgeon he had connections with on a tiny rogue moon near the center of Mirabel. The installation had been painful, but once the cuffs were in place, Andi felt nearly whole again. On the outside, at least. They were a gift she’d always be grateful for.

			Andi sighed. “One of these days, Dextro Arez, I’m going to help you pull your head out of your own ass.”

			Andi turned away, then slowly rose to her feet, ignoring the shouts of pain from her fight-sore muscles. The cell had one gate, with obsidinite bars so thick that Andi instantly knew they’d have been screwed without Soyina’s help. The material was almost as strong as varillium. There was no way they would have been able to break out of here otherwise.

			She pressed her face against the cool bars, staring out into the black abyss beyond.

			No movement. No shadowed shapes milling about. Far off, she thought she could hear screams, or cackles of laughter. But the darkness had a way of playing tricks on one’s senses.

			“My head feels like it’s been cracked in two,” Dex whined.

			Andi rolled her eyes. “If you’re done complaining,” she said, remembering how much of a baby Dex could be when he had an ailment of any sort, “we need to get moving. We don’t know how much time has passed, and if we don’t make it to Soyina with Valen in under an hour, we’re not leaving this dump alive.”

			Dex rolled to his knees, cursing as he stretched out his muscles.

			“Voluntarily letting myself get beat into submission,” he said, “is not one of my prouder moments in life.”

			Andi raised a brow as she braided her hair back from her face, then flexed her muscles to test for any weak spots she hadn’t noticed earlier. “I wasn’t aware you had any moments to be proud of.”

			Dex hauled himself upright. “You’re the worst partner I’ve ever had, Androma Racella.”

			Andi stuck out her tongue at him, then reached out to test the cell gate. The handle turned, but the gate was heavy. She leaned against it, digging into the bars with her shoulder.

			The gate creaked and groaned in protest.

			“I’d say I agree with you on that point,” Andi whispered, stepping aside to make room for Dex as he joined her, “but I think Soyina takes the award on this one.”

			They pushed on the gate together. “Soyina has her charms,” Dex said through gritted teeth. “You have to admit it.”

			Andi seriously doubted that, but focused her attention on their escape.

			“This would be a good time to talk,” Dex said.

			Andi sighed. “We’re in the middle of a prison with the clock literally ticking down on our lives, and you want to talk now?”

			Their shoulders pressed up against each other as they worked at the gate. “I can’t seem to get you alone,” Dex said. “So, yes, while we’re trapped inside of a prison cell, it seems like the best option.”

			“We don’t owe each other a conversation,” Andi said. “We just have to finish this job, and the deal is done.”

			“There are two sides to the story we share, Androma.”

			Andi grimaced. “I don’t need to hear your excuses, Dextro. Now push.”

			“If we get out of here alive, promise me you’ll just hear me out?” Dex whispered. “I won’t ask again. We can talk about the past, and…end it for good.”

			“Things ended when you sold me out.”

			“Five minutes,” Dex said. “Please, Androma. Don’t make me beg.”

			She smiled then. That would be interesting.

			“Five minutes,” she said. “If we get this damned gate open and get Valen safely out of here.”

			With a final shove, the gate popped open. It swung outward with a horrible cry, then hung ajar, the light from Andi’s cuffs casting crooked shadows against the black wall just beyond, no more than a few arm’s lengths away. No guards came running. No prisoners shouted out from cells nearby.

			The darkness was strange and still, just begging them to step out of their cell and explore.

			Andi looked left, then right.

			Nothing but bars, as far as the light from her cuffs allowed her to see.

			For a moment, she and Dex simply stood there, staring out at the narrow hall, their boots frozen on the threshold of their cell.

			“Looks like I’m halfway to earning my five minutes. What’s the matter, Baroness?” Dex finally whispered. Andi could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. “Scared?”

			She feared a lot of things.

			Loneliness. Losing the lives of her crew or damaging her ship beyond repair.

			But not darkness. That was a part of her; the very thing that had allowed her to survive for this long.

			Only one hour—or less, depending on how long they’d been out for—and the silence would be shattered by blaring alarms, the frenzied tap of guard boots on stone floors, the click of bullets sliding into rifle chambers held by guards who would shoot not to disarm, but to kill.

			This is what she had trained her whole life for.

			The thrill of the moment had arrived.

			Without a word, Andi took a step forward, shedding the weakest parts of herself as she allowed the Bloody Baroness to take over.

			Dex followed, and together, they left their empty cell behind.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			

			DEX

			NEVER AGAIN, DEX THOUGHT.

			Never again would he allow one of his clients to outsmart him and land him in a situation like the present one.

			Rescue missions.

			They were not his idea of fun.

			After this Dex would go to one of the warm moons of Adhira. He’d lie by the golden water’s edge with a beautiful, soft-skinned woman by his side, preferably one who spoke sweet nothings into his ears. One whose favorite type of makeup was rouged lips instead of blood-splattered cheeks. One who didn’t separate limbs from bodies, or stomp through piles of corpses in the middle of some dark, dank prison moon in the most miserable system in Mirabel.

			That woman stood beside Dex now in the darkness, brushing her purple-streaked hair back from her face. Splatters of red had mixed in with the other strands.

			Dex hadn’t even seen the guards appear from the black before Andi cursed and was on them, tackling the first so that his head slammed into the stones with a sickening crack.

			“Help me finish him!” she’d ordered, and by the time Dex stole the electric short-whip from the guard and shocked him into unconsciousness, Andi had stolen a key ring off the other’s belt loop. Her arm had coiled back like a spring, and then she’d stabbed the guard in the eye with the largest, longest key.

			“Godstars, Andi,” Dex said now as he leaned over to inspect the corpse.

			The key looked strangely at home in his eye socket, perfectly positioned in the center, as if Andi had placed it there with an artist’s flair. The river of blood was already slowing to a trickle, pooling in a small puddle on the stone floor beside his gaping mouth.

			Dex shuddered, then looked back up at her. The light from her cuffs made her look like a ghost, pale and speckled with the proof of more deaths.

			“If you haven’t noticed,” Andi said, leaning down and plucking the guard’s whip from his belt, “we’re short on weapons and time. I don’t have a lot of options here, Dextro.”

			“You shoved a key through his eye,” Dex said. He looked down at the corpse again, then back at Andi.

			She ignored him, a skill she’d always possessed, and pressed a button on the whip. There was a crackle, and an arc of blue spiraled out, bathing the hall in flickering light. The drying blood on her face looked dark as oil as her eyes met his. “If I didn’t take care of him, he would have sounded the alarm. Then we would have been facing fifty guards instead of two. Those aren’t odds I’m willing to bet on today.”

			As Dex stared at her, he suddenly understood the bare truth.

			There was no remorse in her eyes for the kills. Not even a flicker. There was nothing but the promise of the mission pulling her forward.

			Once, Andi felt things to the point that they nearly broke her, and she’d allowed her feelings to control every action. She’d cared deeply for him, and he’d felt the same feelings resonating inside.

			For years he’d wondered if the rumors about her weren’t entirely correct. If maybe the Bloody Baroness was just a show, a persona Andi had created to keep herself and her crew safe. He figured that when the metal shields covered up the Marauder, she mourned with her crew for the lives lost, the dark things she’d had to do in order to get the job done.

			Dex had been wrong.

			The Bloody Baroness didn’t feel remorse for these kills, nor had she mourned for the members of Dex’s crew she’d taken out when he’d captured her.

			“It’s not just a reputation, is it?” Dex asked.

			Andi raised a brow at him.

			“The Bloody Baroness,” he said, stepping past the fallen guards, wondering about who they were, what they would have done with their lives had they not ended up in this pile at his feet. The Bloody Baroness was Andi, through and through, and probably had been since the day she stole his ship. Now she turned to the darkness, standing tall and strong as she stared ahead, not a hint of fear on her beautiful face.

			She dealt out death like a deck of cards. How many more would die before they got Valen Cortas out of here alive?

			“Two,” Andi said quietly, as she turned off the electric whip and doused them in shadow once more.

			“Two?” Dex echoed.

			“Two deaths. Two tallies on my swords.” She looked down at the dead guards, then back up at him. A flicker of pain flashed through her eyes. “I have a code, you know. Lines that I don’t cross.”

			“And today?” Dex asked, as he looked down at the bodies. “Have you crossed a line?”

			“I remember them, Dex,” she said. “Every last one.”

			For a moment, he did see the Andi he’d once known. He saw the same haunted look in her eyes that she’d had as she stood above him, her knife in his chest. Her trust shattered because of him.

			Maybe his original instincts had been correct. Maybe somewhere, hidden deep within…a fragment of her compassion remained.

			“Cell 306,” Andi said, reminding Dex of their mission. “We still have twelve levels to climb down, and the clock is ticking.”

			Dex nodded, then followed her into the darkness.

			It wasn’t until they reached the next set of guards, when they slipped into soundless action side by side, that Dex realized something frightening.

			He loved this. Fighting beside her in perfect sync, as a fluid team.

			For the first time in a long time, he felt fully alive.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			

			KLAREN
Year Nineteen

			THE GIRL, NOW a queen, sat in her palace, gazing down at her greatest mistake.

			It was beautiful, this tiny mistake. A creature born from the queen’s very body, woven together in her womb. Protected from the bitter, dying world outside the palace walls.

			It wasn’t part of her plan.

			And the queen knew, from the moment she’d first birthed the babe, that she would be forever changed.

			The infant was wrapped in her arms now, warm and soft and full of the power to change the fate of entire worlds.

			“Nor,” the queen said, stroking the child’s tiny cheek with her fingertip. “A strong name, fit for a child of the light.”

			Footsteps sounded outside the room.

			The queen looked up as the king swept inside, followed by a trail of guards.

			“You look lovely, my heart,” he said, placing a kiss on her lips. A second later, he pressed one to Nor’s tiny forehead.

			Years the king and queen had shared together, and still his eyes held the glassy look of a man helplessly bewitched by love.

			The queen smiled at him. “You love me,” she whispered. “As much as the day you first laid eyes on me.”

			“I will always love you, Klaren.” He said it as if it weren’t even a question.

			She’d hardly had to try to entice him. Perhaps, in some way, that meant he was her gift. A man who loved her despite what she was. Despite the past she’d kept hidden from him all these years.

			“Rest, my girls,” the king said, and then he was swept away by his entourage, worried looks on their faces as they bowed their heads respectfully, their voices full of strain, a single word ghosting onto their lips.

			War.

			Outside, the acid rain bit at the palace walls, stripping them away little by little, eating at the crumbling spires. Below, the ground rumbled with the warning of another quake soon to come.

			Far beyond, on the city streets, a hundred thousand lives hungered for salvation.

			The baby wailed, drawing the queen’s attention. “Sleep now, my perfect little mistake,” she whispered. “Sleep, and remember to dream of the light.”

			The baby calmed at the sound of her mother’s voice.

			In moments, her eyes closed.

			Alone in her palace quarters, the queen of Xen Ptera rocked her daughter gently, a tear slipping down her cheek as she remembered her mission and thought of how little time they had left.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			

			VALEN

			THE DARKNESS WAS often silent, the slow, steady beating of Valen’s heart serving as the only reminder that he was still alive. Still suffering the pains of Lunamere.

			Sometimes he imagined he was back in his former bedroom, listening not to his heart, but to Kalee.

			You’re strange, Valen, she’d always told him. But you’re my favorite kind of strange.

			Tonight, he tried again to remember her.

			She’d always had kind, curious eyes, and the sound of her laugh was like birds chirping on a spring morning as the sun rose up from beneath the floating gravarocks of Arcardius.

			And yet, when he tried to bring forth an image of her face, it slipped away.

			Instead, a sleek, cruel smile took its place. A queen of darkness and shadow. A mistress of misery and salvation.

			The image of her was swept from his mind, leaving him to rock back and forth in the darkness, trying to remind himself of his mantra. His hold on sanity, his reason to stay alive.

			Vengeance will be mine.

			Revenge. It would taste so, so sweet.

			As he rocked, he imagined that he heard footsteps in the darkness.

			But along with the footsteps, he saw a glimpse of softly glowing light. Not the cold, bitter kind that came from his torturers’ electric whips or gauntlets, but instead, a light that danced and flickered as it moved and bounced off the walls outside of his cell.

			Like the stars.

			Valen gasped and held back a groan as he pulled himself forward on hands and knees. The fresh gashes in his back were still bleeding, his ragged shirt soaked through, parts of the fabric sticking to his shredded skin. He’d nearly died again tonight, beaten down until he’d slipped into that place of calm, warm light. He’d wanted to stay there, to feel the light on his skin.

			But then he’d heard his sister’s voice.

			Be strong, Valen, she’d whispered. Remember, we are stronger together. He held on until the beatings ceased, refusing to give up. Refusing to break.

			He crawled forward now in his cell, desperate to get a glimpse of the strange new light. Even if it was a part of his imagination, it had color. It had a softness he hadn’t seen since being thrown into this hard place.

			With effort, he made it to the door, where he knew a guard was always waiting, keys attached to his belt loop, fresh taunts on his lips when he knew Valen was awake and listening.

			The sound of footsteps slowed.

			The light in the hall winked out, and Valen was thrust back into darkness again.

			“Who’s out there? Joneska?” Valen’s guard called out into the black. “We aren’t supposed to switch out for another half hour.”

			With trembling limbs, Valen reached up and gripped the bars on his cell door, then pulled himself up so he could peer out through them.

			There was a flash of light, a familiar crackle that made Valen’s guts roil as another guard, standing just down the hall, turned their short-whip on. The man holding it wasn’t one Valen had seen before.

			Though he couldn’t remember the faces from his past, he knew the ones of his tormentors well—every cold gaze, every wrinkle in their haunting faces.

			In the crackling light, this new man looked like he had stars trailing down his tan arms. Constellations that almost flickered with light, as if he were a painting, a work of art.

			“Your shift is over,” the star-covered man said, smirking.

			“Who the hell are you?” Valen’s guard barked out.

			Another crackle of light as a second short-whip crackled on. Valen gasped, and pain raced through him as his broken ribs screamed in response to the movement.

			But he couldn’t hold back the cry that escaped from his lips.

			Couldn’t believe the sight of the pale-haired woman standing in the darkness, two glowing cuffs on her wrists, illuminating the dark scars on her arms and the blood splatters on her face that looked like paint.

			She took a step forward, graceful and lithe as a predator—and so real, despite the fact that she couldn’t be. “What you should be asking instead,” she said with a menacing grin, “is why you’re still alive.”

			The guard lifted his wrist, where Valen knew a com was attached.

			But before he could speak, the woman reacted. She was a blur of color—pale starlight hair, red splatters on her face, soft glowing light around her wrists and the sharp, electric blue whip sparking as she brought it down in a sharp, solid arc.

			There was a hiss.

			A small puff of smoke.

			And the man’s hand fell to the stone floor with a thump.

			The guard was too shocked to even scream. He simply opened his mouth, staring down at his dismembered hand, his smoking stump of a wrist, then back up to look at the woman in the darkness.

			“You’re going to do exactly as I say,” she said, but it came out like the purr of a demon, the croon of a devil’s pet. “You’re going to release the prisoner in Cell 306, and if you object, I will cut you into pieces, little by little, until you do.”

			The tattooed man beside her smirked. “What piece will you start with?”

			“I’m not entirely sure.” She smiled, but it was all wrong, as if she should have had fangs instead of teeth. Her pale eyes flicked back to the guard, who still stood frozen in front of Valen’s cell. “You have ten seconds to unlock the door. Do it now, before I change my mind.”

			The guard turned, fumbling with his remaining hand. He dropped the keys, then cried out as he sank to his knees and tried to grab them. His fingers scraped his dismembered hand, and with a gasp of pain, he slumped to one side, unconscious.

			“Disturbing,” the tattooed man said with a chuckle. “Did you really have to cut off his hand?”

			The young woman didn’t answer. She stepped forward, silent and light as a ghost, and scooped the keys up off the stones.

			Valen stumbled backward, suddenly unwilling to leave this place.

			Unwilling to believe this was reality. That she was really, truly here, bringing light to him in the darkness of Lunamere.

			The lock clicked open.

			The door swung forward silently, its hinges well-used from his frequent visits to the torture chambers.

			The tattooed man stayed in the hallway, holding the door. But the young woman stepped into the cell, those strange, glowing blue cuffs illuminating her face. Valen had painted that face many times in years past. He’d thought her beautiful once; an angel with fair hair and even fairer features who’d given his sister joy. A girl he’d been desperate to understand.

			But when the accident happened, he knew he’d been wrong.

			Androma Racella wasn’t an angel.

			She was death incarnate.

			“Hello, Valen,” she said now. She held a steady hand out to him, but he scuttled backward like a bug. “We’re here to rescue you.”

			He hadn’t used his voice for weeks, and not for anything more than to scream through the pain. He opened his cracked, bleeding lips, was ready to tell her the words he’d imagined saying, after all these years.

			Then a blaring screech exploded from the walls.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			

			ANDROMA

			THE ALARM SPLIT the silence like a knife.

			“Damn it all!” Dex shouted, though Andi could barely hear his voice above the alarm. “We’re too late!”

			She turned back to face Valen, her mind racing.

			One more floor down, and they’d find Soyina waiting for them, along with the promise of escape. They had to go. Now.

			“Valen,” Andi said, rushing to his side. “Come on. We’re getting you out of here.”

			Valen’s eyes slammed shut. He fell to his knees, shaking his head, murmuring, “No, no, no,” as he scrambled away, leaving a trail of blood in his wake.

			How in the hell were they supposed to get him out of here like this? He was a bleeding, shattered mess, hardly able to stand, let alone run down a flight of stairs while being chased by guards.

			“Help me get him up!” Andi shouted to Dex.

			Valen howled and skittered back even farther, leaving another fresh smear of blood on the stones. He tried to stand, but his legs shook with the effort. His arms were covered in bruises and lashes, and they were far too thin.

			It was a wonder he was still alive. Andi tried to tamp down the wave of horror she felt at seeing him in this state. They didn’t have time for this. Somewhere in the distance, shouts rang out, and blue lights danced on the walls outside Valen’s open cell door as guards came closer.

			She peered out the cell door. In the mouth of the stairwell, a guard appeared. Then another behind him, followed by two more.

			She hadn’t expected things to go this way. But she knew this was the only part of the mission that counted, the part that would earn her and Dex and her crew their pardoned names and a shipload of Krevs.

			Andi looked down at Valen and frowned.

			He was a shadow of the person she’d once known, but he was still a Cortas—a living fragment of Kalee. Andi hadn’t been able to keep her friend alive, but she’d be damned if anything happened to Valen under her watch.

			“I’m sorry about this,” she said.

			Then she brought the solid base of a short-whip down over Valen’s head.

			He crumpled in a heap.

			Dex stared, openmouthed, from behind him. “That’s your plan?”

			“Take an arm,” Andi commanded.

			Soon the two of them stood in the mouth of the cell, Valen’s unconscious body hanging between them.

			“You remember all those sword-fighting lessons you gave me on Tenebris?” Andi asked. “The ones where we fought single-handed?”

			“Oh, love.” Dex lifted a dark brow. “How could I ever forget?”

			Valen’s head lolled against her cheek, and she nearly gagged at his rotten scent.

			“One more thing, Dex?” Andi asked, shoving Valen’s head the other way. Dex met her eyes as she doused the light on her cuffs. “Don’t call me ‘love.’”

			She gripped her short-whip tight, imagining it was one of her swords, already seeing the way she’d slice it through tendons like a blade carving through raw meat. In her mind, she was a Spectre again. She imagined Kalee in Valen’s place.

			No one would harm her charge.

			“Steady,” Dex whispered. “Silent.”

			They waited for a breath of a second, allowing the guards to get closer, the light from their weapons brightening with each stomp of their boots.

			“Now,” Andi said.

			Together, she and Dex stepped out of the cell, carrying Valen Cortas between them.

			Six guards stood just around the corner, weapons raised, looking ready for a fight.

			* * *

			They sprang, their two bodies moving in one single motion, Valen still between them.

			Dex on the left, Andi on the right. They moved so fast the world around them seemed to pause.

			Andi’s whip flashed in a glorious arc, striking the guard closest to her just as he moved to action. The end of her whip curled around his, snaking like electric fingertips intertwining, and Andi yanked backward. The guard’s whip soared past them, then exploded with a shower of sparks against the cell door beyond.

			“Cover me,” Andi growled.

			Dex attacked as Andi rose, using the counterweight of both boys, and swung her foot into the weaponless guard’s jaw. A crack sounded as bones shattered beneath her boot.

			“Down!” Dex shouted.

			A short-whip soared past the space where Valen’s head had just been. It severed the end of Andi’s braid, the scent of burned hair wafting into her nostrils.

			She rose, snarling, as a lock of her hair tumbled to the floor.

			These Lunamere bastards were going to die.

			* * *

			The world moved in flashes as darkness and light fought and intertwined. The guards before them were like ghosts that appeared and then flickered out as the whips and gauntlets cracked from blue to black and back again.

			With each patch of darkness, Dex and Andi moved forward. Valen’s body was like dead weight against their shoulders.

			“Take them out!” a guard screamed.

			Passing Valen to Andi, Dex dropped to the floor, leg extended as it rammed into the guard’s legs and sent him sprawling.

			“Come on!” Andi yelled from behind him, moving toward the stairs.

			Dex looped an arm around Valen, pulling the three of them into the stairwell. He slammed the door behind them, quickly fusing the lock with the electric heat from his short-whip.

			Fists pounded the metal behind them.

			“One more level, and we’ll be out. Soyina will be waiting at the door, if we’re lucky,” Andi said, already pulling the three of them down the eerie staircase.

			Something whizzed past his face.

			Andi yelped as a knife sank into her shoulder.

			In a blink, she yanked it out and held it before her.

			“Hold Valen,” she growled.

			Before Dex could stop her, she rushed down the stairs, swinging the knife.

			There were too many guards. Even as Andi fought her way down, more poured up the steps toward him and Valen.

			He was out of weapons. Out of options.

			* * *

			“Sorry about this, friend,” Dex said.

			With one grand shove, he pushed Valen down the remaining stairs.

			The guards toppled in Valen’s path.

			The guy was unconscious. No harm done unless he died on the descent—it was only one flight of stairs, not twenty.

			Dex leaped over the railing to the floor below, scooped up a whip from a fallen guard, and swung his way to Valen’s sprawled form.

			Andi was already there, wrestling a final living guard away. The guard swung with his gauntlets, electricity spitting blue. Andi ducked, then came up swiftly enough to knock his head backward against the wall.

			A final grunt, as she kicked him into silence.

			Then, nothing. The alarm cut off.

			Silence swept over them as a door creaked open behind Dex.

			On the other side was a sight for sore eyes. Soyina, holding a key and standing beside a rolling cart. Her mismatched eyes flashed as she looked at the aftermath of the fight.

			“Looky looky,” Soyina said. “The gang got out.”

			* * *

			“You threw him down the stairs?” Andi asked.

			Dex helped her lift Valen onto Soyina’s waiting cart. “I had to get creative.”

			Beside him, Andi’s breath came out in ragged huffs. “We need to go,” she said. “Finish the job, Soyina, and get us the hell out of here.”

			Soyina stared at them, a sickening, sideways smile on her lips. With a strange cackle, she said, “Alright then. This may hurt a bit.”

			She reached behind her, pulled out a gun and, with a single shot, sent Dex reeling into darkness.

			The last thing he saw was Andi’s head hitting the ground beside him, her pale eyes wide as moons. Then white light enveloped him, and all semblance of the world melted away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			

			NOR

			THE QUEEN’S LAB was a space born of desperation.

			A pathetic echo of the grandeur that was long ago destroyed in The Cataclysm. The remnants were mere scraps of her father’s once glorious dream—a place meant to heal the planet of Xen Ptera, to bring back abundant life before it was too late.

			That dream had died with her father. Now his old lab had morphed into the birthplace of death.

			Nor was a queen, bred from the purest of blood, and she couldn’t bear stepping foot inside the lab unless absolutely necessary. It had taken Darai ages to convince her to come down here herself, ages more for Nor to actually do it.

			Now, as she walked down the crumbling spiral staircase beneath the planet’s surface, she could almost feel the walls caving in on her, threatening to crush her once again.

			She froze as an image of her father ghosted into her mind. She could see his eyes bulging from their sockets, his skull caving in under the foot of a broken stone statue, blood staining the crumbling toes. It was as if Arcardius, and the rest of the Unified Systems, had stomped the life right out of her father when they dropped their final bombs.

			“Nhatyla?” Zahn asked, stopping beside Nor to place a warm hand on her elbow. “What is it?”

			She’d almost forgotten he was there beside her in the darkness. “I’m fine,” she said, swallowing the lump in her throat as she shoved the memories away. She breathed deep, despite the tightness in her chest, and silently recited the words Darai had raised her on: Fear Is Only an Illusion. Nothing would crush her or stop her until the fates had had their way. And they’d decided, long ago, that Nor would be the one to bring about Xen Ptera’s revenge.

			“Should we turn back?” Zahn asked. His fingertips spun gentle circles across her skin.

			Nor looked over her shoulder, where the faint light of day waited, beckoning her to turn back. To give in to her weakness.

			The claustrophobia was one of her best-kept secrets. Only Darai and Zahn knew the truth about the trauma she’d faced the day of the attack, and the physical and mental scars it had tainted her with.

			There hadn’t been many places within the vicinity of Nivia where they could put the lab, so when Darai found the ancient bomb shelter, still holding strong despite the crippling quakes, they started fortifying its boundaries to last.

			“I am a queen who seeks to be a conqueror,” Nor said as the image of her father, and the sharp spike of fear, still begged entrance to her mind. She closed her eyes and focused on Zahn’s hand, soft and warm. “There will be battles far worse than this one.”

			“And rewards for winning them,” he whispered, “should my queen wish it.”

			Despite herself, Nor smiled. Silently, she walked past him, deeper into the torch-lit tunnel where Darai waited ahead.

			The structure was run-down, and it didn’t improve the farther one went below. Nor’s metal heels clacked on the crumbling stones. Dark, putrid water ran beneath her soles as she hurried to keep up with her uncle, Zahn trailing behind her like a moving wall.

			At the base of the steps, Darai turned right into a narrow hallway. The rafters creaked above them as subtle shockwaves shuddered their way through the ground. Nor pulled the hood of her cloak lower, shielding herself from the falling pebbles raining down from above, the edges of the hood like blinders to keep her at ease. One could easily get lost in these tunnels, so deeply carved that none would hear their call.

			A few more steps, and they turned left at the end of the hall.

			Straight ahead was a silver door, at such odds with the scenery around them it was almost laughable.

			“They are expecting you,” Darai said. “I think you will be pleased at what you find inside.”

			He held out a hand, ushering Nor toward the retinal scanner on the door. Faint green light illuminated the space as it beeped her in, and the door swung open with a heavy groan.

			As she stepped inside, the pungent fumes of preserved bodies and toxins immediately overloaded Nor’s senses. She quickly covered her nose and mouth with a scented handkerchief.

			It smelled like fire callas. They were her mother’s favorite flower, grown by gentle hands in the courtyard of the old palace. Now their scent brought a fresh wave of memories that only fueled Nor’s urge to seek revenge.

			Zahn and Darai guided her deeper into the lit space, a cavernous bunker with heavy rock walls and ceilings that made her feel small.

			Lab techs in red Xen Pterran coats stood before stone tables, their hands deftly working, tapping away at dimly lit screens, stirring milky vials full of bubbling substances. Long ago, Nor had stood in this very room, watching her father move down the aisles. She’d marveled at the glowing substances, the cherished seeds that her father’s scientists had so carefully tended to in hopes of making food grow.

			The mission had changed, but the feeling in the room was the same. It was a place of order. A tangible bit of progress that set Nor at ease.

			“They have been working around the clock, Majesty,” Darai murmured as he led her down the aisle.

			The scientists bowed their heads as she passed, Zahn behind her like a living shadow.

			Another metal door stood at the back of the room. Zahn entered in the code to unlock the private lab of her lead scientist, Aclisia, and the door opened instantly.

			The two-headed scientist alone understood Nor’s passion for destruction, and her equal desire to make it a true work of art. Together they would give the galaxy a show, and every eye would be watching.

			Aclisia stood behind a lab table with her back to Nor. In front of her, rows and rows of glowing silver vials lined up like tiny soldiers awaiting their orders. Zahn didn’t follow as Darai and Nor stepped forward, remaining back to guard the door.

			Nor approached the table slowly, appraising the view. Half of her life had passed since the idea for Zenith had bloomed in her mind, and only now, after years of dreaming, was her weapon finally coming to life.

			“Ahh, my queen,” Aclisia’s two voices said at once.

			Nor looked up as her head scientist shuffled over.

			To anyone else, Aclisia was a shocking sight. But Nor had spent years in her presence, watching the two-headed woman work. Two brains should have meant two separate people, but Aclisia’s heads worked together, as if they were one. The right head held her rational side and could converse for hours without skipping a beat. The left head was more off-kilter, but it was the part of Aclisia that Nor perhaps admired the most. It allowed her to dream, endlessly, until even the most irrational ideas became possible.

			“Are you in the final stages of finishing the weapon yet?” Nor asked.

			Aclisia’s two heads swung around to look at the lab table, both hands grappling for a single silver vial. The glass clinked as the scientist produced one, lifting it out of its case and holding it up to the light.

			“Slowly, you dolt!” the right head screeched to the left.

			The left head huffed in annoyance. “I’m merely trying to give our queen a glimpse of her new toy.”

			“It’s a wonder I’ve been able to put up with you all these years,” the right head retorted.

			“You haven’t a choice, my dear,” the left said back.

			Both heads glared at each other, the right with short reddish brown hair sticking out like flames, the left with pale blond curls coiled tight against her skull.

			Nor cleared her throat. “My patience is running low.”

			Aclisia nodded her heads, then held out the vial. “Steady now, my queen,” the right head said.

			Nor cradled the vial in her hands like a newly polished gem. It sparkled in the dim light of the lab, and it was warm to the touch, rather than cool, like she’d assumed it would be.

			“Each vial holds thousands of doses,” the right head told Nor.

			“Now we just need someone to play with,” the left head added.

			“A test subject,” the right corrected.

			Aclisia looked expectantly at Nor.

			“That has been taken care of,” Nor said. She raised her gloved hand to signal Zahn’s attention. “Order the guards to bring forth the subject.”

			Behind her, Zahn pressed a button on his wrist com, then whispered a command into it. Less than a minute later, a knock sounded at the door, and he strode forward to open it.

			In the doorway stood a ragged-looking woman, struggling against her bonds as two guards hauled her inside.

			“Queen Nor! Please, grant me your mercy.” The warden of Lunamere fell to her knees before Nor, her bound wrists held out before her as if in prayer.

			Nor peered down her nose at the traitor. “You had one of the Unified System’s most wanted fugitives in my prison. And instead of keeping her there, where she could have been persuaded to join the right side of the galaxy…you lost her. Not only that, but an entire squadron of guards is dead, the prisoner from Arcardius is missing and my best Revivalist is mysteriously absent from her post. And you dare ask me for mercy?”

			The warden sobbed at Nor’s feet. “Please.”

			“Aclisia,” Nor said, not taking her eyes from the pathetic woman before her. The scientist hurried to stand by Nor’s side. “Here is your first living trial. And for the sake of this traitor here, let us all hope that it works.”

			The warden screamed as the guards hauled her to her feet. The sound intensified as they strapped her to a chair in the corner of the room.

			The screams turned to furious moans as they gagged her. Then a vial of silver liquid was produced, almost glowing beneath the overhead lamps. Aclisia looked to Nor with four bright, hungry eyes.

			“Would you like to do the honors, Majesty?”

			Nor looked upon the scene with a sudden warmth in her heart, as she listened to the warden’s unrelenting moans.

			“I came for a show,” Nor said. “Give me one to remember.”

			“With pleasure,” Aclisia’s two heads said at once.

			Darai and Zahn appeared at Nor’s sides, flanking her like soldiers.

			As Aclisia unstoppered the vial, Zahn took Nor’s hand in his.

			They held on to each other, their heartbeats pulsing in time as they watched Nor’s greatest dream come to fruition.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			KLAREN
Year Twenty-Four

			

			THE GIRL WAS born to die.

			She’d always known it; had been preparing for it since the day she was created.

			Since her Yielding, and throughout all the years spent working to get to where she was, the girl had remembered the dream. For how could she ever forget? In her mind, she saw it now.

			A burning black-and-red palace.

			A crumbling planet, starved for life, nearly ready to explode in the midst of a battle. A king, trying desperately to save his people.

			A starship heading across the skies, delivering one chance at a change of fate.

			“Klaren? It’s time.”

			She opened her eyes. The king of Xen Ptera knelt before her, his eyes reddened and full of tears. His forehead creased with worry. He’d aged so much since the war began. But he was still handsome, still the man who had given her and Nor a wonderful life.

			“Time?” she asked.

			He nodded and held a hand out to her. “The threat to the palace was true. The soldiers are closing in, and half of my troops are off-planet.” He inhaled a trembling, defeated breath. “I fear that they will win, Klaren. The Unified Systems will destroy us soon.”

			“There’s still hope,” she whispered.

			He shook his head. “No, my heart. Hope is as dead as our planet. I’m going to continue this war, but…time is fleeting. We must hide, now, before they breach the palace gates.”

			She let her husband sweep the blankets back and help her from their bed.

			The queen had fallen ill over the past several months, her body worn from breathing the tainted, war-torn air on the planet. Even with the iron shutters closed, she could still make out the hint of greenish light slipping through the edges of the window. Could still feel the rattle in her lungs with each breath she took.

			Now she could hear the whine of ships outside. The shouts of soldiers, as yet another battle waged. How many more would there be? She could hear the screech of ammunition seeking out living targets. She could nearly taste the hot, metallic tang of all the blood that had been spilled already, all the lives lost in the endless fighting. Women. Men. Children. No one on Xen Ptera was safe.

			So many years the planet had held on to life.

			And today the queen had a choice.

			She already knew, as she’d dreamed years ago, which one she would make.

			Her body was racked with trembles as she lifted her hands to her husband’s face. She wasn’t supposed to feel this way for him, for the life they had made together. For the daughter they shared.

			Just thinking of Nor, so young, so unprepared for what was to come…

			Tears slipped down the queen’s cheeks.

			She wished she could go back. She wished she could change that passionate night they had shared, the careless days after and the tonic she’d forgotten to take…

			“Go to the bunker,” she whispered. She looked into his eyes, leveled her voice to a calm state of solid steel. “Take Nor with you. Go now.”

			He parted his lips to speak, but she kissed him with all the fierceness in her heart, all the fire of the battle raging beyond. Behind her, Darai slipped from the shadows, his ruined face grim as he watched the queen draw herself away from her king.

			“I will care for them as I have cared for you,” Darai said, placing a hand on the queen’s elbow to steady her. “Remember the mission, Klaren.”

			Together, they watched the king leave the room without looking back.

			She kept her eyes on him as she spoke.

			“I fear I am not strong enough. That all these years have made me weak. That…love…has made me weak.”

			“We do not have room for love, my queen. Just as we do not have room for you to remain here, wasting away where there is no hope.” Darai squeezed her elbow and forced her to pull her gaze from the retreating king. “You will go and create it for us. You will carry on toward our goal. You are the strongest Yielded I have ever known.”

			“And my child?” the queen asked. “What of her?”

			“Where you go, she cannot follow.”

			The queen’s heart twisted in her chest.

			Darai smiled sadly at her, even though she knew it pained him because of his scars. “The light will guide her. Just as it continues to guide you.”

			The queen placed a kiss on his cheek, committing his face to memory. Somewhere outside the palace, screams rang out. There was an explosion. A rattling that shook the walls.

			The soldiers were here.

			Klaren gripped Darai’s hands in hers.

			“You will train her in the truth. You will see to it that she is strong.”

			His eyes were like fire. “I swear it upon the Light. I swear it upon the Conduit.”

			The queen smiled, thinking of how fiercely her daughter always held on to things. How stubborn she was. How devilishly determined. “She will be a great queen, Darai. Teach her, just as I would have taught her, that she should always choose her duty over her heart.”

			Even now she could feel her own shattering in her chest.

			“Go. Into the next world, my Yielded,” Darai said, placing a finger beneath her chin. Lifting her gaze to his. “Do not look back.”

			The queen swept from the room.

			She did not pause, even as smoke began to curl through the hallways. Even as footsteps pounded up the spiral stairs and the dark forms of her soldiers swam into view, fighting back the intruders who dared enter her crumbling palace.

			No bullets touched her skin as she walked gracefully to the doors.

			No one stopped her as she unlocked them and slipped out into the battle raging beyond.

			Enemy soldiers swarmed her at once.

			Outside the palace walls sat a starship coated in deepest blue, the symbol of an exploding star on its side. The ramp was already open as a figure marched down it, guards flanking his sides.

			He marched slowly to greet her, that devil from her dreams with eyes like the sky.

			“What’s this?” he asked. “A Xen Pterran rat, caught wandering outside her cage?”

			“General Cortas,” the queen said. She smiled at him, a practiced thing that had yet to fail her, and was pleased to feel the familiar, warm spark ignite in her chest when their eyes met. When, through his war-honed hatred, he noticed her beauty and hungered for more.

			“Take the fool queen aboard,” General Cyprian Cortas commanded. “As my personal prisoner.”

			She did not fight the soldiers as they escorted her onto the ship, as her feet crunched across Xen Pterran soil one last time. She did not look back at the palace, not even once.

			Her husband was wrong.

			Hope was not dead.

			Hope, in the form of the queen’s sacrifice, had only just flickered to life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			

			ANDROMA

			“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

			Andi whirled around.

			Valen stood at the bottom of the staircase with his arms crossed over his chest, his hair rumpled as if he’d just woken from a long sleep. Or finally resurfaced from hours of painting abstract images on the canvases littered about his room.

			He’d never spoken to Andi much before she was a Spectre. And now, even with her living in his home, their rooms a short walk away from each other’s, he’d spoken to her even less. But he always seemed to be listening when she and Kalee were giggling about the latest drama to spill across the streets of Arcardius. During meals, when Andi and the other Spectres stood guard, she’d watch him curiously. Valen usually sat in the farthest seat from his father, hunched forward as if he were battling some deep, silent pain. Sometimes she’d catch him staring at her with his strange, unblinking hazel eyes, his paint-stained fingers gripping his golden fork like a weapon he didn’t want to use.

			And several times over the years, Andi had caught Valen following her and Kalee through the twisting halls of the estate, quickly ducking into open doorways with heat flaming on his cheeks when she’d whirled around to catch him, worried it was an intruder come to harm Kalee.

			Valen Cortas was silent and strange—a mystery Andi really had no interest in cracking. And yet, despite his oddities, the older students at the Arcardian Academy always talked about him, whispered his name in the halls in between classes when he shuffled past, his shoelaces undone, splatters of paint on his rumpled uniform.

			General Cortas hadn’t even assigned a full-time Spectre for Valen. Kalee said it was because he wasn’t the heir, but Andi had always wondered. The tension between father and son was palpable. It made for awkward meetings when the whole family and their Spectres were present.

			“I asked you a question,” Valen said now from the bottom of the stairs.

			“And I don’t have to answer.” Kalee tossed her pale hair over her shoulder, the polar opposite to Valen’s dark brown.

			Valen frowned. “I was asking Androma.”

			Andi’s mouth opened. Valen never tried to speak to her directly. And now…he was angry, looking at her like she was trying to steal his best friend.

			“We’re going to have some fun, Valen,” Andi said. “Maybe you should join us. Put down the paintbrushes for a little while and see the real world.”

			She hadn’t meant it rudely, but his mouth twisted at her words. And then his eyes fell on the silver ignition card clutched in Kalee’s hand. “You’re not going anywhere. Not with that.”

			He started up the stairs, his bare feet soundless with each step.

			“That’s enough, Valen.” Kalee whined like a caged dog as she nudged Andi farther up the staircase. “Come on, Andi. He’s not going to stop us.”

			“I’ll wake up Father,” Valen threatened.

			Kalee laughed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

			Andi stared down at Valen, who, before tonight, had always seemed so quiet, so focused on things inside of himself rather than the world around him.

			“There isn’t room for three in the ship,” Kalee said.

			He continued upward anyway.

			“You can’t come.”

			“Kalls.” Valen said her nickname with a heavy sigh. He looked to Andi, frowning again. “You aren’t going to stop this?”

			“Of course she’s not,” Kalee said. “Come on, Valen. It’s my birthday.”

			Valen frowned. “You’re not yourself when you’re with her, Kalls. Don’t do this. It’s not a good idea. Just…come down. I’ll walk you back to your room.”

			Kalee circled her arm through Andi’s. “I’m better when I’m with Andi, Valen. You’re just jealous because no one is interested in getting on a ship alone with you.”

			Andi blinked in surprise as Valen froze. He stared up at Kalee like she’d just shattered his heart.

			And maybe she had.

			“Don’t come crying to me when Father catches you,” he whispered. Then his face warped with a sad smile. “Happy Birthday, Kalee. I hope it’s everything you want it to be.”

			He turned, slinking back down the stairs.

			For a moment, Andi wondered if maybe he was right. Maybe they shouldn’t go. Again, that little voice whispered, This is a mistake. This isn’t in your orders. Your orders are to keep her safe, Androma, not keep her happy.

			But as Andi stared down at the card in her charge’s hand, the thrill of the night swept over her. A promise that adventure was waiting, and a ship with engines larger than any she’d ever had in her control at the Academy.

			“Let’s go, Kalee.”

			She tugged her friend along with her, up the stairs and out the door to the docking pad. The transport sat waiting for them, a silver beast crouching in the moonlight. Andi screeched with laughter as Kalee chased her across the platform, the wind in their hair, the kiss of the night on their skin.

			Tonight, they would be more than just a Spectre and her charge. They’d be partners in crime. Girls on a mission, out to tear apart the silent skies.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			

			LIRA

			IT HAD BEEN 86,400 seconds since the timer started on their mission, and not for a moment had Lira allowed herself to stop moving.

			She paced back and forth on the Marauder, her steps whisper silent as she worried her way past Andi’s empty captain’s chair.

			So many nights she’d found her captain here, scratching tallies into her swords, neck bent as if pressed down by the weight of her sins.

			The first part of the mission had gone as planned. Andi and Dex had gone in, the latter assuming they’d stick to his plan. Little did Dextro Arez know that the Marauders weren’t up for following his lead.

			They’d executed Plan B with the ultimate amount of finesse. Lira would never forget the moment Breck sent Dex flying across the pub with a single kick to his gut. The snarl on the Lunamere guards’ faces as Dex destroyed their card game, Krevs scattered across the pub for anyone to claim.

			After the Sparks had gone off and the Lunamere warden had arrived, Lira and the crew had hightailed their way out of that putrid pub as fast as their legs would allow.

			The last she saw of Andi was when she turned to face the warden, and her inevitable transport to Lunamere.

			They’d locked eyes across the pub, and as Xen Pterran guards surrounded Andi, she’d sent one desperate message to Lira.

			Run.

			It wasn’t a suggestion born out of fear. It was an order.

			Despite everything in her, Lira had obeyed.

			But with every step, she’d felt like a traitor.

			Your captain is in chains, a voice whispered in the back of her mind. You should be by her side. Instead, you’re running.

			All you ever do is run.

			Run from your duties.

			Run from your family.

			The voice, as always, had sounded like Lon’s. Chest deep, full of knowing and love all at once.

			Lira had shoved it away. Forced herself onto the Marauder, her hands clutching the throttle as she reversed away from the old, crumbling satellite’s docking bay.

			This was all part of the plan. And yet, Lira couldn’t help but feel as if she’d just repeated an act she’d done four years ago.

			Running from what you love most, Lon’s voice ghosted into her mind again.

			As she’d flown the Marauder away from Dark Matter, Lira could only hope, and pray to the Godstars, that Andi and Dex would make it back out alive and with Valen Cortas in tow. Hopefully Andi and Valen would be uninjured. Dextro, she didn’t care a single star about.

			She knew enough about the damage he’d once caused Andi to wish the worst upon him. It took a lot to break a woman like Andi, and yet somehow, he had managed to do it.

			“I’m bored,” Gilly said, interrupting Lira’s thoughts. “I wish Dex was here.”

			The pilot looked up from the dark dash before her. “What?”

			Gilly shrugged. “He’s funny. I like him.”

			“He’s not funny,” Lira said. “He’s Andi’s enemy, and therefore, he is our enemy. And he’s late.”

			A full twenty-four hours after leaving Dark Matter, the Marauder, powered down into survival mode to avoid detection, sat like a dark shadow in the Junkyard. The irony of pretending to be dead in the air when only days ago, Dex’s men had literally killed the ship in order to board it and start this entire mission process in the first place, was not lost on Lira.

			Lira’s scales sizzled as another wave of newly formed hatred swept into her.

			“You’re going to melt the dash,” Breck said.

			Lira sighed and shook out her palms.

			Remove the anger, she told herself. Remove it, because you’re strong enough. Find the control.

			It had been far too long. Andi and Dex were supposed to be out of Lunamere by now, safely back on board the ship. They should have already left this ship graveyard behind, a mere speck in the distance.

			But now?

			They were thirty minutes late.

			Thirty minutes far too late.

			Lira twiddled her thumbs, not knowing what to do with her hands otherwise. A tight knot had formed in her chest, one that refused to relinquish its grip no matter how deeply she breathed. What was the cause of the delay? Had something gone wrong in the dark halls of Lunamere? She couldn’t simply patch into her captain’s channel—the distance between them was too great.

			“I can’t wait any longer,” Lira said to the girls, gaining their attention.

			Gilly, who was flipped upside down on her chair, sat upright. “Andi ordered us to stay put. Do you want to disobey her?”

			“Not entirely,” Lira said, shaking her head.

			“What are you going to do then? We aren’t just going to leave them behind, right?” she asked, eyes wide with anxiety.

			“Of course not, Gilly,” Breck answered for Lira. “She’s just…concerned.” Breck narrowed her eyes at Lira in warning. A private message from the gunner flashed across her feed. Keep it together. Don’t scare the kid.

			Sometimes Lira forgot how young Gilly was. Her youth had been pulled out from under her by the awful things done to her in the past, and her innocence certainly hadn’t been restored by the road she now followed with the girls.

			But she didn’t know the truth, and neither did Breck. Lira frowned as she thought about what Andi had commanded just before they entered Dark Matter.

			If they didn’t return by the designated time, the girls were to save themselves. They were to hide in the darkest hole they could find until they were long forgotten by General Cortas and his lackeys.

			Lira’s scales lit up again.

			She’d followed Andi’s other orders. But this was not one she could obey.

			How could they even trust Soyina? She’d checked out, by their snooping…and yet, Lira didn’t truly trust anyone in this galaxy. No one could, with its twisted history.

			Another minor problem was the fact that, for the second time this week, Lira had been forced to assume her role of Second-in-Command. She hated the title, and wished she could discard it as easily as Breck and Gilly discarded used bullet casings.

			If it was just Lira alone on this ship, without Breck and Gilly, she would storm Lunamere herself until she found Andi, dead or alive.

			It was the very least she could do for the sake of their long friendship. For the chance at a real life, without the heart-clenching, back-breaking responsibility that waited for her back on Adhira.

			But when the other two girls’ lives were on the line? Lira forced her emotions aside, as Adhirans should, and told herself they had to stay put.

			“I’ll be back,” Lira said, turning on her heel.

			“Where are you going?” Breck asked. When Lira didn’t answer, she added, “Lir?”

			“You know she never tells us,” Gilly whispered back, though Lira heard it as she left the room. “Play me in a game of Fleet while we wait?”

			Breck sighed. “Why, so you can slaughter me again? And where is Alfie, anyhow?”

			“I’ll tell you if you play me in Fleet,” Gilly offered.

			Their voices trailed off as Lira exited the bridge, stomped down the hallway and deftly climbed down the ladder hatch onto the deck below. The cool metal felt like heaven on her bare feet. Another ladder, a few quick, graceful strides across the catwalk and she found herself storming through the door at the end of the hall into her quarters.

			Her room was clean, organized and mostly empty, save for the single welded bookshelf, which held her entire collection of romance novels on handheld pads, each with stories of pilots who stole their lovers away on adventures across the skies. Andi herself had gifted the entire collection to Lira on her Aging Day last year.

			Lira had requested a room alone. Breck and Gilly shared the one across from her, which was stacked with soft, overflowing bunks, while Andi took the captain’s quarters above.

			But Lira?

			She enjoyed time to get lost in her thoughts. And she enjoyed the domed window wall that looked out into endless, swirling outer space. No matter where the Marauder traveled, it was always a glorious view. Ever-changing through the varillium walls. Today, Lira gazed out upon the hull of a broken warship, battered and melted into a mere hunk of waste. The Xen Pterran insignia was half missing on one side.

			What size of bomb, Lira wondered, had been used on that ship?

			The Cataclysm was more of a mystery to her than to the others, having come from a planet that was hell-bent on peace. Lira chose not to study it. She was too afraid to discover what a leader would have to do when faced with the horrific prospect of war.

			She sighed and turned her back on the window wall. A small metal cot was pressed up against it. She sank onto the firm metal slab, relishing the cold on her back.

			It was here that she could find a few moments of peace during their busiest days. Here that she could work out the constant barrage of questions and thoughts that peppered her mind day in and day out.

			She’d made a lot of choices since leaving Adhira.

			All of them had involved Andi and the girls. They worked together as a unit. A single organism with many arms and legs—some smaller than others, some with more scars or markings. But still one and the same once all was said and done.

			Some might say that the girls were soulless.

			But they were Lira’s soul. And if she had to bet on it, she’d say that she was a part of theirs, too.

			For years, Lira had dedicated her life to this crew. She had come here as a girl dreaming of freedom. Now, she had it in her grasp.

			Only General Cortas was in the way of that.

			And if anything happened to Andi, after all she’d been through…especially on this mission, Lira would never forgive herself for letting Andi go in alone.

			She hated to think it, but if anything happened to Andi, Lira would be in charge. What would she do then?

			You’d run, Lon’s voice echoed again. Because power and responsibility are too much for you, little bug.

			But that wasn’t entirely true. Lira piloted the Marauder. She held the lives of Andi and the girls in her hands each time they set out onto a new mission.

			She sighed, closing her eyes. Chasing away the demons. They weren’t as large or as horrifying as those of the other girls, Lira knew…and yet they still plagued her.

			When Lira’s father died from Wexen Pox, a great sweeping disease that took out many on Adhira, her mother had shut down. Then she’d drowned herself in bottles of Griss, refusing help when the need for the drink became too strong. Eventually, she left in the night without a word, leaving Lira and her twin brother, Lon, behind. The last Lira had heard, her mother was still living on Adhira, near the Endless Sea, shacking it up with a gilled man who drank more than the sea creatures he made his living catching.

			Without their mother’s sister, Lira and Lon would have been alone as children. But their aunt had swept into their lives, welcoming them into her home. They were well cared for, well loved. But each year they grew. And with growth came responsibility.

			The family career. Their aunt had no children to take up the job when she died, and so the offer had gone to Lira. She’d refused it, time and time again.

			She’d spent her days training and studying how to pilot a ship instead of attending lessons with her aunt.

			Lon had encouraged her all along, knowing it gave her joy, but hoping it would not be what determined her future.

			And so when Lira had packed her bags and left… She’d never forget the look on her twin’s face. As if she’d just betrayed him. As if she’d reopened the wound their mother gave them both years before. It was the very same look Lira thought she saw in Andi’s eyes when Lira left her in chains, surrounded by guards in Dark Matter.

			It was just her mind playing tricks. Pulling at her weakness. Andi had planned for that capture to happen, step by step. But seeing it play out was an entirely different thing.

			Again, Lira’s scales heated.

			Again, she forced them to cool.

			It was why she slept on metal, and with no sheets. Because the dreams became too real, and by the time she’d awoken, any bedclothes would have burned to cinders anyway.

			A knock on the door pulled Lira from her thoughts.

			It swung open, revealing Breck and Gilly again.

			“I’m just resting,” Lira blurted out. A stupid, unbelievable lie.

			Breck frowned, her hands on her hips. She had to duck to keep her head from hitting the doorway as she entered. “You’re sulking, Lira. And Marauders don’t sulk alone.”

			Gilly tossed a deck of cards onto Lira’s lap. An expensive edition of Fleet, a game widely played across Mirabel.

			“I just beat Breck,” she said, twirling one of her red braids around her finger. “And I think I would also like to beat you.”

			Lira sighed. She couldn’t be beaten. Gilly knew it.

			But she also knew how to make Lira feel better when it felt as if the galaxy was pressing in around her.

			“Come on, then,” Lira said, waving the girls inside. Gilly giggled and settled cross-legged on Lira’s metal cot, smiling as she dealt out the glowing cards.

			Lira looked down at her hand. A good set of armor, a solid few soldiers, but her weapon? Of course—a Godstars-damned sword. It was as if fate was laughing at Lira, reminding her constantly of Andi’s absence on the ship.

			“What if they don’t make it out?” Gilly asked, laying down her first card.

			An Explorer ship, quickly followed up by a fully trained pilot.

			Plenty of attack power.

			Lira cleared her throat, staring out the window at the floating pieces of twisted metal as she laid down a card to cancel Gilly’s attack ability for the turn. “They’ll make it out,” Lira said, even though she herself didn’t quite believe it. “Trust me. And if you can’t trust me, then trust Andi.”

			“We trust you,” Breck said. She frowned as Lira dug into her pocket and popped a chunk of Moon Chew into her mouth. “If you keep chewing that stuff, you’re going to make me vomit.”

			Moon Chew was her stress reliever. The sickly sweet substance wasn’t to everybody’s liking, but to Lira, it was one of her favorite things.

			Lira spat a wad of it into the cup she kept by her cot. “Your turn, Gil.”

			“I’ll draw a card instead.”

			Lira nodded her permission.

			“Andi is only mortal,” Breck said to both girls. “We don’t know who the Xen Pterrans are anymore, or what they’re capable of. If they’ve really got the capability to kidnap Valen Cortas and cart him across the galaxy without being seen or heard…it makes me wonder what they’ve been up to all these years.” She was staring out Lira’s window, ignoring the game of Fleet, as if she were able to see Andi from this distance. “It makes me wonder what else they could do, or have done, without the rest of Mirabel knowing.”

			“We just have to hope,” Lira said, “that Andi and Dex have thought of that. And that Soyina can truly be trusted. Because right now…” She sighed as she remembered her aunt saying these very words, years ago, when the Wexen Pox swept across Adhira. “Hope is all we have.”

			“Hope is a raging asshole,” Gilly said.

			“Explain to me, Gilly,” Breck said with a sigh, “how exactly can an asshole rage?”

			Lira choked on a sudden, unexpected laugh. “I swear, the two of you. You were both born with my brother’s sarcastic soul.”

			“You’re dead,” Gilly said suddenly, slamming down three rare red-glowing cards.

			Lira absentmindedly set down three more, the stats already having formed in her mind, the win instantaneous. “Apologies, Gil.”

			Gilly howled a round of fresh curses, and Breck silently shook her head, finally giving up on censoring the young gunner’s language.

			They played three more rounds, and soon Lira lost herself in the laughter of her friends, the swift dealing of cards from her fingertips, the revel in each and every win.

			It wasn’t until she heard the knock on the door and turned to see Alfie walk in that the terrified ache returned to her chest. And a sudden smell came along with it, pungent and horrid enough to make her eyes water.

			Gilly jumped up off the cot, her cards scattering to the floor, their light winking out. “How did you escape?”

			Breck’s head whipped to her. “What are you talking about, Gil?”

			Alfie glided over silently, his head tilted to the side. The smell arrived in full force with him. “With help from the Marauder’s Artificial Intelligence system, I was able to unscrew the bolts on the waste bay’s door to remove myself from the room. It would be most appreciated if you would remove further attacks on me from your in-flight agenda. It is in the best interest of your mission.”

			Lira sat there, trying to make sense of what had just happened. Then a large bark sounded from across the room as Breck doubled over laughing. “Gilly, you beautiful little demon. You actually did it! You locked him in the waste bay!”

			Gilly smiled smugly and crossed her arms.

			Then a thought came to Lira. “Alfie, did you rebolt the door to the waste bay?”

			Alfie cocked his oval head. Lira could see the gears moving in his body, as if he was deeply pondering her question.

			“No, I did not reassemble the door. The mechanic bots should be reassembling it now.”

			The three girls let out an exasperated moan.

			“Alfie, you idiot,” Gilly groaned. “We don’t have mechanic bots on this ship.”

			Lira bent over and nearly gagged from the smell.

			Before they could let all hell loose on Alfie, the ship’s cool female voice spoke over their heads.

			“Incoming message for Lira Mette.” After a moment, Memory added, “Hello, Alfie.”

			Alfie glanced up. “Memory’s voice is very enticing to my inner programming. I should like to converse with her when you are done, Lira Mette.”

			“Oh, Godstars,” Breck said. “Do not tell me our ship is about to hook up with the general’s AI.”

			Lira raced to the opposite wall, tapping a holoscreen embedded into the metal. Seconds passed before the screen lit up and a message blinked into view.

			She could practically feel the tension unwind from her muscles as she turned toward the waiting crew.

			“It’s from Soyina,” Lira said, smiling as she swept past Alfie and out into the hall, where she raced toward the bridge, her fingers already itching to grab the Marauder’s wheel. “Time to go get our girl.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			

			ANDROMA

			“ANDROMA! OH, GODSTARS, WAKE UP!”

			She was lying in the darkness beside a burning ship. Her father’s voice called to her, muffled as if he were underwater.

			His hands gripped her face, and they were warm against the frigid night.

			She wanted to keep sleeping, but the voice was desperate. A pleading, almost ruthless thing that begged her to wake.

			* * *

			Andi opened her eyes and gasped.

			Cold. It was so cold.

			Dex hovered over her, his hands on either side of her face. “You’re alive,” he choked out. His breath slipped away from him in a thick cloud. His eyes were wide. Terrified, as if he’d been staring at her corpse. “I didn’t know if… I couldn’t live if you were…”

			Shock overwhelmed her, and she struggled to keep the panic at bay. Her chest ached as if she’d been shot, each breath threatening to snap her apart. She tried to gasp in air, but there was a weight on her chest.

			“Can you breathe?” Dex asked. “Stay with me, Androma!”

			He began to pull something heavy off her. It felt as if he’d pulled a boulder from her chest.

			She gasped in a breath and realized, with horror, what had been on top of her.

			A corpse.

			Now when she breathed, she felt the cold press of something beneath her, like an uneven carpet. Slowly, with the rational side of her mind—the part that had been honed by years in military school and then, later, life on the Marauder with the girls—she gained control of her thoughts.

			Assess the situation. Remember to breathe.

			But Godstars…the smell. Andi choked on it. She looked left and right. Corpses, all around her.

			She gasped in another breath. The weight of death and the pressing odor of decay were everywhere, filling the small transport ship they were in. Stiff, frozen fingertips pressed in between her shoulder blades. She felt the sharp prod of a bare foot leaning up against her knees. And finally, a woman’s hairless head, her four eyes wide and unblinking as Andi turned her face to get a closer look at her surroundings.

			“Get me out.” Andi gasped again. In her mind, all she could see was Kalee, dead beside her in the transport ship, eyes closed, blood everywhere. “Get me out!”

			Dex pulled and shoved and finally, finally, she was free.

			He wrapped his arms around her and they practically tumbled backward. Together, Dex’s arms still around her, they sank back against a metal wall, the corpses near their toes looking as if they were trying to pull them back into the pile with dead, frigid fingers.

			“What the hell happened?” Andi asked through her teeth.

			“Soyina shot us,” Dex said. “She actually shot us.”

			He was still holding her. Andi knew she should pull away, but he was so warm and the transport was so damned cold.

			Finally, after she stopped shivering, Andi removed herself from Dex’s grasp and turned to look at their surroundings.

			Low, rounded metal ceilings seemed to press in on her from overhead, the walls equally claustrophobic. There was a single door across the small space, and as Andi breathed in again and quivered from the putrid stench, she felt a rumble beneath her.

			It was the unmistakable feeling of a ship’s engine roaring as a pilot, likely behind that closed door, accelerated. Her body swayed with the motion, which meant the ship was small.

			The memories clicked into place. Soyina, that sneaky fiend.

			Andi could still see the way the Revivalist had leveled a gun at them in their final moments inside Lunamere, still feel the pain that had bloomed across her body. Then darkness. A space as empty and unknown as a black hole. Soyina had made good on her promise to get them out of Lunamere, that much was true. But Andi had never imagined it like this, on a transport ship designed to cart dead bodies from Lunamere to the Junkyard, out past Dark Matter, where dead ships and even deader people swam endlessly through the starless sky.

			Andi lurched to the right, and a wave of nausea hit her along with the scent.

			She wouldn’t vomit.

			The Bloody Baroness did not vomit.

			Andi took another gasping breath, forced her body upright and promptly loosed the contents of her stomach.

			Into Dex’s lap.

			His mouth opened and closed as he stared at the mess.

			Then, incredibly, he laughed. For a moment, she thought he’d lost his mind. But then the chaos of the past job and the realization that they had escaped Lunamere and lived to tell the tale swept over Andi.

			She laughed with him. When she could laugh no more, she got a good look at him for the first time in the dim emergency exit light above their heads.

			Beneath her sick mess, he was covered in dried blood that stained his black suit. A green-and-yellow bruise had spread across his forehead, as if he’d been smacked with a hammer the size of a fist.

			She’d seen bruises like this before, from Gilly’s double-triggered gun. A stunner bullet, meant to incapacitate, but not kill.

			Soyina, Andi thought again. She was devilishly smart, capable of completing their mission while saving herself at the same time. But this certainly hadn’t been part of the plan. And what if Soyina’s bullets hadn’t been stunners?

			Black holes ablaze.

			Death had never felt so close.

			“We actually did it,” Andi said. “We actually made it out.”

			Then her heart lurched against her chest.

			Valen.

			Andi turned, staring across the lumpy space, wide enough to fit thirty dead in a row.

			“Help me find him,” she demanded. “Help me find Valen!” When Dex didn’t move, Andi cursed and began to dig through the cold dead on her own, swearing to the stars that if she’d screwed this up after all they’d gone through, after all the lives she’d stolen…

			There. Across the pile at the opposite end of the transport, lying facedown, his shredded back open and bare. Andi crawled toward him, ignoring the disgust roiling in her gut, the feeling of wrongness spreading through her as her hands pressed down against frozen, scarred skin.

			He was cold when she reached him, but his pulse was there. A delicate flutter. Dex finally joined her, and together they heaved him over onto his side, careful not to touch the lacerations on his back. The wounds looked like sharp claws had shredded his skin, allowed it to heal and shredded it all over again.

			Andi’s gaze traveled to Valen’s face.

			It was the first time she’d truly been able to stop and look at him, to study the way his features had changed in some places and stayed the same in others.

			His hair was shorn near the scalp, but she recognized the dark mahogany color he’d had years ago. His cheeks were shallow, the bones protruding at sharp angles. And his lips, once full, were colorless and empty.

			“It’s a wonder he’s not dead,” Dex said.

			Andi found herself unable to respond. Staring at him was like staring at her past. But saving Valen—her one chance at redemption—hadn’t changed the emptiness she still felt inside.

			The void was still there.

			Seeing Valen had simply opened it up, and now it threatened to suck her back in.

			“How long have we been out?” Andi asked.

			Dex shrugged. “Not sure. I woke up and then I saw you and…”

			She couldn’t forget the haunted look in his eyes when he woke her.

			Soyina’s voice echoed in her mind. We didn’t, you know. Your comrade wanted to whine like a baby about his feelings for you.

			But Dex wasn’t allowed to have feelings. He wasn’t allowed to look at Andi the way he had a few moments ago, wasn’t allowed to hold her face as if he were cradling the world in his hands.

			Andi dismissed those thoughts. He’d been shocked. He’d thought his partner was dead. Of course he’d been concerned.

			“Lira’s probably wearing a hole in the floorboards of my ship with her pacing.”

			Dex raised a single brow. “My ship.”

			She didn’t argue this time, knowing in her heart that she’d already won the fight long ago. With effort, Andi tore her eyes away from Valen. The job wasn’t done. She wouldn’t relax until they were back on her ship, reunited with her crew and had Valen taken to the med bay, where Alfie could get to work on healing him.

			Plus, the smell was starting to get worse.

			Asking for Dex’s help wasn’t one of her favorite things, especially after he’d just seen her lose control upon waking. But she knew he was the only way they’d be getting out of this damned transport before it emptied them out into the Junkyard.

			“Dex.” She said his name like a sigh, hating the way it felt so familiar on her tongue.

			They were too close together. Too alone, despite the corpses and Valen’s unconscious form beside them.

			“Androma,” Dex replied, inclining his head.

			“Do you remember the night you bypassed the locks on my door in your old Junker ship?”

			“How could I ever forget?” Dex’s eyes glittered like stardust. “Your nightgown was—”

			“Not a point of discussion right now,” Andi hissed, cutting him off. There was the old familiar annoyance. She sighed. “Can you do it again? To that door?”

			He glanced past her shoulder, his eyes sparkling with a different sort of mischief as he nodded.

			“Good,” Andi said. She looked down at her boots and began to remove their laces. They were strong and sturdy, luckily not frayed from the fight in Lunamere. “Then do it now.” She coiled the bootlaces around her fists, then pulled them taut. The strands sang with a satisfying twang.

			“Are you going to kill me with your shoelaces, Baroness?” Dex asked.

			Andi looked at Valen’s sleeping form, begging the Godstars to keep him breathing until they got him to the safety of the Marauder.

			“No,” she said as she began to crawl back across the bodies. “But I am going to take care of the pilot once you get us through that door. And then you are going to fly us back to my ship.”

			“Not you?” He raised a brow at her. “After all the fear you’ve instilled in others, you’re still too afraid to fly a—”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Andi spat out.

			“Does your crew know?”

			Andi was silent, and he smiled like he knew her secret.

			Like he’d very much enjoy keeping it for himself.

			* * *

			Five minutes later, Andi sat in the copilot’s seat, a fresh corpse tossed in the pile behind the open door. Another tally, another face to haunt her. Dex took the throttle and angled the transport toward home—the glass starship that sat waiting like a gem in the starlit sky.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			

			DEX

			DEX’S SENSES WERE being wrongfully assaulted.

			The mystery of the missing AI had finally been solved, leaving an unhinged waste bay door in its place, and now the scent of unmentionable things had begun to swim its way through every deck of the ship, rivaling the smell of the corpses. To add insult to injury, Andi’s crew of she-devils hadn’t stopped following her around since they’d nearly crash-landed in the Marauder’s small docking tunnel.

			Their voices were like gunshots to his head.

			The little fire-haired gunner had wanted to know if the blood on Andi belonged to her or some “now-ball-less bastard,” to which the giantess had responded, Of course it’s not hers, Gil. And don’t say bastard. Say prick. Are you hungry, Andi? All of which was followed by the Adhiran pilot circling Andi like a bird of prey, pecking at her cuts and bruises, then throwing icy glares in Dex’s direction, as if he had been the one to give them to her.

			“This,” Dex said as he sat in the med bay, letting the AI fawn over his own cuts and bruises, “is my own personal version of hell.”

			“You may experience some pain,” Alfie said, tugging a little too hard on a fresh line of stitches on Dex’s brow, only adding to the already planets-wide list of things he wanted to drink himself into forgetting tonight.

			Andi glowered at him from the table next to his, then resumed whispering to her crew. She’d refused Alfie’s help and given Dex a dismissive wave of her hand as thanks for helping her haul Valen’s body into the med bay.

			And hadn’t said a word to him since.

			It was so purely Androma to be as cold as a Soleran day, and that ounce of normalcy took a bit of the tension from Dex’s shoulders as he quickly thanked Alfie for his stitches, then slid down from the table.

			“I’m going to check in with the general,” Dex announced.

			Alfie turned back to Valen, who still lay unconscious on the table in the center of the med bay, eyes closed and bruises deepening in the bright white light. The crew didn’t even lift their heads to acknowledge Dex, save for the littlest one, who quickly lifted two fingers in his direction, a Tenebran signal for him to go screw himself.

			He sighed, working his sore jaw back and forth as he headed for the exit. The cool metal doors slid open, then closed shut behind him.

			Silence. It was so immediate, Dex almost wept with relief. For years, he’d been on his own, doing things his way. Keeping every reward for himself. Working with a crew, especially Androma’s, was almost more than Dex could take sometimes.

			“Krevs, Dex,” he told himself. “So many Krevs you could drown in them, and the glory of becoming reinstated as a Guardian.” He enjoyed being a rogue bounty hunter. It made quick money, but his whole life leading up to the moment he met Andi had been devoted to Guardianship over Mirabel. Now he had a chance to get the status he’d lost back, and he’d taken it. He had his last bounty in hand, and both the Krevs and his title were so close, he could hardly contain his triumph.

			He actually smiled as he made his way through the narrow hallway, then hauled himself up the ladder and onto the level above. His muscles cursed him for the effort.

			Dex passed through another narrow hallway, heading toward the meeting room. There were drawings tacked to the walls, mostly stick figures with heads blown apart, little red dots in the background that he assumed were splatters of blood.

			He’d have to keep an eye on the smallest Marauder. And sleep with his pistol in his hand. And booby-trap his door with a paralytic fog. And not wander into dark corners where she might be waiting.

			Dex entered the meeting room and slumped into the chair at the head of the table, trying not to grimace as he realized his old prized seat no longer conformed to his body the way it used to. How he felt out of place in what had once been his home.

			He scooped up the Com Box and, with a sigh and a hell of a lot of reluctance, hit Send on the call.

			General Cortas picked up immediately.

			“It’s the middle of the night, bounty hunter.” His face, projected on the wall across from Dex, seemed to have produced more wrinkles since the last time they’d spoken. Why he didn’t take advantage of Arcardius’s facial rejuvenation procedures, Dex didn’t know. “This had better be urgent.”

			Dex leaned back in his seat and crossed his tattooed arms over his chest. The white constellation of The Foxling seemed to peer up at him. “Hello, General. I’m alive and well. Thank you for asking.”

			General Cortas was lying in a plush golden bed. Beside him, Dex could just make out the shadowy form of his wife. “My son,” the general said without skipping a beat. His graying hair was mussed from sleep. “Do you have him?”

			Offscreen, his wife asked, “Is Valen safe? Is he coming home?”

			Dex took his time responding, relishing in the fact that, if only for a moment, the tables had turned. Now the general was at his mercy.

			“Speak, bounty hunter,” General Cortas said, “or I’ll make sure I cut your funds in half.”

			Not quite turned, then, Dex thought. “We have him,” he said. He picked at a fleck of dried blood on his forearm. “He’s alive but not well.”

			His wife burst into tears. Dex waited a moment while the general calmed her.

			“Details,” General Cortas said when he turned back to the camera. He glanced sideways at his weeping wife. “Keep them delicate.”

			Dex nodded. “It seems they had…less than pleasant ways of garnering information from him, all this time in Lunamere.” The general’s face twitched, but Dex went on. “He’s under Alfie’s watch right now. The AI has assured me, many times, that Valen’s health is of the highest priority.”

			“Good,” the general said. Already, he was raising a hand, snapping his fingers at some hidden attendant just offscreen. The red-and-blue lights of a servant droid flashed as General Cortas addressed it. “Send a message to my office. Let them know that my team has rescued Valen. Begin preparations for his return at once.”

			“We lost several hours in Lunamere,” Dex interrupted. “A few unforeseen problems, but we’re estimating no less than a day’s delay in returning him to you.”

			“Make up the time,” General Cortas said, his pale eyebrows knitting closer together, “and I’ll add to your pay.”

			Dex nodded. “I’ll do my best. If you’d hired me alone…”

			“If I’d hired you alone, your head would be stuck on a spike in the darkest corner of Lunamere. I was right to bring in the Bloody Baroness.” The general’s voice turned acidic when he spoke of Andi. “Keep an eye on my son, bounty hunter. Don’t leave him alone with that girl for a second. His safety is of the utmost importance.”

			Dex nodded again. “As you wish, General.”

			“I don’t need to remind you,” the general added, leaning closer to the camera, “of your fate, should you fail to deliver him safely back to me?”

			“I remember quite well.”

			“Very good.” General Cortas lifted a hand to hover near the screen. “Don’t signal me again on this line. I don’t want Xen Ptera picking up on any transmissions.”

			“Don’t you want to see him before you go?” Dex offered.

			The general froze, his eyes taking on a strange haze. “I’ll see him when he’s safely home. Remember who you are, Arez. Remember that you’re nothing without me.”

			With that, he tapped the screen. It faded to darkness.

			Dex took a moment to gather himself.

			Then he rose, remembering Androma’s promise to him back in Lunamere.

			His heart in his throat, he slipped back out into the halls of the Marauder, walked the familiar path to his old quarters and stopped before the closed door.

			Classical music spilled out from inside.

			He sighed as he imagined her in there, alone, facing the ghosts of every man and woman she’d killed over the past several days.

			He knocked. He knew she wouldn’t answer, even if the music hadn’t drowned out the sound.

			But it was now or never, he supposed.

			With a deep breath, Dex opened the door of the captain’s quarters and slipped inside.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			

			ANDROMA

			THE DEAD WERE watching her dance.

			Andi closed her eyes tighter, willing them away. Though she sat in the darkness of her captain’s quarters on the Marauder, classical music blaring over the loudspeakers, her mind and her body were light-years away.

			Arcardius. A planet adorned with glass that she had once called home.

			She spun on the stage of the Academy, the domed ceiling overhead speckled with lights in the shape of Arcardian bursting stars. The seats that overlooked the stage were filled, though not with the living.

			They were filled with the dead.

			Her victims watched as Andi took the stage. As the music began, gentle at first, the tinkle of bells. Then a great swell of cymbals, and she took flight. Her body was a vessel, a conduit through which she allowed the music to move.

			Her arms extended. Her toes rose to a point, and she spun, round and round, a planet in orbit.

			When she opened her eyes, she saw the first man rise from his seat.

			Blood pooled from a slit across his throat, red like a smile. Staining the Arcardian Patrolmen badge on his chest.

			“I’m sorry,” Andi said. “I’m so sorry.”

			He didn’t speak. The dead never did, and so she extended her hand to him. He took it in his featherlight grip, and together, they danced.

			Round and round, they spun, gliding across the stage as weightless as two ghosts in the night. As they danced, Andi forced herself to look at him. Through the blood, through the mask of horror that he’d held in his final moments as he died by her swords, she saw the man she’d murdered.

			He was a human being. A man who had lived and breathed and loved and hated, a man she’d killed in cold blood. She’d done it because he would have done the same to her. Because if she hadn’t, she would have died.

			As they danced, she forced herself to look at every detail of his face. The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, the way his skin was tanned, as if he’d recently spent time outdoors beneath the blazing sun. A soldier training for a mission he knew was soon to come.

			He couldn’t have known he would die by the hand of the Bloody Baroness on board the Marauder as his borrowed commander, a bounty hunter with eyes that pierced, urged him to take his enemy down.

			Tears streaked down Andi’s cheeks, pulling her from the vision she’d created so clearly in her mind. The music grew louder, silencing her tears. She closed her eyes and forced herself back into her mind. She owed this to the dead. This pain, this dance, this time where she gave herself fully to their memory.

			The next corpse stepped onto the stage.

			This one was a woman, a guard she’d silenced in Lunamere. As they joined hands and spun in time with the sorrowful strings, Andi saw that the woman was young. She had tired eyes in a thin face. As if she hadn’t slept, hadn’t had a full meal, in days.

			“I’m so sorry,” Andi said to her.

			The woman simply danced, on and on, until her form faded like mist.

			Another of the dead took her place.

			They danced, cold palms pressed to Andi’s warm ones. Bodies intertwining like vines that twisted together and then came apart.

			Andi danced until she’d remembered them all. Every last person she’d killed, every beating heart she’d stopped too soon. It didn’t matter that they were her enemies. It didn’t matter that in those final moments, Andi had allowed herself to make a choice.

			To cross the line she’d drawn for herself. Deal out death to another, or die.

			She danced in her mind until her tears had run dry. She danced until the audience was nearly empty. Until the lights of the stage had begun to grow dim, as if the stars overhead were falling into a restful sleep.

			Only a single form remained in the audience now. Andi turned to face her as the figure stood. She was dressed in a shimmering blue gown that swirled around her ankles like fragments of cloud. It had always been her favorite, had made her smile and feel, for a time, like a queen.

			Her pale hair, matted to her skull on one side, had turned red from fresh blood. Her eyes were closed as she stood at the base of the stage, unmoving.

			Every time, no matter the dance, no matter how many deaths Andi had to remember, this girl appeared.

			“Kalee,” Andi said. “Wake up.”

			The girl did not move, did not open her eyes.

			Andi tried to reach her, but the stage had morphed into something smaller, the space tightening, the walls closing in until she was seated in the captain’s chair of a transport ship, fire blazing, smoke clouding her lungs.

			“WAKE UP!” Andi screamed.

			The transport creaked. Groaned, as the fire licked closer and closer.

			Heat had begun to bloom across Andi’s wrists. Pain that throbbed and screamed and begged for her attention, but she could not give it.

			Because Kalee was dead.

			Tears pooled in Andi’s vision, and she reached out a final time, desperate to save her charge.

			Something touched her from behind.

			She slipped from the vision like water through fingertips, and turned around to see him standing there, bathed in the starlight that glowed through the glass wall of Andi’s quarters.

			“You promised me a conversation,” Dex said. She could scarcely hear him over the music still playing. Over the echo of her own screams, still haunting her from her vision.

			Wet tears still streaming down her cheeks, Andi nodded.

			Dex sat beside her on the floor of her quarters. “Whenever you’re ready,” he said. He knew her routine. She had done it since the very first night they’d shared together. Different places, different times, but the motions were always the same.

			Wrapped up in the music, they sat until the song ended. Silence swept over them, thick and uncomfortable and still, but familiar. Like a long-unseen friend returning home.

			“Go ahead, Dex,” Andi said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			

			ANDROMA

			“DANCING WITH THE dead again?” Dex asked.

			“Some habits aren’t meant to change,” Andi said.

			She turned to face him. Alone in her private quarters, his presence felt too large. Too real, after all they’d just shared in Lunamere. Old memories of the two of them, once lovers who had shared this very room, began to take shape.

			I love you, Androma, Dex had said. He’d picked her up, carried her to the small cot in the corner of the room. In between kisses, he’d looked at her like she was sunlight in the darkness.

			Three days later, he’d sold her to the Patrolmen for her crimes.

			Andi silenced her mind. She would not allow the memories in. Not now, when she already felt so weak.

			Dex had showered, finally, the dried blood and vomit washed away, the collar of his shirt open to reveal the scar she’d once given him. The bruise from Soyina’s stun shot had darkened on his forehead. Even now, the one on her chest throbbed.

			“I still can’t believe she shot us,” Dex said, noticing Andi’s stare. He placed a hand to his bruise and winced. He swallowed and looked at her directly. “When…when I saw you in that pile of bodies, Andi…”

			“I promised you five minutes,” Andi said, cutting him off. “You said you wanted to talk about the past. Let’s talk about it.”

			His lips parted slightly. Then he closed them and looked away, hesitating before he spoke.

			“I’ve run through this conversation in my mind a million times. And now that we’re actually together, I’m not sure where to begin.”

			“How about this?” Andi asked. The weakness from her dancing visions, the pain of facing her ghosts, suddenly faded. Acid took its place. “You betrayed me,” she said. She got to her feet, suddenly unable to sit still. “You knew I was facing a death sentence back on Arcardius. You left me in the hands of those who would give me that death, all for a few Krevs!”

			The words were out.

			She’d told the girls about the horrific fate Dex had left her to, but never, in the years they’d spent apart, had she imagined seeing him alive and saying it to his face.

			It was so absurd, and he was so silent that she threw her head back and laughed. He flinched as if she’d hit him. “Oh, Dextro,” Andi said, stepping closer to him as he got to his feet. “Don’t tell me you thought, just because we managed to do a job together without killing each other, that I’d forgiven you? Let me remind you that this job wasn’t my choice. I took it only because you forced me to, by teaming up with that devil of a man!”

			“If you only knew the full story—” Dex began, but Andi didn’t want to listen. She was so angry, but hidden behind that rage was pure pain. It was so raw it made her want to burst. Had he ever thought about the pain he’d caused her? Had he ever imagined himself in her place, betrayed by the one who’d sworn her his love and facing the death she’d spent so many years running from?

			“I loved you!” she yelled. Her voice cracked on those horrid words, but she kept going, unable to stop. “I loved you, and you threw me away like some common whore!”

			Her heart beat so fast she thought it would explode.

			He took a step backward, as if he’d been shoved.

			“You have to listen to me, Andi,” Dex begged. His dark eyes were wide, his tattooed arms held out, hands pressed pleadingly together before him.

			She hated how handsome he was. Hated the curve of his jaw, the brown of his eyes, the way the starlight spilled across him like a lover’s caress.

			She could scarcely stand to look at him.

			“I don’t have to do anything,” Andi growled.

			She didn’t feel the cool trickle of tears trailing from her eyes, didn’t know there were any tears left to cry until she tasted the saltiness on her lips. She sucked a breath through her gritted teeth. She felt her fists clench, felt the weight of her cuffs begging to swing. To give in to the anger. To sink into that darkness she’d been swallowed by years ago. But as much as she wanted to swing at him, she knew her fists weren’t in control of this fight.

			Her words were.

			She wanted him to hurt. To feel the soul-deep pain, just as she did.

			Physical wounds would heal, but the internal scars never would.

			“Do you not understand?” Andi cried out. He looked broken, his constellation tattoos like cracks across his skin. She wanted to shatter him from the inside out. “You were my whole world. You showed me that I could still be loved. When everyone else—an entire planet full of people—hated me so much they wished me dead, even my own parents…I found you. I started to live again. I started to trust. Then I lost you, too, just like all the others. You turned away, just like they did.”

			She didn’t care that the tears were now flowing freely, spilling across her metal cheekbones to splatter at her feet. They had been pent up for too long. They needed to be released. “You were a coward. A pathetic, Krev-hungry coward. You failed me when you were the only person I thought never would.”

			Her words echoed in the space.

			For a second she thought he would turn and leave, too cowardly to listen.

			Then Dex crossed the room in three strides, so close to her that she could feel his breath on her face. “I turned you in because you were running from the law! You lied to me about your past, Andi. I did nothing that wasn’t expected of me! My duty as a Guardian was to the welfare of the galaxy, not to some runaway Spectre who’d failed her entire planet! You made the choice to fly that transport ship. It was your hands that crashed it. Your failure that killed Kalee! You ran, Androma.” He laughed, then, a short bark that exploded from his chest. “And now look what you’ve become! The Bloody Baroness!”

			“You made me this way,” Andi snarled. “I became a monster of your creation. I killed, and I liked it. And you liked it, too. All those deaths across the galaxy have your name on them, just as much as mine.”

			“You’re blaming me for the murders you’ve committed?” He laughed in her face.

			“‘You’re amazing when you fight, Androma,’” she said, throwing his past words back at him. “‘You’re unstoppable.’ Every time you saw me take someone down, every job I helped you with, you looked at me with pride. With love.”

			They circled each other like predators, blood boiling, bodies shaking with rage as the stars looked on.

			“Did you ever think about my side in all of this, Androma?” Dex’s voice cracked suddenly as he ran his fingers through his dark hair. “You may think you know the whole story, but you are so consumed by hate that you only see yourself.”

			She ran her palm over her face, feeling the chill of her metal cheekbones as she wiped away the tears. “You are such a hypocrite! Did you ever ask for my side of the story?”

			He paused, then said, “Your side of the story doesn’t matter. You sunk a knife into my chest. You stole my ship and left me to die.”

			“And I’d do it again, a thousand times,” Andi growled, stepping closer until they were practically touching, until their furious hearts beat as one.

			She saw tears in his eyes now, as well. Felt his chest rise and fall as sobs overcame him.

			“You are the only woman I have ever loved,” he whispered.

			He stepped away, and the space between them felt as distant as the black sky outside.

			“If you loved me, why did you betray me?” Andi asked in a whisper.

			Dex released a breath. His voice was softer now when he spoke. “There is more to the story than what you think, if you would just listen to me.”

			She shook her head. “Not tonight, Dex.”

			“If not tonight, then when?”

			He was so stubborn it made Andi want to scream.

			“I’ve heard enough.”

			He rushed toward her again, grabbed her hands in his and squeezed them tight. Forced her to look up at him.

			“I didn’t have a choice. When I found out you were a wanted fugitive, I felt like a fool for not realizing it earlier. The way you could fight, the burns on your wrists. How could I not have seen it after the general had blasted your name across the feeds? Godstars, Andi, only a few days had passed when I discovered who you really were, and you’d already wiggled your way into my heart. I was in shock. I knew I had to turn you in, but…I let time go by. I let myself love you, protect you, help you rediscover the strength I always knew you had.”

			“And yet you still turned me in,” she said.

			“They had my father!”

			He barked out the words in one breath. His eyes were wide, like he couldn’t believe he’d actually said them.

			Dex had never spoken about his family before, and she’d never pushed the subject. Just as he’d never pushed her for details about her own past.

			“The Arcardian Patrolmen took him hostage. The general…all who were loyal to him…they were so furious when you escaped Arcardius before your death sentence could be carried out. I was approached by some of his men. They said that if I didn’t lead them to you, my father would be killed. He was just a mechanic. An innocent man! He hadn’t killed like you had, he hadn’t…” Dex took a deep breath. “They gave me a choice, Andi. I could turn in the woman I loved, whom I’d only spent a year of my life with…or I could watch the man who raised me die at their hands.”

			Andi didn’t know what to think, what to believe.

			Dex wiped tears from his cheeks as he sunk to his knees before her.

			Broken.

			Dextro Arez was finally, finally broken. She saw it as plain as day before her, a victory she’d imagined in her heart for years.

			So why didn’t it feel good?

			“When they told me exactly what you had done to Kalee—not only allowing your charge to die on your watch, but the fact that you’d caused it? A part of me—the Guardian part—wanted to turn you in so you could face the traitor’s punishment you deserved.” He looked down at his hands. “But the other part…my heart, Androma, told me that you were only a girl when it happened. A soldier, yes. But so young, with so much responsibility. It was a mistake. No matter how strong the person, everyone makes mistakes.

			“I tried to warn you, so you would at least have a head start. When I left that morning, Andi… Don’t you remember my words?”

			She racked her brain, searching.

			And there it was.

			Dex, leaning against the door frame. He’d been ill all morning, puking up his guts in the sick bay.

			He got dressed slowly and came to sit beside her on the cot, watching her with sadness in his eyes.

			“You know you always have to be on the lookout when I’m gone,” he said. “You know you’re never truly safe in this galaxy.”

			“The Marauder is my home, Dex,” Andi said. “I’m perfectly safe when I’m here.”

			He sighed. “I’d feel better if you kept a weapon on you at all times.” He glanced beneath the cot. “Your stash of knives is freshly sharpened.”

			She’d laughed then and told him he was worrying for no reason. Told him she’d be fine until he came back. That she knew how to take care of herself.

			She’d thought he was just talking nonsense. That he was exhausted and worried for her, because the job he was embarking on would be a longer one than usual.

			“I pleaded with them,” Dex said now. “I begged them to understand that you had made a mistake. You could never return to your home and wasn’t that enough of a punishment? But they wouldn’t listen. They just wanted you, Androma. They wanted General Cortas to have justice. They offered me money and a position as a leading Guardian for Arcardius. They also said they would let my father go. If you had been there, Andi…” He looked down at his boots. “If you had seen the fear on my father’s face in the video they showed me of him, captive and bound in chains…if it were one of your Marauders, and if it were my life or theirs on the line…you would know why I did it.”

			He looked up at her now, his eyes pleading, the emotion so raw on his handsome face.

			“I’m so sorry, Androma,” Dex whispered. “I will never forgive myself for what I did to you.”

			His shoulders slumped.

			In her mind, she saw that final, fleeting moment on the fire moon. The knife in his chest, his shirt blossoming green with his blood.

			She felt the pain of her heart breaking in her chest. The feeling that she could hardly breathe.

			“Andi,” Dex whispered. “Please. Look at me. Tell me we can move past this. We both made mistakes. We both made our choices, and we’ve had to live with them.”

			She turned away from him, unable to look at his face.

			“We can’t ever go back to how it was before,” Dex said. “But…if you’re willing…we could make something new.”

			She didn’t look at him as she said, “Just go, Dex.” Her voice cracked on his name.

			He slipped past her silently and left her room without another word.

			She settled down on the floor again.

			There, alone in her quarters, she picked up her swords and added more tallies, the blades turning slick with the flow of her tears.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			

			KLAREN
Year Twenty-Five

			“LET ME GO,” the queen whispered. “Cyprian…please.”

			In the darkness of her private chambers, lit only by the moonlight, all she could see was the general’s ghostly outline as he stood before her, pressing her up against the wall. His ruffled shirt was half undone. His blue eyes looked like flames trying desperately not to flicker out.

			His hands, curled into fists, were tangled in her hair.

			Wrapped around her throat, as he pressed her harder against the wall.

			“I will kill you,” he growled. “You have…done something…to me…”

			His grip grew tighter. She could hardly breathe. Her vision grew dim. For a moment, panic called her name.

			“Let me go.” She choked out the words, fighting for air.

			Even in her hatred, she made herself reach out and touch him. With trembling hands, she ran her fingers down his back. Felt the shudder race up and down his spine. She dug her fingertips in, pressing so hard she drew blood.

			“Let me go.”

			“Damn it, Klaren!” His entire body shook as he finally released her. “Damn you!”

			He stumbled backward.

			She slipped down the wall, gasping for air. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Cyprian was strong. Stronger than she’d ever anticipated. She hated this fight. Hated the lack of control. The queen looked up, meeting his gaze as he stood across from her, hunched over.

			“What are you doing to me?” he asked, his hands outspread before him, as if he were afraid of them. Afraid of himself. “Every night, I find myself here. You plague my dreams. You come to me in visions. Your name forces itself to my lips when I wake.” He ran a hand across his creased face. “When I am with my wife…I think of you.”

			Two years she’d waited for this. A queen away from her planet, a prisoner deep in the belly of the Cortas lair.

			Two years she’d endured questions from his men, allowed herself to be removed from her quarters and forced to sit in front of a camera. To record videos that were sent across the galaxy to her husband.

			“Tell him to surrender, Klaren,” Cyprian had said. “Tell him to surrender, and you can go free.”

			“Do not surrender,” she’d responded into the camera, using her eyes and her voice as she’d been taught. Knowing her husband would obey her demands. “Do not give in. You can still win this war, my love.”

			The Unified Systems continued to blast Xen Ptera with bombs, spreading more death.

			And so the war had carried on.

			“Tell me!” Cyprian screamed now, in her room. He ran his hands through his thinning hair. The war had changed him, turned him into something fractured. “Tell me what you’ve done to me!”

			The obsession had spread. She could sense it in him, like a disease that festered.

			Even now, as he sank to his knees before her, tears welling in his eyes…

			He couldn’t look away.

			She may have been his prisoner, but he was her toy. A wad of putty to mold and shape to her own liking.

			It was time.

			Time to make her next move.

			All her life, she’d waited for this moment. And so it was with a smile that Klaren looked up, stared into his eyes, and whispered, “It is because you love me.”

			He froze.

			He glared at her, still three steps away, as he got to his feet. “What did you just say to me?”

			The queen swallowed and gathered strength from deep within. She was born to do this. Born to sacrifice herself. Her heart, to the king of Xen Ptera. Her daughter, unplanned, had been sacrificed, too.

			Now, she would willingly give up her body to the cause.

			“You love me, Cyprian,” the queen said, stronger now, as something powerful surged through her. She rose to her feet, using the wall for support, and stepped closer to him. “All these years, you have watched me. You have longed to touch me. To taste me. To make me yours.”

			Her words were poison.

			She, the tipped arrow, aimed for the kill.

			“You will take me as your lover,” the queen whispered. “And you will come to me, night after night. Until you can no longer look upon your wife without wishing to replace her.”

			Her captor glared at her, trembling with a rage that he had been so desperately trying to hide these past two years.

			Tonight, she would win.

			“I…love…you?” he said, through gritted teeth.

			A question, still.

			She must try harder.

			“You love me, Cyprian Cortas,” she whispered, putting everything she had into her words. Stepping forward until her breath was on his lips. Until her chest pressed against his, and she grasped his hands, guiding them around to the lowest part of her back. “You love me, and you will make me yours tonight.”

			“I…love you,” he whispered.

			“Again,” she said. “Say it again.”

			His eyes met hers. “I love you, Klaren.”

			She took his hands, lifted them to the front ties of her thin gown.

			“Then show me.”

			A growl rumbled from his lips as pressed himself against her.

			“I love you,” he said again.

			This time, she knew it had worked.

			He meant it.

			They spent the rest of the night together, tangled in the sheets.

			Tangled in her lies.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

			

			ANDROMA

			“IT’S A MASTERPIECE, really,” Gilly said as she sat with her chin resting on her folded hands, examining Valen’s lacerated back.

			“A masterpiece if you’re someone like Soyina,” Lira said. “We’ll likely never see her again, especially if Nor catches wind of her helping us.”

			“Soyina enjoys delivering pain,” Gilly commented from across the med table. “Right, Andi?”

			“What?” Andi looked up to see the two girls watching her.

			“Still considering whether or not to kill Dextro?” Lira asked.

			The girls, apparently, had heard the entire explosive fight go down. Andi’s and Dex’s screams could be heard echoing through the halls of the ship. They had found Andi afterward, when she’d emerged from her quarters. The tears had dried, and the girls spent time sitting with her in silence.

			No music, no laughter. Just a few moments of quiet that allowed her mind to reset.

			Now, a few hours later, her mood had improved. Her thoughts were still muddled, her emotions were still raw, but her body felt strangely lighter. As if hearing the truth from Dex, whether she had wanted to or not, had lifted a weight from her shoulders that she’d carried for years.

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” Andi said with a heavy sigh.

			Lira watched her closely. “Later,” she said. “Otherwise, it will consume you.”

			Andi nodded, knowing Lira—as always—was right. She leaned back in her chair, wincing as the pain in her chest flared up. “That damned stunner.”

			Lira practically growled beside her. “The next job you go on will be with us watching your back.” She sighed and ran a hand across her hairless head. “If I ever see that Revivalist again, I will personally deliver my own special dose of pain, and we’ll see how she enjoys it.”

			Andi smiled, despite the ache still pulsing in her chest. “I don’t doubt that you will.”

			“Did she really shoot you?” Gilly asked. “Dex, too?” Andi nodded, and the gunner’s eyes widened. “I can’t believe I didn’t get to meet her. Can she really bring people back to life?”

			Andi shrugged. “She claims she’s capable of that.”

			The med bay door slid open with a cool hiss, and Breck stomped in. “Ladies,” she said impatiently, tucking her hair behind her ears. “I’m not interested in dining alone with Dextro tonight. We have a ship stocked with actual edible food since taking on this job. Come enjoy it with us.”

			Gilly and Lira stood from their places on either side of Valen, but Andi stayed put, unwilling to move.

			She’d helped Alfie clean his wounds, the blood-soaked rags now piled high in the corner of the small white room. Vials of his blood, freshly drawn by Alfie, were sitting in a testing box beside the rags. The AI wanted to ensure Valen hadn’t picked up any diseases or been injected with any strange pathogens during his time in Lunamere.

			Valen’s back looked cleaner, but by no means was it in better shape. It made her ache just to look at it, imagining the lash of the electric whips that caused it, ripping and shredding and burning.

			“Andi?” Lira’s voice drew Andi’s attention back to her crew.

			She looked away from Valen to smile softly at the three of them. Gilly was standing on tiptoe, still trying her best to get a good look at Valen’s wounds. Andi waved a hand, which, she noted, was still covered in remnants of the battle waged in Lunamere. “Go on without me. I’m going to stay. Someone should be here with him when he wakes.”

			Breck shrugged and pulled Gilly along with her, but Lira stopped for a moment.

			“There’s a fissure in you. I can sense it even from here.” Lira loosed a gentle sigh before explaining her words. But when she did, they sunk like a rock into Andi’s gut. “Sooner or later, you’re going to have to choose between forgiveness or hate. And you and I both know which one is harder to live with.”

			She didn’t wait for Andi to answer. She simply turned, graceful as a bird, and left the room.

			* * *

			Andi waited by Valen’s side all night, unsure of why she stayed.

			Unsure of why she couldn’t look away from the lashes on his back that crisscrossed his skin like ribbons, or the bruises blooming across his pale skin like paint.

			Valen Cortas had never been Andi’s favorite person. She’d hardly known him in her old life. He’d been strange and silent and always seemed to be watching with eyes a little too interested in keeping track of her.

			But he was a Cortas.

			He was a piece of Kalee.

			And seeing him here reminded Andi of what could have been. Not if she’d stayed and faced the punishment of her trial, but before all of that. Before the night that changed everything. If she hadn’t taken the throttle of the transport ship in her hands, or gunned the engine a little too hard, or looked away for too long to laugh at what Kalee had said…

			She could still remember the exact moment of impact. The horrible, mind-melting screech of metal against rock.

			She could still remember those few strange, weightless seconds in between the stolen ship’s engine cutting off and the transport wing clipping the side of a floating mountain. The crash as the ship hit the ground. The hot flames of the burning engine, and the sound of Kalee gasping for life, sticky wet blood dripping onto Andi’s hands as she pressed and pressed and tried like hell to staunch the flow.

			“It hurts,” Kalee had whispered, but the words came out all wrong. The voice wasn’t hers, and the rattling cough that followed made her lips too red, as blood trickled from them and her eyes closed…

			Andi stood up.

			This was a mission, like any other. Even if it was Valen Cortas. She owed him nothing—not her life or her emotions or the time she could have been spending now, sharing a meal and stories of Lunamere with her crew.

			She paced, focusing instead on the pain in her muscles, the screaming knife wound in her shoulder that she still hadn’t allowed Alfie to patch up.

			Pain was her anchor.

			It was the only true thing in life that never lied or cheated. Best of all, if she tried hard enough, she could usually overcome it.

			She wanted to believe Lira was wrong. But Andi knew there were fissures in her soul. She had always thought herself to be a wall as solid as the glass that made up the Marauder. She was the captain. She would not bend, and she sure as hell would never break.

			But today, she had broken. And now she had to find a way to put the pieces back together.

			She was just preparing to leave, to force herself away from Valen’s sleeping form, when a flicker of movement caught her eye.

			His steady breathing had quickened, the burns and scars on his back seeming to squirm with each fast breath. His head was turned to face her, and his cracked lips fluttered like he was trying to form words.

			Andi stepped back to his side, wondering whether she should call on Alfie. But the AI was currently charging back up, plugged in to the ship’s dash a floor above.

			“Valen?” Andi asked. Her voice was a weak whisper.

			She hated the sound of it.

			She almost reached out to touch him when a beep sounded out from the testing box behind her. Andi turned, brow knitting. The small screen on the silver box flashed with an update.

			Abnormal Reading. Seek further tests.

			Alfie had been right. She wasn’t entirely surprised, judging by the conditions inside Lunamere. She turned back to look at Valen, wondering what lurked beneath the surface of his skin.

			His breathing had quickened again. His hands, which had been lying still at his sides, began to curl into fists.

			“Valen. You’re safe,” Andi said, feeling like a fool with each word she spoke, unsure of whether he could even hear her. “You’re not in Lunamere anymore. We’re taking you back to your father, back to…”

			His eyes flew open and locked on hers.

			“Valen?” Andi asked.

			One moment he was stone still. The next, Valen’s hand shot out, ice-cold fingertips gripping the stained fabric of Andi’s bodysuit.

			She backed away, but he pulled with a strength he hadn’t possessed before, keeping her in place.

			He tugged her closer, hazel eyes wide and haunted. His voice was raw and ragged as a demon’s when he choked out two harsh words.

			“Kill…me.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

			

			ANDROMA

			“SO YOU’RE SAYING our cargo is a mutant.”

			A shirtless Dex lounged like a lazy cat on the floor of the main deck of the Marauder, his lithe muscles out on display. His legs were draped over the edge of the couch Andi was sitting on, and beside him, Gilly sat cross-legged, focused intently on painting his fingernails red.

			“Stop moving,” Gilly commanded. “You’ll smudge it.”

			Dex chuckled and promptly stilled his hands. Seeming pleased, Gilly hefted the tiny nail brush like a weapon, whistling softly as she painted away.

			The soles of Dex’s filthy boots grazed Andi’s thigh as he shifted.

			She swatted them away and threw him an icy glare.

			Apparently, her youngest gunner had fully succumbed to Dex’s charms, but Andi wasn’t ready to let go of the past just yet. Everyone, in fact, was acting far too normal around him as they enjoyed this rare time of relaxation while the ship was on autopilot toward Arcardius.

			“Valen is no different than us,” Andi said to Dex, “and he’s not a mutant. And put on a damned shirt. This is a spaceship, not a pleasure palace.”

			“It used to be both.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, then winced as Andi ripped off one of his boots and launched it at his face. Gilly cursed as Dex smudged her handiwork yet again.

			When Andi first got her hands on the ship, the main deck could only have been described as a man cave. Sagging, stolen couches with empty Griss bottles, dirty boots and socks strewn about, a scattered game of Fleet cards from whomever Dex had invited onto his ship and screwed over in days past.

			Since then, it had been transformed.

			It was comfortable and classy, almost all of the furniture Dex had owned had been thrown out and replaced by genuine Adhiran cowhide couches, purchased after the girls took on their first few well-paying jobs. Gone were Dex’s old messes, and in their place was a bright, airy room that was the most well-used part of the Marauder, save for the bridge.

			Classical music played softly on the ship’s overhead speakers, the deep swell of stringed instruments serenading the crew as they sat together. It was Andi’s favorite music, the kind that didn’t need words to speak to a person’s soul. It was one of the only things she’d brought with her from her past.

			The ship was much better now that she and the girls had placed their mark on it.

			“Looks beautiful,” Dex said, as he looked at his freshly painted nails. “This is definitely my color, kid.”

			Gilly grinned proudly.

			But Andi seethed. He’d stolen her youngest gunner’s heart. Now he’d stolen her trademark red polish, too?

			“I disagree,” Andi said, as she leaned forward and swiped the bottle from Gilly’s hands. “I think black, like his soul, is the better shade. Wouldn’t you agree, Gilly?”

			The girl only shrugged, then leaped up from the couch and joined Breck and Lira at the varillium table nearby.

			The table was shaped like a large oval, and was currently stocked with Gilly’s and Breck’s tools for creating their own Sparks. They sat there now, mulling over their latest creation. Beside them, a metal cabinet was fastened to the wall, which held all of the girls’ playthings, and Lira’s stash of Chew, which Andi not-so-secretly wanted to blast out the airlock.

			Across from the lounge area was the small kitchen, no more than two burners, a rusted sink that needed replacing, a few lockable metal cabinets for food stores and a cooling box for fresh ingredients. Alfie stood over the latter now, digging through its contents, wearing a Kiss the Cook apron that somehow looked strangely fitting on his metallic frame.

			For the past hour, he’d been cataloguing their food stores as they waited for Memory to finish her own secondary diagnostic on Valen’s blood. Every so often, he’d glide over to the crew to spout out the exact nutritional value of each item, then proceed to define each word he’d just said as he dodged the various things Breck threw at him in response.

			“So,” Dex said, nudging Andi with his bare foot. “Who’s in favor of calling the cargo a mutant?”

			“Dex?” Andi glowered at him. “Would you do me the favor of removing your head from your neck?”

			From the chair opposite them, Breck cleared her throat. “I don’t want to get in the middle of this little…battle?” She said it like a question, waving her hand as if swatting away a blood bug. “But unfortunately, I agree with the bounty hunter on this one.”

			“Traitor,” Andi muttered.

			“Apologies,” Breck said back. “But you saw the test results! Abnormal blood, Andi. After spending how many years inside of Lunamere? They probably royally screwed with him in there and caused the abnormality…” She paused, cocking her head and seeming to reconsider her answer. “Actually, that seems more likely than his just being a mutant.”

			Dex groaned as the single person who had been in agreement with him switched sides.

			Lira and Gilly, seated beside Breck, were busy looking over a new set of exploding Sparks Gilly had manufactured herself. The kid had talent, Andi had to admit, though sometimes Gilly’s passion for destruction unnerved her.

			She reminded Andi a little too much of herself.

			“What do you two think?” Andi asked.

			Lira turned one of the Sparks over in her blue hands, scrutinizing it. “I think we should wait for Memory’s further test results to come in before we jump to any illogical conclusions.”

			“Ah-hah!” Alfie’s head emerged from the cooling unit, frost covering the tip of his oval chin. “I have discovered the source of the smell.” He held up a dripping hunk of green meat, then proceeded to march over to the small ejection site and blast it out into space. “The full diagnostic results from Memory will be complete at any moment, Lira Mette. Until then, can I comfort you with a mind-numbing beverage of your choice?”

			Lira ignored Alfie, tapping a space inside the small metal orb and inclining her head to Gilly. “Right here, little one. It needs to have more of a reaction. Add more powder.”

			Gilly twisted her mouth to the side in thought. “My opinion on Valen is that he’s a mutant,” she said, flashing Andi a grin before she turned back to the Spark in progress. “Definitely a mutant.”

			“Ha!” Dex clapped his hands triumphantly.

			Andi sighed and kicked her feet up on the table. “My crew are losing their minds.”

			“We’re not losing anything, just gaining imagination,” Breck said. “It makes life a little more interesting.”

			“As if we need any more of that,” Andi responded under her breath just as Alfie walked over to the table in front of her, swiftly removed her feet from it and tapped on the screen embedded in the top. Once it lit up, he typed in a number of codes.

			“So?” Dex asked, wiggling the toes on his exposed foot. Andi was so close to making him lose a toe or two. Or ten. “What do we have, Alfie?”

			“The tests are providing inconclusive results. I am not certain what to make of this outcome,” Alfie said.

			Well, that wasn’t something you heard every day from a highly advanced AI, especially with Memory’s programming to supplement Alfie’s systems and knowledge base.

			“I will arrange for the great General Cortas’s personal medical team to run more extensive tests on him. We do not have what we need aboard the Marauder.” He glanced up. “That is not to say, my beautiful Memory, that you have not done well.”

			“Did he just call our ship’s system beautiful?” Breck asked.

			Alfie continued on with his explanation. “All I can determine is that Mr. Valen Cortas’s DNA seems to have…changed.”

			“What, like he changed blood type or something?” Andi asked.

			Alfie continued to scroll through a series of coded numbers and symbols. “It is not possible to switch blood types, Androma Racella. I believe that a pathogen is the source of the DNA alteration, though it is not one currently listed in any Mirabel records.” He tapped the screen again. “An anomaly, perhaps. I will continue to screen for further results. Until then, I must alert General Cortas.”

			Andi nodded her head, wishing they had more answers. Wondering what the Xen Pterrans had done to Valen in Lunamere, and to all the other prisoners locked behind bars. Her skin crawled just thinking of it.

			It seemed to be a good enough explanation for Gilly. She jumped to her feet, nearly knocking a Spark over and letting out a devilish cackle.

			“Mutant! I was right.” Her freckled face was so full of excitement, truly showing her young, vivid spirit. It made Andi’s heart warm, seeing the proof that Gilly, contrary to popular belief, still had a soul, tainted as it may be.

			“Maybe you are. Only time will tell, Gil,” Breck said from her chair, a smile softening her face.

			“I will excuse myself now,” Alfie said, removing the apron and hanging it back up on the hook by the kitchen sink. “I have further things to attend to.”

			As he left the main deck, Andi looked around at her team.

			It was still shocking that the lot of them had accomplished a mission where the odds were so stacked against them. The worst was behind them, left to rot in Lunamere. Just another memory to lock inside her head so that she could move forward with the next job, the next payday. That was, of course, if General Cortas kept his word and didn’t choose to damn them to the Pits of Tenebris instead, which were supposed to rival the horrific conditions of Lunamere.

			Even with questions about Valen still floating in her head, and the truth of Dex’s story still sinking in, Andi was somehow able to relax back into the couch. The music had changed to one of her favorite songs, “The Song of the Snow,” an almost mournful piece by a Soleran composer who’d been inspired by the bleak, unceasing winters on the ice planet. As Andi closed her eyes and listened, she finally felt at peace again in the presence of her crew, on the ship she loved so dearly.

			Sleep began to whisper her name.

			“Who wants to play Shadow Chase?” Gilly asked.

			So much for closing her eyes for a moment. Andi sat forward, yawning.

			Breck groaned, but Lira leaped up, excited to join in another one of Gilly’s favorite games.

			“I’ll play,” Dex said. “If you’re prepared to lose horribly.”

			“Gilly doesn’t lose this one,” Breck said. “Ever.”

			“It’s true,” Andi said. “She’ll poison your drink with laxatives the moment you take the lead.”

			Breck muttered something about bad experiences in the background.

			Dex howled with laughter. Andi smiled back, the response instinctive and easy.

			Before she could consider how she felt about that, the ship rumbled beneath her feet.

			Once. Twice.

			Then a horrible lurch threw her from the couch.

			The lights winked off, quickly replaced by the deep bloodred of the emergency systems kicking on.

			“What the hell?” Dex yelped as he scrambled to his feet.

			The room felt like it was falling sideways, as if the Marauder was tipping.

			Memory’s voice came on overhead.

			“Alert. Systems crashing. Alert.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY

			

			NOR

			ALL HER LIFE, Nor had known the pain of The Cataclysm.

			She was only an infant when it began, only eleven years old when it ended.

			A child, turned into an orphan queen overnight.

			She’d seen things no one should ever have to see. Burning bodies falling from the sky as her family’s palace was struck by the debris from hundreds of destroyed ships. Screams rising from the smoke as soldiers from the Unified Systems tore through the streets of Nivia, razing it apart until they broke through the doors of the Solis Palace.

			Nor had been only five years old when she heard her mother’s scream ring out through the palace in the dead of night. The night she was taken from them, stolen by General Cyprian Cortas of Arcardius.

			For six years, she’d felt the emptiness of her mother’s absence. The depression, when her father, a king with a lost queen, tried in vain to rule in the midst of losing a war.

			On the darkest, coldest nights after her mother was kidnapped, Nor used to lie in the bunker of the palace and imagine the face of the Arcardian general. She would imagine the pain she’d someday inflict on him, the deep chasm she’d rip through his heart when she stole everything he’d ever loved.

			It was with great pleasure that she allowed her torturers to harm his son, Valen. For a while, she’d felt that desire for revenge slowly ease. But since the general’s son had escaped, Nor felt empty all over again.

			Alone, just as she’d felt after the Battle of Black Sky, when Nor’s father left her, too, crushed to death in the rubble.

			It was Zahn who had pulled Nor from the ashes of the palace. He’d taken her to Darai, who had raised her to take up her throne and become a mighty, relentless queen.

			He filled her brain with the desire to lead. Not just with her head, but with her entire heart. Body and blood, a head raised high, an iron fist intent on crushing their enemies.

			But now, fifteen years after the fighting had ceased, despite everything she had done, Nor was out of options.

			Or, rather, she thought, as her eyes adjusted to the dim hallways of the Lunamere prison, the best option has only just been revealed.

			The click of her heels and the steps of Zahn beside her were the only source of noise in the corridor. Darai, who was following them, had a way of slinking silently in the shadows. Not even a whisper of his cloak brushing the ground was noticeable.

			Sometimes Nor thought of him as a shadow himself, quiet and hidden.

			They passed a series of closed doors before walking into the observation room. A glass window separated the three of them from the five prisoners cuffed to chairs inside.

			“Queen Nor, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Aclisia said. Her two heads each grinned at Nor, bowing slightly as the queen stopped and pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders against the chill of the prison.

			“We are very pleased with the latest batch of Zenith,” her lead scientist continued. “The test subject’s death was actually quite fortuitous. It showed us an unstable property in the weapon that was previously undetectable.”

			“How did she die?” Nor asked.

			Aclisia’s left head smiled. “Painfully.”

			“Quite a mess,” the right head agreed. “But we are happy to say that we think we have finally perfected the solution.”

			Nor, stone-faced, nodded once.

			The right head continued. “We have handpicked these prisoners to be the first participants in this study. It will be interesting to see if there are any further side effects.”

			The left head nodded in earnest. “We are very confident that this new sample will meet your expectations. If all goes well…this will be the final batch.”

			Aclisia rubbed her hands together, both heads in agreement.

			This was reassuring to Nor, as Aclisia’s two heads were often at odds with each other. As she opened her mouth to order the testing to begin, however, a wad of discolored spit landed on the window in front of her.

			“Scnav!” one of the prisoners growled at her. Nor ignored the slight; she had been called worse names before. Such insults stopped bothering her a long time ago.

			Zahn, however, took a step toward the door that led to the adjoining room, a deadly look on his face. Nor held up a hand to stop him.

			“Enough.”

			Zahn froze, but his eyes were molten with rage. “He has no right to call you such a name,” he said under his breath, but a sharp look from Nor silenced any further commentary.

			She turned to the window, her gaze falling on the prisoner who’d forgotten the meaning of fealty.

			“Aclisia, begin the testing with that one.” She paused, a thought occurring to her. “Can the weapon be activated on any part of the body?”

			“Yes, it can be,” the right head said.

			The left smiled. “As long as it makes contact with living flesh, and can enter the bloodstream, the fun can begin.”

			Nor tilted her head, pinning the prisoner with her gaze.

			“Then we should have a little fun, Aclisia. Let’s see how painful it is when placed in the eyes.”

			She watched as the prisoner’s mutinous expression transformed to one of fear, his body trembling as Aclisia and two guards moved into the room where he sat.

			“Stop. No, stop!” His voice was frantic, and his hatred toward her morphed into a plea for mercy. “Please, I’ll do anything!” He kept yelling as the guards held his squirming body still and a metal instrument was placed on his eyes to hold them open.

			“The lively ones truly are the most captivating,” Aclisia’s left head said.

			Nor watched with equal amounts of amusement and fascination as the glowing silver liquid dripped from the vial, slowly inching its way toward the prisoner’s eyes. The silver liquid was an art form of its own, one that had the ability to enthrall a person or terrify them, depending on how strong their will was.

			As it made contact with his right eye, Aclisia stepped back, the guards still restraining the man. Nor watched with curiosity as the silver bled into his iris like paint dropped into water. The prisoner, pleading forgotten, was back to yelling profanities at her, pain lacing his voice each time he spoke.

			Suddenly, his screams cut off.

			He fell blessedly silent.

			The other four prisoners looked at their fellow inmate, then at Nor, bowing their heads to her. She wasn’t a fool. Their sudden respect was just a facade to save themselves, but it was thrilling to see the power she now held over the people who had spent their entire lives despising her.

			Nor turned to Darai, and he gave her an approving nod.

			“Go on, my queen,” Aclisia’s two heads spoke together. “Test him.”

			Zahn held open the door, his hand lightly brushing Nor’s as she walked past. He and Darai followed her inside, the guards behind them ready with hands on their guns.

			She stepped up to the prisoner. His gaze, once full of hate, was now awed.

			She stopped over him, glancing down her nose the way Darai had taught her, chin still held high.

			“Who do you follow?” she asked him.

			“You, my queen.”

			He lowered his head in an attempt to bow, even with his hands tied. Nor watched as the other prisoners received their own doses of the liquid on their forearms. She saw again, the way it slipped through their skin, leaving no trace of evidence behind.

			Nor waited a moment before asking all of them her most vital questions.

			“Will you fight for me? Die for me? Bow down to me?”

			“Yes, my queen,” the five responded in unison.

			Nor let out a breath.

			Her dream, her mission in life, was on its way to becoming a reality. The weapon was complete, a success fully capable of changing the future of her planet, and that of the entire galaxy.

			She turned to Darai and Zahn with a grin as solid as steel. “My soldiers, it’s time to darken the stars.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

			

			ANDROMA

			“CAN YOU TURN that cursed siren off?” Andi yelled over the ear-splitting noise, running to her captain’s seat on the bridge. Lira was already punching in the override code, blue hands a blur.

			The alarm turned off, leaving the room eerily silent as Lira righted the ship.

			Andi’s stomach swayed as the Marauder leveled out.

			“What the hell’s going on?” Andi asked finally, breaking the silence. She activated her com and signaled to Breck, requesting permission to view her gunner’s feed. She granted the request, and Andi blinked, suddenly seeing through Breck’s eyes.

			Breck was down below, in the med bay. Her large hands and Alfie’s metallic ones were frantically working to strap Valen’s again unconscious form to a table. Gilly and Dex slipped in and out of view as they tried to help.

			“Memory!” Andi barked. “Run a ship-wide diagnostic, now!”

			Silence for a few moments, and then Memory’s mechanical voice filled the bridge.

			“According to assessment, the engine is in meltdown. Please proceed to the nearest landing bay and prepare for engine failure.”

			“Meltdown?” Andi barked. “How in the hell is that even possible? We just got her repaired a few days ago!”

			Lira popped a wad of Chew into her mouth. The scales on her arms began to light up. “It’s possible the fools who repaired her missed something. She’s overheating.” Lira pressed a few more buttons, yanked on a lever and tapped on the screen again. “If we can cool her down, we should be able to make a safe landing. But according to the numbers, with the velocity we’re going at right now—plus our weight—the situation seems rather dire.”

			“Breck,” Andi spoke into the ship’s main com system. “Get down to the engine room and see if you can cool it down.”

			Breck’s voice echoed back in Andi’s ear. “On it!”

			Andi’s stomach swayed again, and Lira gobbled up another wad of Chew. When the Chew came out, it meant the situation needed her full attention.

			Moments later, Breck’s voice came back, nearly hysterical. “Oh, Godstars. Andi. The cooling system is totally blasted. I knew I should have demanded to oversee the repairs.”

			Andi blinked, slipping into Breck’s open feed, viewing the scene through her eyes.

			Smoke billowed through the open hatch. Breck’s hand waved in front of her face, trying to clear a path through the haze. She pointed, leveling her gaze onto the cooling system. All the wires were melted, along with the outer shell.

			“It’s bad, Andi,” Breck said. “Like…‘kill us all’ bad.”

			Andi blinked again, pulling herself out of Breck’s view and back into her own. She cast a glance sideways at Lira, and could tell from her stricken expression that she’d seen Breck’s feed, as well. “How in the hell could that even happen?” Andi asked.

			“Fool mechanics who don’t know how to work on a classic,” Breck growled.

			Lira hissed out a breath. “We have to make an emergency landing. If we leave hyperspace now, the closest system to us is…” She cursed. “Stuna.”

			“Which means we’ll have to land on Adhira,” Andi said.

			Lira nodded, her scales flashing.

			Her past on Adhira, her home planet, was something Lira did not speak of often. But Andi knew—especially judging by her pilot’s rapidly heating scales and the way her fingers gripped the throttle tighter than ever before—that going back home was something Lira definitely didn’t want to do. She’d avoided jobs there for years. But if Lira was openly suggesting they land on Adhira…then the Marauder really must be beyond helping right now.

			“Are you sure about this?” Andi asked, pulling her long hair into a braid.

			Lira’s skin began to smoke, but her voice was calm and even. “I can tap into my connections there. We will have help.”

			“Good help?” Andi asked. “Or bad help?”

			Lira bit her lip. “I am undecided at present. The queen and I have…a bit of a muddled past.”

			Andi groaned. “I guess we’ll find out soon, then.” She reached up and tapped her com. “Ladies…”

			Dex’s voice echoed back into her ear. “And handsome gentleman.”

			The ship rattled, a reminder of how little time they had. She’d kill those pathetic mechanics for this.

			Andi grimaced. “We’re making an emergency landing on Adhira.”

			Gilly’s voice chirped into the com. “But Lira doesn’t want to go there!”

			“This is my order, Gilly!” Andi commanded. “Get to the bridge, now. Alfie, com the general. Tell him to let the queen know we’ll need a quick repair if we’re going to finish this stars-forsaken mission.”

			“Already on it,” Dex said.

			After all they’d gone through to get Valen, things just had to go wrong now. The life of a space pirate, Andi thought to herself.

			She tightened her harness, then sat back and watched as they exited hyperspace in a wounded ship, soaring straight for Adhira, the planet full of color and life.

			Beside her, Lira looked like she would rather die.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

			

			ANDROMA

			THE SIGHT OF Adhira spreading before her should’ve taken Andi’s breath away.

			Instead, she was just hoping she would still be breathing once they landed. The crew’s fate was in Lira’s hands, and Andi could only hope her pilot could keep them from exploding into bits of metal and flesh.

			As they neared the planet, Lira sent a message to the landing dock she’d managed to secure moments ago in the capital of Rhymore. This would be their first time landing on Adhira as a crew, and Andi didn’t think it would bode well for any future visits they might make to the planet if they crashed.

			Especially for Lira, whose scales had already begun to glow to the point of smoking.

			“Those complete airheads,” Lira mumbled as she turned off the com. “They think we have enough power to make it to the landing base, but at this point, the engines are so bad I’m surprised we haven’t lost the oxygen pump yet.”

			“Don’t listen to them—land where you can, and they will come to us,” Andi said, trying to calm her Second. This was the first time Andi had ever seen Lira so close to losing complete control of her emotions, and she knew that it was the impending return to her home planet that was unnerving her so.

			As they entered the atmosphere of Adhira, the ship gave a lurch. Andi definitely did not like the screeching groan the ship made—or the fact that they weren’t slowing down as they should.

			This definitely wasn’t a normal atmospheric entry.

			“Come on, baby,” Andi said, patting the Marauder’s dash as if it would actually listen to her plea.

			“Coming!” an unwelcome voice came from behind her.

			Andi let out an audible groan.

			“Get in a seat, Dextro. Now!”

			“I’m trying to lighten the mood, Androma. We all know Lira is fully capable of handling this situation.”

			“Thanks,” Lira muttered as Dex plopped into one of the chairs behind her, legs sprawled out in front of him like he was about to watch a film. Breck and Gilly rushed in after him, strapping into seats, as well.

			“Where’s Alfie?” Andi asked.

			“Down making sure Valen doesn’t fall off the table,” Gilly said. “Which wouldn’t matter, anyway, since he said there is a 93 percent chance of immediate death or dismemberment upon impact.”

			“Damned artificial lifeforms,” Breck growled.

			Andi turned back around, eyes wide as she took in the oncoming view.

			Below, the Endless Sea appeared, the single ocean on Adhira that made way for the large central land mass, which was scattered with veiny rivers, monstrous trees, red deserts and the central Rhymore mountain.

			Lira’s hands were steady on the controls as she eased the ship the best she could toward the quickly approaching ground. Andi watched as her pilot maneuvered around the massive trees that dotted Adhira’s landscape. They were so tall that they peaked above the clouds, and some even towered higher than the mountain.

			Dex hooted from behind her, as if this was a joy ride instead of a highly dangerous emergency landing that could kill them all.

			Godstars, he was a fool.

			Blocking Dex out, Andi gripped the armrests of her chair and looked out the viewport again, which was now full of trees and utterly devoid of any glimpse of the sky.

			“This had better not scratch my ship!” she yelled, thinking of its already damaged hull.

			“Scratch?” Gilly yelped. “I think we’re in for more than that, Cap!”

			“You want the good news or the bad new first?” Lira asked Andi, teeth gritted, eyes wild as she wove around the worst obstacles in their path.

			“The good news,” Andi said, hoping it outweighed the bad.

			“The good news is that the trees should lessen the impact, and when we come out of the forest, we should be only a few meters from ground level. There is a field up ahead, according to the radar, and at this angle, I’ll be able to manipulate a semicontrolled landing.”

			Andi was momentarily relieved, but tensed again at the ominous expression on Lira’s face.

			“And the bad news?” she asked.

			Her pilot grimaced. “We’ll be landing in one of the clearings that has a major village surrounding it. Even with the trees slowing us down, we’re still gaining too much velocity, meaning we’ll likely plow right into the village.” Her voice caught in her throat, as if she were holding back equal parts terror and nausea. Her hands flew over the controls. “The field isn’t large enough to land in without potential casualties.”

			Andi’s head spun, racing for any idea to grab a hold of. “If the ship was lighter, would we be able to stop in time?”

			There was a pause before Lira responded. Andi could almost see her making the calculations in her head.

			“Yes. But we’d need to lose at least one ton if we want to make a dent in the velocity.”

			A sudden lurch threw Andi forward against her harness as they hit a wicked bout of turbulence. By the time she looked back up, rubbing the back of her now-tender neck, her view was no longer of the catastrophe happening outside, but of a rear end.

			Dex’s rear end.

			“Do you have a death wish, Arez?” Andi yelled, trying to reach the band of his cargo pants to pull him back.

			“No, I’m not hell-bent on destruction like you are, Racella. If you would pull your head out of whatever dark hole you have it in, you would notice that I’m helping you.”

			Before Andi could stop him, he’d slammed his palm against a big, red button and a whooshing sound echoed throughout the ship.

			“Did he just hit the red button?” Gilly screamed.

			“You’re welcome, ladies,” Dex said. “You can thank me later. I just released the escape pods and lessened our load enough for us to stop before we completely annihilate that village with my ship.”

			“My ship!” Andi barked at him.

			“Would the two of you just stop fighting?” Breck howled.

			Lira cursed as the harness strapped across her chest began to melt away beneath the heat of her scales. Already, the suit she wore was turning to cinders. If she didn’t regain control of her emotions, Andi knew she’d lose consciousness.

			“Lira.” Andi tried to sound calm. “You have to breathe. You have to keep yourself present.”

			Her pilot’s brow wrinkled, scales flashing ever brighter. “I will breathe when I see us safely on the ground, Androma.”

			An enormous tree loomed in front of them, and the ship screamed as Lira tilted them sideways to avoid it. Dex toppled into Andi’s lap.

			“Lira!” Andi yelled, shoving Dex away. “Steady us!”

			But the ship was careening even farther, tilting so far to the left that Andi felt as if she’d been turned onto her head.

			With horror, she looked back at Lira, just in time to see her pilot slump forward in her seat, her head lolling against her chest, her scales so bright it was like staring into a purple sun.

			“She’s out!” Andi yelled.

			And they were out of time.

			Every muscle in her body clenched as she saw the rapidly approaching field and village in the distance.

			Memory’s voice spoke, loud and clear, through it all.

			“Prepare for impact in 3, 2, 1…”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

			

			DEX

			DEX DETESTED THE weightless, stomach-dropping sensation of falling from the skies. There was no control, no stopping it.

			The feeling of impact, though, he hated even more. He had just one second to enable the ship’s metal outer shields before they hit the ground.

			As they crashed into the planet, it felt like the Marauder was a giant bullet gouging through hard, solid rock.

			Dex’s skull rattled as he was knocked off his feet and back into his seat. His bones felt like they were going to snap beneath his skin as he clung to the armrests of his chair, trying to avoid being flung into the air. The wounds he’d sustained on Lunamere screamed in protest.

			There was a horrible, jarring jerk as the ship bounced once. Twice.

			Oh, hell, Dex thought.

			The ship soared across the Adhiran landscape as if it had sprouted claws and was tearing apart the ground.

			“Emergency,” Memory’s cool voice spoke, barely audible over the screeching and rumbling as the ship mercifully slowed its forward movement. “Emergency.”

			Her voice flickered out, and the entire system went dark as a last final screech and groan exploded from beneath them.

			Another lurch, like the ship was teetering on the edge of a cliff, followed by the sound of something cracking.

			Then it all stopped, as quickly as it had begun.

			Silence, pure and simple, so sudden that Dex wondered if maybe he was dead. He groaned, and tried to stand, but his legs wouldn’t hold him. His teeth were still vibrating, and his head, holy hell of all hells, felt like it was going to explode.

			“Not exactly my idea of fun,” Dex said, stifling another groan.

			No one answered.

			Maybe he’d survived, and they were all dead.

			Then, somewhere in front of him, a whimper, a rustle, the pop of a harness coming loose. Andi’s disembodied voice came from the captain’s chair. Dex’s heart leaped at the sound. “Is everyone okay?”

			Gilly and Breck answered in a soft chorus as the Marauder settled to stillness around them.

			“Help me with Lira,” Andi commanded. The pilot was still hunched over in her harness, the scales on her skin finally dimmed but still smoking. As if she’d been aflame moments before.

			A horrible pop sounded, and then a flash of light blinded them as part of the Marauder’s metal shielding actually fell away from the viewport.

			Like a piece of flaking skin.

			Dex stared through the new opening. They’d stopped a mere wing’s length from a row of stone houses. People flocked outside, all of them wide-eyed, most of them looking furious as hell.

			Adhira, like most capital planets, had a melting pot of citizens. But despite their dizzying array of appearances, the villagers all had the same look of hatred plastered on their faces as they glowered at the Marauder.

			Dex was a little impressed. Anger and hatred were incredibly rare emotions on this peaceful planet.

			He loosed a sharp exhalation as the ground trembled beneath the ship.

			In the distance, beyond the row of homes, the edge of the rainforest loomed. Already, he could see the cause of the shaking earth.

			A set of two monstrous, black-tusked creatures emerged from the tree line. They were ugly as sin, with scaled, rough hides and curling tusks that stretched up toward the rainforest canopy. The beasts pulled a two-story wagon double the size of the Marauder behind them. Its wooden wheels were as tall as most of the village homes, and painted on their axles was a golden spiral with a horizontal line jutting through the middle, the symbol of Adhira.

			Sentinels. The queen’s personal, private guard.

			The waiting crowd split like a river to allow the wagon to pass through as it headed straight for the wreckage.

			Dex took it upon himself to break the silence.

			“I hate to break it to you, loves,” he said, finally managing to stand up from his chair on unsteady legs.

			“Then don’t,” Andi told him as she and the girls gently unstrapped the unconscious, still-steaming pilot. “Please don’t.”

			Dex spoke up anyway. “We are so dead.”

			Andi sighed as she looked out at the oncoming wagon. “For once, Dextro, you have no idea how right you are.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

			

			ANDROMA

			THE LAST TIME Andi saw her home planet, she’d been a fourteen-year-old girl with tears in her eyes and her best friend’s blood on her hands.

			By sheer mercy, she’d been able to escape her death sentence. After that, she’d made her way out into the galaxy and traveled through worlds she’d never known, unsure of who she was, where she was going or who she would have to become to survive.

			The only thing certain was the whisper of death, a monster made of fear and fury that followed her no matter how far she tried to go. Many nights, Andi stayed awake, looking over her shoulder, terrified that General Cortas would send men from her planet to come and lock her away.

			They’d never found her.

			Instead, she’d found a bounty hunter with a lust for life and a bag full of Krevs, and he’d helped her rediscover her strength. He gave her a reason to keep going, and later, replaced that with a broken heart.

			In return, she’d stolen his ship, filled it with the fiercest females in the galaxy, and together, the girls had made it their own.

			The Marauder was Andi’s true home, a spear that was capable of tearing apart the skies.

			Now it was a junker. Her pilot, who had succumbed to the exhaustion of her emotions, was still unconscious. The medics had injected her with adrenaline when they disembarked from the ship, but Lira had yet to wake.

			And Andi was pissed.

			She sat on the upper deck of an Adhiran transport wagon, the strange, tumbling roll of the massive wheels below her churning her stomach into a state of unease. The animals stank like dung, to no one’s surprise, what with the person-size piles of it they left behind.

			And Andi’s ship, her blessed, beautiful Marauder, was currently being dragged behind the wagon, balancing precariously on a wooden sled of sorts.

			One of the beasts dropped another pile of steaming, stinking dung.

			The Marauder’s sled slipped right over it with a squelch that splattered green on a ruined viewport.

			Andi had to look away.

			“Is it dead forever?” Gilly asked, wide eyed. She sat across from Andi on the wooden floorboards of the wagon, waving her hand as winged bugs the size of her fists fluttered around her, flashing different colors each time they dodged her swings.

			“Not entirely,” Breck said, staring past Gilly at the Marauder’s sad, corpse-like form. “It just needs a little love.”

			Valen, still unconscious, was with Alfie, wrapped in a clean moss blanket on the lower deck of the wagon. Dex, blessedly, was up at the front, chatting happily to the Sentinels as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Andi had a feeling that if she heard him speak right now, she’d rip his throat out with her nails. She still hadn’t sorted through her feelings since their fight in her quarters. But right now, allowing her anger to overwhelm her was easier. To even consider forgiveness, to consider anything when her ship was so destroyed…Andi couldn’t fathom it.

			“We can fix the ship,” Lira said in a weary voice.

			Andi turned to her, surprised, and glad to see that their pilot had finally awoken.

			“Are you alright?” Andi asked.

			“I feel terrible, but I’ll survive,” Lira replied, sitting up and glancing back at the Marauder. “The repairs will set us back a few days, but Adhiran ship workers are capable of getting us back in the air.” She sighed. “And connections, of course. I’m in for a world of trouble.”

			“That you are, Lira,” Breck spoke up. “But don’t worry. We’ll be there to pick up the pieces.”

			Andi knew she should be more concerned about Lira’s issues. Her pilot’s past with Adhira was muddled and painful, a constant struggle for Lira to overcome. But Andi’s mind was ragged, stripped free of the pieces that made her mortal. In this moment, she felt as if the veil of the Bloody Baroness was still stuck to her eyes.

			“General Cortas will fix the ship, as he should have before,” Andi said with a heated growl. The eyes of her crew went wide at the sudden rage in her voice. “If he doesn’t, I’m going to tear the sagging skin from his face.”

			This whole mission was the general’s fault. If he hadn’t allowed Xen Pterran spies to come in and steal his son, the old man would never have sent Dex after Andi and her crew. Then they wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place, and the Marauder would still be up there in the sky, doing what it did best.

			Smuggling. Thieving.

			Not rescuing a privileged, somehow-still-unconscious general’s son with a mysterious, unknown pathogen in his blood, nor with Dex, sharing all his terrible truths about the past.

			Andi couldn’t help remembering that smile they’d shared just before the Marauder crashed… What did it mean, that she was still able to share such a moment with him?

			What is happening to my life? she wondered. It was out of control. She was out of control.

			There were a million questions in Andi’s mind, none of which could be answered.

			“There’s nothing we can do right now,” Lira said. She reached out, and Andi felt the warm flutter of Lira’s fingertips on her shoulder. She stiffened at the touch, and Lira pulled away. “A calm mind is a decent one.”

			“Not now, Lira,” Andi growled. “Save your Adhiran proverbs for another time.”

			Lira sighed and turned to look at the others. “Your home may be the ship, Androma. It’s all of ours, too. But Adhira is the planet that gave me life. I just lost control of myself before I could stop our ship from crashing into one of its most profitable crop fields. When Queen Alara finds out…”

			Andi didn’t answer.

			Lira’s eyes narrowed. “You are not the only one suffering today, Captain.” She scooted over to sit with Breck and Gilly.

			Andi slumped back into her seat, hating the action as soon as she’d done it.

			She was tired. She was also hungry, and—for some hellish reason unbeknownst to her or her crew or that ridiculous AI the general had sent with them on this death mission—she may have just lost her damned ship.

			She needed to be a leader. She needed to talk to her crew and devise a plan. She needed to apologize to Lira. She needed to sort out how she felt about her conversation with Dex.

			But right now, she simply wanted to sit and not be bothered.

			So she did.

			With her mind reeling, her hands balled into fists at her side, Androma Racella, the Bloody Baroness of Mirabel, stared out the back of the wagon as her ship slid over another pile of fresh green dung and allowed herself to pout like a child.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

			

			NOR

			LEAVING HER TOWER for the city was like entering a completely different world. The one she came from was that of privilege and wealth, while the one she walked into was born from death and chaos, left to rot under the clouded sun.

			Queen Nor Solis lifted the train of her burgundy gown as she, Darai and Zahn mounted the steps to the waiting hover carriage that would carry them to the former palace grounds just outside the city. Today her people would answer her call to action. Today was the day her plan would be set in motion, all the pieces finally sliding into place.

			“Where to, Majesty?” a servant asked from the driver’s seat just beyond the curtained barrier.

			“The palace ruins,” Nor said with a casual wave of her prosthetic hand. Her scars ached today, as they did every day. But something about returning to the place where it all happened made the throbbing worse. A constant tick in the back of her mind that whispered, Death, death, death. “Make it slow. I want every eye to see us pass.”

			“Just be sure they don’t get too close,” Zahn added to the driver. “Hover just above their reach.”

			The moment Nor settled into the plush cushions, the hover started moving. Darai sat on the seat across from her and inclined his head toward her. His scars and the bits of metal holding his flesh in place practically squirmed as he smiled.

			“You are a vision today, my queen. Your people will be blessed to look upon you.”

			She slid the curtains open, the better to see her city and its citizens below. The better to remind herself of what she was striving so hard to save.

			So close to her tower, the only residents around were the few remaining wealthy citizens of Nivia, the last habitable city on Xen Ptera. Old crumbling buildings stood like skeletons, stretching their ragged arms into the sky. The hover carriage glided through a plume of smoke, bathing the windows in sooty gray.

			“I trust you are prepared?” Darai asked. “I haven’t heard your speech yet. Are you sure you’ve…”

			“Be silent, Uncle.” Nor did not bother to even glance his way as she continued her admonishment. “If you really trust me as you say you do, you would not have to ask.”

			His silence was a welcome gift as the smoke cleared and the carriage continued on, its engine wheezing in the background.

			“Nor,” Zahn whispered, leaning close enough that his breath tickled her ear. “You’re too tense. The people will see it, and it may cause them to doubt.” His hand grazed her thigh. “I know it was a late night. Perhaps we should try this tomorrow.”

			Warmth shot through her at his touch, quickly followed by a spike of frustration from his words.

			“They will see what I wish them to see,” she said. She gently moved his hand away. “In this time of darkness, they will find a queen able to guide them into the light.”

			Darai chuckled silently across from them. “Someday, boy, you will learn that she does what she pleases, when she pleases. And she does it with flair.” His smile stretched as he added, “A gift inherited from her late mother, no doubt.”

			“I thought I asked for silence,” Nor snapped at him, her frustration barreling toward fury. “Your bravery lately is verging on foolery, Uncle. I’m growing tired of it.”

			Darai’s eyes flitted to hers. “A wise queen does not speak down to others.”

			Nor sighed. “But a niece, desperate for silence from her talkative uncle, does.”

			Darai shook his head, a smirk on his face, but he remained mercifully silent.

			Zahn’s hand found Nor’s thigh again. This time, she allowed it to stay.

			Outside the carriage below, the streets transformed from sturdy, fortified houses made to withstand the unstable planet’s constant trembling to rickety pieces of rubble thrown together by shaky hands. For most people, having a roof over their heads to protect them from the poisonous fumes and acidic rain was a luxury. Others were not so blessed.

			As they passed, beggars reached their dirty hands up in hopes of touching their queen, starvation and illness etched on their faces. Nor glanced down at them, the fissure in her heart widening.

			The Unified Systems had done this. She would make sure that they paid for such a heinous crime.

			“Start distributing the rations and med kits,” Zahn said to the driver and the guard seated beside him. “Make sure the citizens follow us to the grounds.”

			The guard nodded, then motioned for his soldiers to drop the silver boxes down to the citizens as he exited the carriage. One by one, the boxes fell, like angels descending to the needy. The citizens crowded around them like bugs, ripping and tearing at the contents inside.

			“Greet them, Darai,” Nor commanded.

			Her adviser opened the window and leaned his balding head out. “Come, Xen Pterrans!” Gasps rose from the now-massive crowd of onlookers. Darai’s voice was soft, but it carried like a wave. Faces covered in filth and grime angled toward the carriage in the sky. “Your queen will feed you. She will heal your afflictions, if you will only come and listen to her words.”

			Below, the citizens trailed after them in hordes.

			Darai leaned back into the hover and smiled at Nor, the bones in his cheeks standing out. The scars on his face had never faded, though his, unlike hers, had not come from the war. And yet he wore them with a survivor’s pride.

			“Why feed them, my dear, when you know how low our resources are running? We have soldiers to feed, scientists to…”

			“I do not wish to hear any more of your opinions on this matter,” Nor said. They’d been arguing about it for weeks. “This is your last warning, Uncle.”

			Darai crossed his arms over his chest. “Someday, I will grow old, and I will be gone. Then you’ll miss my commentary, and my advice.”

			Nor huffed out a breath.

			Many times, Zahn had asked Nor about her short temper when it came to the old man. He’d raised her, protected her, and yet she was often so cold with Darai that he could have been an unwelcome stranger. But Nor knew Darai didn’t truly mind it.

			He respected her coldness, her short temper, the way she spoke to him—because it made her stronger.

			Darai believed that love was a weakness.

			He never wished for her to show him her softer side. The few times she had growing up, he’d punished her for it. And so she gave him exactly what he desired. The cold queen, rather than the tormented, injured child she’d once been.

			After several long minutes, Nor asked, “Do you remember that insipid little creature my father gave me as a gift on my seventh birthday?”

			Darai nodded with a small smile. “The feathered Indriga. It followed you around the palace as if it were starved for attention. Your constant shadow.”

			“It was loyal to me from the start,” Nor said. “And do you know why, Darai?”

			His silence was answer enough.

			“I fed it,” she explained. “Give a pet food, Darai, and it will do anything to stay by your side. Starve it or beat it, and it will begin to fear your very existence, only coming out of hiding in the moments when you have something to give and it to take.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

			Nor closed her eyes and pinched the space between her brows, a headache brewing from the exposure to the polluted air outside her tower. Her uncle was growing dim in his old age. Lately, she had begun to outgrow him, seeking his guidance less and less. “The people of Xen Ptera are my responsibility now. But more than that, they are my soldiers, and I wish for them to follow me always. No matter how dark the path I choose to walk upon.”

			“Wise words, my queen,” Darai said with a bow of his head. “A ruler is only as strong as her army. Your father used to say the very same thing.”

			“His army was weak,” Zahn said, rejoining the conversation. He looked at Nor as if she were a goddess. “Hers will be the strongest this planet has ever seen.”

			She took his words to heart and reminded herself to reward him later, in her private quarters. Together, they looked down upon the crowd of people still following below.

			Nor slid the curtain closed as the hover moved on.

			She knew her people were struggling to survive, but she couldn’t allow herself to think about their pain when there were bigger plans in the making. Her people were resilient, capable of surviving the very worst betrayals from the other cursed systems in Mirabel.

			She had to fortify herself against the past in order to bring about the future. Today was the mark of a new start. Today, she would call her Xen Pterrans to arms.

			When her plan came to fruition, they would cheer her name in these desolate streets, knowing they would soon be free.

			* * *

			Nor’s carriage slid to a stop at the base of a mountain of rubble. Years ago, a glistening, pristine black-and-red spired palace stood in its place. As she took in the sight of the destruction, memories flooded her senses.

			Rubble crushing her arm. Blood dripping into the dust. Nor’s father beside her, his screams dying out as the weight of the palace stole his last breaths.

			Somewhere in the sky, an explosion rocked the world.

			A voice from the past called out to her, keeping her conscious.

			“Nor, my sweet Nor. You were meant for so much more than this…”

			“Are you ready, Nor?” Darai asked now, his voice pulling her back into the present as he motioned her toward the door. Outside the curtain, she could see her people—thousands of them crowding in to stand amid the wide expanse of debris.

			This very place used to be the palace courtyard, so vibrant with life that on the sunnier days, her eyes had ached to look upon it. She remembered running through the gardens here. Laughing as her father chased her, the ever-blooming Nhatyla flowers changing colors with each season. They were the only flower that never died with the cold. In winter, when all else faded, they grew the brightest, a purple so deep it rivaled a nebula.

			Such colors no longer existed on Xen Ptera. Nor’s personal guard, dressed in bold red uniforms, were scattered amid the crowd, the only bright shade aside from her gown. It reminded her of the blood that once pooled in these crumbling streets, the fires that burned after the bombs were dropped on thousands of innocents.

			“Majesty?” Darai stood before her, holding out his veined hand. “It is time.”

			She pulled the skirts of her gown away from her ankles and stepped out of the carriage under her own strength onto the slab of rock that would act as a stage while she addressed her people. A silver microphone stood ready to amplify her words.

			Nor stopped before it. Her breath carried out across the crowd. Thousands of bodies were packed in around the ruins of the palace. Voices hummed throughout the crowd, pleading with her to feed them, clothe them. Mothers lifted their infants overhead, begging their queen for salvation.

			There was a reason Nor rarely left her tower. Standing here, so close to the chaos and destruction, her silk shoes standing atop the bones of her past… A weaker woman would have bent and broken. Xen Ptera was her home, and the citizens were living, breathing pieces of the whole—and each of them was falling apart little by little.

			Soon there would be no life left in this desolate place.

			The screams got louder as she stood there, looking out at the throngs of people below. This was the future of Xen Ptera. This was her army.

			Weak.

			Ruined.

			She needed to give them strength, and strength was nothing without hope.

			She took another deep breath. In, out; steady and true.

			Sway them. Make them join you.

			She smiled.

			This was what she was made for.

			Nor raised her arms, her golden fist gleaming in the dying light. As if on command, the crowd hushed.

			“My fellow Xen Pterrans,” Nor said in a voice that radiated power. “Our planet is dying—this we have known for the past century. For far too long we have sat in silence, waiting for our planet’s end. When we tried to take action, our galaxy betrayed us. And so began the war.”

			The crowd shouted in agreement as she continued. “My mother was taken captive during The Cataclysm. For years, she was a prisoner of Arcardius. Alone, my father tried to help our planet, but instead he was crushed beneath the weight of the Unified Systems, like so many others in the final battle.” Nor paused, taking a breath. “I come to you today, standing upon his grave. Standing in the exact spot where my own body was marred.”

			Silence, marked by a few scattered coughs. A wailing child.

			They were without hope. They had no desire to fight; could not be lifted up by their queen’s words.

			For a moment, fear gripped Nor like an icy fist. She would fail. She would not become the leader she had always hoped to be. She would end up just like her father, a ruler who died with no honor. No victory. Only shame.

			She looked to the edge of the crowd, searching for a way out. But Zahn caught her eye and nodded encouragingly. Beside him, Darai stood watching. She remembered his words to her after her father’s funeral, as the two of them stood atop her tower, acid rain trickling from the sky.

			You will become what he could never be, Nor. I will stay by your side until I see that become truth.

			She breathed deeply, her lungs aching from the tainted air as she looked down at her golden prosthetic.

			It was a shield. One she could no longer hide behind. Not if she wished to be seen, truly seen, by her people.

			One by one, Nor undid the latches that held the prosthetic in place, each pop like a gunshot in the microphone.

			One shot. Two shots. Three.

			The golden hand fell away, and the outside air washed across her skin, causing her to flinch. Where her true hand used to be, only an angry stump covered in swollen red welts and scars remained.

			She lifted her arm high, ignoring the impulse to bury it within the folds of her gown.

			“I stand before you, Xen Pterrans, not as your queen…but as your equal.” The lie slipped like a delicious poison from her lips. If this was what they needed to hear, she would speak it. “I was broken here as a child, born in the trenches of the war that left us all shattered. For years, I have battled with the wounds of my past. Just as you have.”

			Thousands of eyes stared back. Scars and burns and limbs healed wrong—some limbs missing altogether.

			But they were listening. She could see it in the widening of their eyes. Feel it, in the palpable anger and pain that seemed to sweep across the crowd among the whispers.

			Her ruined arm still in the air, Nor continued. “I stand before you, marked by the destructive ways of our enemies, and tell you…no longer will I bow to pain and fear. No longer will I allow myself to cower when I hear my enemy’s name. You deserve a leader who will rise above. You deserve a queen of blood and rage.”

			Shouts of agreement began to spread throughout the crowd.

			“The Unified Systems think themselves strong, and us weak. For many years we have allowed this to be true. But now is the time to strike, to send a message that we still remain. That we are stronger than they believe.”

			Rage flowed through her, hot and furious.

			“I ask you now, Xen Pterrans…will you join me?”

			She lifted her arm higher, and allowed her voice to soar, rising above the cries of her citizens. “The Unified Systems think we are defeated, but we have only just entered the fight. I am calling upon you now to rise up with me against an evil that has been waiting too long for our vengeance. They deserve to share our pain. They deserve to share our desolation, to see their streets flow like a river with their betraying blood!”

			The crowd roared, continuing to grow in size as others joined Nor’s audience.

			“This is the turning point in a war that never ended. For fifteen years we have sat in silence, but soon the galaxy will hear our cry.” The citizens began to shout for revenge, for salvation, for blood.

			She turned to Darai, lifting her chin in a proud nod as the people roared.

			He shuffled over, a small silver box cradled in his palms. He bowed before kneeling, the box held before Nor. The lid flipped open with an audible pop. Inside, nestled on a plush cushion, was a small vial of softly glowing silver liquid.

			Nor took it in her remaining hand, lifting it up for the crowd to see.

			She waited until their voices fell to a hush.

			“The fruits of our labor have been harvested,” Nor said. “The contents of this vial will bring the Unified Systems to its knees. This is the final piece in a plan that has been in the works for years, and finally it is time to unleash its power upon our foes. Xen Ptera is the shoreline of a new ocean ripe for the taking. This galaxy—every planet in every system outside of Olen—is about to be swept up by our revenge.” Nor paused, looking out at the thousands gathered before her. They looked at her with wide eyes full of hope, something that had once been lost beneath the weight of years of struggling.

			With pride in her heart, Nor belted one last line. “Remember, Xen Pterrans, and never forget, that even the stars can bleed!”

			The roar of the crowd was deafening as she placed the vial back into its box, lifted her train and strode back to the carriage.

			Their cries followed her as she gracefully climbed inside.

			They remained as Zahn and Darai joined her and the carriage took to the skies.

			“A true show, my dear,” Darai said as they left the rubble of the palace behind. Tears glistened in his black eyes. “What next?”

			“We will proceed with Zenith,” Nor replied. She glanced out the curtained window, smiling as her people pushed and shoved in the streets below, desperate to be close to her as she soared toward her tower. “And have a crown forged for me,” she added.

			“A crown?” Darai asked.

			“Every queen needs one,” Nor said, sliding her hand along Zahn’s thigh as she watched her people celebrate in the streets. “I want to wear it while we feast on the galaxy’s bones.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

			

			LIRA

			LIRA HAD ALWAYS been one with the skies.

			Adhira, a planet terraformed into extremes, had taught her to love living a life without having her feet on the ground.

			The ground was a confusing place, with limits and laws.

			The skies offered nothing but endless freedom.

			They had everything to give, and demanded nothing in return.

			And yet, being back on Adhira…

			Home, Lira thought as she stood in the rock temple atop the mountain fortress of Rhymore, the centermost point of the terraformed world.

			It had taken the transport wagon two hours to drag the ruined Marauder here from the crash site, another hour of explaining to Queen Alara’s Sentinels what had happened and another after that to finally find a moment to escape from the girls once they’d settled into a guest wing deep inside the mountain.

			Their questions and the concerned looks they cast Lira’s way were too much for her already fragile emotional state to handle.

			She needed a moment to settle herself again.

			To rediscover her peace.

			She’d slipped away from her crew while they ate lunch, walking past Dextro and Alfie as they patched in a call to General Cortas. She’d been surprised when Dex had looked up and asked her how she was feeling—she wouldn’t have believed him capable of such courtesy. She’d given him a small, stunned smile in return before slipping away.

			Finally, after remembering her way through the winding tunnels of the mountain and climbing a set of stairs so tall Lira thought her legs might combust from the strain of her burning muscles, she’d made it to her destination.

			Now here she stood, at the very top of Rhymore. Catching her breath, drinking sweet water from a polished red rock basin in the center of the towering temple and admiring the early afternoon view that she’d missed the most since leaving this planet four years ago.

			Though the temple was small, with only room enough for a few bodies at a time, Lira found it the most spacious place in the world. Nothing but the four rock columns and the waist-high ledge stood between her and the sky, and Lira’s view was endless.

			From here, she could see all of Adhira, as far as her eyes could carry her.

			It was here, atop the mountain itself, that Lira had come countless times as a child.

			She’d come when her father passed on to the next life. She’d come when she had her Efflorescence Ceremony, and when she simply wanted to escape from the weight of the world on her shoulders. Here, the mountain had always offered to bear her burden instead.

			It was here, year after year, that a much younger Lira used to sit with a heavy woolen shawl around her shoulders, the cold wind combing across her face, and allow herself to dream.

			A single, massive eyeglass stood empty and waiting in the center of the mountaintop temple. It was made from the very same varillium as the Marauder, acquired long ago in a trade with Xen Ptera.

			Though the varillium was unbreakable, Lira still took care as she pressed her eye to the cold eyepiece.

			A little adjusting, a few swivels and flashes of light, and Lira felt a smile spread across her face.

			Her chest lightened. Her heart raced.

			Although she’d seen this view a hundred times, it still took her breath away. Through the eyeglass, all of Adhira unfurled before her like a perfect, tiny map.

			Heavens above, she’d missed this planet.

			To the north, she could see the emerald expanse that made up Aramaeia, the terraformed rainforest full of monstrous trees, which spread all the way into the clouds and beyond. Inside those trees, entire cities buzzed with life. At Aramaeia’s edge, tucked into the trees, sat the Falls of Amorga. They boomed so loudly that it was impossible to hear anything else once you got within half a mile of their location.

			She’d been to those falls. She’d swum in their depths, and explored the Sunken City beyond.

			The wind blew, tickling Lira’s senses. She swiveled the eyeglass to the west, where endless green faded into deep reds and browns. The Sands of Bailet were pocked with giamounds, desert rocks that stood miles tall. The city of Lavada thrived inside the monstrous pillars, where the cityfolk milled about in a series of twisting tunnels. They weren’t the only inhabitants within those pillars. They shared it with vergs, gentle sand-colored creatures whose many eyes helped them see in the depths of the giamounds. They had almost as many legs as eyes, which helped them crawl through the deepest tunnels below ground, not yet inhabited by other Lavadian residents.

			Lira shivered. She’d never been a fan of giant, wriggling bugs.

			She shifted the eyeglass again, fighting against a fresh gust of wind. She adjusted the view until a vision of deep, beautiful blue appeared. The Endless Sea, a world of water that was as deep as it was wide, its people gifted with gills, webbed fingers and toes, able to live beneath the crashing waves.

			And here Lira stood, far away in the sky.

			In the center of it all.

			She loved this place. It was here, standing alone on this very balcony, that Lira first met the greatest loves of her life.

			The sky.

			The stars.

			And the ships that soared through them.

			“Admiring the view?”

			Lira looked up so fast she nearly fell over.

			That voice. How much she’d missed it.

			“You sneaky bastard,” Lira hissed.

			Then she sidestepped the eyeglass and crossed to the other side of the temple in three quick strides, where she threw herself into her twin brother’s arms.

			Lon was older than her by just a few minutes, but he’d never let her forget it. He was the loud, brute strength to Lira’s calm, calculated silence. The one who’d always laughed at her for having her nose buried in the pages of books—and yet, he’d frequently spent his wages on the very best ones he could find to give to her.

			“I have to admit, little sister,” Lon said, holding her out at arm’s length, “you’ve outdone yourself with your entrance this time. Destroying an entire field of hrevan crops and your ship in the process?” He grinned, his purple eyes flashing. “You’ve certainly changed.”

			He always knew how to press her buttons. But Lira still smiled as she looked at her brother.

			Godstars, how he’d grown.

			He was at least a head taller than her now, his pale blue arms rippling with muscle, spreading up into a thick neck and strong shoulders. He wore the traditional loose, sleeveless green shirt of the Sentinels. A shiny golden Adhiran emblem was pinned on the fabric right above his heart.

			“You’ve been promoted!” Lira gasped.

			“Queen Alara isn’t easy to work for, as you can well imagine.” Lon grinned like a forest cat, earning another smile from Lira. He rapped his knuckles on the Adhiran emblem, the endless spiral that signified life. “A lot has happened since you’ve been away, little bug.”

			She wrinkled her nose. “I thought I’d grown out of that horrendous nickname.”

			He laughed, a booming thing that rivaled the mountain wind. “You can leave your planet behind, Lira. But it doesn’t change who you are inside.”

			Silence swept over them, sudden and piercing.

			A single scaled patch on Lon’s right cheek warmed, glowing the slightest blue. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, willing the emotions away.

			He had always been better at controlling them than she was.

			“Lon,” Lira whispered. “I’ve missed you. I think of you every day. I’ve wanted to visit, truly. It’s just that…”

			That I became a criminal, she thought. That I was afraid of what you would think of me, of the person I have become.

			“You stopped sending me updates,” he said. “You disappeared, Lira. All I had to keep up-to-date with you were the—” he swallowed hard, the scale flashing again on his cheek “—the updates about a certain crew of wanted girls, halfway across Mirabel. The crimes I won’t even begin to discuss.”

			She closed her eyes. Looked away from the pained expression on his face, so much like her own. “Things changed out there. Situations got out of control. I…reacted.”

			“There have been deaths,” Lon hissed. His voice was so low it was nearly lost in the wind.

			“Not at my hand,” Lira promised. “I swear it, Lon. I swear it in this holy place.”

			His jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth. “I know you aren’t a killer, Lira.”

			Her heart relaxed, just slightly.

			“But you left. You left me, and you chose to forget about home.”

			“No.” Lira held up her hands. “I chose to protect you from who I have become, Lon.”

			Silence fell between them. Somewhere down below, a bell clanged. The sound, deep and full, swept up the mountainside, trickled past Lira’s ears. It meant that Queen Alara was accepting petitions from the Adhiran people, young and old, rich and poor.

			Alara was a wise leader, loving and attentive. She cared wholeheartedly for Adhira, giving her all to the care of her people.

			It was something Lira could never do, could never even dream of doing.

			So she’d fled. She’d made herself into someone unworthy.

			She’d created demons to chase her, the kind she could never outrun.

			“We don’t have much time alone together, so I’ll make this brief,” Lon said, drawing her attention back to him. “Whatever you think you’ve become…” He sighed, turning to face her. “You are still my sister. And I will always have room in my heart for you. The old you. The new you. The you that you have yet to become.” He pressed two fingers to her forehead. “I don’t have to agree with it all, Lira. But my loyalty is yours…until the mountain falls.”

			Until the mountain falls.

			They were the last words he’d said to her—before she ran away on a starship and took to life in the skies.

			Her heart clenched again.

			“It’s not all bad, what the girls and I do,” Lira said, trying to lighten the tone in her voice. She moved back toward the eyeglass and ran her fingertips across it. “You can’t even begin to imagine what’s happened in the past few days.”

			“I can guess it’s quite a tale,” Lon said. “Seeing as you and your friends aren’t rotting in a cell in the belly of Rhymore right now for that crash landing. And just before Revalia, too.”

			Lira winced. She’d forgotten all about the peace festival. It was a yearly occurrence on Adhira, a celebration of the end of the war against Xen Ptera.

			“Let me tell you my side of the story, then,” Lira said. “Let me explain to you what’s gone on, so you can try to see it in a different light.”

			Lon shook his head. “Lira…I can’t.”

			“Just the good things?” Lira asked, her voice settling into that little pleading tone she’d used on him when they were younger. When she desperately wanted the last bite of his moss meringue, or to play with one of his toys. “I’m a starship pilot, Lon. Just like I always dreamed I’d be.” She placed her hand on his warm arm. “I’ve even taken up that nasty little habit you try to hide from the queen.”

			His eyes flashed.

			“You have your secrets, too,” she teased.

			“Moon Chew, little bug?” He clicked his tongue and shook his head. But then he smiled, the warmth slowly spreading back into his features as he took the bait. “What in the Godstars led you to that?”

			“You can’t even imagine,” Lira said, and turned to look up at the sky. “The things we see up there, Lon. It’s…”

			“Not something the queen would approve of,” Lon finished for her. He held up a finger as Lira frowned. “But she tends to be a little uptight. Which is exactly why…if you hold back the things she doesn’t need to know…I will not tell her a single detail of what you’re about to tell me.”

			She opened her mouth to share, but he stopped her with a raised brow.

			“Only the good things. If it has anything to do with Adhira, anything that might threaten this planet, I cannot hear it.”

			“I swear it,” Lira said. “You know I’d never do anything to harm this place, Lon.”

			He bowed his head. “Then go ahead, little bug.” When he looked back up, his eyes were eager. “Just…go ahead.”

			And so they stood there, brother and sister, two halves of one whole, the Adhiran wind whipping through the temple as Lira told her tales.

			He shook his head in amusement when she described Gilly and her fiery spirit. He smiled when she spoke of Andi’s dancing and her red polished nails and the way her music spilled through the halls of the ship. He grumbled something about cocky Guardians as Lira talked about Dex and hummed in appreciation when she described Breck’s exquisitely cooked meals. He laughed when Lira told him some of the New Vedan’s jokes and the banter Breck shared with Gilly.

			He gripped Lira’s arms when she spoke of their high-speed chases. The way she could fly a ship like a tireless bird. The planets they’d visited, the amazing atmospheres they’d entered, the glorious worlds beyond this one. Planets made of ice. Planets made of diamond. Planets that never saw the light of day, so cold that the air nearly froze the engines on their ship before they could soar away.

			All along, he listened, occasionally biting his lower lip in thought.

			Lon always knew that Lira harbored a darkness in her soul. A little tug, a tiny whisper at the back of her mind, that led her to go above and beyond the pranks that Lon had always pulled while they were growing up here.

			She’d fallen, not for a lover, but for the skies. For adventure.

			She’d found a ship full of girls with their own affinity for darkness to mirror her own.

			When she was done, Lon stared at her for a time.

			“You were never meant to stay here,” he said. “I’ve known it since the moment you tried to leap from this very temple with wings made of leaves tied to your arms.”

			Lira laughed.

			He put an arm around her and pulled her close.

			“Welcome home, little bug.” She felt him inhale beside her. Exhale, deeply. “I hate to ruin your strange homecoming…but…”

			“What is it?” Lira pulled away.

			Lon shrugged, a lopsided smile on his face. “The queen has requested a private meeting with you. And, seeing as I’m to be your personal Sentinel for the time being…I’m here to escort you to her. And ensure that you don’t escape while she delivers whatever punishment she sees fit for the damage your ship did to the hrevan fields.”

			“Of course you are,” Lira said with a groan. “And my crew? Will they be there, too?”

			Lon shook his head. “No. Just you. She has no desire to speak to the crew.” He lifted his hands. “Her words. Not mine.”

			“Fine then,” Lira said. “If you’re such a big, terrifying Sentinel now…” She pinched his cheek, forcing the scaled patch to illuminate with a flash of anger. “You’ll have to chase me down there.”

			“Lira, I don’t have time to play childhood games.”

			But she was already on the move.

			“You’re already losing!” She yelled as she dashed past him, deftly slipping through the hole in the ground where the temple ladder led down into the mountain tunnels below, pretending it was a ladder back on the Marauder.

			“Lira!”

			Lon’s booming growl echoed after her as he tried in vain to catch up.

			He didn’t stand a chance.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

			

			VALEN

			THE FIRST THING he noticed was the light.

			Even with his eyes closed, Valen could sense it shimmering just on the surface of his memories. It reminded him of the short springtime season on Arcardius, his favorite time of the year. On those mornings, he used to love to sleep with his windows open, a soft breeze fluttering in through the curtains.

			If he tried hard enough, he could imagine he was lying in his bed, the distant trill of birdsong nudging him awake. The sound of leaves dancing on branches, the gentle patter of feet just outside his door. Likely a servant, coming in to start their workday.

			But that was the past. Soon he would wake, and the harshness of reality would take its place.

			Lunamere had a way of digging its claws into one’s back and refusing to ever let go.

			Valen sighed and rolled over onto his side, wincing as he anticipated the harsh chill of the stones beneath his cheek, the spasm of pain that would slice through his aching body.

			But instead of stone, he felt the plushness of a pillow. Instead of pain, he eased into a soft mountain of blankets. The shivering cold of Lunamere was gone, replaced instead by warmth he hadn’t felt in years.

			Valen coaxed his eyes, coated with the sticky residue of sleep, open.

			He was lying in a bed, his body covered by plush green blankets spun from the softest silk. At the end of the bed, Valen noted with a raised brow, was a ball of orange fur. An animal of some sort, curled up so tightly that he couldn’t tell where its head was, only that its back rose and fell with long, lazy breaths. He hadn’t seen an animal of any kind in years. His gaze swept past the slumbering creature to study the room.

			It was a place straight from the storybooks he’d read as a child, and for a moment he wondered if this was his own version of the afterlife. Perhaps he’d finally died, and this was where he’d traveled to. A soul set out among the stars, finally settling on the safest place his subconscious could remember.

			The walls were curved and made of rock with vines that snaked their way across its rough surface. His eyes trailed along the vines, following them to where they twisted and curled through a large, elegant window carved from the rock.

			Valen’s eyes widened as he glimpsed the world beyond.

			Afternoon sunlight winked in through the open window. Far below, an endless, sprawling forest spread for miles, trees so tall they pierced through the clouds in the sky.

			Valen could just barely see a massive white waterfall tumbling in the distance, and when the wind blew, he could almost imagine the taste of the water on his lips.

			He wished his sister was with him in this moment to drink in such beauty—fresh and cool and so full of life.

			This room, these blankets, this view. It was like a painting rendered by an artist far more skilled than he. Valen shifted slightly, wincing as the all-too-real pain of his ruined body finally hit him. If this were a dream, he’d have imagined that pain away. He waited for the darkness to sweep back in and steal him away.

			“Marvelous view, isn’t it? There’s nothing like an Adhiran afternoon.”

			Valen turned his head at the sound of a woman’s voice.

			Behind him, the side of the rock room had seemingly opened up, revealing a hidden doorway he hadn’t seen before. Standing in its opening was a beautiful woman who reminded him of a palette of paints.

			Her body was a patchwork of colors all melting together, some an orange as bright as the ball of fur still sleeping at Valen’s feet, others a pink that reminded him of the sunsets that swept across the Arcardian sky. She wore a thin gown of green fabric, the color such a stark contrast to the sunset shades of her skin that Valen nearly sobbed at the beauty of it all.

			She was incredible. His fingers twitched with the need to paint her.

			But strangest of all…Valen knew this woman.

			It all came rushing back to him now. Memories of her face on holos with his father, speaking about trade. Photographs of her in books as he studied the leaders of the other capital planets.

			“Your Royal Highness,” Valen said, somehow finding his voice. His throat felt ragged, like he hadn’t used it in weeks. “But…you’re Adhiran. How?”

			He’d never been to the terraformed planet of Adhira—strange, that he’d dream it up in his afterlife.

			The woman inclined her head, a small smile on her lips like she was holding back a laugh. “I prefer simply Queen Alara, young Mr. Cortas. And to answer your question as to how I am Adhiran…well, I’d imagine that would be akin to me asking you how you’re Arcardian. We simply are who we are. Wouldn’t you agree?”

			Valen nodded his head, wincing as he felt a stab of pain.

			A strange dream, indeed.

			“I meant,” he said, focusing more closely on his words now, “why am I here?”

			“You must be confused,” Alara said, smiling gently. She smoothed out a wrinkle on her dress with delicate fingertips. “You’ve been through quite a traumatic experience, Mr. Cortas. It’s lucky your father sent along a medically programmed AI with your rescue crew. Otherwise…” Her hairless brow furrowed. “You and I would not be here having this conversation.”

			“My father?” Valen’s stomach turned.

			He tried to push himself up from the pillows, but it was as if something tore in his spine. The pain in his back blossomed. Valen closed his eyes and breathed deep, trying to imagine it away. But it didn’t leave.

			With each breath, it got worse, and suddenly he found himself groaning, gritting his teeth so he wouldn’t scream.

			Alara swept silently across the room and stopped at his bedside. “Oh, dear. It seems you’re overdue for another dose of JemArii. The lacerations on your back were quite deep. The sedative is likely why you slept through the entire crash.”

			“What crash?”

			“The details don’t matter right now, Valen. What I’d like to know is…what is the last thing you remember?” She stepped closer to him, that cool smile still on her lips. “You were in Lunamere for a very long time.” He felt her cool fingertips on his skin, and suddenly an image of another person flashed into his mind.

			A queen of darkness.

			A demon wearing a woman’s skin.

			He flinched away, gasping again as his mutilated body throbbed with pain.

			“Nor,” he breathed. He slammed his eyes shut, and there she was, standing over him, hands outstretched.

			“She’s not here, Valen,” the queen said.

			But he wasn’t listening anymore.

			“Open your eyes, child,” she said. “Open your eyes and see that you are safe.”

			He couldn’t. He wouldn’t open them, because he knew that when he did, he’d be back in his cell again.

			“I am Valen,” he whispered to himself.

			He could still feel the soft bed beneath him, but in his mind, he knew it wasn’t real.

			“I am Valen. I am Valen. I am…”

			The door swung open with a shuddering boom. Then there were hands on his wrists, voices saying his name, telling him to remain calm, that he was safe, that he was no longer in Lunamere.

			“Not now,” he said. “Not now, not now…” He thrashed against his captors. He couldn’t get free.

			He would never be free.

			“Put him back under,” Alara’s voice said. “We’re going too fast.”

			Valen felt a sharp pinch as something sunk beneath his skin. Warmth enveloped him, and with it came a lurching wave of dizziness, as if he were standing on a crashing starship.

			He slumped back against the pillows, and as he did, his eyelids fluttered open.

			The last thing he saw was Androma Racella leaning forward from the shadows across the room, half of her face aglow as sunlight spilled across her skin like paint.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

			

			LIRA

			LIRA HAD FORGOTTEN how strange it was to be planetside.

			She hated the feeling of extra weight on her shoulders. Like there was baggage she couldn’t shake, clinging to her bones.

			But she’d made it here alone. She’d lost Lon far back in the tunnels, remembering an old hiding place she’d used as a child. She’d wedged herself between the tunnel wall and the old, hand-carved bust of the original ruler of Adhira, King Rodemere Ankara, the man who’d so strongly influenced the Adhiran creed of living harmoniously with others.

			Lira stood up now and made her way through the final tunnel that led to the queen’s private quarters, doing her best to catch her breath and smooth out the wrinkled folds of her dress as she walked.

			The rock floor was cool on her bare toes, the flickering blue torches lighting her way like old, familiar friends waving hello. But it didn’t feel like a homecoming anymore.

			It felt like a death march.

			Lira passed others from her past as she walked: a horned woman who was the Rhymore seamstress. A retired Guardian who’d moved from Tenebris to become one of Lira’s tutors. Some looked surprised that she had returned. Others—not fully given over to the idea of harmony—stared or glared or asked why she’d come back after all these years.

			At long last, Queen Alara’s private quarters came into view. The massive oak doors, at least two stories tall and handmade by crafters from Aramaeia, stood closed at the end of the tunnelway.

			Two Sentinels, both with the same golden emblems that Lon bore on his chest, stood waiting, stone staffs clutched in their fists.

			The doors swung open as Lira approached, creaking and groaning beneath their own weight.

			And there the queen was, waiting inside, her attention focused on a glowing screen in her lap.

			Alara was beautiful in every sense of the word, inside and out. She had a lithe frame, perfectly proportioned, and no scales on her skin. Her posture was elegant, one she always seemed to hold without effort.

			Lira had always admired Alara’s beauty, but it paled in comparison to the woman’s intelligence.

			She was seated on a moss-covered bench beside a small window carved out of the mountainside. Wind trickled in through diamond-shaped holes, letting in just enough light to make it seem as if Alara were glowing.

			The queen who feared none, but loved all.

			“You asked to see me?”

			Lira’s voice shook a little as she entered the large space, stepping past the old woven tapestries hanging on the walls and the twisting vines that curled all around, covering even the domed rock ceiling far overhead.

			“Lirana,” the queen said without looking up. “Please, do come in.” She continued scrolling through the holoscreen on her lap, tapping away in a cadence that reminded Lira of a small, pecking bird.

			Lira swallowed, then steeled herself.

			She was the pilot of the Marauder, and despite the fact that her ship went down unexpectedly—not her fault—and despite the fact that she’d damned an entire field of crops to ashen waste—partially her fault—and despite the fact that she absolutely did not want to be here…she would accept the consequences.

			She swept farther into the room with her shoulders rolled back, stopping just before the queen of Adhira.

			She knew how this would go. So before Alara could speak, Lira opened her mouth to explain.

			But the queen held up a palm.

			Silence hung between them.

			Frustration wiggled at Lira’s senses, like a worm trying to sneak its way into her skull. She gritted her teeth. Clenched her fists.

			Then, finally, Alara looked up to meet her eyes. “I’ve just had a rather unfortunate conversation with Valen Cortas, the poor, tortured soul, so spare me whatever dramatic greeting you must have prepared.”

			Lira’s mouth dropped open as Alara stood. “Valen is awake?”

			The queen nodded. “It’s always interesting when you’re around. Welcome back, my young niece. It’s been a very, very long time.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

			

			LIRA

			LIRA’S KNEES SHOOK.

			How, after all the things she’d seen in this galaxy, after all the things she had done and the enemies she had faced, did her loving, beautiful, stars-forsaken aunt manage to make her feel fear?

			“You left,” Alara said, “without a word to me. You tricked my Sentinels. You boarded a ship with an outsider crew full of men and women I did not know, from a rogue planet I have not visited, and decided to take up a life where the only updates I had on you were the wanted posters appearing in my bi-moonly feeds.”

			Somehow, though Alara was still seated, her voice soft and calm and even, Lira felt as if she were being screamed at while she cowered against a wall.

			“It wounded my heart, Lirana,” her aunt continued, all the while keeping her emerald eyes on Lira. “But what wounded me more was to watch your brother walking through the halls here as if he were searching for a ghost. After all the two of you had suffered through together, you chose to leave him here alone.”

			That was it, then.

			Each word was worse than a stab to Lira’s gut.

			But she’d known this was coming. She prepared herself for this speech, year after year. It was why she had not returned home since leaving to seek out a life piloting starships. It was why Andi had agreed not to take any jobs on Adhira.

			Because she understood the pain of facing the past.

			Andi and Dex had had their conversation. Now it was Lira’s turn.

			“I have offered you my title, many times over,” Alara said. Still staring, still speaking with that calm, even, queenly tone. Lira looked at her toes. “I have offered you a life of safety and comfort inside this very mountain, where you could have had everything you ever wanted. And what is more, Lirana, you could have all of Adhira at your fingertips. An entire planet full of people for you to call your own. To protect. To rule.”

			“But that’s the point!” Lira hissed, then blinked in surprise, shocked that her voice had simply slipped out. But now that the dam had broken, she couldn’t stop it. “I don’t want your stupid title. I don’t want to rule. I don’t want to look after an entire planet full of people.” She took a deep breath, and finally looked her aunt in the eyes. “I love you, but I don’t want to be you.”

			And there they were.

			The words Lira had held in her chest for so long, ever since her aunt had begun grooming her for the position. Alara had never been able to have children of her own, but when her sister had stopped caring for Lira and Lon, Alara had become their sole guardian.

			And Alara thought she’d found her heir.

			She’d wanted to share her world with Lira, every animal, plant and person living and breathing throughout it.

			But it was too damned much.

			I don’t want the title. I don’t want the job. I don’t want the responsibility.

			I want to soar through the stars. I want to navigate through nebulas. I want to fly my ship so close to a black hole that the fear nearly shakes the bones from my body. And then I want to overcome it.

			All of those things, Lira had already said.

			But this?

			This, she had never had the guts to share with her aunt.

			Alara nodded slowly, as if she were mulling over Lira’s words.

			She stood, pressing a button on the small silver band wrapped around her thin wrist. Moments later, the double doors to her chambers opened, and a Sentinel walked in.

			Lira’s heart sank.

			Lon.

			He smiled apologetically at Lira as he walked past, his eyes downcast as he took up his place beside their aunt.

			“I have loved you as if you were my own daughter,” Alara finally said. “After all these years, Lirana, and even with the pain your brother and I have endured from your absence…I still consider you a piece of my heart. A vital part of this planet.” She looked sideways at Lon. “Show her.”

			“Show me what?” Lira asked.

			With a deep sigh, Lon held up a glowing screen.

			On it was a photograph of Lira, smiling as if she hadn’t a care in the world. She knew that photograph. It was from her Efflorescence Ceremony. Her gown was beautiful, the fabric like an elegant flowing stream, in every shade of blue she could imagine. Lira stood before a sunset, her face aglow with both a smile and the evening light. Lon stood beside her in the image, his arm draped over her shoulders. His own smile matching hers.

			“This is a photograph of a girl who once loved her home and her family,” Alara said. “This is the daughter I raised.” She stared at the image, smiling sadly.

			“I still love you!” Lira yelped. She could feel her scales heating again, and she willed the emotions away. “I have never stopped loving you. But I’m not the same girl anymore,” she pleaded. “I never have been, Alara. It’s as if during my entire life here, I was…playing a part. For you. Not for me.”

			Alara nodded, and Lon chewed on his bottom lip, worrying away at the skin until Lira feared it would bleed.

			“You have always been a dreamer,” Alara said. “I have known it since you were born. I don’t know what sort of web you’ve gotten yourself tangled up in, but I know that with General Cortas involved, I fear for your safety.”

			At the mention of his name, Lira raised a brow.

			“He’s a good leader, but his honesty, and his methods, are questionable at best. Nevertheless, he has been in constant communication with me, and I with him, since the very first time your wanted posters appeared on the feeds.”

			“I’m sorry,” Lira said.

			She truly was. For the shame it brought upon her aunt. For the worry she must have caused both Alara and Lon.

			“I know of the plans he has for you, and the rest of the—” she took a deep, shuddering breath “—the crew you have aligned yourself with. If you succeed in your mission to return Valen Cortas home, General Cortas has promised you a full pardon of your crimes. Has he not?”

			Lira nodded.

			“I would like to offer you something else, as well.” Her aunt turned to Lon, who tapped something onto his screen and turned it back around so Lira could see it.

			Her eyes nearly bugged out of her skull.

			“For years now, I have been in talks with the other planetary leaders about their own starfleets. It’s something I should have acted on long ago. And ever since Valen Cortas was stolen by a Xen Pterran rogue force, I realized that Adhira needs a stronger presence in the sky, stars forbid they strike again, on this planet—or if anything should ever happen to return us to that black pit of war.” She tapped two fingertips to her forehead and whispered a silent prayer to the Godstars. “I love you, Lirana. I always have. You have wounded me. You have betrayed my trust. But we are family, by blood, bound to this planet by duty, whether you see it that way or not.”

			Lira nodded again, still staring at what was on the screen.

			“And so, through many negotiations with General Cortas, I am able to offer you this.”

			She pointed at the screen.

			On it was an official document stating that Lirana Mette would become the pilot of a new Adhiran Skyback Explorer.

			It was the fastest model in the Mirabel Galaxy. The most advanced. Plenty of cargo space, plenty of room to gather and collect and return home with whatever she pleased. Plenty of room for weapons, something Alara had never, in all her years ruling Adhira, truly condoned.

			The ship, sleek and beautiful, was the most desired by anyone who knew anything about ships. It wasn’t even available on the public market yet.

			“You would reside in Rhymore alongside your brother and me,” Alara said. “You would, of course, have to work without wages for a year to pay for the ruined crops from your recent crash landing. And I would ensure that you enter pilot’s mechanical training, with the very best in the field, so that you do not repeat your mistakes again. You will also work to control your energy output when faced with strong emotions, as I have always insisted. It’s clear you have not maintained that practice on your journeys. After you agree to my terms, you are free to pilot this ship. We trade with several of the planets across Mirabel. You would be the one traveling there, with Lon at your side, and a handful of others, to collect and deliver goods. And in case the need should ever arise…you would help train other pilots to protect this planet.”

			Lon stepped up beside Lira and spoke. “It will be yours, Lir. Your ship. You’d pilot it for good. For Adhira. For us. And I would be with you on your adventures! It’s everything you’ve ever wanted, Lira.”

			Lira felt herself spiraling into a deep, dark space.

			There were so many memories here. Of her childhood, the pain of her mother leaving her, the feeling that there would be no one to care for her and Lon. Then the rescue, when their aunt brought them into her mountain fortress. Into her heart and her waiting arms.

			This was a chance to set things right with Alara and Lon. This was a chance to come home, and still do what she loved most.

			No leading the planet. No title other than pilot.

			Hell, she didn’t even have to captain the ship if she didn’t want to. Someone else could make those choices, and she’d simply keep her hands on the wheel, her eyes on the sky.

			Everything inside of her begged her to accept.

			But then her aunt’s words filtered back through. Lira glanced up at the two standing before her. “You said General Cortas was involved. That you were…negotiating with him?”

			Lon bit his lip again. This time, the blood broke through. A tiny bead of delicate, springtime sky blue.

			“The offer only stands this once,” Alara said. She seemed to stand taller. “On the stipulation that you remove yourself from the current mission at hand. Say the word, Lirana, and you will be free of General Cortas’s job and all of the dangers and frustrations that come with it. Your crew can remain here, of course, until their ship is fixed. But when they leave, you would remain on Adhira. I have already set aside the funds to begin building your ship.”

			Lon stepped forward, close enough that Lira could feel his body heat. He took her cold hands in his warm ones. “Just say yes, Lir. You’ve had your fun. You’ve had your adventures, and they wouldn’t be over. They’d just be…safer. Something the Godstars would approve of.”

			Lira’s heart rocketed into her throat.

			She felt thrust into a battle, the two sides of her heart waging war.

			Smoke filtered up from the heat on her scales. And yet, Lon did not let go, even though she knew she was burning him.

			“I…”

			Two sets of eyes upon her.

			Two dreams.

			“You have until your crew leaves this planet to decide,” Alara said.

			“And the girls?” Lira asked. “What if I wished for them to be my crew, here?”

			Lon pushed the screen into Lira’s hands, the sketch of the ship—and Lira’s name above it—still in full view.

			“We love you, little bug,” Lon said. “And we want the best for your future.”

			“And we feel that future should not include them,” Alara said softly.

			Lira stared at them both for a moment, then looked back at the screen in her hands. She felt her scales betraying her emotional state, so Lira simply nodded curtly before turning to leave the room.

			Walking out into the halls.

			Seeing the past and the future colliding. The faces of her crew. Dead bodies lying at her feet. The pain of leaving her family behind, and the joy of finding a new one beyond the Adhiran borders.

			After wandering for some time, Lira finally found Dex in the living area of their borrowed quarters. Alfie sat beside him on the couch. The AI was oiling his gears while Dex oiled his insides with a bottle of Griss.

			“They’re in the Well,” Dex said, waving a hand.

			Lira raised a brow. “Doing what?”

			“They are attacking each other, quite voraciously, with a series of defensive and offensive moves,” Alfie said without looking up from his task.

			“It’s called training,” Dex explained. He caught Lira’s eye. “Gilly said there were no boys allowed.”

			“She’s correct,” Lira said. She watched Dex for a moment as he talked with Alfie, smiling as the AI asked further questions. “Dextro?”

			Dex glanced up.

			“The story that you told Andi, back on the ship,” Lira said. “Was there truly no other way to save them both?”

			His smile fell as he said, “If there had been another way, Lira…” He shook his head, his brow creasing as he took a long gulp of Griss. “I would have torn apart the galaxy in order to take it.”

			Lira nodded in understanding. Dex lifted his bottle of Griss to her in a gesture of farewell as she left the room, heading for the Well, a freshwater lake deep inside the mountain where her crew would be waiting.

			Her heart twisted with the weight of the offer she’d just received.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY

			

			ANDROMA

			“YOU’RE SULKING AGAIN,” Breck said to Andi as they circled each other like two hungry sharks.

			“I’m not sulking,” Andi said. “I’m simply regretting my decisions. Deeply.”

			Breck lifted a dark brow. “You’re too much in your head. It’s time you got out of it.” She lunged forward, and before Andi knew it, Breck’s giant foot was in her gut.

			Andi went flying.

			She landed, with a great splash, in the massive lake that made up most of the Well. It was twice as deep as it was wide, and colorful, flashing fish swam beneath its depths, sucking the algae away so that the lake remained a glittering, almost crystal shade of blue.

			Andi came up sputtering for air and shivering to find Breck, Lira and Gilly laughing by the water’s edge. Their laughs echoed throughout the massive cavern, slipped across the surface of the blue lake. Workers nearby looked up from their posts on the bridge that spanned the lake, their tubes that pulled water from the Well momentarily forgotten.

			The Well of Rhymore was not exactly a prime location for training. The space surrounding the giant lake was slick, solid rock, and the only source of light came from the random flashes of the fish beneath the surface of the water. It was hard to see and difficult to move, plus they had a captive audience of Queen Alara’s workers watching.

			All of which, to Andi, made it the perfect place for her and her crew to practice their fighting skills, something they hadn’t been able to do on solid land in quite some time.

			“She just owned you,” Gilly said as Andi hauled her dripping self from the lake. A suckerfish, with its almost humanoid mouth, just barely missed a chance to latch on to her leg.

			“Not funny,” Andi said as she slung the water off and shook out her hair. She never should have allowed that kick to make contact. She felt slow, as if her mind were weighing her down.

			“It was actually quite humorous,” Lira replied with a grin.

			“As humorous as this?” Andi asked.

			With a growl, she sprang.

			Lira deftly sidestepped her, bare feet moving with ease across the rocky shores of the inner-mountain lake.

			Andi’s punch nearly clipped Gilly instead, but the young gunner ducked, then came back up with a punch of her own. Andi blocked it with her cuffs, and Gilly howled like a creature of the night.

			“You’re going to pay for that!”

			She lunged at Andi, but Breck stepped in front of her, and Gilly’s swings missed their intended mark.

			“Lira, on my side,” Andi commanded. “Breck and Gilly, face off.”

			Her pilot joined her, and together, they turned to face Breck and Gilly.

			“The first to draw blood wins,” Andi said. “No weapons. Only fists and feet.”

			Gilly flashed her teeth and glanced up at Breck, who stood with her hands raised, fists already in place to protect her face. “You’re so going down, ladies.”

			In a flash, the girls all sprang into action. It was a flurry of fists, Andi’s wet clothing helping her to slip between Breck’s fingers, Lira’s graceful leaps keeping her out of Gilly’s range.

			As they moved, Andi’s distracting thoughts tried to worm their way into the fight. Another opponent for her to face, and no matter how hard she swung her fists, no matter how effortlessly she landed each jab and punch or made a successful dodge, the thoughts attacked harder.

			Fiercer than Breck and Gilly’s hits could ever be.

			As Breck leveled a kick to Andi’s thigh, Andi swiftly returned it with a kick of her own. The giantess chuckled as Andi dropped to the floor, rolling away from another attack. Lira was there to back her up, swiftly dealing blows to Breck’s left arm. Gilly retorted with a flurry of curses and a rock thrown at Lira’s face.

			As the girls moved and spun, Andi thought of what she had yet to face.

			Valen, upon waking, had looked at her like he knew that her soul was black. Andi supposed it was. A soul that had taken so many lives must be tainted.

			Breck’s fist clipped her jaw.

			“Yes!” Gilly howled.

			Pain screamed at Andi, but she willed it away. She would not go down that easily.

			And yet, as she and Lira backed up, taking a few paces away to regain their composure, thoughts of Valen came back stronger.

			Of course he wouldn’t want to see you, Andi. Why would he ever, in a million years, want to see his sister’s murderer?

			In more ways than one, Andi blamed herself for his pain and his capture. Everyone—reporters and gossips galaxy-wide—had spoken of how the young general’s son wasn’t the same after Kalee died. If Andi hadn’t crashed that ship…then maybe Valen wouldn’t have been out in the night, walking alone in Kalee’s memorial garden.

			He wouldn’t have been captured by Xen Pterran forces. And then all of this—Adhira, the crash landing, the tidal wave of emotions Lira was suffering through…

			None of it would have ever happened.

			Andi knew she was the beginning of the spiral that bent Valen’s life—and many others—out of control.

			“Your left!” Lira yelped.

			Andi narrowly dodged another rock thrown by Gilly. The young gunner would always find ammunition, even in the belly of Rhymore.

			Gilly twirled past, hissing taunts and laughing as Breck and Lira went head-to-head.

			“Come on, Cap,” Gilly said, waggling a finger at Andi.

			With a quick bend, Andi splashed frigid water into Gilly’s face.

			They tumbled back into the fight.

			Andi’s thoughts followed right behind.

			After the transport wagon had dropped them off, and the remains of the Marauder were carted deeper into the mountain, Andi and Dex had patched in a call to General Cortas.

			That had gone very poorly. Andi still had a headache from the conversation, in which the general had been so upset that Alfie had suggested he “consume a bottle of his calming tonics and resume the conversation at a later time.”

			At one point, General Cortas had called Andi and her crew a waste of his time. Dex had vehemently disagreed with him, to which Andi promptly reminded Dex that she could stand up for herself, and a flurry of bitter retorts had gone back and forth between them at once.

			The general had then chewed them both out and ended the call.

			“It could have gone worse,” Dex had said before they parted ways. Things had gone as well as they probably could have with the general, at least.

			It was Queen Alara whom Andi had yet to have a full conversation with.

			She knew a reprimand was coming—likely more marks on her record—but she guessed that Lira would get the brunt of the scolding from the Adhiran queen.

			And speaking of Lira…

			She was currently fighting off Breck at the center of the bridge. The glowing blue water below lit up Lira’s face, making her eyes stand out boldly as she tracked Breck’s motions and mirrored them when it was Breck’s turn to go on the defensive.

			Workers scattered, gasping as the two girls moved so swiftly, and with such ease.

			“Come on!” Gilly yelled.

			She grabbed Andi’s hand, abandoning the attack for a moment as captain and gunner headed to join the other two members of their crew.

			As they ran, more thoughts poured in.

			Complete this job, and you’ll be pardoned from your death sentence. Arcardius will be open to you again. What will you do, then, with your crew?

			Opening herself up to each of the girls had been difficult. A captain needed a crew, loyal and true, but a crew had to trust their captain in return. It had been an uphill battle to let the girls enter her heart, especially after the pain of losing Kalee and then Dex. Andi was wary of becoming emotionally attached to anyone.

			But her crew had won her over, and Andi couldn’t beg the Godstars enough to keep them safe.

			“I’m going back in,” Gilly said.

			She sprinted across the bridge and leaped onto Breck’s back, where she placed her tiny hands over Breck’s eyes to block out her vision.

			“Gilly!” Breck yelled, and Lira stopped fighting long enough to give in to laughter again.

			Andi stopped walking. She stood at the base of the bridge, watching them. Realizing, suddenly, that her heart physically ached.

			She loved these girls. They were the strongest women she’d ever known, and all she had in this galaxy now. If anything ever happened to them… If she were ever faced with a decision like the one Dex had had to make, to trade a single one of them in exchange for the life of another…

			Andi’s vision blurred as she watched the girls laugh, all of them doubling over as if they hadn’t a care in the world.

			She could hardly see them now as she stood a few paces away on the bridge, and though she was still wet from her fall in the lake, she realized, as she felt warmth spill onto her cheeks, that she was crying.

			Godstars.

			What in the hell was happening to her?

			Andi tried to swallow them away. But the tears, almost as if they were spurred on by her noticing them, began to fall harder. Faster, until she thought they would never run dry.

			Until Andi realized that the girls had fallen silent.

			“Andi?” Lira asked.

			They all turned to face her on the bridge.

			Andi heard footsteps, and then the girls were suddenly surrounding her, taking her by the arms and herding her away. Back down the bridge, past the edge of the great lake, into the shadows of the cavern. They settled down beneath an overhang of sharp rock.

			The girls closed in tighter around her, waiting in silence until Andi’s tears finally ceased.

			The workers, now no longer disturbed by the queen’s niece and her fighting friends, went back to what they were doing. A calmness washed over the cavern.

			Finally Lira spoke. “You’re afraid.”

			It wasn’t a question, and Andi was grateful that she didn’t actually have to answer. Gilly and Breck had always looked at her and assumed she was fearless, completely beyond the struggle of having to face such a petty, frail feeling.

			To them, she was a captain. A breeder of fear.

			But Lira saw the truth as plainly as they saw the view of the mountain lake stretching out before them.

			“I want to apologize,” Andi said. “To all of you, for getting us into this job.” She turned to Lira. “And to you, for earlier, on the transport wagon. I know being here isn’t exactly easy for you.”

			Lira shook her head. “I don’t need an apology, Captain. I need you to speak your mind about what’s bothering you.”

			“Do you want to hear about Dex or Valen first?”

			None of the girls answered, as if they were all gently nudging Andi to make up her own mind.

			“What Dex told me…” Andi started, unsure of where her words were leading. “I’m not sure if I can handle it.”

			“In what way?” Breck asked.

			Andi’s heart cringed as she considered what she was about to say. “All these years, thinking he was dead…it was easier that way. Easier to believe that he’d truly betrayed me because money was more important to him than love. But now that I know the truth? If it were any of you three held captive…if it were Kalee, and I had to offer up Dex to an enemy in exchange?” She realized, suddenly, that she was afraid of her own thoughts. “I’m not sure that I would have decided any differently than Dex did.”

			“The choice he had to make was unfair,” Gilly said.

			So simply put. And she was right.

			Lira nodded and pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “The pain he put you through was unfair, too. But life, I’m quite sure, never considers our feelings when it decides to take us down an unsteady road.”

			Andi stared at the lake, her eyes burning from the recent tears.

			“I tried to kill him. What if I’d succeeded?”

			“You didn’t,” Breck said. Her dark eyes met Andi’s pale ones as she spoke. “And now you know his side of the story, and he knows yours. You both did terrible things, broke promises, ruined a mutual trust. You can hold on to your anger, if you think that makes you strong.” She smiled a little then. “But brute strength isn’t everything, Andi. Trust me, I would know.”

			“Breck is right,” Lira agreed. “Anger and hatred have never given any man or woman lasting peace.”

			“So I just forgive him?” Andi asked. “Move on?”

			“That is for your heart to decide,” Lira said.

			They all stopped talking for a while, lost in their individual thoughts. Gilly settled beside Andi and started combing her fingers through the drying strands of Andi’s long hair. “Now we should probably talk about Valen,” Gilly said, twisting Andi’s hair into an elaborate braid. “Because we all know that’s an entirely different issue than Dex.”

			Breck chuckled. “Yeah. It definitely is, Gil.”

			The girls turned their gazes to Andi.

			She sighed. She was already spouting plenty of truths. She guessed it was time to unleash a little more, before her courage ran out.

			“Valen will wake up again. When he sees me…if he tries to kill me…” Andi paused, swallowing hard. “I’m afraid I won’t try to stop him.”

			Lira was silent as she pondered this. “Revenge is a powerful creature.”

			“So is guilt,” Breck said.

			“And shame,” Lira added, looking down over the railing. “Shame is a monster I know all too well.”

			These things were a part of Andi now, as much as her blood, as much as her bones. Companions as constant as the crew that surrounded her now.

			“You have many demons upon your back, Androma,” Lira said. She reached out and placed a warm, soft hand on Andi’s cheek. Andi relaxed beneath her touch, knowing that Lira had never, and would never, judge the things that any of the girls did. She saw beyond what they were, uncovered the motives beneath each and every one of the moves they made.

			“I have never known someone, in all of my travels, who carries them with such persistence, who refuses to put them down when the burden grows too heavy to bear.”

			“Breck could probably carry a heavy burden,” Gilly suggested suddenly.

			Lira and Breck both laughed softly.

			“Yes, she could. Which leads me to my point.” Lira dropped her hand from Andi’s cheek. But her eyes held Andi’s knowingly. “You have a…loyal crew, Andi.” She seemed to choke a bit on the word, as if it pained her. Then she shook her head slightly and carried on. “While we are here, together, in one piece…allow us to help you carry some of the weight.”

			“What if I can’t?” Andi asked.

			She stared out at the lake. She imagined that, outside, the sun was probably about to set, signaling the start of the Revalia Festival, a celebration that signified the end of The Cataclysm. The girls needed to go and get ready.

			“That is a choice you must make yourself,” Lira said. “We all have them. Some of us simply take a little longer deciding what to do.”

			“And you, Lira?” Andi asked. “Do you have a choice to make?”

			“I have many,” Lira said with a sigh.

			“Do you want to talk about them?” Breck asked. “There’s already a world of drama pressing in on us all right now. Why not add some more?”

			Lira chuckled. “I’m afraid of what you all may have to say about it.”

			“Don’t be,” Gilly said. “We just saw Andi cry. We’re definitely not going to judge you.”

			Andi laughed, then gently pulled away from Gilly as the little girl finished up her braid.

			“You’re my Second, Lir. I’ll help you with whatever choice it is you have to make. And I know the gunners will, too.”

			All the girls nodded.

			Lira closed her eyes.

			For a moment, her scales glowed a gentle blue. A shade Andi had seen only a few times, when Lira thought no one was looking.

			Sadness.

			Deep, bone-touching sadness.

			“Lir?” Andi asked softly. “You can tell us.”

			Across the cave, a heavy door burst open. Alfie suddenly appeared, his oval head swiveling back and forth as he searched the cave for the girls.

			“We could hide,” Gilly suggested. “We could stay in this cave forever.”

			Breck chuckled. “We’d miss out on Revalia, then, little one. We can’t miss such a perfect chance to get dressed up.”

			With a nod of agreement, Gilly leaped to her feet and waved Alfie over.

			The AI marched across the arching bridge over the lake to join the girls.

			Though he couldn’t show emotion, Andi felt as if his words were tense as he spoke.

			“Apologies for interrupting you, Captain Racella,” Alfie said. “But Mr. Valen Cortas is awake.”

			Andi’s stomach sank to her toes.

			“Dextro Arez went to greet him and escort him to our temporary living quarters upstairs.”

			The girls all stood, ready to follow Alfie back to their borrowed space.

			“You should say a prayer to the Godstars, Cap,” Gilly said as she skipped along beside Andi, heading back across the bridge and to the exit of the Well.

			“A prayer for what?” Andi asked.

			“That the two of you don’t start The Second Cataclysm.”

			“Gilly!” Lira chided.

			But Gilly was already gone, running ahead to catch up with Breck as they exited the giant stone doorway and turned into the narrow hall beyond.

			Andi glanced once over her shoulder, back at the lake. Wondering if she really could find a place to hide away and forget about the world.

			But she knew that was never an option. Captains—leaders—did not hide. They faced their problems head-on, accepting their fears and attacking them anyway.

			“Fly true?” Lira suggested.

			“Not the best statement right now, Lir,” Andi said. She sighed. “What you were going to say before Alfie interrupted us?”

			“Never mind that, Androma.” Lira draped her arm across Andi’s shoulders and guided her out into the hall. “It’s not important.”

			Despite Lira’s words, Andi still felt the warmth of her Second’s scales, heating slowly into sadness as they joined the rest of the crew.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

			

			ANDROMA

			“WOULD YOU STOP pacing, before you wear a hole in this mountain?” Breck asked.

			“I’m sorry,” Andi said. “But we’re on Adhira, on the eve of a peace festival. Of all the planets and times to have this conversation with Valen. It’s like the Godstars are laughing at me.”

			This planet was a tranquil place. Queen Alara had her Sentinels, but no army. And certainly not trained soldiers-turned-killers like Andi.

			Adhira had no weapons, no major issues with violence. During The Cataclysm, they were the last planet in the Unified Systems to join the fight, and perhaps only because Alara hoped to save her people from a fate similar to Xen Ptera’s.

			Andi’s skin prickled at the thought of being here. She didn’t belong on this planet, and never could.

			She felt as if she was tainting the ground of this beautiful planet with every step she took.

			This would be the first time Valen had really seen her in four years. The day he was rescued didn’t count—she doubted he’d truly registered who she was before blacking out, much like earlier today.

			It wasn’t just Valen seeing her that unsettled Andi, but her seeing him. This time around, he wouldn’t be bloody with scraps of clothing falling off his thin frame. He would be coherent, cleaned up so that he resembled the boy she’d shared an estate with, and she had no idea what to expect. A man who had been driven mad by his years of imprisonment? Or the brother of Kalee, finally facing his sister’s killer?

			She’d seen many Arcardians since her escape, but none who personally knew her past. Not only was Valen the first person she had seen who truly knew the old Andi—excluding General Cortas, of course—but he was also one of the people she’d hurt the most.

			This was not going to be a happy reunion. Of that she was sure.

			The guilt she felt toward the general wasn’t the same as it was toward Valen. It was hard to explain; a feeling she couldn’t quite pinpoint, almost as if she were a ship without a mapping system. Barreling endlessly toward some place she didn’t truly know the route to. Perhaps it was because Valen had always been so pure and good, while General Cortas had a way of manipulating her guilt for his own gain.

			She focused instead on the fact that tonight was supposed to be a celebration. Revalia would soon begin. It had been fifteen years since The Cataclysm came to an end, and today was a time for the Unified Systems to celebrate their victory.

			Each individual planet celebrated in their own way. Adhira’s Revalia Festival was full of dancing and drinking, blissful oblivion and starry skies. Something Andi would have loved and longed for once. The Arcardian festivities weren’t as lively—the militant planet chose to celebrate with banquets and strictly orchestrated parades rather than with a carefree nature.

			Celebrating on Adhira should’ve excited her, but today, the idea of celebrating seemed false. To add to that, a few days from now, when they landed on Arcardius, the Intergalactic Summit would take place. The leaders from each of the four systems would be present to symbolize that peace still existed in the galaxy, and would continue to exist between the planets that made up the Unified Systems.

			Andi hadn’t taken part in the celebrations in years. If they hadn’t landed here at such a time, she imagined she probably would have let another year go by unnoticed.

			“Hey, Cap,” Gilly said, drawing Andi back to the present.

			She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing with a fuzzy orange ball. At first Andi thought it was some sort of strange fruit she’d picked up outside, but as she slowed her pacing, Andi saw that it had two large eyes and what seemed to be three horns protruding from its head.

			“Gilly, what the hell is that?” Andi yelped.

			“Not sure. I found it upstairs and thought it was cute,” Gilly mused, eyes never leaving the thing in front of her. It batted at her with a paw nearly as large as its smushed face. Gilly giggled and scratched it on the head behind its protruding horns. “I like him.”

			“What if it’s poisonous?”

			“It’s not.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“Because the little bastard bit me,” Breck interjected from her seat. She held up a finger wrapped in gauze. “And I’m not dead yet. I am, however, planning tens of thousands of ways to kill it.”

			“Don’t listen to her, Havoc.” Gilly scooped the fuzzball up and held it close.

			“For the love of the stars, she’s named the beast!” Breck howled.

			“I find the name quite fitting, Breck,” Lira added. “Every beast deserves a strong name.”

			“Allow me to assist,” Alfie added, walking over on silent feet. “Havoc is defined, in the Great Universal Dictionary, as ‘great destruction or devastation. Ruinous damage.’”

			Breck held up her bandaged finger again as further evidence. “See?”

			The furry beast snarled and pounced from Gilly’s arms toward Breck’s feet. Breck leaped across the table onto Lira, who turned on her with an array of curses, her scales flashing bright purple.

			“Oh, dear,” Alfie said, with a whirr of his gears that sounded like a sigh.

			This was something Andi could deal with.

			It was familiar, the soothing sound of their argument like music to her ears. She’d never been more thankful for a distraction.

			Her relief didn’t last long. A moment later, the door opened and in walked Dex and Valen. Two men from completely different parts of her life, neither of the relationships ending in the way she’d envisioned.

			They were polar opposites—one from a life of privilege, strange but pure at heart, and the other from a world that demanded a warrior’s determination. Seeing them side by side seemed so wrong.

			Andi couldn’t look Valen in the eyes. It was too personal. She worried that if she did, he would see the rot she harbored within. He had seen her at her best and watched her fall. She couldn’t possibly fathom what he would think of her now.

			The two men went to the plush chairs across from the couch.

			Mustering up her courage, she followed them to the sitting area.

			She allowed herself a glance at Valen. Beneath his green tunic she could see he was frail; a mere shell of what he’d once been. Instead of paint-stained fingers, she saw bruises. Instead of eyes alight with curiosity, she saw dark circles that swallowed them whole. He looked as if he wanted to curl into himself the way he had when she and Dex had found him in his cell in Lunamere.

			What horrors had he lived through?

			“Valen Cortas.” Alfie shuffled over, stopping before Valen to bow deeply. “I am Alfie, personal Artificial Lifeform Intelligence Emissary to General Cyprian Cortas. It is my command to assist your father in returning his son home.”

			Valen inclined his head at Alfie. “My deepest apologies that you’re programmed to work for my father.”

			Alfie’s unblinking eyes stared at Valen. “I am detecting strong levels of distaste toward…”

			“That’ll be enough, Alfie,” Dex interjected. “Why don’t you go check on the ship repairs? Memory could probably use some company.”

			At the sound of Memory’s name, Alfie’s posture straightened. “I find my gears are warming at an alarming rate. Excuse me.” He turned, seeming all too eager to spend some time alone with the ruined ship. His footsteps hastened as he left the living quarters. Andi wondered briefly if all AIs could feel emotion like Alfie did, or if it was purely some quirk of his programming.

			“Alfie helped stabilize you when we got you out of Lunamere,” Dex said, breaking the silence as he propped his boots up on the table. “Now that he’s gone…how about we have a completely calm, completely adult conversation?”

			He raised his dark brows at Andi.

			It was an effort to force herself to speak.

			Andi knew she didn’t have a choice. Whether she liked it or not, she was the captain of this hellish mission. She’d allowed her pilot to fly her ship to the Olen System. And even if they weren’t on the Marauder, it was still her game to play. Her move to make.

			Valen had always been a gentle soul, but things could have changed. He’d been a prisoner to Lunamere, on enemy ground, tortured to the point of death. Now that he was awake, she had to make sure her crew was safe in his presence.

			She couldn’t believe she was about to do this. But they had to get him to talk.

			She took a deep breath. “Hello, Valen.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

			

			VALEN

			AT THE SOUND of her voice, Valen froze.

			Everyone did, as if they were watching the single moment in time before an explosion rocked the world. He could feel more than hear the sound get sucked from the room, and suddenly the silence was more than he could bear.

			Her eyes were locked on him. Burning a hole into his skin.

			She was just as he remembered…and yet somehow different, all at once, and it wasn’t just the metallic plates that shone from her cheekbones. It was something deeper. Her pale hair was braided back from her face, instead of the loose way she used to wear it. She’d added streaks of purple, a color that somehow brought out her eyes. Her skin was covered in cuts and bruises, but beneath it all, there was still that horrible, destructive beauty she’d always had.

			She had been lethal then, and was something entirely more dangerous now.

			While everyone else lounged on the plush seats, Androma stood. They all wore colorful, loose clothing, but she remained in a fitted bodysuit, reinforced in places with what looked like hardened armor.

			She was the ice to her crew’s warm demeanor.

			And she was staring right at him, unafraid.

			He stared back.

			“Ten seconds,” Dex said suddenly from Valen’s left.

			Every head swung to look at the bounty hounter.

			“It gives me hope,” Dex said, smiling sideways in a way that Valen took to be his trademark grin, “that Valen may not try to murder Androma as I had previously expected.” He held a hand out to the giantess sitting across from him. “Pay up.”

			Andi’s jaw dropped, and she swiveled to glare at the New Vedan. “You made a bet on this, Breck?”

			The young woman, who Valen assumed was Breck, looked down at her toes and grinned sheepishly. “Sorry, Andi. You know I can’t resist a good wager.” She reached into her pocket, pulled out a few golden Krevs and slapped them into Dex’s waiting hand.

			“I’m beginning to think you two are becoming friends,” Andi said.

			Breck’s cheeks reddened.

			Dex chuckled as he pocketed his new Krevs.

			A moment passed in awkward silence before Dex turned back to Valen.

			He guessed it was his turn to be the show now.

			“So, my newly freed friend,” Dex said, “it’s time for you to talk. What did they do to you in there?”

			“Dex!” Andi hissed. She turned to Valen, her jaw working slightly back and forth. “What Dextro means is…”

			“Why are you here?” Valen blurted out.

			She paused midsentence, her mouth half open, her gray eyes suddenly wide.

			For a strange moment, Valen almost thought she’d turn and run.

			But that didn’t seem like the Androma he once knew, a Spectre who’d guarded his sister without fear, and certainly not like the young woman who’d rescued him from Lunamere. He still didn’t know how many guards she and Dex had dispatched in order to set him free or how they’d even made it inside in the first place.

			“Your father hired me and my crew,” Andi explained matter-of-factly.

			“I know that. Dex told me on the way over here,” Valen said, closing his eyes and shaking his head, still shocked that he’d opened up a line of communication with this…murderess. “What I want to know, Androma, is why you?”

			She stared at him.

			Her crew stared at them both.

			The little girl’s strange creature purred from her lap, the only rescue from the world’s most uncomfortable silence. But Valen refused to break it until Andi answered him.

			She owed him this much, even if she had already saved his life.

			“It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other,” Andi finally said. She spoke to him gently, as if he were a child who might burst into an angry fit. It made his insides roil. “Things have changed since then.” She took another deep breath. “I have changed.”

			Back when Valen had known her, she hadn’t just been a trained shadow who was meant to protect Kalee and failed. She’d also been a dancer who moved like the music was part of her soul. She’d laughed so hard her voice could be heard throughout the halls of Averia. She’d been alive. Now she was a young woman with scars on her arms and fire burning in her eyes. She looked like she hadn’t stopped running since she’d escaped Arcardius.

			“You’re a killer, Andi,” Valen said. He had to say it. For himself. For Kalee. “As far as I can tell, you haven’t changed a bit.”

			He expected her to cringe, but she took it like someone who was used to taking hits.

			“What happened was a mistake,” Andi said. This time her voice was raw. “What happened was…”

			“Why did my father choose you to rescue me? With all the decorated soldiers in the galaxy…” Valen inclined his head toward Dex, who bore the marks of a Tenebran Guardian. “He picked a traitor. A runaway. With all the other options he has available to him on Arcardius, why would he choose his daughter’s murderer to be his son’s savior?”

			There it was. Out in the open like a bleeding wound.

			“Because,” Andi said, her voice bordering on cold, calculating fury, “I’m the best one for the job. And because your father, as I fully expected him to do, threatened to throw me and my crew into prison if I didn’t agree to the mission. We are the expendable ones in this galaxy—a part of it, but not. He could risk us getting caught.”

			That was the truth, Valen knew without question.

			“As you should have been in the first place,” he snapped. “And worse.”

			Dex’s jaw tensed. The young Adhiran woman placed a hand on the Tenebran’s arm, as if holding him back. Or maybe, judging by the expression on her face, she was holding herself back, too.

			Valen glanced away in disbelief.

			He remembered the results of Andi’s trial. Death. She’d been in holding for several days, ready for her sentence to be delivered. And then somehow, against all odds, she’d escaped, fading into the night like smoke on the wind.

			“It was a mistake,” Andi said again. “If I could take it back—”

			Valen gritted his teeth. “Murder isn’t a mistake.”

			“If I recall, you were the one who allowed your little sister and her friend to sneak out for a joyride on your father’s brand-new transport,” Andi replied. Her words were soft and casual, but her eyes were on fire.

			“Spectre,” Valen said. “Spectre first, and always. You failed her as that.”

			“Again,” Andi said, “it was a mistake. I’ve had to live with the cost of it.”

			“Kalee didn’t!” Valen screamed. “She didn’t get to live, Androma!”

			The world spun around him. He sucked in a breath, intent on staying in control. He would not lose this fight.

			She crossed her arms over her chest. Her face was impassive. Infuriating. “What I want to know, Valen, is how the hell you were taken from Arcardius in the first place. The boundary is well protected. Your father’s Spectres work around the clock, and then some. Yet he said you disappeared without a trace.”

			“Are you accusing me of something, Androma?”

			She simply stared at him, fierce as a lioness.

			“I was out walking in the gardens. After Kalee was killed, things were a little tense at the estate, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

			She flinched at his words.

			“What happened next?” Dex asked, leaning forward, hands resting on his knees. Drawing Valen’s attention away from Andi. “It’s important for us to know, Valen, so we can prevent it from happening again. So we can keep the families of the other system leaders safe.”

			Valen swallowed hard, recalling the events of that night.

			“A group of masked men came from the trees. I tried to run, but they surrounded me. I called out for help, but nobody was around to listen. And then they shot me with something,” he said, pulling down his tunic to reveal a circular scar just above his collarbone. “The next thing I knew, I was lying in a transport ship, bound in chains.”

			He could still remember the fear that had spiked through him in that waking moment. The questions that had no answers until far later.

			“We landed on Lunamere sometime later. I got one glimpse of the outside before they took us in. Then I was knocked out again. I woke up with my head shaved, my clothes gone and my cheek pressed to the stones in my cell.”

			Frozen to the stones, he thought to himself, by tears I didn’t remember crying.

			“I was no longer a name,” Valen continued. The anger had suddenly left his voice, replaced instead by a solemn whisper that made his throat ache. “I was a number. Cell 306. I don’t know if minutes or hours or days passed before they came into my cell. And…then it all started.”

			He realized he’d sunk back down onto the couch beside Dex. That he was shivering, despite the warmth of the room. That he was feeling the threat of darkness looming over him, despite the bright beam of moonlight pouring in through the open curtains.

			“What started?” Dex asked. “You’re safe here, Valen. You can talk to us.”

			But he wasn’t. Not with Andi here.

			She was looking at him like she used to. Like he was a question she couldn’t answer.

			He looked down at his hands as they clutched his knees. He’d grown so thin. He hadn’t fully realized it until he looked at himself in the mirror today. He’d barely recognized the ghost staring back.

			“The beatings,” Valen said. The wounds on his back seemed to squirm in response to his words. “They started slow at first. For every question I didn’t answer, I got a single lash of the whip across my back.”

			“What kind of questions?” Dex asked.

			Valen sighed. “About my father, mostly. What he did each day, what his schedule was like. Who he spoke to, who came and went from our estate. At first I didn’t answer. I was afraid what they’d do if I did.”

			“But eventually…” Dex helped guide him along.

			“You have to understand,” Valen said, now looking up. “They knew when I was lying. Maybe they had some sort of system, or perhaps it was just from years of torturing people for answers. They’ve turned pain into an art form. I had to tell them.”

			“About what?” Dex pressed.

			“I…” Valen paused, growing frustrated as he remembered the interrogations. “None of it made any sense.”

			“Can you elaborate? Can you give us any information you may have come across about Queen Nor?”

			Valen felt the change in his chest.

			Like something suddenly broke, or slipped loose.

			He felt the rage unlock inside him. And this time, he didn’t try to control it.

			He simply got up and left the group behind as quickly as he could.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

			

			ANDROMA

			AFTER VALEN’S ABRUPT departure from their quarters, Andi left her crew to prepare for Revalia while she tracked him down. She knew that being alone with him might not be the best idea, but she had to find him. Make sure he was safe.

			He wasn’t in his room. She’d scoured Alara’s fortress, determined to find him. Everywhere she looked, from the many scattered balconies to the mountaintop temple to the steaming, fragrant kitchens deep in the bedrock, she was met with wide-eyed workers with no recollection of seeing Valen.

			Even a little rusting sweeper droid, its arms replaced with dusty brooms, had simply turned away when she’d asked it about Valen, wheels squeaking as it disappeared around a corner.

			“Thanks for the help,” Andi muttered.

			Valen was gone, disappeared without a trace.

			Andi’s worries intensified.

			It wasn’t that she cared about him, specifically. Clearly, he didn’t care a bit for the likes of her. It was that she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that if the general got word she’d lost his son, he’d have her head.

			And every member of her crew’s, as well.

			Valen was a prize worth thousands of Krevs, a lifetime of freedom from the law and all the mistakes she’d made as a Spectre.

			Fuming, Andi stomped her way down the twisting, narrow halls in the carved-out mountain, heading downward to the ground-level exit.

			She quickly patched in a message to the girls’ channels.

			Going outside. Still haven’t found him. Might need your help looking.

			Gilly’s response was instantaneous.

			Havoc + Me. On it.

			“She’s not bringing that damned fuzzball on my ship,” Andi muttered under her breath as she blinked the message away and slipped outside, walking past two Sentinels stationed by the massive wooden exit doors.

			Adhira had taken on an entirely new shape in the darkness.

			She walked down the hillside, her boots leaving rocky mountain terrain behind, suddenly landing on the lush edges of Aramaeia.

			The terraformed quadrant was so odd. So beautiful. Massive tree trunks as large as buildings stood like sentries around her. The farther she walked, the more the undergrowth began to take over the ground—strange, fernlike plants with jagged leaves, green melding into purple ends that gently swept across her calves.

			Andi looked up, craning her neck to see into the canopy. It was magnificent tonight, the sky like a painted ceiling, the wink of distant planets and moons glowing in otherworldly shades through the darkness. Every so often, a blazing ball of fire shot past overhead—a meteor, falling through the sky. The air was comfortably cool, enough to fill her chest with a spark of life, and when the wind blew, the leaves on the trees seemed to whisper overhead, then tumbled down like a colorful rain, twisting and dancing as they neared the ground.

			Andi felt herself relaxing as another meteor shimmered past and faded behind the treetops.

			It was the perfect view for a painter, were it not blocked by leaves the size of her head. At that thought, a hunch tugged at Andi’s mind.

			Valen would be somewhere with a full, unobstructed view of this. Somewhere that made him feel closer to who he used to be. Somewhere that made him feel closer to Kalee.

			At the thought of her old friend and charge, a little pang snipped at Andi’s gut.

			Footsteps sounded behind her, and Andi whirled, reaching for her swords.

			Lira’s twin brother stood there, bare chested and beautiful. His blue eyes locked on hers.

			“Exploring?” Lon asked. “The rainforest is dangerous after the sun goes down.”

			Andi lowered her arms and crossed them over her chest, her cuffs cool on her skin. “I’m not worried.”

			Lon looked so much like Lira that Andi felt herself staring. “You may be a skilled fighter in the skies, but this is Adhira.”

			Andi sighed. “So you’re here to escort me back to the mountain?”

			Lon shifted on his bare feet. Another thing he shared with Lira—a hatred for the confinement of boots. “I’m actually here to help you. I saw where he went.”

			“Yeah?” Andi ran her fingertips across a fern leaf. It shivered and curled inward, away from her touch, as if it were sentient. “Nobody else saw him pass by. It’s like no one pays attention around here. They go about their lives, gliding about, smiling like everything is always okay.”

			“Maybe you should spend a little more time on Adhira,” Lon said. Then he chuckled when Andi scowled at him. “I see where Lira learned that expression.”

			“She’s learned a lot of things on my ship.”

			“Like how to lose control of her emotions and nearly die while crash-landing a glass starship?” Lon asked. His words weren’t acidic. They simply…were.

			“It’s varillium,” Andi said. “Something you would know if you took any interest in Lira’s passions.” She sighed. “I don’t have time to argue about Lira. If you would excuse me, I have a general’s lost son to recover.”

			She turned, heading into the sea of ferns without a word, happy to leave him behind.

			But Lon was soon at her side again, silent on his feet as he said, “Not that way. Follow me.”

			He headed off into the darkness, and Andi followed reluctantly, yet she was also grateful to have a guide—even if he did seem to have a grudge against Andi and the girls.

			“There’s something strange about him,” Lon said as he held aside a massive, spiked plant so Andi could pass unscathed. Behind it, a trampled path led deeper into the trees. “Something I don’t quite like. Especially since he’s been on a ship with my sister.”

			“Lira is capable of defending herself,” Andi said. “She loves what she does, you know. And we love her, too. We’re a family, all of us on the Marauder.”

			“Family?” Lon asked, a bit of heat creeping into his voice. “Has she spoken to you about what her real family…what my aunt…has planned for her?”

			“No one plans anything for Lira,” Andi said. “You and Alara shouldn’t, either.”

			Lon sighed. “So she hasn’t told you, then.”

			For an Adhiran, he sure was making a valiant effort at getting under her skin. “She’ll speak to me about it when she’s ready.”

			“And if you don’t like what she has to tell you?” He pointed a long finger ahead. “Take a left here.”

			They followed a fork in the path, heading deeper into the rainforest.

			Andi mulled this over in her mind. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“I’m not here to anger you, Androma.” Lon said, stepping over a small stream that ran through the path. “I’m simply making sure that when my sister speaks to you about her conversation with my aunt, you’ll help Lira see what is best for her.”

			Andi stiffened. Whatever Lira had debated sharing with the girls earlier, it was deep. Enough to make her pilot sad in a way Andi had never seen. Enough to make her hide her words, when Andi had offered her a chance to share them openly.

			Was she going to leave the crew?

			No.

			Andi refused to think it. Lira would never leave the Marauders. Especially not now.

			“Whatever it is that you’re getting at, Lon,” Andi said, stopping to face him, “I hope you know that I love Lira as if she were my sister. Whatever she has to tell me, I will listen with an open mind and heart.”

			“And you will not try to sway her decision?”

			Andi laughed at that. “No one sways Lirana Mette.”

			He smiled at that, a look that again reminded Andi so much of her Second.

			“She’s a great pilot,” Andi said. “She loves her life, up there in the stars.”

			Lon nodded. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” He stared ahead at the path as it curved again. “Go a bit farther. Valen is up ahead, at the stream.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I will be here waiting, should you need assistance.” He lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “Lira’s orders.”

			“Of course.”

			Andi walked down the path that soon opened wide, revealing a clearing with a stream running through it, moonflowers blooming in the darkness, some of them glowing as if made of strands of sunlight.

			In the distance, Andi could hear the faint string music of a sumdrel floating in the wind from a nearby village. Revalia was already beginning, the start of a wild, carefree night.

			Andi scanned the clearing, eyes finally settling on a figure who sat alone on a large rock by the water. She practically slumped to the ground with relief.

			From here, he looked peaceful, as if he hadn’t a care in all the world.

			He sat with his head bowed, his skin aglow from the flowers and a steady beam of moonlight that lit the water nearby. He was drawing something in the wet mud on the bank of the stream, his hands moving effortlessly as if the stick were a paintbrush, the mud a fresh canvas. Andi approached slowly, hoping for a glimpse of his art. But she didn’t get to see what it was before he turned at the sound of her footsteps. His face was unreadable.

			“Andi,” he said softly. “How did you find me?”

			She took another step forward, approaching him slowly. Half of her wanted him to keep spouting painful words, tearing at the scabs on her heart until they ripped open, and the truth of the past bled out.

			The other half was relieved that he now seemed so much calmer in her presence.

			“A Sentinel saw you leave,” she said. “Thought I’d check in to see if you were alright.” She paused, waiting for a response he didn’t give. “We need to head back to Rhymore.”

			She started to turn, but he stopped her.

			“No, wait.” His voice sounded pained, but then he swallowed and nodded. “I…need a few more minutes. It’s been a while since I’ve seen the outside.”

			In all the years they’d known each other, this was perhaps the only time they’d ever been alone. Andi was acutely aware of that as she slowly walked forward and settled down next to him, a full arm’s length away.

			They sat in silence. The stream burbled cheerfully. Every few seconds, Andi heard the telltale swish of a tail flicking out of the water.

			She remembered, with a sad smile, the times she’d tried to catch fish with her bare hands on Uulveca. How hopeless she’d felt, ten times larger and stronger than any animal beneath the surface, yet still incapable of catching one to feed herself with.

			If Dex hadn’t given her a meal, she might not be alive today.

			Valen shifted beside her, his clothing rustling, and she got a whiff of his scent. Not fresh paint, like she remembered, but not the rotten smell he’d had on Lunamere, either.

			It was fresh and cool, like the air around them, like the strangely comfortable silence they shared.

			Who was going to speak first? She couldn’t imagine it would be her, because what would she say?

			I’m sorry I killed your sister.

			She noticed in her peripheral vision that Valen was drawing in the mud again. Peering over, she finally got a good look at what he was sketching. It was a woman, a crown atop her head and hair swaying in the phantom wind.

			“Who is she?” Andi asked.

			“No one.”

			His voice was bored as he said it. And yet his eyes, so much more haunted than the eyes Andi remembered, did not look away from the image in the mud.

			The silence swept over them again. Andi tried to find a middle ground between the two of them. A safe topic to discuss. She knew he must hate her, but found herself desperately wanting to mend this bridge between them—and hoping he wouldn’t try to jab that stick in her heart.

			“I remember your paintings,” she offered. “Your mother used to hang them up all over the estate. My favorite was the one you painted of the waterfall falling off the gravarocks.” She could still picture the unique hues of green, blue and yellow he’d used. The gravarocks were Arcardius’s most unique feature—large mounds of earth floating in thin air, as if they’d been magicked to stay aloft. Valen had managed to capture their beauty in a whole new way, making them even more captivating than they already were. “You were always so talented with art.”

			“When I was locked up, I almost forgot what colors looked like,” he said, lazily brushing the stick back and forth against the mud. “Did you know that black is more than just a single shade?”

			He turned and raised a brow at her, his eyes full of a meaning that Andi couldn’t interpret.

			She shrugged. “It all looks the same to me.”

			Valen leaned back onto his elbows, peering up at the night sky. “There’s a million colors up there. A million shades all mixed together. When you look at the world in more than just black-and-white, you begin to notice them.” He sighed and shook his head. “In Lunamere…I lost even that ability.”

			She didn’t know what to say, worried she might set him off if she dug too deep.

			“I hated you for a very long time,” he said.

			There it was.

			That pang of guilt again in her gut, and with it, the sick satisfaction that she was finally getting what she deserved. She’d heard these words from General Cortas and his wife, but never from Valen.

			After the accident, he’d never shown himself to her again.

			“You took away the most beautiful thing in my life,” Valen whispered. “Kalee was the only person in my life who was true.” He swallowed hard, as if he had bits of broken glass in his throat. “I know that we have a bad past, Androma. There are things you did, choices you made, that I’m not sure I can ever forgive you for.”

			“I don’t expect you to,” she said.

			He closed his eyes and breathed deep. “But I can never forgive myself, either, for being a part of those choices.”

			Andi kept her face calm, her body motionless, too afraid to reveal the shock she felt racing through her at his words. Her earlier accusation must have struck him deeply for Valen to say such things.

			She wanted to look into his eyes, to see her own pain mirrored there. Instead, she stared up at the starlit sky, waiting for him to continue.

			Valen shifted beside her again. “I could have stopped you that night. I should have stopped you. But instead, I stood there frozen, watching the two of you walk up that staircase without me. I blamed you, for the longest time, for killing her.”

			Another stab of pain in Andi’s heart.

			Stupid, foolish, feeling thing. She wanted to tear it from her chest.

			“In Lunamere, I had nothing to keep me company but my pain and my thoughts. I had lots of time to think about that night, and everything leading up to it. Time to realize that we were raised in a society where perfection is the only option. But that doesn’t mean it’s always possible. We all made bad choices that night, not just you. She got on that transport herself. And I chose to stay behind.”

			Andi wanted to speak, but she feared it would shatter this strange, heart-wrenching moment they had somehow found themselves in.

			“What I’m trying to say is, I’ve held on to my hatred of you for too long. And while I can’t ever truly forget what you did…I know that you didn’t do it alone. We all had a hand in that night.” His shoulders bowed as he said the next words. “Even Kalee.”

			She had never been sure if the Godstars were truly real. But right now, in this moment, she could almost feel their presence. A soft, calming sense that replaced the dread that had weighed her down since they’d rescued Valen.

			“I’m sorry,” Andi whispered. That horrible, hellish pain in her chest returned, bubbling up into her throat. She swallowed it down, forced herself to stay in control. “I knew I shouldn’t take her. Several times I felt this little whisper telling me not to do it. But she was so insistent. I just wanted to make her happy on her birthday. Did you know your father hardly spoke to her that entire day?”

			Valen huffed out a breath. “My father,” he said bitterly.

			“But that night? Everything was perfect. We were having so much fun, and Kalee was laughing, and it was the most beautiful evening, Valen. The stars were practically alive. And then the wind picked up and I just…lost control.”

			She could still remember the empty sky before her.

			Then the lurching of the transport. The crash as the wing clipped the mountainside. The tumble down to the ground.

			“I wish I had died with her,” Andi confessed.

			“I wish I had died, too,” Valen said.

			She nodded, staring out at the moonflowers, marveling at how they looked like little delicate flames, dancing in the wind.

			“Without Kalee…” Andi began, finally voicing the realization she’d come to terms with these past few days. “Without Kalee, there wouldn’t have been a sentence for me to run from. And without that running, I never would have found Dex. And without him…”

			“You wouldn’t be the Bloody Baroness,” Valen finished for her. “My father would not have hired you.”

			It was a vicious cycle, one that Andi wished she could have undone before it had ever started. But it was her story. Her life.

			And it was her burden to bear.

			“I’m sorry,” she said again. “Truly sorry, Valen.”

			For everything, she thought. Even me.

			He didn’t respond. But the expression on his face was a little lighter, the tension in his shoulders a little less.

			“We’ll leave as soon as the ship is repaired,” Andi said. “Then you’ll be home.”

			“Home?” He said it like a question. He must have felt like this was a dream, that the two of them had been stuck in a nightmare for the past four years.

			A breeze drifted through the trees, and with it, the faint sound of music.

			“Do you want to go to the festival?” Andi asked hesitantly.

			Valen, after a moment, nodded his head. “I think I’d like that.”

			They stood and walked a few paces apart toward the rainforest’s edge.

			Andi peered back up at the night sky.

			The darkness seemed a little lighter now. As if it wasn’t entirely black after all.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

			

			LIRA

			LIRA STOOD AT the base of Rhymore, the cool kiss of the night air slowly dancing around her.

			She’d always loved Adhiran nights, the peace that came with each flicker of the stars far beyond the mountaintop. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the mountainside, relieved as Andi sent her and the girls a com.

			Found him. See you at Revalia.

			Lon had helped her find him, then. Good. The two Arcardians could talk more, wade through their tangled webs and hopefully enjoy the festival tonight.

			Revalia, Lira thought, still in awe that they were here on Adhira at the same time as the festival. Though it looked as if she was going to be late to the festivities.

			Even on board the Marauder, with its limited supplies, Breck and Gilly took ages to prepare for social events. But here, with an entire planet full of beauty supplies they could get their hands on?

			Your silent pacing will be our demise, Gilly had hissed at Lira back in the girls’ temporary quarters, right after she’d thrown a moss pillow at Lira’s face. You heard the kid, Breck had said as she winked apologetically, slapped Lira’s behind and shoved her out of the room.

			Lira herself had left the mountain fortress in a simple sand-shaded dress and with a pair of twisting sandals on her feet. Now she was fairly certain that she’d be waiting here for her friends forever.

			But that was fine with her.

			She couldn’t help but smile as she watched the continuous flow of people exiting Rhymore. Each year, Revalia took place in a different quadrant of the planet, the attire changing to suit the location.

			Tonight, it would be in the Sands of Bailet. Already, massive cargo wagons, pulled by Albatusks with their many curling and hissing tongues, were carting citizens from Rhymore toward Bailet.

			In the moonlight overhead, Lira could see the winged outlines of creatures from the rainforest taking their riders toward the desert. She could hear the distant, tolling whine of Sky Whales, soaring from the Endless Sea with hundreds on their backs.

			“I thought you weren’t one for parties.”

			Lira glanced sideways as a warm arm sidled up against hers, and with it a familiar musky scent that reminded her of the mountain tunnels.

			“And I thought you were supposed to be guarding Andi,” Lira said to her brother.

			“She’s fine out there. I have a feeling whatever creatures may come her way would be afraid of her.” Lon grinned and crossed his arms. Though he wore a pair of loose black pants, the rest of him was bare. Muscles and a sculpted chest were out in full view of the people who passed by in their festival attire, some whispering or giggling to each other as they tried to catch Lon’s eye. “And besides, every princess needs an escort to the ball. I figured, who better than your trustworthy, protective brother?”

			Lira gave him a glare worthy of Andi. “I’m not a princess.”

			“Technically, you are,” Lon said.

			Lira rolled her eyes. “And this isn’t a ball.” She shoved away from the mountainside as two familiar forms finally came through the exit doors. Breck and Gilly, at last ready to take on the night, and fully decked out in Adhira’s best gowns. Lira turned back to her twin. “And even if it were a ball, who says I’d want to attend on my brother’s arm?”

			“Come on, little bug,” Lon said in a wheedling tone. “I know you’re desperate to perform the dance we learned for our Efflorescence Ceremony. If I remember correctly, those feet of yours could stomp for days.”

			She laughed, recalling the countless hours of lessons. The horror of having to stand in public, before hundreds of eyes, and perform. With her brother, of all people. How Andi used to dance for fun, Lira would never understand.

			It was the torture of all tortures.

			A roar sounded in the night, followed by a series of hisses, as another transport wagon arrived, massive, towering wooden wheels squeaking as the Albatusk came to a stop.

			“That’s our ride,” Lon said. “Magnificent night, isn’t it?”

			Lira wasn’t listening.

			She had turned back to watch Breck and Gilly emerge from the mountainside, looking so alive. Their faces were luminous with smiles and laughter. Gilly’s hair was elegantly braided on top of her head. Breck’s handiwork, no doubt. And Breck’s eyes, the lids painted to look like a desert sunset, were completely mesmerizing.

			Revalia was a night for celebration. A time to lose oneself in the joy that came from being on a planet dedicated to harmonious peace.

			Lira was home. Her brother was at her side. Her aunt had forgiven her, more or less, for the crash landing. She should feel as light as the wind that tickled her cheeks and tugged at her loose tan gown.

			She should feel as jubilant as everyone else around her.

			But as Lira looked at Breck and Gilly racing toward her and thought of Andi finally facing her demons when she’d confronted Valen and when spilled her thoughts to the girls about Dex…

			Her heart fractured a little more.

			All she could think of was the image of the starship with her name above it, the promise that she could stay here and live a life where she was always meant to be.

			“Lir?” Lon asked. He pointed toward the transport, which was nearly full as everyone piled on. “Time to go.”

			Lira nodded.

			She tucked her arm into her brother’s, then reached out the other to take Breck’s hand as she and Gilly finally made it to them.

			“Ladies,” Lon said, smiling at Breck and Gilly. “The desert awaits us.”

			Together, the four of them walked to the transport, joining the crowd. Lon talked to Breck and Gilly, explaining how the festival would go, telling them how lucky they were to be here on Adhira’s most exuberant night.

			All the while, even as they climbed onto the transport, even as the wheels began to move, as the pathway toward the Sands of Bailet opened wide and Lira could see, far down the hillside, the expanse of glittering red sand pocked with dancers already twirling in the firelight…

			All the while, her heart whispered, You can’t have two families. Her mind hissed, You can’t have two lives.

			She didn’t know which she should choose.

			Her own flesh and blood or the heart-deep bonds she’d formed with these girls over the past three years.

			The clock was ticking, moving toward a decision. If she rejected Alara’s offer…it would never come again.

			“It’s time to let loose,” Breck said. “Lir, you look like you’ve just puked up a pound of Moon Chew.”

			“Lira doesn’t puke,” Gilly said.

			“That’s ridiculous. Everyone pukes,” Breck added.

			“I’ve never seen her do it. And I spy on her, like, all the time.”

			Lon chuckled beside Lira. “I see it,” he whispered. “What draws you to this crew.” He lowered his voice even more. “Whatever you decide, Lira…I will still love you.”

			An explosion rocked the night. A trail of fire spread into the sky, illuminating it bright pink. Sparkling like a falling star.

			“I do so love explosives,” Gilly sighed, staring up as the rest of the show began.

			Lira smiled, rolled back her shoulders and shoved the choice she had to make down deep.

			She wouldn’t decide tonight.

			Tomorrow, perhaps. She’d sit down with Andi and the girls, tell them what she’d been hiding.

			For now, she settled into the warmth of her brother on one side, Breck and Gilly on the other, and let the glittering sky call her forth into the promise of a perfect, thoughtless night.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

			

			DEX

			IF EVER THERE was a time for Dextro Arez to drink his way into blissful oblivion, it was now.

			As he climbed down from the transport wagon, his boots landed on soft desert sand. He felt his face break into a grin that stretched from ear to ear.

			The Sands of Bailet.

			Dex had been here before, shortly after he’d first met Andi. It was one of the first places they had traveled together. She’d helped him track down a target for Raiseth, his former boss and leader of the Bounty Hunters’ branch. They’d marveled at this planet’s beauty and, later that night, celebrated their victory by drinking and dancing in a small village bar until morning.

			Spread across the Sands of Bailet were towering, spiral mounds of red rock, each large enough to house hundreds of citizens.

			Tonight, the giamounds had been transformed. Glowing Adhiran spirals were painted on their sides, and some had flags staked to the rock, waving in the wind.

			Hundreds of people twirled beneath them on the sand, their loose clothing dancing in the wind as their bodies moved in time with the music. The beat was alive in the firelight, hundreds of hands clapping at once whenever the stringed instruments rose to a sweet, piercing high note.

			On the edges of the festival, booths had been set up, and shopkeepers called out their wares to passersby. Colorful garb hung from the booths, fluttering in the wind. A flock of pure white birds soared from a cage, exploding into the sky as the crowd cheered below.

			Dex almost tripped over his boots as a pillar of orange flame suddenly spiraled high into the sky before him, then arced back down, where it disappeared into the waiting mouth of a firebreather from the Endless Sea, the green gills on her neck glowing as the fire shot out of the slits.

			She must have a hell of a time fire-breathing underwater, Dex thought sarcastically.

			Beside her a little round droid rolled around on the sand, collecting Krevs from outstretched hands, depositing them into a waiting seashell the size of Dex’s head.

			Dex passed a star-reader, her stand draped in holographic sheets and wind chimes, their music mingling with the sounds of the festival.

			As he got closer to the center of the crowd, Dex could smell the mouthwatering scent of freshly cooked meat, likely coming from a booth where orange smoke trailed high into the sky. The shopkeeper, an Uulvecan man with four arms, quickly flipped slabs of meat into the air and slapped them back down onto a fiery table. A long line of patrons stood waiting, some with thick mugs of the sweet Jurum that swept its drinkers up into a warm, bubbling embrace.

			That, Dex thought, is exactly what I’m after.

			He looked back over his shoulder to where Andi’s crew was making their way down from the top of the hill. Breck looked like a wonder in her gown. Gilly walked beside her in a dress of glittering purple that made her red braids shine bright as moon lava. She was already twirling in time with the music.

			Thank the Godstars she’d left her furry horned demon behind in the mountain fortress with Alfie.

			Then there was the pilot. Her face was alight with a serene smile as she led the pack, walking as if she hadn’t a care in the world. Lira’s twin brother glided along beside her, his muscular chest bared to the desert.

			For a moment, as Dex looked at them, he caught himself thinking, There’s my crew.

			Though he hadn’t set out to, he’d bonded with the Marauders. Their personalities were magnetic. They each shone brightly in their own ways, and the thought of leaving them behind once this was all over suddenly saddened him.

			He looked back up the hillside just in time to see two figures crest the horizon.

			Dex actually stopped walking at the sight of them.

			Valen didn’t look quite so off-putting as he had before. He was still atrophied and greasy, Dex noted, but there was a smile on his face. He looked more alive, transformed since Dex had last seen him shattering Andi’s heart back in their living quarters.

			He was too moody. Too strange. Dex reminded himself to keep a closer eye on him.

			But it was Andi who really caught Dex’s attention.

			For one moment he saw her as the girl she used to be, standing on a hillside, staring out at the world below—not as if she wanted to burn it to a pile of ashes, but rather run down into it and celebrate everything life had to offer.

			Gone was her scowl, and with it the tight braid that made her look like she didn’t have room to smile even if she’d wanted to. Instead, her hair fluttered in the wind like silvery-purple ribbons, and though she still had on her tight black clothing, it showed off her curves in the moonlight.

			Dex couldn’t help it. His body warmed, and suddenly he was imagining all the times they’d danced together in the past, the feel of her smooth skin beneath his hands, the heated words she’d whispered that sent shocks of electricity running through his every nerve. The press of her lips to his…

			“Godstars,” Dex said to himself.

			These were thoughts that he had to shove deep down until they withered and died, just like his feelings for her. He had no right even thinking such things.

			Dex allowed himself one last glance at Andi and Valen, wondering about the moments they might have shared together in the darkness. He’d assumed, as everyone had, that the chasm between them could never close.

			But not for the first time since the start of the mission…Dex was surprised to find that he’d been wrong.

			He sighed and turned on his heel, his mouth watering for a taste of sweet, liquid freedom that would whisk him away.

			Revalia had finally started.

			Now it was time for Dex to have a little bit of fun.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

			

			ANDROMA

			SOMETHING ABOUT THE night had changed.

			Andi’s feet felt lighter as she and Valen made their way toward the festival. It had been so long since she had last danced. Actually danced, not just imagined dancing with the dead during her times of remembrance. With the apology between her and Valen set free, it was time to allow herself some freedom. To let go and not be the Bloody Baroness for one night—just a girl who stared up at the stars instead of captaining a pirate ship through them.

			Andi knew it was impossible to change things, to shed who she had become in the years past. But for right now, she didn’t mind pretending she was someone she could never be.

			Tonight she would drink and dance to her heart’s content, toss herself into a blissful oblivion and sink back into reality once Revalia was over. After all, it was the festival of victory against the Xen Pterran forces, and in a way, the crew deserved to celebrate their successful mission of freeing Valen from Queen Nor’s clutches.

			Valen was safe, they were all alive and relatively well, and Alfie was probably still pining over Memory, deep in the belly of Rhymore. It was an added gift, seemingly from the Godstars above, that he wasn’t present.

			As Andi reached the bottom of the hill, the crowd before her undulated, then parted like a tossing sea. She spotted her crew disappearing into the wave of vendors and music. At the back was Gilly, dancing on her toes as she followed Breck. Lira led them, a smile lighting her features as she spoke to her twin brother, Lon.

			Where was Dex?

			Andi found herself searching for him, hoping she’d catch a glimpse of him in the crowd. They’d danced together on Adhira once before, in a drunken night that had left them both with plenty of hazy memories the next morning. She smiled, thinking of the memory. The laughter. The way their bodies had so perfectly intertwined…

			Stop, she told herself. A part of her wanted to find Dex. To speak to him, and be near him. But she knew she shouldn’t be searching for Dex, and she certainly shouldn’t be thinking about him. He only complicated things. The two of them together were like Griss and Rigna. They just didn’t mix well.

			Tonight was about forgetting Dex, and everything else from her past.

			And besides…Andi couldn’t remember the last time she and her crew had had an outing this alive. The Marauders always worked under cover of darkness, hiding in the deepest parts of shadows so as not to be seen. Today, they’d be a part of the world, and celebrate beneath the stars.

			She turned to Valen. “Ready?”

			For a moment, she wondered if he’d be able to handle the crowds, the noise, the press of bodies against each other on all sides. His eyes were darting over the scene with stunned excitement, as if he couldn’t take it all in and wasn’t sure if he really wanted to.

			“I’m not sure how to—” he nodded slowly, as if walking himself through his own words “—how to do this.”

			Andi stepped aside as a group of children sprinted between them, laughing and chasing a creature that looked similar to Gilly’s bloodthirsty little beast. “Well…we’ve attended plenty of military balls before,” she said. “It’s just like that. Only better, because this time, neither of us are bound to any duties. We can simply live.”

			“And how does one live?” Valen replied with an anxious glance at her. “I seem to have forgotten.”

			Andi shrugged. “I guess we’ll figure it out together.”

			She led them into the bustling crowd.

			The smells of food, drinks and perfumes assaulted her instantly, wrapping around her senses like a warm blanket. Seated on the red sand were shops selling patriotic flags of the Unified Systems, four lines running vertically under the galaxy’s emblem, a spiral with a star sprouting from its center.

			“I haven’t seen one of these in forever,” Valen said.

			He stopped and ran his hands across one of the flags, the purple and white colors a striking resemblance to Andi’s hair.

			“Oh, they’re all over the galaxy now,” Andi said. “Especially in the last couple years, as people are growing more optimistic that Xen Ptera won’t ever retaliate again. The peace treaty holds that hope in place, but their silence has also had a part in it. You must have missed the trend while you were…” She trailed off, frowning.

			“It’s alright,” Valen said with a shrug. “You can talk about my time away. It’s as much a part of me as my scars are.”

			His eyes fell on Andi’s wrists, where her sleeve had ridden up to reveal the marks left over from her accident with Kalee. Even with her cuffs, they were still obvious. She reached to tug her sleeves down, wishing she could take the marks from her skin and hide any evidence that might break the strange peace she and Valen had found.

			Mercifully, he looked back to the flags hanging from the booth.

			“They deserved to be removed from this flag,” he said suddenly, his voice acidic, and Andi assumed he was talking about Xen Ptera. “Millions of people died in that war.”

			The altered flag was a universal screw you to the entire Olen System, displayed on dashboards of starships, hung in windows, tattooed on the backs of old, wrinkled soldiers who had long since retired.

			The design on the flag had always been more or less the same, but when the Unified Systems won the war, what had once been five lines became four, signaling Olen’s split from the Unified Systems.

			Andi was very young during the last year of the war, the worst of the fear having passed her by in her youth, and the sparkling, wealthy haze that Arcardius gave off. She didn’t live in constant fear the way that many of the other planets had during the last days of the war.

			But she’d never forget the day the official removal of the Olen System was broadcasted across the galactic feeds, never forget the sound of her parents cheering instead of mourning when Olen was cast out. She’d never known life without Olen being a dark mark on the edges of Mirabel, an entire system that had exploded into acts of terror when the Unified Systems couldn’t help them save their dying planet fast enough.

			Survival of the fittest had been a saying passed on since the time of the Ancients, and there was so much truth behind those words. Olen wasn’t fit, so they didn’t survive. Andi believed Olen’s act of war was a last, desperate attempt to get what they wanted. Sadly, it didn’t turn out well for them. Even before The Cataclysm, Xen Ptera had been a weak planet, long bereft of resources.

			Now it was shattered, hanging on to life support as it faded away.

			“Let’s go,” Valen said.

			He turned away, casting a final scowl over his shoulder at the flags waving in the wind.

			As they walked on, Andi let her mind sink into a calm state of observance. There was no goal here, no mission to accomplish, no reward on the line. For once, she could simply be.

			She stepped over two kids playing a board game in the dirt. One of them had scales like Lira, which lit up brightly in a summertime yellow. Her friend, a muscular girl who looked a bit like Breck, giggled as they threw the dice at each other instead of playing the game. Such pure innocence made her smile, until she heard their voices a little more clearly.

			“You’re the Xen Pterran. I’m the Arcardian fleetmaster.”

			“I don’t want to be the Xen Pterran! That means I’ll lose!”

			A woman appeared from the tent behind the kids, telling them both not to speak of such an awful place on such a celebratory day.

			As the crowd swept forward, she allowed it to swallow them up, carrying the bad memories away.

			* * *

			Before joining the dancers, Andi bought each of them a mug of Jurum. It was a famous drink on Adhira that was said to make its drinker forget their troubles. It sounded too good to be true, but Andi had had plenty of experience with Jurum.

			“You sure about this?” Valen asked her, sniffing the glittering, bubbling liquid in his mug.

			Andi nodded. “Yes. But don’t drink as much as Lira does. She’s a bit of a pro when it comes to Jurum, actually.”

			She took a gulp. When the drink touched her tongue, the sickly sweet taste turned smooth, like liquid heaven.

			The instant effects were blissful, and Andi welcomed them with open arms. Her vision was enhanced, everything more vibrant and alive than it had been seconds before, making the whole festival pop with color, as if she were looking through a kaleidoscope.

			The world became beautiful around her, all darkness swept away.

			Valen took another sip from his mug. “It’s so…”

			“Lovely,” Andi whispered. Her voice echoed and rippled like a droplet falling into water, and she laughed as she downed the rest of her mug.

			She thought she could feel the ground breathe beneath her feet, hear the distant towering trees laugh with happiness, feel the spiral rock mounds sigh from high above the desert sand. The world was alive.

			“Come on,” Valen said. He faded into the crowd of dancers twirling in time, and as they moved, Andi had to question if her feet were even touching the ground anymore.

			She felt weightless.

			Like a starship made of glass.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

			

			DEX

			DEX SAT ON the edges of the crowd, watching the dancers and enjoying the feel of two mugs of Jurum thrumming through his bloodstream.

			This was the type of place he lived for. Dancing women, so beautiful and full of life that he should have been desperate to join the crowd. He’d been asked several times to dance, once even by a woman who’d even offered to buy him a mug of Jurum as she approached him on the edge of the crowd.

			She could have been the woman of his dreams. But tonight…Dex didn’t care.

			In truth, all he cared about was catching a glimpse of Andi in the crowd.

			Andi, with her “stab you in the balls and laugh at you as you scream” eyes.

			Andi, who flung insults as sharp as her electric swords.

			Andi, who’d stolen his heart and later his ship.

			Andi, whom he’d betrayed.

			Andi, Andi, Andi. Her name echoed through his mind like a flock of Adhiran siren birds.

			“Crap,” Dex muttered.

			Something was truly wrong with him. Maybe he’d fallen ill. Maybe Alfie had given him too strong of a painkiller when the AI had patched him up on the ship a few days before.

			Or maybe, an obnoxious voice in the back of Dex’s mind whispered, being back here, on the planet where you once had the luxury of being Androma’s, is screwing with your brain.

			Dex shook his head. He’d been on land for far too long. Once he was back on board his ship, locked in close quarters with Androma Racella, he’d come to his senses again and realize she had absolutely no interest in a future with him.

			He had hoped that telling her the truth about what happened years ago would help mend the break between them. That they could start over—maybe they’d never again share the intimacy they once had, but perhaps they could have become friends.

			But since their conversation, Andi had done her best to avoid him. He hadn’t pushed her. He knew she needed time to process the truth, and perhaps she’d never forgive him.

			Perhaps true forgiveness—a resurrection of their past—would never come.

			Dex shook his head and turned his attention to his third mug of Jurum for the first time since he’d bought it. He’d been too busy with his stupid, traitorous thoughts to pay attention to what was really important to him.

			Getting star-blindingly drunk.

			Right as he lifted it to his lips, the liquid having long since stopped bubbling, his gaze drifted to the dance floor that was slowly expanding into a circle. Dancers swayed left and right, clapping and stomping their feet to the steadily growing beat.

			As they twirled and parted into halves, Dex caught a flash of white and purple hair. A woman with her arms raised to the sky, her hips swaying like they were rocking in time with a hidden current.

			His heart eased a bit at knowing where Andi was.

			As if that mattered. He didn’t care. He knew he didn’t care, and yet his mind—which he was absolutely certain was malfunctioning now—was tricking him into thinking that he did.

			“Idiot,” Dex murmured into his mug before downing the contents in a single chug. He knew he’d regret it tomorrow when he woke up.

			Androma.

			Her name whispered into his mind. Past the Jurum, past the wall he’d tried to build up.

			He saw for the first time that she was the main spectacle the circle had been formed for. This Andi was so unlike the one he knew. She glided across the sand as if it were a polished dance floor. She spun in circles and twirled through the air, landing lightly as a feather. Her arms and legs performed dances of their own, flowing with the wind that fluttered through the desert.

			She was sound and wind and movement. The elements that made up the world were hers to command.

			And in this moment, he could see only her.

			The rest was background noise.

			Dex watched as she swayed forward and grabbed a hand in the crowd, bringing the observer into her dancing spell. Though his mind felt stuffed with cotton, Dex could still register the annoyance he felt upon seeing that the person was Valen.

			The pretty little package all tied up like a bow, ready to be delivered to General Cortas.

			Valen seemed cast in a shroud of undulating shadows as she danced around him. He stood there in a trance of his own, eyes glazed over, body barely rocking to the music.

			The crew joined them, Breck and Gilly and Lira laughing as they danced around Andi.

			She laughed with them.

			The sound of it made Dex’s blood sing, but the laugh hadn’t been for him, and at the thought of that, fury raced through him, shocking him like a spark of fire.

			Damn it all to hell and back.

			Even with his head muddled by Jurum, Dex couldn’t blame the intoxicating brew for what he knew he was about to do.

			Tonight, he was going to be an idiot.

			He would deal with the repercussions tomorrow.

			He moved forward on instinct, breaking through the crowd, their cheers roaring against him.

			“Andi.” His voice was a low, purring whisper. Smooth as the Jurum running through his veins.

			She wasn’t his—never truly had been, and never would be.

			That was what undid him.

			She didn’t see him approach at first, but when she spun around, she stopped, gaze transfixed on him. Valen’s eyes widened, and he took a step back, then another, until he faded away into the crowd.

			“Dex,” Andi said.

			At first Dex thought she was going to punch him for interrupting her show.

			He braced himself for the impact, readied himself for a fight, despite the warmth running through him, the ground undulating beneath his feet like rocking waves. But instead of curling her fists, Andi did the complete opposite.

			She ran to him, leaping the last few steps into his waiting arms.

			“Dance with me,” she whispered, her breath tickling his lips.

			Her words were full of such passion, Dex almost fell.

			Her lips were so close as she pressed her body against his.

			“Andi,” Dex breathed her name like a sigh. “We shouldn’t do this.”

			And yet as he held her in his arms, pressing her tightly to his chest, he didn’t want to let go. There wasn’t any space between them, and he reveled in their closeness, in the familiarity of it, the strong sense of balance between the two of them that had always made them so great.

			“We should,” she said.

			So long, he’d wanted this without even knowing.

			His mind screamed at him to stop, that she wasn’t thinking straight, but his body hungered for more. She was looking at him like she used to, long ago. Her fingers were digging into his back.

			The world around them fell away. The past disappeared, swept away in an instant.

			Just before their lips touched, the desert exploded in a blast of fire and light.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

			

			ANDROMA

			SCREAMS, WROUGHT WITH terror, rang out across the Sands of Bailet.

			Time seemed to snap back together, a band of rubber popping into place.

			Bodies began dropping around her, people fleeing from the crowd as masked figures appeared, rifles firing. They bore a strange symbol painted on their weapons, their red helmets and battered armor.

			Something Andi had seen before.

			Something she knew she should know, but there was a thickness still blocking her mind, like water drowning her brain.

			Someone screamed and fell to the ground beside her.

			It was a young Adhiran man with eyes as blue as the Endless Sea. A scaled patch shimmered weakly on his cheek as he gasped, pressing his hands to his chest.

			“Lon?” Andi heard her Second say.

			Lira fell on top of her brother, shouting his name, begging him to stay with her, pressing her hands against his chest.

			Dex yanked Andi to the sand, covering her body with his as the crowd erupted into ear-shattering screams.

			It was enough to clear Andi’s head, rip the veil away, as she looked up, suddenly remembering the origin of the symbol on the rifles.

			After fifteen years of peace, the Xen Pterrans had come to take their revenge.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

			

			VALEN

			VALEN DROPPED TO the ground and crawled blindly, feeling as if the world had sprouted claws and the sand around him had begun to turn into stone.

			He had to get back to Arcardius.

			He couldn’t go back to Lunamere.

			The festival began to fade from his sight. An image of cell doors took its place, stained with the black burn marks of electric whips.

			The sky disappeared, replaced by the image of a cold, unbreakable stone ceiling.

			Every gunshot was like a whip lashing down on Valen’s back.

			There were a thousand feet running past him, flashes of bodies sprinting past, tangled up in explosive screams as bullets ricocheted through the crowd.

			He couldn’t see the Marauders. He couldn’t see Dex.

			A soldier sprinted up to him, clad in armor, the Xen Pterran crest splayed on his chest.

			The soldier lifted his rifle. Time slowed. Valen saw the soldier’s gloved fingertip stretching toward the trigger, and in Valen’s mind, he saw it all as if he were lying on cold, frozen stones, darkness closing in around him like a dense fog, the flash of a blue whip about to rip into his skin.

			Valen lifted his head, forced his lips to stop quivering as he looked to where he thought the man’s eyes were, beyond his mask, as his finger reached the trigger.

			“No!” Valen shouted. “No! Not me!”

			He closed his eyes and waited for the shot. But instead, a body brushed past his.

			Valen opened his eyes, and the soldier was gone.

			You have to move, Valen, his mind begged him.

			He crawled forward in the sand, closing his eyes when his hands felt the sticky wetness of blood, ignoring the press of his skin against someone else’s, clammier and colder than it should have been.

			He begged himself to stay focused, to stay present, but the world was spinning, a planet cast free from its axis, and he couldn’t keep himself in control.

			He found a booth empty of its keeper, a severed tentacle arm splayed on the dirt floor. A smear of blood pooled across the suction cups. Beside it a golden droid lay motionless, torso blasted open and silver liquid oozing out.

			Valen was about to crawl inside and hide himself in the darkness when a scream rang out with his name.

			“Valen!”

			He turned to see her.

			Androma Racella, cutting through the chaos like the sharp edge of a knife, her blades swinging as they took down soldiers. Her crew followed behind her, Dex’s white constellation tattoos seeming to squirm across his skin as he ran, Breck hoisting an Adhiran man over her shoulder. The pilot, Lira, screamed and sobbed as she followed, her skin illuminated by bright purple scales, smoking in the night. In front of them, the smallest crew member held a stolen rifle in her arms.

			One shot. The blast of a light bullet soaring from the chamber.

			A Xen Pterran dropped in front of them, and Gilly leaped over his fallen form, dropped to a knee and aimed again.

			Another shot, a second bullet set free, a whistle that soared just past Valen’s head.

			Behind him, a body dropped.

			All Valen could hear was the hiss and crackle of Andi’s blades. With each soldier who fell in their way as Andi came to get him, Valen winced.

			“I am Valen,” he whispered. “I am Valen, I am Valen.”

			Again, he saw the world flash from bleeding stone walls to the terrorized Adhiran desert and back. He shut his eyes and rocked back and forth, back and forth, until a hand gripped his shoulder, trying to shake him from his trance.

			“Valen!”

			Andi’s voice, but behind that the sound of explosions, gunshots, more screams. Her crackling swords like Lunamere whips that wanted a taste of his burned skin.

			Hands ripped him from the ground, forced him to his feet. He opened his eyes to see Andi staring at him, blood splatters staining her face, her hair. Her mouth was moving, but he couldn’t make out her words.

			Instead it was the pounding of his heart, the echo of his labored breathing, that he heard.

			Andi smacked him across the head. Sound flooded into his ears.

			“We have to run!”

			A fleet of ships was closing in overhead. Each ship was like a living corpse, born from the ashes of Xen Ptera’s past, visible by the light of the moon and the raging fires.

			Some of them were mostly old scattered parts of ancient warships. Burn marks and dents and patched-up holes littered the black metal.

			But on the side of each one, a single golden symbol stared at Valen like a watching eye.

			The Solis family crest. A sharp, dagger-like triangle.

			They accompanied the face smiling at Valen from his mind.

			A queen of death and darkness, seated upon a throne of the galaxy’s bones.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY

			

			ANDROMA

			THE GROUND TREMBLED. Sand sprayed as the fleet landed at the desert’s edge. Steam billowed in clouds as the loading ramps opened and uniformed figures poured out like bugs.

			Dex growled. “Reinforcements.”

			“What the hell is this?” Breck shouted.

			“Does it matter?” Andi yelped. “We’re in the middle of a war zone.”

			On the sand beside them, Lon’s bare chest was a mess of blood.

			“We have to get him to the medics!” Lira cried, sobbing as she ripped off the bottom of her gown, pressing the fabric against her brother’s chest. He was unconscious, looking near dead already.

			“You have to get your emotions under control,” Breck said. “Lira. You have to, or we’ll lose you. Lon needs you to stay with us.”

			Lira pressed her scales to his wound, trying to cauterize it, but each time she tried, the light winked out. As if she couldn’t control herself when she needed to the most.

			“Gilly, left!” Andi commanded.

			The girl swung to the left and shot off another round. Light spiraled from the barrel. A nearby soldier screamed as he was blasted off his feet, crashing into the stand that held the Unified Systems flags. Gilly dropped the empty rifle and scooped up another one from a fallen soldier, this one with two barrels. “Where to, Cap? The Marauder’s not ready to fly!”

			“Hide in Rhymore?” Breck suggested. She leaped to her feet as another soldier appeared and shot. The bullets pinged off her skin. Gilly shot back. The soldier fell, paralyzed by a stunner.

			“Not going to work,” Gilly said. She racked the gun twice, switching to the upper barrel. “We just lost our ride.”

			In the distance, Andi could see the Albatusks’ carriages in flames.

			Breck cursed. “If someone doesn’t come up with a plan soon, Lon will die. And then we’ll all go down right after he does!”

			Lira began to sob again.

			The girls were falling apart before Andi’s eyes.

			She took it all in, her heart racing in her throat. Her mind screaming that this was her fault for drawing the Xen Pterrans here. She glanced to Valen as he knelt in the sand nearby, his eyes closed, his hands clamped to his ears as if he could block out the chaos.

			Had the Xen Pterrans tracked him somehow?

			“We’re not going to Rhymore,” Dex said suddenly.

			Breck spun around to block a spray of bullets. She groaned, sinking to a knee, breathless. Bullets couldn’t pierce her skin, but ammo this large packed a nasty punch. Soon, she’d tire out.

			“We’re not going to Rhymore,” Dex said again, eyeing the group around him. “We won’t make it far enough before they catch us. They must be here for Valen. They want him back. They won’t leave until they have him.”

			“We won’t let them take him,” Andi said.

			“No.” Dex peered past her shoulder, to the distant edge of the desert. “No one is taking him back to Lunamere. Because I’m going to fly us out of here right now, and finish this mission before it kills us all.”

			“That’s a good plan,” Andi said. “But where the hell are we supposed to find a ship right now?”

			“You’re space pirates,” Dex said. “I’m sure you can take your pick.”

			Grinning, he pointed into the distance, where the fleet of Xen Pterran starships sat ready and waiting.

			“And your plan to get there?” Breck asked breathlessly.

			They fell silent as a group of soldiers marched by, their masks and red armor like beacons in the smoke. Flames crackled and licked up the wood just two stalls away, the heat sparking a memory in Andi’s mind.

			“Remember the job on Sora?” Andi asked. She looked to Breck and Gilly, whose eyes lit up as Andi’s plan suddenly became clear to them. “Find soldiers close in size to each of us. Kill them clean and quick. We need their bodies.”

			“What the hell for?” Dex yelped.

			A grim smile spread across Andi’s features. “For once in your life, Dex, just do what I say.”

			He nodded.

			“Hurry,” Andi said.

			The three of them faded into the smoke, leaving Andi behind to protect Lon and Lira.

			As a soldier appeared out of the smoke, the Bloody Baroness hefted her blades and swung, thinking of another tally soon to be added to them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

			

			DEX

			THE XEN PTERRAN mask stunk like rotting blood.

			With each step Dex took, the stolen boots crushed his toes together and the dead soldier’s armor rubbed in all the wrong places.

			Dex’s Tenebran blood boiled.

			The…man who’d worn this suit before him had murdered innocents. He’d approached Revalia as if it were a war zone, shooting at anyone that moved. Man, woman, child.

			“Hurry,” Dex said as he helped haul a shocked Valen across the sand.

			In front of them, Andi took point, her pace steady. Not too fast, not too slow. Her Xen Pterran armor was too loose, but she looked the part nonetheless.

			Other soldiers sprinted past them, and Dex’s heart leaped into his throat.

			They’ll know, he thought. They’ll see right through our stolen masks.

			In his mind, he saw a lifetime behind bars, stuck in that horrible darkness they’d just freed Valen from. He readied himself for a fight, body like a coiled spring about to come loose.

			But the soldiers only ran past, clicking freshly loaded clips into their rifles as they disappeared into the smoke beyond.

			He hoped they, too, burned with the bodies he and the Marauders had left behind.

			* * *

			It took everything Andi had not to swing her swords at the soldiers as they ran past. But she held herself in check, continuing up the hillside as they got closer and closer to the desert’s edge.

			The line of ships was half a mile ahead, ramps still lowered, dark interiors waiting to swallow them whole.

			Each step, each breath, they made it closer.

			“Which one?” Andi asked. Beside her, Breck had Lon held over her shoulder, his body limp as if he were already dead. “Lira. You have to tell us which one.”

			She couldn’t see her pilot’s face behind the Xen Pterran mask. But she guessed it was blank as Lira ran, robotic and silent.

			Andi looked to Dex instead. He knew starships better than she did, could look at them as if he saw their insides turned out. “Which one?”

			“There. Middle of the fleet. It’s the smallest, so it’ll be harder to track.”

			The ship of choice was outdated. The wings were dented, the hull looked to be made of several different models, and yet…it had made it here in one piece, all the way from Xen Ptera, and unless this attack was planned as a one-way trip, she guessed the ship had enough fuel inside for a flight back to the Olen System.

			Andi swallowed, glancing back only once at the distant destruction.

			Soldiers were gathering together, knocking over the remains of booths.

			They had droids lined up on the sand for questioning. People huddled together on the ground nearby, some screaming and begging for mercy. Others looked stoically out at the desert, as if resigned to the same shock that was swarming through Lira and Valen now.

			“We can’t leave them here to die,” Andi said. Adhira had taken them in. Alara had allowed them to stay in Rhymore after they’d crash-landed. She knew the general had a hand in it…but this planet had opened its arms to her and her crew.

			Now it was bathed in blood.

			A victim to Xen Ptera’s terrors.

			Breck hefted Lon farther onto her shoulder. Her muffled voice came from inside the mask. “We don’t have a choice. If we go back down there, we’ll all die, too, Andi.” She angled her head toward Valen. “He is our mission.”

			Andi turned away.

			She would make this choice now and allow herself to consider the consequences later. More faces, more dead for her to call to a dance.

			They continued until the sand beneath their stolen boots turned to metal.

			Until they were marching up the ramp of the chosen ship, Dex whispering, “Go, go, go.” Gilly ran inside, swinging her rifle left and right, searching for any remaining soldiers on board.

			“Clear,” she mouthed.

			It was strangely hollow inside. Enough space to pack a hundred soldiers into the empty cargo bay. Overhead, a single catwalk spread left and right. Darkness waited beyond.

			Breck set Lon down on the cold metal floor. Lira nestled beside him, shifting his head gently to rest on her lap. Valen knelt before them, speaking in hushed tones to Lira. His own hands shook, but it seemed he was in better control of himself for now.

			Go with Gilly, Andi silently commanded Breck.

			The giantess nodded and slipped past Andi to follow Gilly and Dex farther into the ship.

			She watched them climb the ladder to the catwalk, no words shared between them as they split up, Breck and Gilly to the left, Dex to the right.

			Andi waited, catching her breath and praying to the Godstars that the ship was clear.

			Only a few seconds passed before a gunshot exploded above.

			The crew.

			Leaving the loading door open, Andi turned and sprinted into the heart of the ship.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

			

			DEX

			BLOOD POOLED IN DEX’S VISION.

			He toppled and fell backward to the floor, his head ringing.

			Of all the people to find waiting on the bridge, it had to be a soldier with New Vedan blood, didn’t it? And one easily double the size of Breck.

			After he’d entered and found the giant waiting to spring, Dex had only had time to fire off a single shot, useless against the bulletproof man. He’d probably been one of the many visitors stuck on Xen Ptera during his childhood, eyes opened to the neglect of the Unified Systems. Now he was fighting for Queen Nor.

			“Tiny little Tenebran fool,” the pilot’s voice boomed as he stalked forward. He ripped Dex’s gun from his grasp as easily as taking a toy from a child.

			Then he bent it in half over his massive thigh. The metal squealed as a similar sound slipped from Dex’s throat.

			“Easy there, big guy,” Dex said, lifting his hands before him. He tried to stand, but his vision was spotty. His two hands, spread before him, suddenly looked like seven. “We can talk.”

			The giant laughed menacingly, advancing toward him.

			Then the door to the bridge hissed as it slid open, and Breck and Gilly were standing in the entryway, their eyes wide.

			“Oh, for the love of the stars,” Breck said.

			Gilly fired off ten rounds. Each one of them slammed against the man’s chest, then dropped to the metal floor.

			Ping, ping, ping.

			The giant looked up at Gilly. A low grumble rolled from his chest as he took a lurching step forward and swung.

			“No!” Breck shouted.

			She leaped in front of Gilly. A sickening crack sounded as the man’s fist connected with the side of Breck’s face.

			She landed beside Dex in a heap, limbs splayed across the floor.

			Gilly screamed just as Andi rushed onto the bridge, her eyes wide, her swords already out and crackling.

			Her face, bathed in the electric light, was the last thing Dex saw before darkness pulled him away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

			

			ANDROMA

			THE GIANT SWUNG.

			Andi ducked, and his fist whizzed past her head, punching into the metal wall instead.

			It dented outward with a screeching whine.

			“Come on, you bastard,” Andi growled.

			She moved backward, easing out of the bridge, her too-large Xen Pterran suit hampering her movements slightly.

			The giant followed. Andi could see Breck’s splayed form behind him, Gilly kneeling over her and Dex on the floor.

			“You think you can steal my ship?” the giant growled as he stalked toward Andi.

			She shrugged as she stopped in the center of the catwalk. “I’ve done it before.”

			The giant loosed a chuckle. “Not today, little girl.”

			Then he was at her again, bounding forward in two heavy strides that shook the metal beneath her feet.

			Andi whirled her swords, then thrust forward with one jab, two jabs, three. The blades crackled and sang with each thrust. But each time, the swords rebounded off the giant’s wrists as he blocked her, his bulletproof skin proving strong enough to ward off even a scratch.

			Damned New Vedans. Andi’s mind seethed as she dropped to her knee, allowing another swinging fist to soar past her before rising again.

			He was strong, but he was slow.

			And if she could just figure out how to disable him, perhaps make him lose his balance and topple over…

			The giant gripped the catwalk railing and tore a piece away, the metal screaming in protest.

			“I like sword fights,” he growled.

			Then he swung.

			Andi lifted her swords in an X. Sparks flew as her blades met his makeshift weapon. She managed to shove him back, barely giving herself enough space to adjust her swords, take a half step back and swing again.

			The giant blocked her and advanced.

			On and on they swung. Andi’s body took over, on autopilot.

			Left sword, right sword. Block.

			Thrust.

			Drop to a knee, avoid a hit.

			Rise back up, advance.

			All the while, the giant’s bulletproof skin warded off her attacks.

			Andi’s arms began to tremble as the giant pressed her backward, closer and closer to the end of the catwalk.

			“Let us take the damned ship!” she yelled over the clash of metal.

			“My soldiers will come back soon,” the giant growled. “Then you will die.”

			He thrust the piece of railing at her.

			It sang as it cracked against the wall just beside Andi’s head.

			She was running out of steam, running out of options. Guns didn’t work, her best fighters were unconscious or helpless or, in the case of Lon, actually dying in the cargo bay below.

			A hit made contact.

			Andi screamed as one of her swords fell from her hand. It tumbled over the railing, where it landed beside Valen, the electricity fizzling out.

			“Run, Andi!” Valen cried.

			She hefted her remaining sword with both hands and swung.

			The giant lifted his palms and gripped the blade. The electric currents made his body seize and shake, but he remained standing.

			Slowly, eyes boring into Andi’s, he pulled the sword from her grip.

			He tossed it over the railing to join its mate.

			“Run!” Valen screamed again.

			Andi’s breath hitched in her throat. She’d never lost a fight, not like this, not like…

			BOOM!

			Andi looked up just in time to see an explosion of red light barreling toward her from the still-open entry door. It rocketed through the air, a red swarm of death.

			Blood sprayed against her face as the New Vedan warrior erupted into vapor. She blinked, hot blood dripping down her cheeks as she tried to figure out what had just happened.

			Where the giant once stood, only his torn bit of metal railing remained.

			Andi gasped and dropped to her knees.

			Gilly appeared from the bridge, her mouth hanging open. “What in the actual hell just happened?”

			Andi pointed over the catwalk railing. Down below, a whine of gears sounded as the entry door shut.

			Standing before the door, with a giant, still-smoking launcher resting on his shoulder, was Alfie. He set down a wriggling sack. With a loud yowl, a fuzzy, horned creature emerged.

			“Havoc!” Gilly shrieked happily.

			Andi still stood motionless, staring down at the AI.

			“Hello, Androma Racella,” Alfie said. “It seems we found you right on time. How can I further assist you in this mission?”

			“Program this ship to get us the hell out of here.”

			Moments later, the ship’s engines blazed as it shot through the planet’s atmosphere en route to Arcardius.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

			

			LIRA

			THERE WASN’T ENOUGH Griss in the galaxy to drown out Lira Mette’s thoughts.

			She sat alone in the storage room of the stolen Xen Pterran warship, slumped against a wooden crate she’d burned her way through with her scaled palms. Smoke still lingered in the small space, wafting among the stacked bags of food stores, the flagons of water, the metal shelf across from her that held extra Xen Pterran soldiers’ masks.

			“Damn it,” Lira cursed. She looked at the bottle of amber liquid that sat beside her on the metal floor, the final few drops calling her name.

			Ever since the ship had lifted off the ground, every horrific moment of the past few hours had begun to melt together until it formed one massive monster full of memories.

			Now the monster whispered her name, begging Lira to lose herself in its siren song.

			She wouldn’t give in.

			Instead, Lira scooped up the bottle of Griss and tipped it onto her tongue, quickly swallowing every last blessed drop.

			With each sip she took, she remembered a little less. But still, despite the pile of four empty bottles to which she added the newly emptied one, it didn’t drown out the sounds.

			The feelings.

			The pain.

			She would never forget the screams that followed the first bullet, the first death. The squelch of hot blood hitting the sand as the Xen Pterrans came out of nowhere and attacked.

			She would never be able to erase the image of her brother’s body dropping beside her. How it felt to flee for their lives through the smoke, chests heaving, hearts racing. Lon’s blood on her hands, wet tears on her face, scales blazing like purple torches in the midst of the firefight as they ran through the desert, desperate for escape.

			Lira groaned, her head spinning and throbbing as she grabbed another bottle of Griss and tried to uncork it with her bare hands.

			But looking at her hands brought back the memory of Lon lying in the sand and Lira pressing her palms against his chest, trying in vain to stop the bleeding.

			She gasped and threw the bottle.

			It exploded against the far side of the room, glass raining down like little shards of broken stars.

			“Now, that was a waste.”

			Lira turned, feeling like her head might wobble off her neck.

			Andi stood in the doorway of the small storage room, her arms crossed over her chest, her lips pulled back in a small smirk.

			“I asked to be alone,” Lira said.

			The words came out jumbled, as if her tongue, too, were drunk on Griss.

			“That’s the problem with your being my Second,” Andi answered with a sigh as she entered the storage room and joined Lira on the floor, legs crisscrossed beneath her. “I’m the captain, and I’ve denied your request.”

			Lira glared at her.

			“Lira, you’ve been sitting in here for hours,” Andi said. She reached out to place a hand on Lira’s arm, but Lira shoved her away. “Lon is stable, thanks to Alfie, but if you don’t go and check on him soon, he might wake up and find Gilly at his side. Or worse, Havoc.”

			Her voice sounded completely matter-of-fact, as if they were just carrying out a normal mission.

			“What the hell is your problem?” Lira asked suddenly.

			Andi looked like she’d been slapped.

			“My problem?”

			Lira reached behind her and grabbed another bottle of Griss. This time, she ripped the cork out with her teeth. A satisfying pop sounded as the liquid inside bubbled up and spilled onto Lira’s lap. She downed half the bottle in one sip.

			When she looked up, Andi was still staring at her.

			“You’re just waltzing around,” Lira said accusingly, waving a hand. “As if nothing happened.” She took another sip, glaring at Andi over the bottle. “But it happened, Captain.”

			“It was an act of terror,” Andi said, spreading her arms out to either side. “Xen Ptera couldn’t have been stopped, not when we weren’t prepared. What happened was—”

			“Your fault!” Lira barked out. The Xen Pterran armor she wore grew hot against her skin as her scales flared to life. “You got us into this mess, accepting that stars-forsaken mission from General Cortas! And now the Marauder is gone, my brother’s chest is blasted open, Alara is gods know where and my planet is bathed in blood.”

			“Lira…” Andi tried again, but Lira was done listening.

			“Enough!” she shouted. Lira could feel her anger writhing now, like a living, breathing thing ready to burn. To hurt. To destroy. “This entire mission has been a fool’s journey. I should have taken Alara’s offer when she gave me the chance.”

			The words fell from her lips like a welcome poison.

			When she glanced up, Andi’s face was stone.

			“What offer?” she whispered.

			Lira lifted the Griss bottle, disappointed to find it empty. She let it tumble from her grip and it rolled away across the metal floor. She was just reaching for another when suddenly Andi’s fingers were around her wrist, gripping it tight.

			“Lira,” Andi rasped. Her eyes were like the surface of a smoldering moon. “What offer?”

			Lira tried to shove her away, but Andi’s grip held.

			She met her captain’s eyes, blurry as her vision was.

			“My aunt asked me to leave the crew,” Lira said, letting each word wound like a knife. “She said she’d give me my own ship. A state-of-the-art one that could never be disabled.”

			Lira loved the Marauder, knew she was wounding herself, too, by speaking ill of it, but she didn’t care.

			“I should have stayed on Adhira,” she said. All menace had left her voice. Now the hot, choking feeling of tears replaced it. She could feel them spilling across her cheeks. “Oh, Godstars, Andi,” Lira moaned. “I did this. All those people, dead, because I piloted a Xen Pterran prisoner onto their peaceful planet. If I hadn’t flown Valen there, they wouldn’t have come.”

			Andi was silent, her face pained as she let go of Lira’s wrist.

			A burn mark, red and angry, marred her palm.

			“Lira,” she whispered.

			But Lira shook her head, then dropped it to lean against her knees.

			“I have never wanted to kill,” she said, tears still falling. She didn’t try to stop them as a realization swam through her. “But I’m afraid I’ve just brought about the murder of thousands of innocent people on Adhira.”

			“No,” Andi said. “Lira, you can’t think that.”

			Lira kept her eyes closed, blocking out the room as it spun in time with her head.

			She wanted her brother to wake up, to be safe and sound and back on Adhira where he belonged. She wanted to scream and race up the stairs of Rhymore and hide herself in the mountain temple, away from prying eyes, where she could cast her feelings out to the sky and forget about pain and fear and unanswered questions.

			Most of all, she wanted to drink another damned bottle of Griss.

			“We did this job together,” Andi said. “All of us.”

			Lira looked up, surprised to hear Andi’s voice crack.

			That didn’t fit with the Andi she knew, the hardened captain who pretended she didn’t give a damn about the world, who acted as if she would gladly burn it all to ashes in an instant if she could.

			But here, in this storage room, with empty bottles of Griss scattered between them, Lira saw the true Androma Racella.

			It cleared her mind for a moment, allowed her to watch and listen and understand. A distraction from the monster still lurking in her mind.

			“We brought Valen to Adhira,” Andi said. “We made the choice to go to Revalia, and have him out there in the open, without even considering the consequences.” She took a deep breath. “Those are choices we made as a crew, and I, as the captain, oversaw them. They are my mistakes. Not yours.”

			“But the attack—” Lira began.

			“The attack was horrific, and I will never forgive myself for leaving that planet and all those people behind,” Andi said. “And for what? The freedom that the general promised, if we deliver Valen back to him?” She barked out a single laugh. “I just chose to save my own skin and my own future by running away. Running, Lir. It’s what I always do.”

			“It’s what I do, too,” Lira said.

			Silence hung between them.

			Lira lifted an arm, making sure her scales had cooled before she gently reached out and draped it across Andi’s shoulders, pulling her close.

			Their heads touched as Lira leaned against Andi.

			“Maybe we could stop,” Lira whispered.

			Andi sighed. “It isn’t possible, Lir.”

			“But what if it could be? What if…after all of this, after Valen is home…we go back to Adhira? We help them recover. We fly my aunt’s starship. We find the bastards who came from Xen Ptera, and we escort them to the doors of hell.”

			She could feel Andi’s deep sigh against her as she considered this.

			“You’re talking about war, Lira,” Andi said.

			“No.” Lira closed her eyes and saw all the smoke, the pain and the destruction. In one day, it had changed her, twisted her insides until she no longer sought peace. Rather, she desired something far different. “I’m talking about revenge.”

			“Revenge,” Andi said. “Not something I thought I’d ever hear Lirana Mette speak of.”

			“They killed innocent people. They burned my planet. They shot my brother. I have no idea where my aunt is, or if she’s even still alive.” Lira sniffed back a remaining tear, thinking of Lon down below in the cargo bay, still unconscious as Dex piloted the ship toward Arcardius. They would arrive tomorrow. Lira didn’t know if they even had enough time left to save him. “Alfie says that Lon may not wake up. And if he does, we don’t know what the extent of the damage may be.”

			“He’s strong,” Andi said. “Just like you.”

			“I’m not strong,” Lira said. “If I was, I wouldn’t have fallen apart when they attacked. I would have picked up a weapon and fought back.”

			“You would have died. We all would have.”

			“And now?” Lira asked. “How do we live with the guilt?”

			The pain, she wanted to say, that is clawing at my insides, refusing to go away.

			“I know a thing or two about guilt,” Andi said, reaching past Lira to where a single bottle of Griss remained. She uncorked it with ease and took a sip, then angled it toward Lira. “You’re not going to make me drink alone, are you?”

			Lira sighed and took the bottle.

			They shared it, the captain and the pilot, in the darkness of the stolen Xen Pterran warship.

			All the while, Lira hoped and prayed and begged the Godstars that her aunt was safe back on Adhira. And that her twin brother, asleep on the deck below, would somehow survive.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

			

			ANDROMA

			IN THE YEARS since she’d escaped Arcardius, Andi had never returned to the Phelexos System. Not once. She’d feared that if she did, she would finally get caught and face the sentence she’d been running from all this time.

			The bottle of Griss she’d shared with Lira last night had helped her forget about that fear—for a short while at least. But then sleep had stolen her away, and with it, the nightmares came lurking.

			This time, they had been of Valen.

			You killed her, he’d whispered into her ear as he hovered over her with a blade poised above her heart. Now you will suffer her fate.

			His eyes bored down into hers, and as she screamed and begged him to release her, blood poured from his lips.

			Even now, as Andi sat on the bridge beside Dex, she couldn’t shake the feeling of cold dread that swept over her at the thought of the dream.

			That, and the pressing nausea that came along with a wicked hangover—not only from the Griss, but from the Jurum she’d so foolishly guzzled at Revalia.

			After everything that had happened on Adhira, she was grateful they’d found a way out. As soon as Alfie had dispatched the New Vedan guard, they’d fired up the engines and gotten the hell out of the desert, blasting through the atmosphere, then immediately soaring into hyperspace. The escape had been a quick one, the other Xen Pterran ships unable to track them, thanks to Alfie’s scrambling the tracking systems on board.

			After Andi’s initial shock over his unexpected role as rescuer had passed, she’d questioned the AI until she’d nearly run out of breath.

			“My mission is to ensure Mr. Valen Cortas returns home,” Alfie had said as Dex piloted them out of Adhira, wide awake from an adrenaline pill they’d been fortunate to find in a med kit on board. “When the Rhymore guards heard of the attack in the desert, I had no choice but to embark on a journey to find you.”

			“But how did you find us?” Gilly had asked.

			Alfie’s shrug had been almost sentient. “Fellibrags have a heightened sense of smell. So I used Havoc to determine your precise location. I also determined that Gilly would be most displeased if I forgot him.”

			Gilly had squeaked happily and snuggled the orange creature. “What a good little fellibrag you are!”

			“And Alara?” Andi had asked. “Do you know what happened to her?”

			The AI’s white face had tilted sideways. “Alara is not my mission, Androma Racella. Therefore, I am unaware of her current whereabouts.”

			Alfie had then gotten straight to work on Lon’s injury, stabilizing him with the med kit. The wound from the rifle shot was deep, the bullet thick and ugly, as if it were made from salvaged scrap steel. If infection hadn’t set in yet, it likely would soon.

			“He will need immediate care upon our arrival on Arcardius,” Alfie had said, his gears whirring as he stood and pressed the med kit into Andi’s hands.

			Dex had been right about the stolen ship. It shot through the galaxy, rocketing toward Arcardius. Despite that, time had seemed to slow, as if every second was counting against them. Knowing the journey would be a long one, Andi had joined Lira in the storage room.

			Now, finally, as flashes of starlight streaked past the viewport, Dex pulled back on the hyperdrive and the ship was flung out of hyperspace just at the edge of the Phelexos System.

			“Home sweet home,” Dex said, glancing sideways at Andi.

			Green blood had dried on his forehead, and a nasty bruise had spread across the entirety of his left cheek. His usual grin was missing.

			“What’s the matter, Baroness?” he asked.

			Andi was too tired—and too ill—to deal with him right now. They hadn’t talked about the almost-kiss they’d shared during Revalia. Andi wanted to pass it off as a side effect of Jurum, and yet…as she looked at him, heat flooded to her cheeks.

			She turned away, pressing her fingertips to her temples.

			The murmur of a faraway voice on the com sounded behind her, where Alfie was busy communicating with the transportation command center on Arcardius, warning them they were in a stolen Xen Pterran ship.

			“Sir, I am on direct orders from General Cortas,” Alfie’s calm voice said. “I am detecting tonal suggestions of annoyance. Shall I inform the general that my mission cannot be completed because of your interference?”

			More murmurs, then Alfie glanced at Dex and said, “I have secured clearance to approach Arcardius. He also offered to polish my metal platings free of charge, should I ever need it.”

			“You know something, AI?” Dex asked, smiling through his split lip. “You’re beginning to grow on me.”

			“I cannot grow,” Alfie said. “It is not within my capability to do so.”

			Andi let the sound of their voices fade as she stared out the viewport.

			They passed the swirling colors of the gas giant, Pegasi, and weaved around New Veda before flying between the two moons of Arcardius.

			On the other side of the moons, Andi could just make out the lush blue and green hues of her home world. A line of sleek Explorer ships waited for them—their escort down to the planet’s surface. She tapped her foot anxiously as they approached their destination. Coming from a mission in a system that was supposed to be her enemy, she couldn’t help but question if she was about to enter another territory more dangerous than Olen. They had escaped from the atrocities on Adhira, but who knew what horrors might still lie ahead?

			Andi felt selfish thinking these thoughts when she’d just come from a peaceful planet that was now immersed in a bloody battle. She felt even more selfish for wishing the news would distract General Cortas from any attempt to alter the deal he’d made with them. She just wanted to drop Valen off and be on her way back to Adhira to get her ship.

			If there was still a ship to retrieve.

			Dex angled them toward Arcardius, and Andi allowed herself a moment to stare out at the inky black beyond. Before this hellish journey began, she’d thought the stars were mocking her. But now, for the first time in a long while, she felt as if she’d surprised the stars.

			As if, despite what had happened worlds away, they shone a little brighter, encouraging her to be strong in the face of the unknown.

			It was that thought that slightly eased the tension in her shoulders and loosened the tightness in her chest.

			“Well, this is an inviting welcome,” Dex said sarcastically as the Explorers surrounded them, two on each side and one in the back. They then proceeded to herd them down to the planet.

			Andi never thought this day would come, had fully believed that the last time she would see Arcardius was through the rear-cam of the ship she’d escaped on. But there it was before her now, a ball of swirling blues, purples, pinks and greens, not a single scar of white clouds obscuring the colors. The purple salt lakes glimmered like gemstones from afar, dwarfed by bright blue oceans that surrounded the lush green land.

			There was the massive, half-moon-shaped island on the southern tip of the main continent, where she’d vacationed with her mother and father as a child. The sea from afar looked just as blue as it had when she’d splashed her feet in the cool water, running up and down the diamond-littered shores in search of the largest, shiniest one.

			Above it, the main continent of Ae’ri showed itself off in shades of deepest emerald, scattered with shadows from the mountains and the floating gravarocks hanging in the air as if held by strings.

			The largest of them, a rugged snow-capped mountain, held countless memories for Andi.

			She had flown below it with her father on a day trip years ago. Andi could remember how she’d pressed her face to the glass of the tour ship, her breath fogging up the view, and dreamed of one day soaring her own ship to that very mountain. A soldier on leave, exploring the most hard-to-reach places of Arcardius and the worlds beyond.

			Now she was the captain of a starship she was too scared to fly. She was doing more than she’d ever dreamed of doing, but not quite in the way she’d planned.

			A voice suddenly buzzed into the overhead com, drawing Andi’s attention from the planet back to the dash.

			“This is Patrol 73 paging the Marauders. Do you copy?”

			She tapped the rear-cam and saw the telltale form of an Explorer Patrol ship looming not far behind.

			“Marauders to Patrol 73. Do we have clearance to enter?”

			Static crackled on the line. For a moment, her gut screamed at her to beg Dex to turn the ship around, soar back out into the skies and hide herself and her crew in the shadows of the nearest moon.

			Before she could do anything rash, the voice on the com spoke.

			“Patrol 73 to the Marauders. Initiate hover mode.”

			Dex pressed a button next to the throttle. “Hover control activated,” he responded. Soon the prox alarm went off, signaling that the Patrol ships had latched on to theirs. They escorted the Marauders to the planet’s surface, looking like monsters dropping from the night sky.

			“Welcome home, Androma,” Andi whispered to herself.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

			

			DEX

			DEX FANCIED HIMSELF a rugged man, plenty capable of surviving the harsher conditions that some planets in Mirabel had to offer. He’d survived a bone-shattering winter on Solera, sweated through half of his hard-earned wardrobe on the desert moon Kaniv, and spent countless hours forcing himself to stay awake in the midst of pointless meetings during his days training to become a Guardian.

			But as much as he disliked the pompous, wealthy citizens of the military planet Arcardius, he relished the beauty of it as a whole. It was a shiny, glittering type of place and, rugged bounty hunter or not, Dex was not ashamed to be a fan of things that sparkled.

			As the Patrol ships escorted them through the atmosphere and into the Arcardian skies, Dex could practically taste the fine bubbling liquor he’d drink—endless amounts of it, due to the planet-load of Krevs the general was about to deliver into his account, plus the badge of honor that would be reattached to his chest.

			No longer would he bow in shame when he passed other Guardians. He’d be one of them again, after all this time.

			He blew out a breath of air, focusing on the view as they dropped closer to the ground. There were plenty of other, smaller ships in the sky, all of which parted before them as their escorts cleared the way.

			The main continent of Arcardius came into view, a glorious green scattered with waterside cities. There was Dex’s sparkle. Spiraling towers of glass that soared high into the sky, razor sharp and yet soft all at once, rendered by a master architect’s hand. Their reflections seemed to dance on the water’s surface, doubling the beauty of it all.

			The Arcardian flag, blue with a silver bursting star icon in the center, was on display everywhere. The largest one covered the entire edge of a domed building—the renowned military Academy Andi had attended before becoming a Spectre.

			In between the buildings were personal transport ships of the finest kind. Racers and Thrusters and Dex’s personal favorite, Sky Blades—black single-passenger carbon ships that were as light as a feather, capable of soaring faster than anything else on Arcardius.

			From the number of transports in the city, it was clear that the crowds had begun to arrive for the Summit. Citizens traveled from all across Mirabel to meet each year and witness the system leaders renew their bonds of friendship and lasting peace.

			No wonder General Cortas had been so insistent on their returning Valen on schedule—he no doubt wanted to publicly announce his son’s rescue and Mirabel’s triumph over Xen Ptera once more.

			After the attack on Adhira, however, Dex didn’t feel as if they’d truly achieved any kind of victory in bringing Valen home.

			Across the city, set apart from the splendor, a cluster of natural gravarocks hovered in the sky. Large, floating bits of land—some mountainous, others not—where the wealthiest of Arcardius chose to take up residence.

			Dex could pinpoint the general’s with a single glance.

			It was easily the largest of them all, save for the great floating mountain they’d passed on their way in. On its top, visible even from here, was the Cortas estate, Averia. It was made up of several sprawling white buildings so pristine and bright that just looking at the complex hurt Dex’s eyes.

			He glanced sideways at Andi and noticed the way her hands were curled tightly on her armrests. Almost as if she were flying into battle, rather than soaring toward the biggest payout of her life. Toward the place she’d once called home, which could soon be hers again, if she wished it.

			“It’s just a building, Baroness,” Dex said, his voice light.

			But he knew what the Arcardians had done to her.

			He knew how broken she had been when he’d found her in that market so long ago.

			A strange feeling came over him in that moment as he watched her looking upon her old home. He wanted to reach out and touch her hand. He wanted to kiss her—not in the way he almost had on Adhira.

			Something gentler. Sweeter.

			The kind of kiss Dex knew he didn’t deserve to give her.

			When this job was done, the best gift Dex could offer Andi was leaving. She’d never have to see him again after this.

			It was almost too much, looking at her now and knowing it wasn’t him she needed anymore. Perhaps she never truly had.

			His voice hushed, Dex sent a com to Andi’s crew to join them on the bridge.

			When they arrived, he stood silently from his chair and headed for the door.

			He stopped before he stepped into the hall and cast a quick glance over his shoulder.

			The crew had formed a half circle behind Andi.

			The giantess, with all her strength. The small gunner, with the yowling horned furball in her arms. And then there was the pilot, her expression sickly, whose gentle support was felt nonetheless.

			It was then that Dex realized they weren’t standing in a circle. Instead, they had formed a wall around Andi, protecting her with their presence.

			Some things were far more powerful than weapons or words.

			Dex left the four of them alone together, savoring the silence as the Patrol ships carted them toward the Cortas estate.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI FELT AS if she were traveling into the past. Back to the only place in the galaxy that thought of her not as the fearsome Bloody Baroness, but as the soldier who’d failed her sworn duty.

			The girl who had betrayed them all.

			Andi took a deep breath, pulling herself up to her full height as the loading ramp of the stolen warship hit the ground with a soft thunk.

			The massive dock spread before her and her crew, pristine white walls and marble flooring with gray veins running through it. Ships of all shapes and sizes lined the space like a waiting crowd. But despite the splendor of the space, it still smelled like grease stains and recycled air and hundreds of gallons’ worth of fuel.

			It was exactly as Andi remembered.

			The last time she’d been in this room, Kalee was still alive.

			Andi thought of her best friend’s laughter, bright with the warmth of excitement. Her voice bubbling over with a palpable joy as she tossed Andi the ignition card to her father’s ship and said, Take us to the skies.

			A hand touched Andi’s wrist, just above her cuff.

			She glanced to the right, where Valen stood watching her closely, as if he knew and understood.

			“I can feel her, too,” he whispered. His eyes were haunted.

			It was as if Kalee’s ghost was here now, watching and waiting for Andi to bolt. To run away like she’d always done, one foot in front of the other, until she’d left the things she couldn’t face behind.

			She wanted to pave the way for her crew, to take the first step off the ship, but she was frozen in place.

			If she felt this way now, what feelings would await her when she passed through this docking bay, into the halls of the Cortas estate? There were too many memories. Too many feelings she didn’t want to uncover. Worst of all, there were people from her past waiting inside. People whose names and faces brought forth a terrible sense of longing and dread.

			For a moment, Andi wished so desperately that the veil of the Bloody Baroness would fall across her eyes. That she could march fearlessly into the unknown.

			“Well,” Dex said suddenly, stepping up beside her. “Time to go collect our payment.” He cast a sideways glance at Andi, a determined look in his eyes as he nodded curtly at her. “Ladies first, Androma.”

			She felt him nudge her, gently, with his boot.

			With a deep breath, she stepped forward, each motion of her leaden feet propelling her farther down the gangway until she was finally on solid ground.

			They were halfway across the room when the exit doors burst open.

			Lines of servants and guards appeared through them, all sporting Arcardian blue. A massive silver med droid rolled over, prong-like arms outspread for Breck to hand Lon over.

			“Go,” Andi said to Lira. “Make sure they take care of him.”

			Her pilot nodded gratefully and followed the med droid toward the infirmary.

			As the crowd began to thicken, every estate worker greeting Valen like an old friend, a gasp suddenly rang out.

			“Valen!”

			The crowd parted to reveal a woman Andi hadn’t seen since her trial.

			Valen’s mother, Merella Cortas.

			She had aged dramatically over the past four years. Wrinkles surrounded her eyes and mouth, and her blond curls were liberally streaked with silver. Andi glanced at Valen, whose face was devoid of emotion, not even a twitch of his facial muscles to betray what he was thinking. His nervous energy was washed away, as if he had been drenched with cold water.

			All eyes were on them as Valen’s mother ran to him, heels clacking on the marble floor, her blue gown rippling like waves of water.

			She swept Valen into a bone-crushing hug.

			“It’s you. It’s really you, my boy,” Merella sobbed into Valen’s clenched shoulders. His arms cautiously slipped around her, as if he were afraid to touch her. “My boy, my precious little boy. You’re home.”

			“Home,” Valen echoed the word.

			Andi turned away, knowing she didn’t deserve to be here.

			Feeling as if she had already tainted Averia with her presence, like a murderer returning to the scene of their very first crime.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

			

			ANDROMA

			AVERIA WAS EXACTLY as she remembered.

			Andi would never forget the first time she’d come here, following Kalee into the entry hall as she gave Andi a tour of her home.

			It’s a bit much, Kalee had said. But it’s home. And someday, I’ll be the one running this place.

			You? Andi had asked. Not your brother?

			Oh, Androma. Kalee had laughed then, tossing her head back in that glorious, carefree way that made everyone around her want to come closer. You and I both know that a woman can rule better than any man ever could. And I’ll look twice as good doing it, too.

			Those memories tugged at Andi’s heart, colliding with the present as Alfie guided her and Dex through the winding halls toward the general’s private office.

			Andi knew the route as well as she knew the halls of the Marauder. So many times, she’d walked this very path, always ensuring she’d arrive right on time for her debriefings with the head Spectre of Averia. Sometimes, even, with the general himself.

			He hadn’t even come to greet Valen as they’d landed. A sign that, no matter the circumstances, he would always put his position ahead of his family. That, Andi had always known, was something Kalee would never have done.

			If only she’d grown up here the way she should have.

			If only she’d become the general’s successor, carrying the Phelexos System to heights that her father would never be able to attain, despite all his scheming.

			Arcardius was built upon honor and glory. Andi had often wondered if General Cortas had discarded honor entirely. And yet he’d been determined to destroy Andi for the same mistake.

			“Damn,” Dex said with a whistle as they walked past family portraits and extravagant Arcardian landscapes rich with color, some of which Andi recognized as Valen’s work. “Valen grew up in style.” He glanced at Andi. “I can see why you befriended his sister in the first place.”

			“No one befriended Kalee Cortas,” Andi said as they passed by a painted portrait of the entire Cortas family. Andi dropped her gaze as they walked on, not wanting to see her old friend’s smile. Not wanting to look into Kalee’s eyes and remember the last moment she’d seen them alight with life. “Kalee chose the people she wished to let into her life. I was honored that she allowed me to be assigned to her.”

			“Honored?” Dex asked, raising a bruised brow. “Or damned?”

			“I’ll let you know after we talk to the general,” Andi said.

			Light streamed in through windows that stretched from floor to ceiling and were draped with elegant satin the color of honey. Even though she knew this place, had spent countless nights wandering these halls, Andi felt wrong here, as out of place as her work boots, coated in the evidence of the past as she tracked invisible stains across the ornate rugs that lined the hallway.

			They passed several servants at work, dusting and shining the bright orb-lights on the walls and washing the windows.

			The servants openly stared at Andi as they passed, not bothering to be discreet. If Andi was in their position, she would probably be doing the same thing. Who wouldn’t, when the traitorous Spectre they’d thought long gone had returned, still alive and well.

			Let them stare, Andi thought. Let them look.

			She glared at them, pleased to find their attention suddenly move elsewhere as Alfie rounded a corner and they left the workers behind.

			They passed many closed doors and vacant hallways, Dex whistling, Alfie’s gears whirring with each step.

			“You remember it all, don’t you?” Dex asked.

			“Every little bit,” Andi said. “Even the hidden escape tunnels that the general installed. He loved to put them in closets, bathrooms, under the bars…”

			She trailed off as they stopped before the sweeping grand staircase in the center of the estate.

			This was where she’d last seen Valen. Before everything changed. Where he’d tried to stop her and Kalee, knowing how foolish their plans were.

			They’d gone on anyway, leaving him behind.

			“Andi,” Dex said. She glanced back up to where he and Alfie stood waiting a few steps ahead.

			“I’m coming,” she replied, feeling like a ghost of her old self as she followed them upward, thinking of another time, a different person heading up the stairs in Dex’s place.

			The stairway stopped on the next landing, where they took a left, walked down a red-carpeted hallway and finally stopped before a locked oak door.

			“General Cortas is just inside,” Alfie said, waving his hand at the door. “His head Spectre will be out in just a moment to retrieve you. When you finish the job, General Cortas will send over your Krevs.”

			“We already finished the job,” Dex said.

			“General Cortas will decide that upon his inspection of Valen,” Alfie answered.

			There was something strange in his normally overpleasant voice that Andi couldn’t quite place.

			She nearly asked him if he was alright, knowing Alfie was capable of far more complex thinking than she’d originally guessed. He’d saved the crew’s life, after all, with his launcher. And he’d even remembered to bring Gilly’s hellish creature, a sign that Alfie had some understanding of feelings and attachments.

			“Alfie, are you sure everything’s—”

			The click of the door opening behind her made her stop.

			“I’m sorry for the delay,” a man’s voice said. It was kind, but in more of a diplomatic way than truly sincere.

			It was also disconcertingly familiar.

			She turned slowly, as if in a dream.

			Andi knew the man standing before her—better than most. She remembered the pale white-blond of his hair, the moon-gray of his eyes and the way he stood tall and strong—the very same habit he’d imprinted upon his daughter from a young age.

			For a moment, her heart leaped with joy.

			Then it seized when she saw the deep blue uniform he was wearing. The gloves with the Arcardius symbol that Andi had once worn, too, and then Alfie’s words came back to her. His head Spectre will be out in just a moment.

			It took everything in her to speak as the truth struck her.

			“Dad?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI WAS A SURVIVOR, and always had been.

			She’d survived the crash and the death of Kalee, the trial that had branded her with a traitor’s fate. The weeks spent on the run across the galaxy afterward, the months beyond that when Dex had found her. She’d lived through twelve hours a day of training with Dex to hone the skills her father and the Academy had given her, gradually turning into the killer that she was now. She’d sustained cuts and lashes and muscles so sore she’d worried they had snapped, that she would never be able to raise a hand or stand on her own again.

			Twelve months later, she’d endured the shattering aftermath of a broken heart from Dex.

			And in the past week alone, she’d made it inside Lunamere and escaped with her life, then survived the attack on Adhira. She’d stolen a Xen Pterran warship, battled with a New Vedan giant and lived to tell the tale.

			And you almost kissed the man you thought you hated, a voice chided in her head.

			But this…her father, as General Cortas’s head Spectre?

			This might actually kill her.

			He stood behind the general’s chair now, his face impassive as he stared ahead, hands folded before him.

			She knew those hands nearly as well as her own. They were the hands that had held her when she’d cried. The hands that had been placed over her own, warm and strong, and taught her how to steer a starship. To block a punch and deliver plenty of her own. Those hands had once pointed into the swirling sky as her father whispered, Someday, Androma, you’ll be up there, following your dreams.

			They were also the hands that had never been raised to support her at Kalee’s trial—they had never even flexed a finger when the opportunity came.

			Andi wanted to tear those hands from his wrists—almost as much as she wanted to feel them cradling her face now, the way they always had when she was a child.

			Before.

			Everything was always before.

			Andi wanted to scream. She wanted to yank her father into the corner of the room, throw him to his knees in front of her and demand that he explain himself.

			And yet she couldn’t. Because she knew—Godstars, she could feel it—that if she made any wrong move in front of the general’s watching, demon eyes, he’d destroy her and her crew. He’d take her straight to the execution chamber and finish what he’d planned to do years ago. Her crew, loyal as they were, would go down swinging in her name. And then they would all be dead. Just like Kalee.

			So Andi simply stood there, gritting her teeth so hard she feared they might shatter, and listened to General Cortas speak.

			“You may be familiar with my head Spectre,” he said, flipping absentmindedly through a screen on his large desk. He lifted a pale hand, and an egg-shaped servant droid, blue to match the Arcardian flags, wheeled over from the shadows to hand him a pair of ancient eyeglasses on a golden tray. A fashion statement, no doubt, as vision correction tech had been developed thousands of years ago.

			The general looked up at Andi as he placed the glasses on. “He took up the position shortly after your trial, Androma.”

			Beside her Dex cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably, his eyes looking at the bookshelves that lined the dark paneled walls instead of at the people around him, as General Cortas continued to speak.

			“He has been my most loyal aide since you left. These past four years, difficult as they have been, with the loss of my daughter and then my son…” He sighed and leaned back a bit into his plush chair. “Well, thanks to Commander Racella, they have been a little easier on me.”

			Commander Racella.

			Andi glared at the general.

			He smiled, clearly amused.

			She didn’t want to believe her father would work for a man like General Cortas after all that had happened, or that the general would want to work with the man who had fathered his daughter’s killer. Maybe, as a way of punishing her family, the general had forced her father to work here, day in and day out. Maybe her father hated the general as much as she did.

			But he wouldn’t look at her, no matter how much she willed him to.

			I’m your daughter, she wanted to scream. I am your own flesh and blood. Look at me.

			She opened her mouth to speak, but mercifully, Dex interceded before she could say anything she might regret.

			“The attack on Adhira, sir,” he said, his smooth voice drawing the general’s attention. “Is there an update? When we left, Queen Alara was missing and…thousands of innocents were…”

			General Cortas lifted a hand to silence him. “It’s been taken care of.”

			Dex looked like he might collapse from relief.

			The feeling swam through Andi, as well, as she remembered the horrors they’d seen.

			“The Xen Pterran attack on Adhira was completely unexpected,” the general said. “An absolute tragedy, of that I have no doubt. I’m grateful you managed to get my son out alive—though, in all honesty, landing on a planet with little to no military presence was not a choice I would have had you make.” He glanced at Andi when he said this, as if she had caused her own ship to malfunction.

			The general continued. “A small Soleran fleet has already conquered the rogue Xen Pterran forces, recovering complete control of the situation.”

			“Did they come because of Valen?” Andi asked. “Because of…” She cast a sideways glance at Dex. “Because of us?”

			“That information is classified,” General Cortas said.

			“The hell it is!” Dex growled. “We were there on the ground, risking our asses so we could get your son out alive!”

			“Careful, bounty hunter,” the general warned. “A Guardian should know his place.”

			Dex did a very un-Dex-like thing and stepped down from the fight she knew he wished to continue. Andi knew he wouldn’t risk forfeiting the status that had once been so precious to him, just like she wouldn’t risk her crew.

			General Cortas didn’t just have her in his pocket—he’d placed Dex in there, too.

			The general sighed and motioned to Andi’s father. He leaned in close, and the general whispered something into his ear. Her father nodded, then rushed past Andi and Dex toward the office doors.

			Andi caught a whiff of his scent as he passed. Honey drops and Arcardian coffee beans. It made her throat ache with wanting, with desperation to be a child again, curled up in his protective arms.

			He didn’t even glance her way as he walked out.

			Her emotions changed like the wind as the need to hurt him and the desperation to be comforted by him warred within her. “You are aware of the weakened state of Xen Ptera, yes?” the general asked as another Spectre entered the office, assuming her father’s post. General Cortas had always had a team of them to guard his back at all times. “It is quite likely they sent every able soldier they have left to Adhira for the attack. The Soleran fleet has wiped them off the map, and all the efforts the Olen System has made to sway the galaxy in the direction of fear have already been crushed. I’m sure it took years to scrounge up their weapons, years more to find a single citizen willing to fight after such a devastating loss in The Cataclysm.”

			“But why now?” Andi asked. “And why Adhira? What about the peace treaty?”

			General Cortas raised a brow. “War never really ends, Androma. The desire for revenge is often too strong to forget.”

			“And the queen?” Andi asked, desperate for an answer for Lira—and Lon, should he recover.

			“Safe,” the general said. “She intends to be here for the Summit, as is required of each leader of the Unified Systems.”

			“Cancel the Summit,” Andi said suddenly.

			The words slipped from her tongue without a thought, too quickly for her to pull them back in.

			The general laughed as if she’d just told him she was going to be his successor. “Why would I do such a thing?”

			She was going to dive across his desk and drive her fist into his sagging face.

			“Because if there was ever a perfect opportunity for Olen to attack, it would be on this planet, at the Summit. Adhira’s Revalia Festival was just a small taste of what’s to come this week, and with every single leader across Mirabel in attendance…it would be the perfect time to start another war.”

			General Cortas drummed his fingertips across his desk, as if trying to keep himself entertained while she spoke. “You were a child when The Cataclysm ended, Androma. You lived here, on my planet, surrounded by bright lights and glittering smiles and enough soldiers to make you feel protected at all times. Never, in all of your years growing up here would you have been afraid. Am I correct in saying that?”

			Andi’s face heated. She didn’t answer, so the general went on.

			“Arcardius is an iron cage. There is no person, no army in all of Mirabel that can enter it without a key.” He leaned forward, hands splayed on his desk. “I hold that key. I say who enters and who leaves, and the day the Olen System successfully mounts an attack on this planet, the stars will fall from the sky. The Intergalactic Summit is a way of preserving the peace and unity between the Unified Systems, Androma. We’re showing Olen that we will not bend and we will not break. Queen Alara will back me in this.”

			He flicked an imaginary bit of fuzz from his shimmering coat and smiled to himself, as if he’d proven his point.

			“We delivered your son safely back to you, as requested,” Dex said suddenly. His tone held the calm calculation of a man trying to hold himself back, as if he, too, was fighting to rein in the fury that bubbled just beneath the surface. “Now, I believe we are both owed payment.”

			General Cortas removed his glasses and set them down on the desk. “I’ve decided to lengthen the terms of our contract.”

			Andi’s stomach felt full of lead. “What?”

			The general nodded. “Despite what I’ve said, the events that played out on Adhira cannot be ignored entirely. My son has only just returned home. I can’t risk his safety during the Summit.”

			“What does that have to do with us?” Andi asked.

			The general smiled at her.

			Her insides crawled.

			“You may have delivered him home safely, Androma. But that does not mean I am ready to let you go. You will remain here until the Summit is over and all parties from the Unified Systems have returned to their respective planets.” His voice was wicked, a devil hiding behind a soothing smile.

			“I decline,” Andi said, crossing her arms.

			“The payment, General,” Dex added.

			The general ignored their dissent. “You and your crew will be my son’s hired guards for the Ucatoria Ball following the Summit meeting. You said yourself how dangerous it could be.” General Cortas chuckled as he turned to his Spectre. “Please escort these two to the guest quarters to join the others. Ensure that they have ample time to rest in their rooms, with no disturbances.” He smiled at them both. “They’ve had quite a journey thus far.”

			“You don’t own us,” Dex protested as the guard made his way around the desk. “If we say no, we say no.”

			The general shook his head. “You’re quite wrong on that front, bounty hunter. I have access to all your funds—and your Guardianship title, which I can alter as I please. And you, Androma. I don’t just have your crew—I believe, in fact, that I also have access to your ship.”

			“Take the Xen Pterran ship,” Andi snarled. “I don’t give a damn about it.” She hated that he could use her crew and ship to restrain her without physical bonds.

			General Cortas chuckled and placed the glasses back on his face. “I’m talking about the Marauder, Androma.”

			Andi’s blood turned to ice.

			“My ship is on Adhira.”

			“For now,” the general said. “But if Queen Alara wishes to enter my system for the Summit and prove to the galaxy that Adhira will not bend to Olen’s attempts to instill fear…” He waved a hand before him. “Ah, well. I am quite certain she will agree to my terms of entry.”

			He was going to take the Marauder, just like that.

			Andi felt herself careening back into that place of darkness. Her cuffs, heavy on her wrists, ached to become weapons, to swing and collide with his face.

			“This wasn’t part of the deal.”

			The general did not smile this time when he turned his gaze on her.

			“Neither was being delivered a box of my daughter’s remaining bones after you left her to burn in the wreckage of my transport ship. You will stay, continue to do my bidding until the Summit is over and only then, if I am pleased with your work, will you be allowed to go free. Remember, girl. I don’t just have your crew and ship. I also have your life in my hands, and I can easily do away with all three if you don’t comply.”

			Each word was a jab she couldn’t block.

			Her breath left her lungs in a hiss.

			He was playing with her as he would a puppet.

			“And the payment?” Dex asked.

			“Still on the table,” the general said. He looked down at the screen on his desk. “I’m offering you free room and board and medical care for the Adhiran Sentinel you brought with you. Don’t make me regret my kindness. Now…I’m a busy man, as you may well know. Go now, the both of you, before I change my mind.”

			With that, they were dismissed.

			Andi turned to Dex, who was already staring at her, lips pressed tightly closed.

			General Cortas had them bound up in his will, simply for the fun of it. To prove that he was above them, and always would be.

			“Move along,” the general added, just for good measure.

			She could kill him now, as easy as breathing.

			But Andi knew her crew was now trapped within the confines of Averia, and she’d been the one to lead them in. She hated the thought of telling them they were stuck here, still on this stars-forsaken job.

			Bending to the general’s will, so far backward that they might break.

			It’s almost over, Andi told herself, trying to stay calm.

			“Let’s go, Androma,” Dex said, placing a strong hand on her shoulder. He gripped it tight, as if he knew the thoughts assaulting her. As if he, too, wanted to fight back. He tilted his chin, sniffed the air and grimaced. “This office smells like a home for the elderly.”

			Despite herself, Andi smiled as they left the office, trailed by the general’s Spectre.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY

			

			LIRA

			WHEN LIRA WAS a child growing up in the wilderness of Adhira, she couldn’t travel more than a few feet away from her twin brother without his fingers gripping her wrist.

			Without him rushing to join her side, always the protector.

			Always the faithful guide.

			Everywhere she went, he went. Everything she did, he did.

			Their mother had never been there for them, and so Lon had filled that gap for her, and she for him. They’d shared countless memories, days spent exploring the quadrants of their planet, getting lost in its glorious splendor.

			They’d been inseparable, two parts of a whole.

			Until, one day, Lon stopped following her. He’d grown out of his need to be near his sister, to follow her motions as if they were his own. He turned his attention toward other things.

			Like standing guard near the doors of Rhymore, trying his best to imitate the older Sentinels.

			Lira had turned her eyes to the sky, while Lon kept his feet on the ground, his greatest wish to be an Adhiran Sentinel, a protector of the queen whose greatest desire was peace.

			It was why, of all people, Lon did not belong in this Arcardian hospital bed, his eyes still shut, his vitals being monitored by a medical droid.

			“I’m so sorry,” Lira whispered as she held Lon’s hand in hers. It was warmer than it had been on that horrid journey across the skies, Lon lying on the cold floor of the Xen Pterran warship. His condition was improving.

			Soon, he might even wake up.

			Lira wanted to run, to be anywhere but here when she told Lon the news of what had transpired on their planet. When he discovered that he wasn’t there guarding their aunt, as he’d sworn to.

			His chest was bare, the fresh wrappings on his skin pulled taut as he lay in the bed. The gunshot had just missed his vital organs, but he’d lost nearly enough blood to kill him.

			And though he’d survived, after he learned how many had died…

			Lira guessed Lon would wish himself dead.

			So she sat by his side for endless hours, until the warm clutches of sleep stole her away.

			In her dreams, she imagined she was riding atop an Adhiran darowak. The massive winged beast, with scales that burned bright like her own, carried her across the skies of Adhira.

			The wind pounded fiercely against her, causing her eyes to water, her hands to shake.

			Still, she urged the darowak faster.

			At top speeds, she felt she could outrun her fears. Her sadness. Her shame.

			The beast banked left, its wings snapping like taut fabric. Lira leaned into its neck, gazing down at the ground below.

			Rhymore was bathed in black smoke.

			They trailed upward, spiraling into the sky and soaring through a bank of clouds. They came out the other side, sputtering, and as Lira looked down over the darowak’s outspread wings, her heart froze at the sight.

			Adhira was gone. Where the planet used to be, the dry husk of Xen Ptera sat in its place. A bare orb bathed in darkness, a skeletal casing of a world once thriving with life.

			“No,” Lira gasped. Her heart began to crack. Fissures spread through it, reaching cold fingers through every valve until Lira felt darkness stealing her away.

			She fell from the creature’s back, screaming.

			Tumbling downward, into the endless pit where Adhira used to be.

			* * *

			Lira woke to a soft hand grazing her cheek.

			“Don’t cry, Lirana.”

			That voice, so soothing, so full of calm.

			Lira opened her eyes, the sticky wetness of tears obscuring her view. But she saw the beautiful woman standing before her clearly enough, a delicate face she knew and loved, despite the differences between them.

			“Aunt Alara,” she gasped.

			Lira leaped from her chair and fell against her aunt. Their arms encircled each other. Tears fell freely from Lira’s face, but for once, her scales didn’t heat. Instead, cool relief overcame her.

			“I’m so sorry,” Lira sobbed. “I’m so sorry, Aunt Alara. I didn’t know, I never could have known that—”

			“It’s not your fault, Lirana. Hatred, and the desire to spread fear, is never your fault.”

			“I’ll come back home after this,” Lira said. “I’ll make up for it. I’ll do anything. I’ll agree to your terms, if you’ll only forgive me for bringing Valen there.”

			“You’ll do no such thing,” Alara said, pulling back to look into Lira’s eyes. “The only thing you will do is follow your heart.”

			She pulled Lira back to her chest as she cried.

			Lira didn’t let go of her aunt until the tears dried up. Until they sat down on either side of Lon’s bedside, held his hands and spoke of happier times. The beauty of a family that could come together, broken, and still find a way to become something whole.

			It wasn’t until later that Lon woke, groaning, the scale on his cheek flaring with his pain.

			“Lira? Aunt Alara?” he asked, his voice raw. He looked down at his bandaged chest and winced. “What happened?”

			Lira was about to speak, to try to explain the horrors that had transpired on Adhira, when her aunt placed a warm hand over hers.

			They shared a knowing glance across Lon’s body.

			“There was an attack,” Alara said.

			She told the terrible tale, bearing the burden so Lira didn’t have to.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI EMERGED FROM the women’s bathing chambers wrapped in a pristine, warm white robe, a fluffy towel protecting her freshly combed hair.

			Two hours she’d spent submerged in a pool full of blossom-scented bubbles. She’d scrubbed every inch of her body with asteroid coal, removing the grime of the past few days little by little, until she felt like she could breathe again.

			For two hours she’d lost herself in the luxury of solitary silence, not a single person there to ask her questions or wait for commands or—Godstars be damned—bring up what had happened during Revalia, when Andi had danced with Dex.

			Her feet were bare for the first time in weeks, a strange feeling as she unlocked her private quarters and padded onto the plush carpet inside.

			The room was decadent, plucked straight from the pages of an Arcardian luxury feed. The four-poster bed was large enough for three, the mattress so soft it was like diving into a sea of spun sugar. Across the room, shimmering gold satin drapes hung over an entire wall made of windows. An attendant had pulled them back to reveal the sun setting, the two moons just beginning to brighten in its place like watching eyes.

			To anyone else, it would have been a dream to be here. An honor to live in the heart of the general’s estate, with its bustling servants and straight-backed soldiers. To be at the headquarters of the Summit preparations during the most exciting time of the galactic year.

			Once, she’d been caught up in the spell of this place, a willing victim to its splendor.

			But now it only felt like a cage, made worse by the fact that there was an unwanted guest in her room.

			It seemed her father had been waiting for her to arrive.

			He sat across from her now in a plush red armchair, his blue Spectre uniform edged with shimmering strands of gold that shone in the light of the crystal chandelier overhead.

			Andi sighed and moved past him to sit on the edge of her bed, legs crossed beneath her, hands folded in her lap. Her swords, usually strapped to her back, lay beside her on the bed, freshly cleaned, ready for new tallies to be scratched into the metal, to represent the Xen Pterran soldiers she’d slayed on Adhira. She could still remember the feel of each moment, each second as she chose to steal another life. Her stomach ached, thinking of all the impossible choices she’d had to make.

			The silence in the room was sharper than her blades. From the moment she’d entered and seen him waiting, she’d refused to offer him a word. He could start the conversation, no matter how awkward the silence became or how long it took for the ice to break.

			After a time, her father cleared his throat.

			“You’ve grown,” he said. His voice was softer than it had been when he greeted her and Dex earlier. “It’s been…quite a while, hasn’t it?”

			“Four years,” Andi said. “Though I guess you’ve probably forgotten with how busy the general must keep you.”

			She’d spoken the words like they were light bullets loosed from a gun. Now that they were out, she couldn’t take them back.

			Her father didn’t move. He only worried his hands together, his chest rising and falling with even breaths.

			“His head Spectre?” Andi asked. In a whisper, she added, “Why?”

			His gray eyes met hers for the first time since she arrived. Beneath his gaze, she wanted to break. She wanted to crumble and fall to the floor, begging him to explain himself. But she wasn’t a child anymore. She wouldn’t crumble. And she never begged.

			“It’s a long story, Androma,” he said, sighing. “And I’m not sure you’ll like what I have to say.”

			She glanced at the door that she’d made sure to lock behind her. “I have plenty of time. The general says he’s going to pardon me, once this job is said and done.”

			He pressed a hand to his ear, nodding absently to whatever voice had spoken into his com. He likely had one similar to hers, but she was sure he hadn’t had to travel to some dusty moon and find a black-market doctor to install it.

			He looked back to Andi, his expression overcome with sadness. But sadness for what, she wondered? The years they’d lost? The mistakes they’d both made?

			He looked so much older now. Four years had passed, and yet it seemed like ten.

			Had he missed her? Had he wanted to find her after she’d run?

			As she looked at him, the memory of their final moments together took shape.

			* * *

			He’d come to visit her in the holding cell, in the southern sector of the capital city. She’d been nearly starved for three days, and her energy was growing faint.

			“It’s happening tomorrow, Androma,” her father said.

			She’d barely been able to look at him without wanting to cry. But she had no tears left. “Will it hurt?” she asked.

			He’d glanced over his shoulder to where the guards waited several paces away down the hall.

			When he looked back at her, his expression was haunted. As if he were already looking at his daughter’s ghost. “The injection is painless.”

			Andi had nodded then. His words felt so unreal, they hardly registered.

			Tomorrow she was going to die.

			“Where is Mom?” Andi asked. “Is she coming to say goodbye?”

			Tears streamed down his cheeks. “No,” he whispered. “She’s not well, Androma.”

			As she looked at him, she felt hollow. The guards approached then, telling them that time was up.

			“Just a final goodbye,” her father told them. “I…won’t be able to do it, tomorrow.”

			“Make it quick, Oren,” the soldier in charge said. He glanced at Andi, equal parts sadness and disappointment in his face. Andi’s father had been a soldier his entire life, was as close as family to these comrades who worked the barracks. The soldier ushered the others a few paces away to give Andi and her father space.

			“We don’t have much time,” Andi’s father whispered. “You need to listen to me.”

			Andi wanted to reach for him. To hold on to him and never let go. She didn’t care, in this moment, that he hadn’t defended her in the trial days before. He had always represented safety and strength and warmth.

			After tomorrow, she’d never see him again.

			Tears poured down her face. “Please,” she begged him. “Please, don’t let them take me. It was a mistake, Daddy.” She was a child, sobbing in a cell meant for a cold-blooded killer. “Please.”

			He crossed the cell in a few strides. Knelt before her until their gazes were level.

			“Look at me, Androma,” he urged. His hands gripped her cheeks, brought her gaze to his. She tried to blink away the tears, to memorize every line of his face. “You’re strong. You always have been.” His lips were wet with tears as he pressed them to her forehead in a kiss.

			“Oren,” the soldier outside said, more insistent this time. “Come on. It’s time.”

			“I’m coming, Broderick,” her father growled over his shoulder.

			He leaned forward and wrapped his arms around Andi. She couldn’t hug him back, her burned wrists too painful and fresh. But she felt his warm hands touch the bandages around her wrists, where the burns were still fresh and aching.

			As he pretended to kiss her cheek, his next words were so low, she barely heard them at all. “Bay Seven. Tomorrow at dawn.”

			Without another word, he slipped something beneath her bandages.

			Something cold and solid. A key.

			When he pulled away from her, his eyes burned like coals.

			“Any last words?” the soldier outside said.

			“Goodbye, Androma.” Her father nodded once. Wiped a tear from his cheek and turned away from her, never looking back.

			The soldiers locked her cell.

			In the morning, when the general and his executioner came for her, the cell door was wide open, the cell itself empty as a tomb.

			Androma Racella was gone.

			* * *

			“You were always so strong-willed,” her father said now. His voice nearly cracked, but he swallowed and it came back stronger, the lines of his face fading as the commander he’d become took the place of the father she’d loved. “I remember the day you were born. You came out kicking and screaming so loud I thought you’d make everyone go deaf. Your mother and I used to joke that you might never stop.” He smiled then, a look that made Andi’s chest ache. “When you got older, and you started dancing, we were so proud. You used to twirl for hours in the living room, not stopping until you’d gotten every move perfect. Then, when you became a Spectre… You could’ve gone so far, Androma.”

			His eyes took on the shine of someone lost in the past. He was looking at her, but it was like he was really seeing the girl she used to be.

			The girl she never could or would be again.

			So many years had passed since he’d freed her from death. She no longer knew the man before her, and he had no idea who she was now. They were like two strangers—together in this room, but galaxies apart. It made Andi wonder if they could ever rekindle the relationship they had in the past.

			“I wrote to you,” Andi said suddenly. “Did you…did you get the letters?”

			She’d sent so many messages back to Arcardius once she’d had a safe way to do so. Dex had helped her with that—finding messengers to deliver her letters, and scaring the living hell out of them to ensure that they’d stay and wait for any word that her parents wanted to send back in return.

			But nothing ever came.

			It had helped to harden her heart. To remind her that even though her father had given her a chance at escape…he’d moved on. It proved to Andi that no one, not even family, could be expected to stay close when the sins of life came to tear them apart.

			“I couldn’t respond,” he said. “You know I couldn’t.”

			She’d seen the headlines on the feeds, the suspicions about who had freed Androma Racella before she could pay for her crime.

			Her father stood and began to pace. “I had to protect myself. I was being watched, all the time. Anyone who’d ever known you was under scrutiny. Classmates, professors, drill instructors. Your mother and I were at the top of that list. Any tiny mistake, Androma, and we would have been found out. Marked as traitors, too. I couldn’t live with that.”

			They had never had a chance to discuss what had happened. After Andi had awoken in the hospital, she’d tried to tell them. But all she could do was cry. Then she’d sunk so deeply into herself that no one could speak to her, no matter how loudly they yelled. How desperately they wished for an explanation. She was drowning, not entirely in shock as the doctors thought, but in despair.

			She knew exactly what had happened.

			She knew exactly how guilty she was.

			“We had to live, all these years, without you. Pretending to the public that we loved our daughter, but not the girl who’d murdered Kalee Cortas. That we never would have helped a traitor run free.”

			Silence filled the room.

			Andi closed her eyes, realizing in the darkness that though he’d saved her life that day…he’d destroyed many parts of her soul.

			She opened her eyes and looked at him, standing there in his Spectre uniform.

			“Why didn’t you come with me?”

			Her father was as still as stone.

			“Everyone makes mistakes,” Andi said. “Some are bigger than others. It doesn’t mean we can’t forgive them. That we can’t move on. I was a kid. Kalee was, too.”

			Again, she asked him, “Why didn’t you come with me? We could have run together. As a family.”

			He nodded, and for a moment, she thought he was going to embrace her. Tell her that she’d made a horrible mistake, but every mistake could be fixed, could be forgiven. Maybe he’d wrap her up in his arms, tell her that he was sorry, that he should have stood by her side. That she’d done a terrible wrong to the world, but that he had, too, when he hadn’t gone with her.

			Her heart leaped a little as he did stand.

			But instead of coming toward her, he took a half step away. Toward the locked door.

			“Was it truly easier?” Andi asked. “Pretending that you never had a daughter at all? It’s what you’ve done all these years, isn’t it?”

			Suddenly she was that little girl again, desperate for her father’s approval. But when he turned, his eyes weren’t those of her father. He looked like someone else—a man with gray hair and a sagging face, seated behind a desk too small for his massive ego.

			He looked like General Cortas.

			“You ruined the family name that day,” her father said. Every word was a dagger to her gut. Every breath, a stab to deepen the previous wound. “Your mother and I…we worked our entire lives to become honorable members of Arcardian society. We nearly lost that, after I freed you. And if we’d gone with you? A life on the run, as fugitives? That isn’t what I promised your mother when I married her and swore to take care of her.”

			Inside, her mind was screaming no, no, no. This wasn’t how their reunion was supposed to go. And yet, her father kept digging and twisting the blade.

			“We kept you alive, Androma,” he whispered suddenly. “We kept you alive, and all it’s done is tear us apart from the inside out.”

			“You sent me out into the galaxy alone,” Andi said. “I could have died!”

			“But you didn’t,” her father said. “You survived, Androma. Because we helped set you free, even though no soldier who’d committed such a heinous crime had ever been set free before.”

			“What’s done is done,” Andi said, looking past her father at the holo clock on the bedside. “You’ve made it quite clear that you no longer care for me.”

			“I know you don’t understand my situation, and I would never expect you to,” her father said. “The general offered me this position as a mercy. He’s a generous man, willing to save your mother and me, even after the destruction you caused for his family. For ours. I took the job, not because I had to, but because I wanted to. To serve our planet in the most honorable way. It was the only way to show the world that we weren’t the monstrous parents your actions made us out to be.”

			Andi let the truth sink into her, heavy as a rock.

			Even though he’d saved her life, he’d never forgiven her.

			She doubted he’d ever tried.

			“So this is how it is now,” Andi said, surprised to find that her voice was strong and steady. That with each word, she felt bravery pouring back into her. “You never were on my side, were you? Your own daughter.”

			Her father reached the door, placed his hand on the scanner and waited for it to unlock. When he looked back, his eyes were haunted in the same way they’d been back in her holding cell the night he’d come to give her the key. She realized now that she’d misread his look then.

			She’d always thought he was mourning the years he knew they would never share together, the struggles she would face out alone in the world.

			She was wrong. His words confirmed that now.

			“As far as I am concerned,” he said, glancing back to meet her eyes, “my daughter died in the crash alongside Kalee Cortas. The girl I freed from that cell was not my daughter. Whether or not she knew it at the time, she had already been stolen by the Bloody Baroness.”

			He stepped out the door. It slid closed behind him, locking her in silence.

			She waited for the tears to come. But they never did.

			Instead she sat alone, adding more tallies to her swords. Dancing with the dead inside her head.

			Later, Andi strapped the swords across her back and climbed out her bedroom window. She snuck out into the night, feeling for all the world like a nameless ghost.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

			

			NOR

			NOR SOLIS HAD dreamed of this moment for years, dreamed of the empowerment and relief that she would feel when her dark night finally came to an end.

			Soon she would leave this place.

			Soon she would take her army and conquer the stars.

			The attack on Adhira had been a swift one, a wish she’d granted one of her commanders. It was a last-minute decision when she had learned from a source that the Arcardian general’s son was there.

			Nor smiled.

			It was only the beginning.

			The sky was mercifully still tonight, the acidic rain swept away with the sighing of the wind. It had taken skill to escape her palace walls without anyone noticing, without someone following on her tail, an onslaught of questions thrown at her back.

			Nor should be pleased.

			But now, as she stood upon the dark remains of her former palace, the only emotion she felt was sorrow. It was as if a gaping wound had opened inside her chest, draining all the happiness from her like a black hole.

			She couldn’t understand why. She should be proud that her weapon was complete, that she and her army could finally take command of the galaxy that had once exiled her system, killing millions of her people and leaving the rest to die slowly and painfully.

			From here, Nor could look around and see all of Nivia. The crumbling capital city surrounded her like a shadow of lives once lived. The ancient buildings, long ago vibrant with color and life, now stood as empty shells, monuments to what they had once been.

			Nor was dressed in a traveling cloak, the dark cloth flowing to the ground like a river of onyx. She smoothed the fabric as she settled down on a broken bit of stone that must once have been a garden bench.

			Some of its former beauty was still evident on the stone, elegantly carved designs that she knew her mother had once loved.

			This was where she used to come and sit with Nor as a child. Where she’d rock her gently in her arms, sing sweet songs to her as she gazed out at the flourishing sea of flora.

			Nor had come to the old palace alone a handful of times over the years, to seek wisdom from its ruins, to gain strength when she was weak. It was easy for her to see past the destruction, to imagine a bright film laid over the entire landscape. To see what once was and pretend she was still a part of it.

			A tiny princess dancing among the smoke lilies, her fingertips grazing the delicate petals as she imagined one day becoming queen.

			Tonight, however, she couldn’t summon that happy image. Nothing soothed the sadness that seemed to grow within her soul—not even the closeness of her old family home.

			Nor looked around the city as if it were the last time she would ever see it. The streets were barren, and the ground rumbled occasionally as a quake hit miles away.

			The planet was hanging on, but not for long.

			The citizens of the capital were all inside their ramshackle homes. The previous night Nor had issued a mandatory curfew for their protection. She wasn’t doubting her plan—hell forbid a ruler who did—but if something went wrong, she knew her planet would be targeted once again. Hiding inside their homes wouldn’t protect her people, she knew, but it would give them a false sense of security.

			Sometimes illusions were better than nothing at all.

			Looking off into the distance, she could see green fog rolling in over the cracked mountains. It drifted toward the city, flowing over the ground like death. One could always see it coming, but the fog took its time arriving.

			Nor was so transfixed by the sight that she almost cried out when warm hands grazed her shoulders from behind.

			“Nhatyla.” Even though Zahn said only one word, his deep voice soothed her.

			“Zahn.” She turned toward him, grasping his hands as if he were an anchor. As if, should she ever let go, she would drift toward the green fog that seemed to be waiting to devour her.

			Zhan looked at their interwoven hands and furrowed his dark brows.

			“What’s wrong, my beautiful Nhatyla?” He brought her hands to his lips, kissing her knuckles, including her gold prosthetic.

			He’d accepted her as she was, from the very start.

			And never once had she tried to compel him to be anything but himself.

			“I don’t know,” Nor said, exhaling a long, deep breath in the hope that it would expel the sadness. “I should be overjoyed that today has finally come. We’ve worked so hard for this moment, Zahn. For years, I’ve imagined it. But now that it’s here, all I feel is anguish.”

			Zhan leveled his gaze at hers as if he saw her soul. She allowed him. It was the only way she was certain she still had one.

			“They would be so proud of you, Nor,” he said, and she knew Zhan was talking about her parents.

			He’d grown up in this crumbling palace beside her, before the bombs went off. A young guard’s son hiding in the shadows, watching her with his knowing eyes.

			She’d never truly noticed him until after the bombs had dropped. Until he had pulled her from the rubble, dust coating his dark hair and skin, blood dripping from his mouth.

			You’ll be okay, Princess, he’d said. A boy of ten, his voice soothing, the only thing she could focus on as the world burned around them. He’d wrapped her mangled hand in his own coat. Shortly after, she lost consciousness from blood loss, and when she’d finally woken, days later in a dark underground bunker, her hand missing, her father dead, Zahn had been there.

			Stay, she’d begged him.

			He had that day, and all the days that followed.

			Her silent strength. Her shoulder to lean on in the shadows, when the pressure of being the queen of a damned world became too much to bear. When her nightmares tried in vain to destroy her.

			A silent tear rolled down her cheek now as she thought of the past. Her father’s bright smile, her mother’s gentle touch. She hadn’t truly known her mother; she had only fragmented memories of a woman who looked just like her.

			Yet, strangely, it was her mother’s voice that visited Nor so often in her dreams. Stranger still that Nor found solace when her mother’s distant voice entered her mind, echoing on that fateful day of Xen Ptera’s destruction.

			I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

			“Nor,” Zahn said, drawing her back to him now. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

			He sat down beside her on the ruined stone bench.

			“I’m afraid,” she whispered. Her heart clenched, and she wished now more than ever that she could defeat the Unified Systems with her parents by her side. What would Xen Ptera have become if they had survived? If they had all put their strength together and destroyed the worlds beyond as one? “What if I fail?”

			“You won’t,” Zahn said. He chuckled, the sound out of place in this ruined land. “Do you remember what you said to me once?”

			“I’ve said a lot of things,” Nor admitted.

			He tugged playfully at her hair. “When you were twelve, you took me to the highest room of your tower.”

			“To see if we could find the stars,” Nor said, remembering that night. She’d finally fully healed from the explosions. It was her father’s birthday, and she wanted to honor him by searching for his favorite constellation.

			“When we got up there, the sky was so thick with fog that we couldn’t see them at all,” Zahn said. “You threw a fit that drew the attention of the entire palace. And then, once Darai came up to calm you down, you ended up standing with your back to the glass, the entire planet as your backdrop as you gave a speech worthy of a queen.”

			Nor smiled at that. She’d been so young then, so rash. “What does this have to do with my fear of what’s to come?”

			He kissed her cheek and chuckled again, his breath hot on her face. “You stood there all by yourself, your chin high, and you told the entire palace staff that someday you’d give them back the stars. ‘They’ll be so bright, you’ll hardly be able to look upon them.’”

			He pulled back to watch her closely. His eyes shone with all the love in the world. She felt it deep within her, a soothing tincture that touched her soul. “You will, Nhatyla. You’ll give us all back the stars and more.”

			A tear slipped down her cheek.

			He kissed it away.

			He was too good for her.

			Too pure.

			“This is the fulfillment of your promise to your parents. To your people,” Zahn said, taking her hand in his again. “Ever since we were young, I have seen you mourn your losses, but at the same time, you grow from them. Vengeance has been a driving force in your life, and now that it is within your grasp, you’re left feeling empty. But not for long, my queen. There are plenty of ways to fill the gap.” He pulled her into his strong embrace. His heart beat to the rhythm of hers as he whispered, “This part of your life may be coming to an end, but a whole new adventure is starting.”

			“And what of your future?” Nor asked, gazing at him. “What will you do, Zahn Volknapp?”

			She could nearly taste him on her lips as he drew closer.

			“You are my future,” he whispered. “I will follow you, from this world and to all the others beyond. I’ll be there by your side as the people bow before you and sing your name.”

			He nipped her ear with his teeth.

			Lust tumbled through her.

			“And in the quiet moments, when we are alone,” Zahn whispered, drawing her ever closer, until she was on his lap, his mouth against her lips, “I will bow to you, too, my queen.”

			“What about now?” she asked.

			In that moment, she could feel the sadness slowly leaving her body, power taking its place.

			“Now?” Zahn echoed.

			His lips moved down her neck, igniting a fire inside of her.

			“Now, my queen, I think I am tired of words.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

			

			ANDROMA

			THE NIGHT SKY was more beautiful than Andi ever remembered it being. It lay over the land like a blanket of stars, and on a night like this, crisp and clear, she could make out the nebula that surrounded the system. It was a wash of pinks, light and dark, with stars accenting it like delicate jewelry.

			Growing up, Andi’s mother frequently told her tales of how the galaxy had formed. There were once ancient Night Spirits that lived in the darkness, feeding off the truest of evils. Their counterparts, known as the Light Bearers, kept the darkness at bay. They brought hope back to the worlds they watched over, restoring tranquility to the universe. It was always black and white between the two entities, until one day, everything changed.

			A Light Bearer fell in love with a Night Spirit, a unity that was never meant to be, thus creating a cataclysmic event that changed the course of life.

			Their love created a monstrous black hole, something so dangerous and untouchable that it was seen as evil incarnate—until the galaxy started to form around the beast.

			But the galaxy wasn’t the only thing to form from their union. It also gave way to the creation of the Godstars, all-knowing beings with the power to give and take, the perfect mixture of darkness and light.

			“It shows us that everyone has a balancing act teetering in their souls,” Andi’s mother had told her. “We all stand in harmony between the two. It is up to you which side becomes stronger.”

			Andi thought often about this story, and wondered if it was possible to be as good as the Light Bringers, but also shaded in the darkness of the Night Spirits. She felt as if a war was always going on within her, both sides constantly fighting one another, no matter how hard she tried to keep both at bay.

			Tonight in that room with her father, Andi had felt the Night Spirit within her take a hold.

			As she walked, Andi took in the view that spread out from the Cortas estate. The distant shine of the city far below, with its glass spires and rigid, straight-backed citizens. Every plant and blade of grass across the planet had an iridescent glow, as if lit from within. From the skies above Arcardius, the shimmering flora made the planet look ethereal, as if the Godstars themselves resided here.

			Arcardius was the first planet inhabited by the Ancients hundreds of thousands of years ago, and many believed that the Godstars must have given the settlers this gift to welcome them to their new home. But whatever the reason, Andi was grateful for it. She didn’t want to be in the presence of darkness after everything that had happened. She needed to clear her mind of all that had been clogging it since the beginning of the rescue job.

			Andi ran her fingers over the moonlit roses. Huge groups of them had been placed around the pathway that led deeper into the gardens. She watched as a flutterwing darted past her, leaving a trail of sparkling pollen in its wake.

			Her feet led her down a few more paths lined with flowers and resting flutterwings that looked like little fairies in the hue of the plants’ glow. Even with no planned destination, her feet seemed to have a mind of their own, because she suddenly found herself in the middle of a small clearing. In front of her was one of the miniature floating rocks that dotted the skies of the planet.

			This one had a small waterfall streaming from its edge into a pool below. Surrounding the perimeter were huge Gajuai flowers, their petals growing over one another to create a natural patchwork pattern.

			“A wonder, isn’t it?” a voice asked behind her. Andi jumped and cursed herself for letting someone sneak up on her.

			This planet, and its illusion of safety, was making her lose her touch.

			She hardly recognized Valen now that he was cleaned up. His brown hair was cropped short and, skinny as he was, it made his strong jaw more pronounced. Everything about his once-soft face was now hard edges. No doubt, with some more meat on his bones, he would be striking.

			The boy she remembered from years ago had now become a man.

			Damaged as he must be on the inside, at least his physical wounds would heal. The awful things he had experienced at the hands of Xen Ptera would hopefully become a distant memory, as well, and more bearable with time.

			“You’re looking better,” Andi said as he approached her, his hazel eyes burning through the darkness like embers. He held a portable easel in his arms, along with a silver box that Andi recognized as his old kit of paints.

			“Thanks,” he said. “Mother and I installed this garden shortly after the trial, in honor of Kalee.”

			Andi didn’t know how to feel about that revelation. Suddenly the garden around her seemed to darken. She’d felt called here, as if she’d needed this place.

			Maybe Kalee’s ghost truly was alive, following her through the Cortas estate. Still, Andi didn’t feel as if she deserved to be in Kalee’s garden.

			“I should go,” Andi said. “You probably want to spend some time here alone.”

			“Actually,” Valen said, as she turned to leave, “I was going to paint the gardens. But it would be nice to have a living subject to paint. And to talk to someone who won’t try to coddle me. Believe it or not, Mother is so afraid to leave me alone, she nearly followed me into the bathroom earlier.”

			Andi almost laughed as she imagined Merella fussing over her now-grown son. She couldn’t imagine the relief she must feel now that Valen had returned.

			Andi paused for a moment. “Did you want to paint me?”

			Valen nodded. “The way the moonlight catches the metal on your cheekbones and the purple in your hair. It’s colors like these, with dimension and depth, that I’ve missed.”

			“You used to paint Kalee,” Andi said.

			Valen nodded. “She loved being the center of attention. She was always so different from me in that respect.” He pointed past Andi, to the edge of the clear pool. “You could sit there. On the rock.”

			Neither of them spoke at first as she sat down, the cool rock beneath her. Valen set up his easel, placing a blank canvas on it, his motions practiced and full of ease. He unlocked his box of paints, setting them out one by one before he dipped his brush into the first, a soft white the color of her hair. It was peaceful, this silence between them, and the trickle of the waterfall beyond.

			“I’ve missed this,” Valen said.

			“I can tell.”

			He looked content as his brush slid across the canvas, his eyes flitting back to her every so often. “Someday, I’d like to paint every landscape in Mirabel,” he said.

			Andi smiled. “I’d like to visit them all.”

			She thought of her room on the Marauder. All the images of the many corners of Mirabel scattered across the glass walls.

			They were silent again for a while as Valen worked. As Andi allowed herself to simply sit for a time. To rest in the moment.

			“Do you want to see something neat?” Valen asked suddenly, his gaze now fixed on hers. There was a fleck of red paint on his cheek. It reminded Andi of the Valen she’d once known, before everything changed. “That is, if it’s still there… I could use a break.” He looked at his paint-stained hands.

			“Sure, I guess so.” Andi shrugged her shoulders. She smiled as she added, “As long as it’s not Jumping Mud.”

			Valen laughed. “I’m still not sorry about that.”

			Years ago, Valen had brought Andi and Kalee to a garden similar to this one and talked the girls into touching a pile of brackish sludge. It turned out the sludge was nicknamed Jumping Mud by the local kids because some microorganism within caused it to explode in their faces. The two girls had marched back to Kalee’s room covered in filth, fuming as they traded fantasies about getting revenge on her older brother.

			Hesitantly, Andi agreed, and she followed Valen to the opposite side of the pond.

			A small, floating staircase led to the top of the gravarock.

			“Kalee used to wish she could climb up to one of the rocks instead of being flown there,” Valen explained. “In a weird way, this is for her.” He looked over his shoulder at Andi as he began to climb. “Come on.”

			The stairs stopped at the top of the rock, and Valen led the way onto its surface. A soft layer of glowing green moss had grown there, soft as a blanket. Valen and Andi settled down on it, side by side.

			“This used to be the only place I wanted to spend my days,” Valen said.

			Andi let her gaze drift over the view before her. It was enchanting. Everything was glowing, fields of light from the garden below mixing with the blue and red of the moons above. It all melted into a soft purple.

			“I’ve missed this,” Andi admitted.

			“Me, too. While I was in Lunamere, I almost forgot what this place looked like.”

			Andi had, too. The years she’d spent away from home had stolen many of her good memories of Arcardius.

			“Do you think you’ll ever be the same?” Andi asked.

			Valen toyed with the moss between them. He lifted a brow as he turned to her. “Do you?”

			“No,” she said. “And I don’t know that I want to be.”

			“I learned something, in my time away,” he said, leaning back, arms crossed behind his head.

			Andi leaned back, too.

			The stars stared down at them. The nebula seemed to loose a sigh as it swam far above their heads, sparkling as if it were made of dancing glitter.

			“We’ve been through darkness, Andi,” Valen said. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t still live in the light.”

			He closed his eyes, and Andi was left to ponder how much his words echoed her own thoughts from earlier, about the balance between the light and the dark.

			They stayed there for a time, silence threading between them.

			“Hey…Andi?” Valen said as he lifted himself on an arm and turned to her. “This may be overstepping, and I completely understand if you say no…”

			His words trailed off, and she nodded her head in encouragement for him to continue.

			“Tomorrow is the Summit, and after that is the Ucatoria Ball. Even though I just got back, my father expects me to make an appearance. I know it’s safe here, that everything will be fine, but…I think I’d feel better if, perhaps, you and your crew came with me.”

			Andi couldn’t bring herself to tell him about his father’s demand. That she and the girls and Dex would already be there, forced to remain until General Cortas decided he would release them.

			So she nodded, still staring up at the sky.

			“Yes, Valen, we’ll be there.”

			From the corner of her eye, she could see him still watching her. She turned to face him.

			“Was there something else?” Andi asked.

			Valen’s face paled. “I’m required to dance.”

			Andi laughed at that. Every year, the Summit took place on a different planet. The Ucatoria Ball was always opened by that planet’s future successor dancing with a partner, a tradition that had lasted since the first official Summit fifteen years ago.

			“I’m not interested in dancing with a girl,” Valen said. “So…I thought…maybe I could dance with you?”

			Andi let out a single laugh. “I’m a girl, Valen. In case you’d forgotten.”

			He cursed. “That’s not what I meant!” Then he sighed. “I just meant that, at these things, normally, one dances with a romantic interest, and…I’d rather just dance with a friend.”

			A friend.

			He said the word as if he really meant it. As if, somehow, despite what they’d been through, the horrors they’d shared, Valen had begun to think of Andi as a friend.

			Other than her crew, she hadn’t had one in years.

			A smile, tentative at first, grew on her lips.

			“So?” Valen asked. “Do you think…would you want… I’d ask one of your crewmates, but quite frankly, they terrify me.”

			Andi laughed again. “It’s alright, Valen,” she said, sitting up and facing him. “I’ll dance with you.”

			The relief on his face was palpable. He smiled, a real, genuine one this time.

			“My father won’t be pleased,” he said.

			“Good,” Andi said. “Neither will mine.”

			They shared a soft laugh.

			“Let’s go back down,” Valen said. “I want to finish the painting.”

			She nodded and glanced one last time at the view before her as she stood. It was breathtaking, rivaling all the places Andi had seen on other planets far from here.

			Friends, she thought.

			She followed him down the stairs, back into the garden below.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

			

			ANDROMA

			EXHAUSTION SWEPT OVER Andi like a blanket as she made her way through the winding halls of the estate to the guest quarters.

			The hallways at this time of night had more traffic going through them than was normal. The household servants were working hard day and night to make the estate look even more extravagant than it already was. To Andi they seemed to be wasting time by shining already spotless mirrors and windows, and she wouldn’t be surprised to see one of them picking up microscopic lint from the carpet.

			“That horrid horned fellibrag is going to be the death of me,” a woman muttered as she picked up the tattered remains of a shredded rug. Andi smothered a laugh and hurried past.

			Just as she was about to turn into the corridor where the crew’s rooms were located, a commotion stopped her.

			“I don’t know what happened, madam,” one of the servant droids was explaining to the head maid, his antenna wobbling from side to side.

			Andi crept closer, curious, as she watched a group of droids and maids hauling away bits of torn metal and glass, large scraps of computerized bits and wires. They dumped them into a large wheeled bin, sighing as they went about their work.

			“The general won’t be pleased,” the head maid said, tapping something onto a holoscreen in her hands. “He’s grown rather fond of that AI.”

			Andi’s stomach sank.

			Her curiosity was strong enough to draw her around the corner. “What happened?”

			The overseer let out an exasperated breath. “Nothing for you to worry about, miss. Just hurry along now.”

			Andi shrugged and was just turning away when a white, round object caught her eye.

			She gasped. “Alfie.”

			One of the maids dumped his dismembered head into the waste bin with a sickening thump.

			“What happened to him?” Andi asked, surprised to feel a twist in her gut. The AI had been annoying at times, but he’d been loyal to the crew. He’d saved her life on Adhira, and he’d even remembered to bring Havoc for Gilly’s sake.

			The maid shook her head sadly as she said, “We’re looking into it. The AI served the general well all these years. It’s likely he got in the way of a cleaning machine, or ran into some of the kitchen droids who didn’t appreciate his cooking tips. Now, if you would excuse us, please,” she said, ushering Andi along.

			Andi wasn’t sure if she believed the woman, but the cleanup was nearly done, and she couldn’t do anything to help Alfie now.

			As she turned to leave, a small, shiny object on the floor caught her eye. Quickly, Andi reached down and palmed it while the maid wasn’t looking. She didn’t know much about AIs, but the object in her grasp looked like a memory chip.

			“What are you going to do with him?” Andi asked casually.

			The woman shrugged. “We’ll replace him with another. They’ve developed newer models since he was created.”

			The maid turned, clearly done with the conversation.

			Like it or not, Alfie had become a part of her crew after what he’d done on Adhira. As she stood to leave, Andi slipped the smooth metal chip into a compartment inside her cuffs.

			It could be nothing, a useless memento, but her gut told her something different. She’d look into it later.

			She passed several other workers as she walked, all of them averting their gazes as if she were a ghost haunting the halls. One they would rather not bother, for fear that she’d soon come to haunt them personally, too.

			She came upon the fork in the hallway that marked the halfway point of Averia.

			Left would lead her to the guest wing.

			Right would lead her toward the residential quarters.

			Her old room was in that direction. She knew the path, could already see it in her mind, the hand-painted portraits from Valen that she’d pass, the smell of Kalee’s perfume wafting from her always-open door.

			Something changed in Andi as she stood there.

			Go right, her mind whispered. Go and face your own ghosts.

			Before she could decide otherwise, Andi turned right and headed down the hall.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

			

			DEX

			DEX PRIDED HIMSELF on the fact that he hadn’t lost his ability to become one with the shadows.

			He’d been following Andi from afar ever since he’d seen her walking back from the gardens with Valen, both of them silent and looking content.

			Dex had to talk to her before it was too late.

			He’d almost approached her in the hall, but he’d been distracted by the mess the workers were cleaning up. When he’d discovered it was Alfie, he’d stayed behind to ask his own questions after Andi moved along.

			A few minutes later, as he caught back up, he’d just barely seen her turn the corner into the residential wing of the estate, walking confidently as if she knew the route.

			This place had once been her home. Of course she knew where she was going. He’d followed her, curious about what she was doing, until she’d stopped before an unlocked wooden door at the end of the hall. Glancing quickly over her shoulder, she’d slipped inside and shut the door behind her.

			Dex had spent half the day imagining how this conversation with Andi would go.

			There were plenty of potential outcomes, few of them good.

			Whether he liked it or not, their time together was coming to an end. He had to talk to her, put his feelings on the line before she soared away from here when the job was done, never to be seen or heard from again.

			With a deep breath, Dex opened the door and slipped inside.

			The room was massive.

			Moonlight danced through two towering windows on the opposite end, casting the rows of shelves in strange shadows. Books filled each shelf, the ancient kind with pages that could be flipped through, containing entire worlds that one could fall into if they weren’t careful enough.

			Dex had never been a reader, and he knew Andi wasn’t much of one, either.

			But he remembered her saying that Kalee was.

			“The general scoured the galaxy for this collection,” Andi said suddenly.

			Dex turned. She stood near him in the dark room, softly lit by a beam of moonlight. The sadness in her eyes could almost be felt, like a tangible thing.

			“You said Kalee was a reader,” Dex said. He laughed softly. “I didn’t know she was this much of a reader.”

			“She loved exploring,” Andi said. “The general loved keeping her close. And so she turned to books for her adventures.”

			She turned and walked past the first row of shelves, running her fingertips across the old spines.

			Dust swirled into the air at her touch.

			“I guess no one’s used this room since…” Andi said.

			She stopped talking then and continued to gaze at the books. Dex gazed at her, his mind telling him to talk, his lips choosing silence instead.

			“What is it about memories,” Andi said suddenly, walking back toward him, “that gives them the ability to hurt us so badly?”

			Dex shook his head. “The past is powerful. I think you and I both know that.”

			She finally looked into his eyes. “I’m tired of letting the past control me, Dextro,” she whispered. “Aren’t you?”

			“It’s easier said than done,” he said back.

			She was standing close to him. Close enough that he could see the scar on her neck from an old sparring accident between the two of them. Close enough that, if he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine her heart was beating as quickly as his was now.

			There was a deep, brutal scar on his chest, stretching toward his neck, and it had come from her.

			She reached up, slowly, and placed her hand over it.

			“I never thought I’d see you again,” she said. “That night, on the moon… And yet somehow, you survived.”

			His body felt like melted wax. Useless beneath her touch.

			“Andi,” Dex started, but she shook her head.

			“Don’t say anything. Not yet.” She swallowed and pulled her hand away. “I’ve never felt so wounded, Dex, as the night you betrayed me.”

			He closed his eyes. He felt the pain in her voice as if it were his own.

			“I deserved what you did to me. Many times after that night, I wished I had died by your blade.” She wasn’t looking at him anymore. He stepped closer. “Andi.”

			She glanced up.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. And though he’d already told her back on the Marauder, it felt like he was apologizing for the very first time. “I’m so sorry for betraying you. I’m so sorry for choosing…”

			“Dex.”

			She touched his chest with both hands now. His heart threatened to burst from within.

			“I’m sorry, too,” she said.

			Each word was like a gift he hadn’t known he’d been so desperate to receive.

			“All these years,” Andi said, “I’ve held on to my hatred of you. And when you showed back up and you told me the truth…I don’t know what I feel for you anymore.”

			He loosed a breath. “I don’t know what I feel for you, either.”

			Andi laughed softly. “We’re terrible together, you and I.”

			“Are we?” Dex asked. “There was a time when we were great together.”

			He realized that her hands had dropped to find his. That their fingers were suddenly intertwining, and she was pulling him closer to her, until their bodies were almost touching.

			“Andi,” he whispered. But his words were lost.

			She angled her head up to meet his, and when their lips touched, Dex felt a spark so intense it made him feel as if he were electricity itself. Her full lips slid against his, enticing him with such wanting, he couldn’t resist the lure.

			Then she was tugging at his shirt, yanking him closer. Their limbs tangled together as their chests breathed as one. He lifted her up and spun her so that her back was up against the bookshelves.

			Their kisses became insistent. Hungry. The world around them ceased to exist. All that mattered was this moment and nothing more. His tongue teased at her breathless lips as she ran her hands through his hair.

			This moment was familiar as much as it was foreign. They weren’t the same people they used to be, but somehow, with her in his arms, his lips against hers, Dex felt as if he was coming home.

			They kissed until they couldn’t breathe. Until Dex’s body ached with wanting, but he knew they had to stop. When they parted, he kept his eyes closed as he rested his forehead against hers.

			They stayed like that for a while, in shared silence.

			“Dex?” Andi asked.

			He pulled away from her so he could look into her eyes.

			“We can’t… This won’t ever…”

			“I know,” he said.

			And in his heart, he knew that it was true. Their two worlds were never meant to become one. That even through the forgiveness, even with the unavoidable feelings that echoed between them, they could never share a future. They had already had their chance, long ago. They’d both ruined it in their own ways.

			“What will you do, after this?” Andi asked.

			He shrugged. “I’ll become a Guardian again. I’ll do whatever is asked of me, go wherever my orders tell me to go.”

			“And the Marauder?” Andi asked.

			This part Dex had already thought of, and it was what had surprised him the most. “She’s yours,” he said. “You earned her through sweat and blood.”

			She laughed softly. He’d miss that laugh. Someday she’d share it with another man, someone who would give her the love she deserved.

			“If you ever need a crew,” Andi said, “you can call on us.”

			He knew it was her way of thanking him. He nodded, sighing as exhaustion swept over him. But he didn’t want to go.

			“It’s late,” Andi said. “We should probably try to sleep before tomorrow.”

			The ball, Dex remembered suddenly.

			As they stood, straightening their clothes, he took her hand in his.

			“I’ve never done this before,” he said. He felt foolish. Like a boy again, hoping for the attention of a beautiful girl. “And I know that we don’t have a future together, after this is over. But I think…I’d like it if…if you…”

			“Oh,” Andi glanced at the ground between them. She shook her head, a sad smile on her lips. “I’m already going with Valen.”

			Dex laughed bitterly. “I never was good with timing, was I?”

			She sighed. They turned to leave, walking in silence to the library doors. Before they parted, Andi placed a hand on his arm.

			“It was good, Dex,” she said. “The time we spent together, before. I wouldn’t take any of it back.”

			She leaned forward and placed a kiss on his cheek.

			When they parted ways, Dex couldn’t help but feel as if he were seeing Androma Racella for the very last time.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

			

			ANDROMA

			HER DREAMS WERE WILD, full of ships spiraling out of control. A tattooed man made out of stars with a handsome, devilish smile took the throttle as they spun endlessly into the black.

			It wasn’t his ship, and somewhere in the darkness, she heard the screams of her crew. Lives she’d sworn to protect, to keep safe no matter the cost.

			“Give me the throttle before you kill us all!” Andi tried to stop him, but when she reached out, his tattoos turned to tallies.

			Hundreds of them.

			Always, the tallies, countless numbers of those she’d struck down in years past, and the ones she would in years to come.

			There was one that stood out the most, a dark mark on his forehead, right between his eyes.

			“The first kill is always the hardest, Baroness,” he whispered.

			He turned into Valen, and his eyes, once hazel, turned to gold and began to drip red with hot, steaming blood.

			* * *

			Andi woke to the kiss of sunlight on her skin.

			And the too-sharp claws of a horned poof as it pounced onto her face.

			She yelped and skittered backward, slamming her skull against the headboard as Gilly appeared in her open doorway, laughing as she scooped up the hellish creature and wrapped it in a tight embrace.

			“That thing,” Andi said, as she rubbed her throbbing head and glared at the orange fellibrag sticking out from under Gilly’s arm, “deserves to be skewered.”

			Gilly stuck her tongue out. “You have no heart.”

			“I do have one, actually, and I’m convinced that monster wants to consume it.” She frowned. “What are you doing in here anyway, Gil?”

			The door to her room was cracked open. Servants rushed by outside, hauling boxes, sweeping the floors, speaking in hushed but excited tones.

			Gilly yanked the covers from Andi’s body, then grabbed her hand and practically ripped her from bed. Havoc hissed in defiance, and Andi sneered back at it. Someday, she’d kill it. Accidentally. With her bare hands.

			Gilly’s eyes flashed with excitement as she bobbed up and down on her toes. “We’re going to become beautiful today! It’s time for the ball!”

			Before Andi could answer, Gilly tugged her along, out the open door and across the hallway, where another door stood ajar. She could hear Breck’s voice inside, yammering away, colorful curses spilling out into the hall.

			Gilly kicked the door, and it swung wide, revealing the girls inside.

			Breck stood before a large mirror, holding a billowing yellow gown to her chest.

			“This,” she said, turning to look at Andi and Gilly as they entered, “was made for a queen.”

			“And tonight, you’ll be one,” Andi said as she yawned and shut the door behind her.

			Breck sighed and began to sway, hugging the shimmering fabric.

			“Not that one,” Gilly said. “I told you, I want to match.”

			“Matching gowns, Gil? There is nothing less fashionable in all of Mirabel.”

			“Well, tonight, I say we match.” Gilly ripped the dress from Breck’s arms, giggling as she curled it into a ball and tossed it across the room. It landed on the bed, where Lira sat, her legs dangling over the edge.

			When she saw Andi, a slight smile came onto her face.

			“How are you?” Andi asked. “I heard Lon is recovering well.” She crossed the room and settled down on the bed beside her pilot while Gilly tried to recruit Breck to her matching-gown cause, and Breck howled about how she would only agree if Gilly got rid of her bloodthirsty little devil beast.

			“Lon will heal,” Lira said. “And Alara has arrived safely on Arcardius. We had a bit of a reunion last night, the three of us.”

			“I knew he’d survive,” Andi said, as she tugged on a silver tassel on one of the pillows. “And I’m so glad that Alara came through the attack unscathed. How are you though?”

			Lira tilted her head.

			“Since our conversation, on the way here,” Andi said. If she closed her eyes, she could almost taste the lingering flavor of Griss. The thought alone made her want to vomit.

			Lira looked down at the scales on her arms. “It is customary, on my planet, for us to mourn for three days upon the passing of our loved ones.”

			Andi wanted to reach out and touch her, but she wasn’t sure how Lira would react. Lira was calm and calculated most of the time. But she also felt things deeply. Sometimes, it was as if Lira’s heart was not kept inside her chest, but held in her hands.

			“It will take time to move past what happened on Adhira,” Andi started, but Lira held up a hand.

			“My three days of mourning have passed. Lon’s and my aunt’s, too. Now we, and the others who lost loved ones during the attack, must give the lost spirits to the stars, to the trees, to the wind.”

			Lira never spoke openly about her beliefs. They were things she treasured, and kept close. Just like the reality of her aunt’s true career, and what she’d offered Lira long ago.

			“How will you know if they’ve been given up?” Andi asked.

			“We will know.” Lira smiled softly. Her gaze swept to the window, where sunlight was trickling in like a golden river. “We will feel them.” She smiled then, a genuine, glittering thing. “I have a surprise for you all.”

			Andi quirked a brow at her friend.

			“Well, it’s not exactly my surprise, but a surprise from my aunt.”

			Andi secretly hoped Queen Alara had brought them a bottle of Jurum, because she would need a glass or two if she was going to survive the night.

			“Despite her feelings on the matter, she knew how much I love piloting the Marauder, and how having to leave it behind hurt us all.” She looked at Andi. “So…she brought it with her.”

			Andi couldn’t believe what she’d just heard.

			“No way!” Gilly screamed, while Breck’s jaw dropped.

			“It’s here? On Arcardius?” Andi questioned in amazement.

			“It sure is.” Lira smiled at her friend. “And fully repaired. Believe me, I’m as surprised as the rest of you.”

			Andi pulled her into a hug. She would have her ship back after all, no matter what General Cortas had to say.

			“Thank you,” she whispered to Lira. Then she turned to her gunners. “Get your stuff together. Before we leave for the ball, we’ll pack up the ship, so we can get the hell out of here the moment it’s done and the general wires us our funds. And Gilly, that includes Havoc. But I want him caged if he’s to be on the Marauder.”

			Gilly sighed before mumbling in agreement.

			“Is it okay if Lon gets transferred to the Marauder during the ball?” Lira asked. “He’s not well enough to attend, and after I would like to take him home myself. I know it’s an extra stop, but…I figured, after this is all done, we won’t be in a rush to get to another job anytime soon, with all the Krevs the general is about to give us.”

			“Of course, Lir.”

			“Ladies,” Breck said, smiling at the news. “After tonight, we’re going to be rich.”

			The mood in the room lightened tenfold.

			The girls sat together for a time, enjoying the peace of each other’s presence. They had always been this way, like the many parts of a whole. The captain and her pilot, the sounds of Breck and Gilly in the background like music to soothe their souls.

			There was a knock at the door, and a red servant droid rolled in, clawed hands holding out a silver box.

			“For you, miss,” the droid’s robotic voice spoke. “From Mr. Valen Cortas.” The droid placed the box on the bed beside Andi, bowed once and rolled out of the room.

			“What’s in it?” Gilly asked.

			She set her beast down, and it immediately began to claw at the thick plush blankets, tearing a hole the size of Andi’s fist in the fabric.

			“Gilly,” Breck breathed out, her teeth gritted. “Take the monster back to its cage.”

			Gilly ignored her, gently nudging the creature from the bed. It scurried past Breck’s feet, and the giantess leaped onto the mattress, causing the box’s lid to tumble over.

			“Damn,” Gilly said as she peered inside.

			Lira smiled, her lips pressed together. “It would seem, Androma, that Valen intends to make you a centerpiece at the ball.”

			“Not the kind you’re thinking,” Andi said. “We talked about it last night.”

			She was about to reach into the box when a knock sounded at the door.

			“That had better be the matching gowns I ordered,” Gilly said. Breck groaned.

			The door slid open, and three workers entered, their loose skirts fluttering around their ankles, boxes of makeup and hair products held in their arms.

			“We’re here to assist Madams Lira, Gilly and Breck in their preparations,” the tallest of the women said.

			“The Godstars must be real,” Breck responded with a sigh, staring longingly at the Arcardian beauty products. “Come on in, friends.”

			Andi stepped aside to let them pass, smiling as she watched her crew. They deserved this morning, deserved this small gift of normalcy.

			She was about to leave the room when another woman slipped inside. A white hood lined with tassels hung over her face. It fell back as she stopped before Andi, her blond ringlets glowing as bright as her smile.

			“My, how you’ve grown,” she said, her voice delicate as a blossom.

			It couldn’t be her, not after everything Andi’s father had said the night before.

			She stood frozen as her mother wrapped her in her arms.

			* * *

			Glorya Racella had always had the power to make anyone feel comfortable in her presence.

			Her voice was like music, her scent as sweet as the finest Arcardian petals and her smile, always present on her face, lit up her features like the moons lit the night sky.

			Andi sat in a chair, staring into the mirror as her mother stood behind her, running a brush through her hair.

			So many times growing up, they had done this—shared secrets during their quiet moments together, Andi relaxing as her mother’s fingertips gently pulled at her scalp. It should have soothed her like it always had in the past.

			But today she felt frozen in a memory, like the subject of a photograph or a painting. Clearly visible, as if she were truly alive, but not quite.

			And yet, as her mother spoke, Andi couldn’t catch even a glimpse of brokenness in her tone, in the sparkle of her eyes. In the way she drank a glass of bubbling pink liquid that a servant drone brought in for her.

			“All the things you’ve missed,” her mother said as she gently tugged the brush through a knot at the back of Andi’s head. “There’s so much, I can hardly consider which to tell you first. Dahlia Juma, from your Academy year, do you remember her?” She waved a hand, her polished nails sparkling like her dress as she tossed back her golden head and laughed. “Of course you do—you two were always at odds with each other. Well, she’s engaged to the son of the head strategist on the general’s team! You’ll see her tonight, I imagine.”

			Her words faded away as memories took their place. Andi lost herself to them.

			Andi’s mother, rummaging through her massive closet, flipping through dress after dress as Andi stood in the doorway, begging her mother to tuck her into bed.

			“I’m busy, darling. There’s a ladies’ banquet tonight at Rivendr Tower, and I’d so love to be seen. Perhaps tomorrow.”

			The memory fast-forwarded to Andi sitting at the glass kitchen table, silent as her mother shared the latest society gossip and her father flipped through his holoscreen, nodding absentmindedly at Glorya’s words.

			Andi, on stage at her dance recitals, watching as her parents arrived late, shuffling their way to the front of the crowd.

			Andi, seated alone in the Academy office, sporting a bloody nose and facing down another punishment.

			General Cortas coming to greet her. Offering her a chance to become a Spectre.

			Andi and Kalee together at a military ball. Andi’s mother, parading around the room, making sure everyone knew who she was. “That’s my daughter,” she’d said. “The youngest Spectre in Arcardian history.”

			Andi, cuffed at her trial, watching her mother sob silently into a silver kerchief. But when it came time for them to stand up in her defense, her mother’s tears had stopped. She’d never lifted a hand, never spoken a word to protect her daughter.

			Later, in Andi’s cell, Glorya hadn’t come to say goodbye.

			“Darling?” Her mother’s voice drew her back to the present. “I asked if you’d like to attend the luncheon with me next week? Only the best of the society girls will be there—”

			“I won’t be here next week,” Andi cut in. “I’m leaving as soon as this job is done.”

			Her mother laughed. “Nonsense, Androma. According to your father, once the Ucatoria Ball is over, the general plans to lift your punishment. It will take time, I’m sure, for people to get past what you did, but surely your rescuing Valen will help them along.” She gently patted Andi’s cheek, frowning at the metal implants. “These don’t suit you, darling. Whatever have you done to yourself?”

			She sighed, then bubbled over with words again. “No matter. Imagine the suitors you could have. Why, you might even find yourself betrothed to the general’s son. Think of the headlines on the feeds! A romance to defy the stars. There will be plenty of negotiations, of course. Your father will have to speak to the general, see if he can land you a public interview after your pardon, perhaps even with your father and me there, as well, so the people will—”

			Andi stood suddenly, cutting her mother off.

			“Did you get my messages?”

			Glorya looked momentarily caught off guard. Then she smiled, took a sip of her drink and shook her head. “Oh, you know how those things go, dear. Busy schedules. Hard to keep up with them. I did so want to respond, but your father…he advised against it. For our own protection.”

			“But you got them,” Andi said. “You saw how badly I needed you. I was starving. I was stealing scraps from garbage piles.”

			Her mother wrinkled her nose. “Now, that’s a silly thing to do.”

			Andi’s mouth fell open. “You’re screwing with me, right?”

			Her mother looked like she’d been slapped. “A lady does not speak in such a way, Androma! I know I raised you better than that!”

			Heat grew in Andi’s face, rising from her neck to her cheeks, soaking down into her skin, turning her words to fire. “You didn’t raise me at all, Mother. You let me waste away, alone, halfway across the galaxy, while you attended parties. While you drank your bubbling concoctions and shoved the truth down deep.”

			She slapped the pink drink from her mother’s hand.

			It dropped to the floor, where the glass shattered. Broken the way Andi’s heart had been the very last time she’d seen her parents’ faces in the crowd. Turned away from her. Ashamed of their own blood.

			She understood their reasons. She knew the Arcardian ways, and yet she had never actually been faced with the reality of them. The harshness with which her planet was run.

			“Androma.” Her mother lowered her voice. “Calm down. This is a special day.”

			“It’s not special at all,” Andi hissed. She took another step backward, realizing how taken in she’d been. How stupid, to share even a moment of her time with this woman after all her father had said.

			But she’d wanted to believe. She’d wanted a chance to get one of her parents back, even if losing the other hurt.

			“You abandoned me,” Andi said. “You let me escape this planet alone and afraid after what happened. I could have died, just like Kalee. She was more to me than you ever were. She accepted me for who I was without dressing me in diamonds or pearls or throwing me on a stage in a glittering costume to dance for all the world to see. Now she’s gone, and I’m still here. And you’re acting as if nothing ever happened. As if this,” Andi waved her hand between the two of them, at the ever-widening gap, “could ever be anything real. The two of you turned out to be just as traitorous as I was, by letting me go free. What would your precious Arcardian society think of that?”

			Her mother was now taking steps toward the door, that smile still plastered on her face, and now Andi realized that her father had been right. Her mother truly was broken. Glorya Racella was completely swept up in her fantasies about the world. Andi wasn’t the subject of a painting or a photograph. Her mother was. All of Arcardius was, too, like a beautiful, shimmering diamond, tempting to touch, but sharp enough to cut like a knife when you actually pressed your fingertip to it.

			This was not her home.

			This woman before her was not her family.

			“Father said I was dead to him,” Andi said. Her mother reached the door, the smile finally slipping from her face. “But I’m beginning to realize that, despite all that’s happened, the day I left here was the day I finally came to life.”

			“What have those beastly girls been pouring into your brain?” her mother tried again. “Really, Androma…”

			Andi held up a hand.

			Her mother could insult her and belittle her and ignore the past as much as she liked. But no one in all of Mirabel was allowed to speak ill of her crew.

			“That is not my name,” Andi whispered. She allowed the darkness to come up into her voice, the mask of shadow and steel to sweep across her face. “My name is the Bloody Baroness. And if you or Commander Racella ever so much as utter a single word toward me or my crew again, I will personally strip the skin from your body and wave it like a flag from my starship.”

			Glorya let out a soft squeak.

			Andi snarled with all of her teeth.

			It was then that Havoc dashed out from the shadows of the room, yowling as he chased the cap of a perfume bottle that had rolled across the floor. The beast pounced, landing at Glorya’s toes with his claws outstretched like tiny daggers.

			Andi’s mother screamed, sprinting from the room, shouting for the general’s Spectres.

			When the sounds of her shrieks faded, Andi slumped back into her chair, picked up the brush and began to smooth out the ridiculous ringlet curls her mother was so obsessed with.

			She liked the way she styled it better anyway. In a braid that could lash like a whip.

			Havoc curled up at her feet, a loud purr rumbling in his throat. This time, Andi didn’t mind the sound.

			If Gilly had accepted the creature, then Andi could, too.

			Family did things like that, made sacrifices when it wasn’t the first choice they wished to make. And now Andi knew, perhaps better than she ever had, that the Marauders were more than just a crew of skilled space pirates.

			They were family.

			She was theirs, and they were hers.

			Andi continued to brush her hair as Havoc chomped on the shattered remains of her mother’s broken champagne glass.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI NEVER MADE it to Bavista, her coming-of-age ball.

			When Arcardians reached sixteen years of age, young women and men alike attended a ceremony that they’d dreamed of since their early years. A way to show their fellow citizens that they were willing and able to become adult members of society.

			She could still remember seeing the otherworldly dresses and suits float by her on the feeds as she watched the girls and boys glide into the A’Vianna House in the Glass Sector. They seemed light as air, full of pride, bursting at the seams with excitement. Once inside, they would be greeted by members of the Priest Guild, who would award each young person three items.

			The first was a vial of water from the Northern Ocean, symbolizing strength. For growth, they accepted a single leaf from the oldest tree on Arcardius, known as The Mother, which was said to have been planted when the Ancients first arrived. Lastly, they were given a single floating pebble, no larger than a child’s fingernail, chiseled from the very gravarock where the Cortas estate was. It represented the wisdom of rising above.

			If Kalee hadn’t died, if she hadn’t been branded a traitor and forced to flee Arcardius…she and Kalee would have joined their peers at Bavista the year they came of age. Instead, she spent it hiking to the top of a Soleran mountain. Staring at the cold world below through a rifle scope as she and Dex waited for a glimpse of an enemy crew.

			She hadn’t really thought about how she’d missed her Bavista ceremony until now, as she waited for Valen to arrive at her door.

			The girls had gone on ahead, too eager to wait. Andi had allowed them, relishing another few moments of peace before Valen arrived.

			She stood in front of a full-length, ornate golden mirror, gazing at her reflection.

			A gorgeous stranger stared back.

			As much as she hated to admit it, the dress Valen had chosen for her did look nice. The bodice was a dark purple that hugged her curves down to the ground, and the sides of the dress had an intricate mesh paneling that flowed into a sweeping train. Her favorite part of the dress, however, were the sword holsters she’d managed to have the dressmaker include. They were formed to her back, and the bodice fabric was thick enough to cover any ridges. It was perfect.

			The dressmaker had also accented her gown with a sparkling necklace full of jewels that Andi didn’t plan on giving back.

			The gems alone would go for thousands of Krevs on the black market.

			The hairdresser had loosely curled her hair so the blond and purple strands melded together in soft waves down her back. Andi had seriously contemplated asking the woman if she would like a spot on the crew. Her skills bordered on the magical.

			The makeup artist, a frail-looking woman with deep ebony eyes that matched her close-cropped hair, had brushed a shimmering shadow over Andi’s lids, followed by a dark wing that made her look almost feline.

			Admitting to herself that she looked pretty was something Andi kept private. She didn’t want to give her crew the satisfaction of knowing her true thoughts about fashion. How even though she was a fierce, hardened criminal, she could still appreciate the joy of a beautiful, impractical ball gown.

			A knock sounded at the door just as the sun was dipping below the horizon, casting Andi’s room in a deep golden glow. She took one last look at herself in the mirror before she made her way across the plush carpet, careful not to step on her gown or breathe too deeply, lest the bodice split.

			When she opened the door, Valen was standing there, hands stuffed into the pockets of his suit. It was white and pure, at complete odds with Andi’s darker gown. Valen’s gold eyes widened as he took her in.

			“You look great, Androma. I can’t wait to see the look on my father’s face when we take to the dance floor together.”

			Andi gave him a smile, taking his outstretched arm as he led them down the hallway.

			“You know, you don’t look too shabby yourself,” she said. “All eyes across Mirabel will be on you.”

			“I’m counting on it,” he said.

			“Valen the Resurrected.”

			He stopped to look at her, brows raised. “What?”

			She shrugged. “It’s what the press is calling you in all the feeds.”

			Valen let out a deep chuckle.

			“It’s good to be back, Androma.” He resumed his pace, and for a moment, Andi let herself dream of what it would have been like to grow up here beside him.

			If Kalee was here, too, her arm linked through Valen’s. The three of them against the world.

			“Something tells me things are about to change for the better,” he said. “I’m ready to see it all happen.”

			Andi wondered what he would do now that he was home with a whole planet at his disposal.

			He deserved to have some fun.

			With that thought in her mind, they moved down the halls of the Cortas estate, toward the south end, where the ballroom awaited.
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			ANDROMA

			IT LOOKED AS if stars were falling from the heavens when Valen and Andi entered the ballroom. There was no roof on this section of the estate, only the clear night sky, illuminated by two full moons and the Dyllutos Nebula above. Abstract sculptures sat upon the high-top tables that dotted the room. At the head of the ballroom, the flags of each Unified System hung above an elaborate, pearly stage set with four extravagant seats, one for each system leader.

			Although the other decorations were enchanting, it was the floor that awed Andi the most. She wasn’t sure how they did it, but below her feet were the swirling colors of a royal blue nebula. It was as if they had bottled it up just to release the nebula below them, so the partygoers could dance atop the skies.

			As Andi took in the space, she felt as if she were looking out the varillium sides of the Marauder.

			“Are you ready?” Valen asked.

			Andi glanced sideways at him. “Are you?”

			He nodded curtly, and together, they entered the crowd.

			The ballroom was a melting pot, filled with hundreds of people from all across the galaxy. People with many arms and legs. People with horns sprouting from their hairlines. Tenebran Guardians with constellation tattoos like Dex’s and the tall, billowing forms of Sorans milled about the crowd. They passed a Soleran woman whose expression was so sharp, it looked like she was carved from ice. Her dress was transparent as an icicle, sparkling with each step she took to reveal her body beneath. The woman momentarily glanced at Andi with white irises—a product of body modification, no doubt.

			She spotted a man with technicolored skin that swirled and sparkled and changed shades at random, as if his whole body was covered with one migratory tattoo. He wore a red tunic that was tied at the waist with sparkling diamonds.

			People of all races, backgrounds, ages and careers streamed around her as if they didn’t have a care in the world.

			As if one of the Unified Systems wasn’t attacked mere days ago in a bloodbath drawn by the Olen System.

			The wealthy citizens of Mirabel didn’t stop for anyone. A party was a party, no matter what hell was raining down around them. Money was the ultimate protector. As long as it was available in plenty, they would always feel safe.

			Valen came to a stop near a high-top table toward the back. Andi was keenly aware of the stares and whispers that followed them like a shadow through the room. They saw a pirate and a prisoner, a decorated son and his sister’s killer. Andi had expected this, so she ignored them.

			Valen, on the other hand, looked like a caged animal.

			“Just ignore them,” Andi suggested. “It will only make you look stronger.”

			She wasn’t that great at soothing others’ nerves—had never truly been able to calm even herself—but she tried her best with Valen as his eyes darted to different locations in the room.

			His gaze finally settled on a group in the middle of the crowd. He smiled.

			“They seem to be enjoying themselves.”

			The music was soft and elegant, but Breck and Gilly were dancing wildly, arms and legs flying everywhere so haphazardly that the nearest dancers were at least five feet away. Andi choked back a laugh. They had their matching dresses on.

			Lira was off to the side, talking to an Adhiran official. Her brows were scrunched together like they always did when she concentrated on something serious.

			“Valen!” a voice called from behind them.

			They both turned to see a plump man approaching, a shock of wine-red hair styled like a wave atop his head.

			“Is that—” Andi started, cocking her head toward the approaching figure.

			“Alodius Mintus,” finished Valen. “Yes, I believe it is. It has to be. He still has that mole above his left eye.”

			Alodius, an old classmate who’d always been interested in Kalee, stopped in front of them, releasing a huge sigh.

			“Good Godstars, man,” he said, grabbing Valen’s hand from the table and clasping it in his own. “I’m so happy you are home. I thought I’d never see you again!” He playfully swung two fists at Valen’s shoulder. “You gave those Xen Pterrans a good pummeling, didn’t you, Cortas?”

			Andi wanted to cringe at his bad joke, but she resisted as his eyes drifted to her.

			“And who do we have here? Already getting the girls, am I right?” Andi wanted to laugh, not at his second attempt at a joke, but because he tried to wink at her and ended up failing, scrunching his entire face instead.

			Andi cocked her head. “What, you don’t remember me? I thought for certain you would, since you always asked me to pass your disturbingly intimate love poems to Kalee.” She felt immense pleasure as his smile dropped. Even his carefully coiled red hair seemed to go limp on his forehead.

			“Alodius, you remember Androma Racella,” Valen offered.

			Alodius opened his mouth, as if he was going to say something, but then thought better of it.

			Valen and Andi watched as he started to retreat into the growing crowd of people.

			“I have to… There’s someone… Oh, look at the time!” he squeaked, giving them a little wave before turning on his heel and nearly tripping as he disappeared into the crowd.

			“Well, then,” Valen breathed. “That certainly improved my mood.”

			For the next little while, he smiled as old friends, and those intent on becoming new ones, greeted him. The look on his face was genuine. Andi watched him closely, surprised to see that he’d fallen easily into the role he had to play. Valen the Resurrected, returned home from the horrors he’d faced, yet still with all the poise of a general’s son.

			But his expression changed when the announcer appeared on stage and called for the official start of the ball.

			“This is it,” Valen said, turning to Andi.

			On stage, General Cortas’s face twitched as Valen and Andi stood together and swept onto the now-empty dance floor. A few gasps broke out, then whispers, trickling throughout the room like bugs.

			Valen’s palms shook as he placed a hand on her waist and grasped her left hand with the other.

			“Relax,” Andi whispered. “Let’s give them something to talk about.”

			She flashed him a wicked grin as the music began.

			And as Valen spun her into the first move of the dance, Andi saw Dex standing on the fringes of the crowd, an expression of longing clear on his face.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE

			

			DEX

			DEX WONDERED WHY this was happening again. Either it was a very strong form of déjà vu, or a cruel joke being played just for kicks.

			Here Dex was, dressed to make the ladies swoon, but all he could do was watch Valen and Andi waltz on the dance floor to the melodic music, wishing he could take Valen’s place.

			He’d told himself he wasn’t going to do this.

			That last night, after their kiss, they had said their goodbyes. He’d carefully placed his feelings into a locked box deep in the confines of his mind, then thrown away the key.

			But Godstars above, she was striking, her beauty every bit as deadly as her fists.

			He had seen her wear various types of clothing in the past—and sometimes nothing at all—but she’d never worn a smile so easily. Never truly danced in the way she’d spent her life training, and tonight, she was impossible to look away from.

			He’d thought that the time they shared last night would be enough.

			But now, as Valen dipped her, and Andi laughed…

			He couldn’t take it. He still wanted to be by her side. To be the one whose hands held her, instead of Valen.

			Lucky bastard, Dex thought.

			He turned away, shouldering through the crowd until he found the crew.

			“That bad?” Lira asked when she saw the expression on his face, the way Dex slumped into a chair and reached for a glass of bubbling liquid on the table.

			“Worse,” Dex said.

			Gilly sighed wistfully. “I can’t wait until I’m in love.”

			“It’s not love,” Dex growled. “Not even close.”

			Breck raised a brow without saying a word.

			He sat with them, stewing in his misery, until the song ended and General Cortas took the stage.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY

			

			ANDROMA

			WHEN ANDI WAS YOUNGER, she’d watched the Ucatoria Ball on the feeds in her parents’ living room.

			No matter which planet the ball took place on, the room on the feed always shone, as if glitter were cascading down upon the partygoers like a constant, shimmering rain. She’d always turned on the holo feature so that the flickering images of dancers filled the room. It was as if they’d been transported right from the Ucatoria Ball into Andi’s home. When the music played on the feed, she danced to its beat and fell into step among the glamorous patrons.

			Women in lush gowns danced beside her, while others twirled through the couch at her back. Partners spun atop the coffee table, then glided right through Andi as if she was simply a part of them and they of her.

			She’d always dreamed of attending the ball, but when it came time for the dancing to end, and the host system’s leader to make his or her speech, Andi had always frowned, turned off the holo and found other things to occupy her time.

			Tonight, she wished she could do the very same.

			But the host of this year’s Ucatoria was General Cortas, and he wasn’t just a holo before her. He was flesh and blood as he stood on the dais at the front of the room, his golden suit blinding in the bright lights over his head. Cameras hovered beside him, catching every detail of the general’s face.

			He looked ten years younger tonight, as if he’d put on a second skin to hide his age.

			But his true self still lay beneath.

			“I’m going to need another drink after this speech,” Breck said as Andi joined her crew at their table.

			“Have you seen Dex?” Andi whispered, glancing around the room.

			Breck shrugged her large shoulders. “He said he was going to the bar. I’m sure he’s already guzzling his jealousy away.”

			Her words trailed off as the crowd fell silent. Behind General Cortas, the other system leaders took their places, seated on plush throne-like chairs, the colors of their respective systems woven into the fabric.

			“Citizens of Mirabel,” the general began. His voice, usually so cold, was dripping with a charm that made Andi want to retch. “Welcome,” he said, lifting his arms wide, “to the fifteenth annual Ucatoria Ball!”

			The crowd cheered, ladies gently tapping their fans against their palms, joyous laughter ringing across the room like the tinkling of bells.

			General Cortas grinned as he waited for silence to wash over the room again. “For fifteen years, the Unified Systems have lived in peace. Tonight, we celebrate that unity!” He gestured toward his fellow system leaders. “Let us extend a warm Arcardian welcome to the leaders of the Stuna, Tavina and Prime Systems!”

			The crowd cheered again as the leaders behind the general stood together, hands raised in celebration. Governor Kravan of the Tavina System had hair utterly bleached of color, just like Solera, the ice planet where he lived. To the right was General Polerana of the Prime System. She was a muscular woman who looked like she could split Governor Kravan in half. Beneath her black military uniform, Andi could see constellation tattoos crisscrossing her body just like Dex’s, the sign of a Tenebran Guardian.

			Andi’s eyes then fell on Alara, the most breathtaking of them all. She stood with her shoulders back, her small pointed chin held high in a stance that spoke of Adhiran grace. Her bald head was adorned with a glittering green crown, vines and white moonflowers woven intricately around it like delicate, living jewels.

			General Cortas extended a hand in her direction. “An extra warm greeting, my friends, for our dear Queen Alara of Adhira, who has journeyed far to show her people’s resilience and bravery during the aftermath of the grievous attack on her planet.”

			She stood and gave the crowd a slight smile, one that looked empty, almost sad. She touched her forehead, an Adhiran sign of gratitude, before sitting back down.

			The general pressed a hand to his heart, sending a look of utmost honor toward Alara. Andi imagined him practicing that look before the mirror today, ensuring that he’d look the ever-concerned leader of Arcardius.

			He turned back to the crowd, a smooth smile on his thin lips. “Many years ago, these four systems came together and declared a shared desire for unity. Tonight, we celebrate that unity. We celebrate the fact that the Unified Systems, though light-years apart, are one system. One world spread across many.”

			More clapping. The levitating cameras flashed as the general showed off his practiced smile.

			“Together, we remain as strong as we were on that final day of battle over a decade ago. Today, we continue to keep our trading ports open, to share new knowledge between the brightest scholars of each system and to be constant in our communications with one another. Why, just yesterday, I caught my wife sending a com to Governor Kravan’s wife. I believe the topic of discussion was how closely they could match their gowns without too many people taking notice.”

			The crowd erupted with polite laughter.

			“I told you matching gowns were all the rage,” Gilly muttered to Breck.

			Andi’s skin itched from this speech. This was a waste of her time.

			In a few more hours, she and her crew would go free. She would take off this gown, don her bodysuit and swords and they’d be off to take back the Marauder, piloting it toward some other mission. Some distant place, far away from the shimmer and shine of Arcardius.

			But for now, the speech droned on and on, and Andi lost herself in watching the crowd instead. Some smiles were genuine, like that of an expectant mother across the room, her hands splayed across her swollen belly as she watched General Cortas speak of the future and an ever-brighter tomorrow for the galaxy.

			Across the room, a group of girls clustered together, giggling silently as their parents sent them looks of disapproval. A few feet away, two handsome young Arcardian soldiers, their hair groomed back and glowing under the lights, watched the girls with open interest.

			Later, Andi knew, they’d walk up to the girls, try to win them over with their smooth words. Hopefully, if the girls were smart, they’d shut the boys down.

			But they likely wouldn’t. They’d dance together. They’d plan their futures, set on moving higher and higher up in society until they reached the top, just as Andi’s parents had.

			Andi sighed and glanced over at Valen. He stood in the shadows of the stage, his mother beside him with a gloved hand on his shoulder.

			Maybe, in another life, Andi and Valen would have been the same.

			Two young Arcardians with bright futures, possibly joined together as society deemed they should be.

			Now Valen was staying here.

			And she would be gone, never to return.

			Their eyes met for a moment, and the new friendship between them made Andi’s chest ache a little. She rolled her eyes and pretended to yawn.

			He smiled, as if he wanted to laugh. But then something passed over his eyes, and he looked away, his jaw tight.

			“Valen,” the general said. “My son. Would you join me?”

			Valen approached the podium with his mother in tow. They looked like the perfect family to anyone who didn’t know about Valen’s kidnapping, the general’s devilish dealings and the way Merella often turned a blind eye for the sake of the family’s reputation.

			Everyone in the crowd craned their necks, eager to get an up-close look at the lost son, returned home at last. Andi watched, too, not because Valen was a spectacle, but because she knew, perhaps more than anyone, that he hated to be on display.

			Merella stopped short, and Valen’s footsteps were the only sound in the room as he walked across the stage to join his father.

			General Cortas placed a hand on Valen’s shoulder.

			Andi noticed the flinch. Almost imperceptible, but there nonetheless. For a moment, Valen looked stiff and pained, as if the darkness of Lunamere was threatening to appear in this room, in front of this crowd and all the watching eyes across Mirabel.

			But then he relaxed, sank into the persona of the smooth politician’s son he’d been trained to be since birth.

			“We are a resilient galaxy,” General Cortas said, staring into the cameras, “fully capable of coming back stronger than ever before.” He squeezed Valen’s shoulder. “My son is proof of this. Many of you know that Valen, my precious firstborn, was taken by Xen Pterran mercenaries two years ago.”

			The crowd nodded, hushed sounds of disapproval and sadness sweeping across the room.

			The general pressed a hand to his heart as if he was touched by their concern. “Thanks to an Arcardian-born hired hand,” he said, pointedly not looking at Andi, “he has made it back safe and sound.”

			The crowd roared, and the general raised his hands, his voice booming into the mic.

			“Having my son back home after two years of imprisonment on Xen Ptera is proof of our strength and resilience in even the most trying of times. We will not be broken! We will not bow to fear!” He held a hand out to Valen.

			With strange, almost broken steps, Valen moved forward.

			General Cortas placed a hand on his son’s cheek and smiled.

			Valen did not smile back.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE

			

			VALEN

			THIS WAS HIS MOMENT.

			The crowd was loud, the cheers meant for him booming over the sound of his father’s voice on the loudspeaker. As Valen looked out across the packed crowd, he saw the looks of adoration in their eyes, people pressing kerchiefs to their faces to wipe away freshly fallen tears, others clapping and waving beneath the glorious skies.

			He’d dreamed of this, people calling his name, their sights set only on him. Not because of his father, and not because of his last name. Just Valen, standing with his sister, watching the world appreciate them, worship them.

			“For you, my son,” his father said now.

			Valen nodded and plastered a false smile on his face, but it was all a lie.

			These cheers weren’t for him—never could be, because nobody truly knew him. Nobody truly understood the things that Valen had been through.

			His father’s hand felt like a flaming whip on his cheek.

			“My son,” the general said, the mic sending his voice out across the crowd, where it echoed back and into his ears and his brain. Valen wanted it out. He never wanted to hear that voice again. “Welcome back to Arcardius. Welcome home.”

			The crowd roared louder, a wave that was cresting, ready to break on top of him.

			Valen had made it back to Arcardius, that much was true.

			But he wasn’t home. He was far, far from it.

			Lunamere had been full of terrors, but those terrors had given way to his salvation.

			In the back of his mind, he heard a young woman’s voice, tender and loving, yet full of power and presence as she spoke to him. He saw golden eyes, dark hair and a heart intent on bringing light back into the galaxy.

			It was time.

			Valen felt it, as much as he felt the tainted blood pumping in his veins, as much as he felt the separation between himself and the man who stood before him now, pressing a too-hot hand to his cheek.

			In Lunamere, Valen had learned of the true darkness his father harbored. A soul as black as the night with secrets as sharp as thorns. They may have shared a lineage, but that was only half of who Valen was.

			The other half had taken over him, helped him to become who he had always been beneath the surface.

			It all began tonight.

			Home, his father was saying. Home.

			“This is not my home,” Valen said as he stared into the eyes of the man he’d once been so desperate to be loved by. “It never will be.”

			Valen’s hand was steady as he retrieved the blade from the inner lining of his suit pocket.

			I am Valen Solis, he told himself. Vengeance will be mine.

			He smiled and drove the knife into his father’s chest.
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			ANDROMA

			FIRST THERE WAS the silver flash of a knife.

			Then there was blood.

			Andi watched, frozen in horror as it bloomed like a crimson nebula on the general’s chest.

			He staggered back once. Twice.

			He reached for Valen with a trembling hand. The knife was soundless as Valen pulled it from his father’s chest. General Cortas tumbled to the stage with a sickening thump.

			A woman’s scream pierced the air.

			Andi saw Merella, Valen’s mother, fall at her husband’s side.

			Then an explosion rocked the ballroom. Glass shattered as the walls were blasted open.

			All around her, soldiers clad in crimson began to swarm through the crowd, the symbol of Xen Ptera painted on their armored chests.

			A young man screamed as he pointed them out. Then another scream came, and another, and another, until the entire room had erupted into terror.

			When the first shot rang out, Andi already had an electric dagger pulled from her thigh holster, the blade sizzling with electricity, eager to protect, eager to kill.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE

			

			DEX

			XEN PTERRAN SOLDIERS swarmed the room.

			One second they weren’t there, and the next, they were everywhere, all around the crowd, black rifles held before them like beacons of death. It was Adhira all over again.

			Onstage, Valen still stood over his father’s body, knife held in his hand, a strange, absent look on his face as on-duty Arcardian soldiers lifted their own rifles and readied themselves for battle.

			They’d only taken down a few enemies when Valen gripped the microphone.

			He turned to face the Arcardians, his hand raised in a lazy gesture.

			“Stop!”

			The soldiers froze, accepting the command immediately. Their limbs were unmoving, and their eyes were vacant in their slack faces.

			“Lay down your rifles,” Valen said.

			The Arcardian soldiers dropped their weapons.

			Then Dex saw the purple crackle of electricity as Andi’s dagger appeared in her hands.

			“Wait!” he yelled.

			But she sprinted past him, heading straight for Valen.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI DIDN’T THINK; she just moved as her feet carried her across the room toward Valen.

			Her grip tightened on the dagger as she reached the stage, leaping onto it and skidding to a stop in front of Valen, prepared to do what she had to.

			He spun around just in time, arm held before him with the knife still clutched in his fist.

			“Why?” Andi asked. “Why would you do this?”

			Behind Valen, six Patrolmen stood frozen, still as statues, midstride, their weapons discarded on the floor. And yet they did not move. Not even to blink. They only moved when six gunshots rang out, and they all fell to the floor in a heap.

			General Cortas lay a few feet away, gasping as Merella pressed her hands to his wound, screaming for help, her voice ragged as all around the room, soldiers from Xen Ptera fired their guns. Andi watched as a woman dropped, her head hitting the floor with a sickening thump. Her arms splayed out against the swirling floor, limp.

			Andi couldn’t see her crew, could barely see anything in the chaos.

			“Androma,” Valen said. She whirled back to him. The knife in his hand shone red with blood, all the way to the handle.

			Time froze around the two of them.

			“I had to do it,” he said. She could barely hear him above the screams. What could only be bullets flying from the guns, striking partygoers and shattering glass. Merella was still screaming as Xen Pterran soldiers angled guns at the other system leaders, who sat stunned in their seats, arms raised in surrender.

			“He’s still alive,” Valen said. A smear of blood was trailing from the general as he gasped and tried to crawl away. Valen sighed. “I have to finish the job.” He turned, twirling the knife so that he held the blade like a paintbrush, ready to render death upon his own father.

			Andi slid past him and stood in his way. “Valen. Stop.”

			Whatever the reason, this was wrong. This wasn’t Valen standing before her—not the sensitive boy she’d known, nor the sad, broken man she’d found in Lunamere. This was a killer, cold and heartless.

			This was someone like her.

			Valen’s jaw twitched. “Move.”

			Andi remained in position. “You don’t have to do this,” she said, her heart hammering. She frowned at him. “What did they do to you in Lunamere? What did they say?”

			“The truth.” He closed his eyes, rolled his neck from side to side, a small frown on his lips. When he opened his eyes, they were full of an evil she never would have believed him capable of harboring.

			“Please, Valen,” Andi said. “You don’t have to do this.”

			“You’re wrong, Androma,” Valen said. His eyes fell on the dying man between them. “It’s all I’ve ever had to do.”

			“I’ll stop you,” she whispered.

			“No.” He tightened his grip on the knife and stepped forward. “You won’t.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE

			

			DEX

			SPARKS FLEW AS steel clashed against steel.

			Andi and Valen were a blur as they fought on stage, too far away for Dex to jump in. The crowd roared around him, people sprinting and bodies falling, their extravagant clothing tripping them up as they tried to escape the chaos.

			The Xen Pterran soldiers shot heartlessly, their bullets striking down everyone in their path. It was Adhira all over again, despite what the general had said, despite Arcardius’s so-called invulnerability.

			Now General Cortas was dying, by the hand of his own son.

			Valen the weak.

			Valen the painter.

			Valen the murderer. It didn’t add up.

			A man screamed as a soldier began raining bullets in his path. The weaponry was older, outdated, and yet the ammunition was not. Dex saw the moment the man was shot. He watched, horrified, as a silvery substance splattered against the man’s forehead where the bullet had gone in. The liquid shimmered and sank beneath his skin, like water into a drain.

			The man crumpled to the ground, where he lay faceup, staring up at the sky.

			Move, Dex told himself. Get the hell out of here.

			He could see the exit, a perfectly straight path to freedom, with only a few bodies in his way.

			But he couldn’t leave Andi behind.

			Then he heard her scream.

			It was a sound he knew like the beat of his own heart, like the roaring of the blood in his ears. He whirled around, his vision tunneling to focus on her.

			Andi was down on one knee before Valen. Blood dripped from her collarbone, seeping from a deep wound.

			Andi’s knife was on the ground between them, the electricity crackling a single time before it winked out.

			She grabbed it and shook it once, like the snap of a whip. The electricity fired back up, swimming across the sharpest edge.

			Dex was close enough now to hear her voice.

			The shots were fewer, lessening to the point that he knew they had no time. That in seconds, he would probably be next.

			But he couldn’t look away.

			When she stood, somehow hauling herself up on shaky feet, Dex knew that Valen would die.

			Because it was not Andi who rose, but someone else in her place.

			The Bloody Baroness.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-SIX

			

			ANDROMA

			ANDI FOUGHT LIKE Valen was her past come back to haunt her, and with every swing of her blade, she saw the chance to erase him.

			But he was too quick. Too skilled. Too other.

			Not the Valen she’d grown up with, not the Valen she’d rescued.

			Lies.

			Betrayal.

			Take him down, Androma, take him down.

			It was not her voice, but Kalee’s, that called to her mind.

			She advanced on him with fire in her heart, pain lancing through her veins like a poison. The shaky friendship they’d built was gone. She wasn’t even sure if it was ever real.

			“Kalee wouldn’t have wanted this!” Andi screamed. “She wouldn’t have…”

			Her words trailed off as she saw a flash of blue in the crowd. Lira, rushing toward her, Gilly and Breck just beyond.

			She opened her mouth to yell at them, to tell them to run.

			Her words were cut off by a gunshot.

			The horrible, heart-shredding sound of Lira’s scream as she fell face-first to the floor. Another two shots. Another scream, this time from Andi’s own lips, Breck howling along with her as she and Gilly fell.

			A soldier stood behind them, rifle aimed, blue smoke trailing from its barrel like a demon’s hot, hateful breath.

			“You can’t win this battle, Androma,” Valen said. His lips were close to her ear, but his voice was far away. As distant as the safety of the stars.

			When Valen dug his knife into her chest, she didn’t even feel the pain.

			“You shouldn’t have gotten in the way,” he said.

			Andi fell to her knees. She gasped, looking down to see the hilt of his knife sticking from her chest. She pulled it out. Dropped it to the floor and fell beside it into a pool of her own blood.

			Valen’s image blurred as he walked away from the stage.

			The last thing Andi saw was Dex’s face in the crowd.

			Then the darkness arrived and swallowed her whole.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN

			

			DEX

			HE WAS TOO LATE.

			For a heartbeat, Dex thought she was dead.

			All around him, the room was growing quieter, the screams dying down.

			A few more shots here.

			A few more there.

			The thump of a body hitting the floor.

			The click of another silver bullet sliding into a rifle’s chamber.

			Dex reached the stage. The system leaders were huddled together in their chairs, bodies of Patrolmen littering the ground around them. But Andi was the only person he had eyes for.

			“Hang on,” Dex said to Andi. His fingers found her throat. A tiny heartbeat fluttered beneath her skin. “You just hang on.”

			He saw his hands moving, instinctively ripping off his jacket and pressing it to her chest. He’d kill Valen for this. He’d kill him slowly, bring him back and kill him again.

			Her breaths were ragged. She was losing too much blood.

			In the crowd, he saw Lira, Gilly and Breck among the fallen. Dex’s body shook.

			This was a nightmare. One he couldn’t wake up from. It had to be.

			A few partygoers still stood around silently, frozen in shock. One man huddled in the far corner of the room, arms wrapped around his chest, eyes wide.

			“I’m getting you out of here,” Dex whispered to Andi as he wrapped his arms around her and lifted her up. “Now.”

			He could hear the faraway rumble of a ship tearing through the skies, coming ever closer. But what was the point?

			These people were beyond saving now.

			Bodies were spread across the floor like a carpet, eyes open to stare into the darkness above. Blood staining…

			Dex paused.

			With a strange sense of clarity, he took in the scene a second time. It was then that he noticed there was no blood.

			Well, there were a few splashes of red or green or blue, from the soldiers the Patrolmen had managed to stop before the Xen Pterrans gained the upper hand.

			But other than that, the room should have been flowing in rivers of steaming colors with the deaths of these men and women from all across Mirabel.

			And yet the ground, the gowns, the suits, the ties…they were all completely dry.

			Valen had crossed the room, walking over bodies with his head held high like a king of criminals, a lord that delivered loss. The soldiers, now grouped together near the ballroom doors, stood at the ready before him. As if…as if he was their leader.

			A shiver ran through him.

			Run now, Dextro. Run, before it’s too late.

			The sound of the ship was growing closer. He could see its lights in the sky, and instinct told him it wasn’t help. There would be no help tonight, not after this.

			He knew there had to be another way out of here. Dex had heard of secret passageways built on the leaders’ estates, to help them escape in the event of an attack. He simply had to find one.

			Dex cautiously carried Andi off the far side of the stage. As he tucked himself and Andi into the shadows behind a nearby bar, all around the room, the dead began to rise.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-EIGHT

			

			VALEN

			A TWITCH. A curl of the fingers, the clenching of a fist. The blink of freshly opened eyes.

			Valen watched it all happen before him, as promised.

			He closed his eyes, imagined the little glowing blue thread in the back of his mind. It had always been there, something he’d seen and felt since he was a child.

			Only after his time in Lunamere had he fully understood the meaning of it. The raw, pure power he had.

			He focused on the thread and pulled.

			The warmth of her mental presence arrived at once, just as it had when they’d landed on Adhira, and he’d called upon her. Valen sighed, relief flooding into him as their minds wove together, no longer two separate threads, but a shared tapestry. Here, in this intimate space between them, was where he belonged.

			It was his birthright. His past and his present and his future all coming together. Everything finally made sense.

			She’d given him the keys to understanding, and now he was whole.

			The change is happening, Sister, Valen thought.

			He could almost feel her smile, something so rare for her. As the feeling passed through him, his own mouth quirked at the corners. They’d had so little to smile about until recently. But all the months he’d spent in Lunamere had been worth it.

			For this.

			Have them ready for me when I arrive, she replied.

			For a moment, there was silence between them, the space in his mind empty of her warmth.

			Then her voice came again. You did well, Brother. My faith in you was never misplaced.

			She was glorious. But it was more than that. She was victorious, a soldier standing on a blood-soaked battleground, watching the last of her enemies fall.

			Valen closed the link, the tapestry gone, the single thread all that remained.

			For a moment, he felt cold. Lifeless.

			Then he saw the first body stand back up. A Patrolman, unmarred on the outside from the engineered bullets. Like beacons in the crowd, others stood around him. Women, children.

			The ones who’d turned, surely ready to join the cause, looked fresh and alert, as if waking from a restful sleep.

			The others, the unaffected anomalies who were immune to the substance the bullets carried… Valen knew he’d have to take care of them soon enough.

			Like Androma, he thought with a twinge of sadness. He’d seen that bullet hit her, but she did not fall. She was unaffected by Zenith. So many times, he’d tried to compel her, only to feel a wall come up in her mind.

			One of the soldiers approached Valen. “She’s landing, sir.”

			“Good,” he said. “Take care of the remaining unaffected. I don’t want her to have to lay eyes on them.”

			The soldier saluted, slapping a fist to his heart, then rushed off into the crowd as more people began to stand and wake from their stupor. The unaffected were easy to spot. There weren’t many, perhaps ten. They walked in circles, blinking, calling for their loved ones.

			“A shame,” Valen said to no one.

			They would all die.

			He heard the ship landing, felt the vibration of the ground beneath his feet. His heart raced, and his mind whispered, family, blood, truth.

			The shattered glass from the doors crunched underfoot as another set of guards arrived.

			He turned and made his way to the stage.

			There was a wet, red smear where his father’s body had been. Valen clenched his jaw.

			Andi, he thought.

			Her body was gone, too.

			Dex, he thought right after. He couldn’t see them, but he knew they hadn’t escaped. Not in Andi’s condition. And not with his guards blocking every exit.

			There were other, far more important things to attend to at the moment, however.

			The crowd was just beginning to brew with the sound of voices. Questions. People staring at others around them, wondering what had happened, why there were soldiers guarding the doors. And yet, thanks to the bullets, they stayed mercifully calm.

			Valen scanned the faces again, his eyes falling on Lira, the pilot. She stood beside Gilly, both of them staring silently.

			Again, the tug at Valen’s mind came, and he knew his sister was close.

			He faced the crowd, spreading his arms wide. “Look at me.”

			His voice rang out steady and true, and when they looked at him, it was everything he’d ever dreamed of. Not quite adoration…but acceptance.

			Valen without a shadow. Valen without the stain of his father beside him.

			All eyes were on him, rapt with attention as if his voice was a magnet, and they were helpless to resist its pull. Behind him, the guards brought forward the leaders from the Tavina, Prime and Stuna systems. They stood to Valen’s right, silent as night.

			“The time to choose has arrived,” Valen addressed the crowd. “Today, in this room, we will change the course of the future. We will turn our eyes to the one true ruler, instead of these feeble impostors.”

			He lifted a hand toward the system leaders of Mirabel.

			The room was silent, like the moment before a blade was drawn, before a bullet was loosed. Before a life was taken hold of and remade.

			Before Valen asked the question, he already knew, with confidence, what their answer would be. He pulled his shoulders back. He took a deep, steadying breath and looked down at the people.

			“Who is the rightful ruler of Mirabel?”

			The answer came from a young child, standing closest to the stage.

			“Nor Solis,” the child said.

			Her mother patted her on the head. Her father smiled.

			Other voices rang out, one at a time at first, then stronger, filling the room with the sound of the one true name. Valen saw Andi’s pilot and the young gunner, Nor’s name on their lips, as if it had been there all their lives.

			The doors behind them opened. Valen heard the crunch of boots on broken glass. Soldiers jerked to stand upright as a hooded figure appeared, hands reaching up to pull the hood back and reveal red lips, dark hair and eyes as glorious as the setting sun.

			“Bow to your queen,” Valen said.

			The crowd bowed, reverent and ready, as Nor Solis, the Queen of Xen Ptera, the Savior of Olen, the new ruler of Mirabel, arrived.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE

			

			NOR

			HER BROTHER HAD done his job perfectly.

			A fine test for his first mission out in the field. She’d been wise to keep him in Lunamere for so long, tortured to near death. It had unlocked his compulsion ability, his true self. His birthright. That was when she had begun to visit him daily in his cell. Training him, guiding him, gaining his trust.

			As Nor entered the building now, her two armies were already waiting. One dressed in the colors of Xen Ptera, red to match the horrors they would spread across Mirabel to those who rebelled. The other, her new army, adorned in gowns and suits and all manner of fineries that Nor would do away with.

			Such fine things would be for her people, and hers alone.

			They all bowed before her, heads tucked close to their chests, breath held as if she were a holy relic. She glided past them without fear, knowing that none would lift a finger to harm her.

			Valen waited for her on the stage.

			“Sister,” he said.

			Nor stopped herself from curling her lip at the sight of his figure. Too thin, too angular, too pained. No member of the Solis family deserved such treatment. But it had to be done, to ensure that his survival instincts would kick in, to force his powers to unlock.

			She would reward him later for his loyalty, perhaps with a crown of his own.

			He was a prince of darkness. Her long-lost brother, finally come home to her side where he belonged.

			But never her equal. She would rule alone.

			“You have done well, Valen,” Nor said.

			“The final step remains,” Valen said, inclining his head in thanks. “Should I leave the honor to you?”

			Nor raised a sculpted brow. “I enjoy watching you work, Brother. I can’t have all the fun.”

			He smiled at her, a new thing that had begun to pass between them only recently. She enjoyed seeing that smile.

			He turned back to their new army. By now, all across Arcardius, a wave would be spreading as time-released explosives full of the silver liquid went off, bringing more to her cause.

			“Followers of Queen Nor,” Valen said, his voice ripe with the new power she had unlocked in him. “We must eliminate the traitors to the crown.” He looked specifically to the old leaders of Mirabel. “Kneel before your queen.”

			Their faces were calm as the three leaders knelt before Nor. She reached into her cloak and removed a freshly sharpened knife. Nor had used the whetstone on it herself, then polished the blade to a gleaming perfection.

			“Your sacrifices, my queen,” Valen said as he stepped aside to give Nor space.

			The words made her warm, light as air. She felt her lips pulling into a beautiful grin as she approached the leaders of the Unified Systems.

			One by one, she ran her blade across their throats. Each leader that fell was a gift to her people.

			Revenge, her heart sang.

			And in that moment, Nor knew that her rule had begun.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY

			

			LIRA

			LIRANA METTE FELT REBORN.

			For so long, she had been blinded by darkness, by the lies of the Unified Systems. For so long, she had been unable to see the light.

			The moment she rose to her feet, she heard a lingering whisper in her mind.

			The True Queen, it said.

			It sounded like Valen. The boy they had not rescued, as she’d previously believed, but stolen away from his queen. She knew Valen belonged at Nor’s side, just as much as she knew that the Unified Systems were her enemy. That her aunt would be a worthy sacrifice to the cause. She looked to Gilly and Breck beside her, knowing they also heard the voice in their own minds.

			The True Queen, it said again. Protect her, honor her, worship her cause.

			Lira’s eyes had been opened, after all this time.

			She turned to look at Nor Solis, the True Queen of Mirabel.

			The light had finally begun to shine.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-ONE

			

			DEX

			THE NIGHTMARE HAD NOT CEASED.

			The system leaders of Mirabel were dead. The queen of a system once thought defeated stood above their bodies, smiling as if she’d conquered the galaxy. Dex had watched her arrive, watched her speak to Valen as if they were kin. He’d seen, with perfect clarity, the way she’d slid her knife across the leaders’ throats. Lira and Gilly and Breck, the crew who had accepted him as one of their own, turned to face the queen as if they belonged to her now.

			And all Dex could do was hide like a coward behind the bar.

			He’d managed to sneak back onto the stage and retrieve the general while Valen was distracted. Now he and Andi were on the ground beside him, both bleeding, both dying. A bartending droid, its humanoid torso sprouting from a single wheel, sat silently to Dex’s left, awaiting his command.

			But what command could he give? The droid couldn’t save them from their fate, and Dex surely couldn’t, either.

			The blood trail outside the bar led straight to them. They’d be discovered soon.

			Gone was the bravery Dex had always felt as a Guardian. Gone was the confidence he’d found as a bounty hunter.

			Fear had seized Dex in its icy grip, and no matter how hard he tried to break away, the terror surrounding him would not release him.

			There was nowhere to go. No escape. The madness continued as Nor addressed the crowd, and her soldiers shot the few who still seemed to have control of their minds.

			Then they began to fan out across the ballroom.

			The terror intensified with every footstep the soldiers took, every second drawing them closer to discovering Dex’s hiding place.

			Run, his mind whispered. He could scarcely hear the word over the terror that had dulled his senses and kept him rooted to the spot.

			Andi lay motionless on the floor beside him, her hand growing colder as Dex gripped it like an anchor. She would not die. She could not die, because if she did, Dex would lose his heart with her.

			Beside her, the general’s eyes were open as he lay on his side, slowly bleeding out. He stared at the wall, lips fluttering with words that Dex couldn’t hear.

			The soldiers were getting closer. Soon they would discover him. Dex gripped Andi’s hand tighter, and through his fear, through his hopelessness, a sudden realization emerged.

			He would stay with her until the end.

			If it was the last thing he ever did in his life, Dex would die defending Androma Racella. He wouldn’t go down until he knew he’d done everything in his power to save her.

			The general’s mutterings became more insistent.

			Dex crawled forward, had nearly placed a hand over the general’s mouth to silence him, when the words drifted into his ears.

			“The tunnel.”

			Dex shook his head. He wanted to scream. He wanted to claw his way out of here, get them to safety…but there was no good ending to this nightmare.

			“The tunnel,” General Cortas rasped again. Blood dribbled from his lips, shockingly dark. He lifted a trembling hand and pointed past Dex to the dark shadows beneath the bar top.

			Dex squinted into the darkness. At first he saw nothing, but as his eyes locked onto a small seam in the wall, something Andi had said drifted into his mind.

			I remember every little bit. Even the hidden escape tunnels that the general installed. He loved to put them in closets, bathrooms, under the bars…

			Hope blossomed in his chest as he reached forward and ran his fingers along the seam. It was a small door, just large enough for someone to crawl through. Dex leaned his shoulder up against it. Pushed with all of his might.

			When the door popped open to reveal a dark tunnel beyond, Dex almost wept.

			Run, his mind said again.

			He set to work at once, feeling coming back to his limbs, clarity warming his mind.

			“Help me,” he whispered to the droid. The blessed thing grabbed the general by the collar and hauled him away like a tray of heavy drinks.

			By the time the Xen Pterran soldiers discovered the blood trail behind the bar, Dex, Andi and the general were already gone.

			In the docking bay of Averia, inside the Marauder, Dex ignited the engines and angled the ship toward freedom.

			He’d never been more grateful for the darkness of the night as he left Arcardius behind.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-TWO

			

			ANDROMA

			SMOKE EVERYWHERE.

			It was in her eyes, curling into her lungs.

			The transport ship was in flames. The crash had happened so fast. One moment, they were soaring through the skies. The next, fire.

			Pain.

			A scream tore itself from her throat.

			Now her ears rang. Her heart slammed against her ribs, and fear ripped through her. She had to get out. She couldn’t breathe.

			“Help…me.”

			Andi turned in her seat. Through the haze, she saw Kalee’s outstretched hand. Her body, turned at an awkward angle in the flickering firelight. Her friend was covered in blood. A piece of metal protruded from her stomach like a sword. With each breath Kalee took, it wobbled.

			“Oh, Godstars,” Andi gasped. She reached out, tried to pull the metal from Kalee’s stomach. But the girl screamed, and Andi shrank away, hands trembling, her own vision growing dim. “Hang on, Kalee. Just hang on.”

			Panic seized Andi as she tried to kick open the transport door. But it was stuck, dented in so far that it trapped her leg against the seat.

			She couldn’t move.

			“Help,” Kalee murmured again.

			There were tears in her eyes, and a trickle of crimson slipped from her pale lips.

			“I’ll get help,” Andi said. “Just hang on.” Shards of glass were embedded into her arms. Her skin was blistering in the heat before her eyes. She began to sob as she slammed the emergency button on the dash, but no light flickered on.

			“Come on!” Andi screamed.

			She slammed the button again, and again, but the ship was lifeless around them.

			And no one was coming to save them.

			Beside her, Kalee had fallen silent.

			She wasn’t breathing. Her eyes closed. Her head lolled to the side.

			“No,” Andi said. “Kalee, wake up!” Pain tore her chest open. She coughed again, the smoke and the heat unbearable. “You have to wake up!”

			She tried to wriggle herself away, but pain exploded from her leg, from her wrists. She was trapped.

			She knew, suddenly, that she was going to die.

			The front of the crumpled ship was nearly an inferno now. In seconds, the flames would reach them.

			“Kalee!” Andi said. “Please don’t do this. Please don’t leave me.”

			The girl had stopped moving. Blood trickled from her stomach like a crimson river, slowing now. As if she’d run out.

			“No! You’ll be okay, you’ll be okay,” Andi sobbed, trying again to pull herself from the seat. Her leg wouldn’t move; the door wouldn’t free her.

			Please, she begged. Please, no.

			Andi had done this to her. Oh, Godstars, she’d done this. The crash was her fault.

			She was Kalee’s Spectre, sworn to protect her with her life.

			And now Kalee was…

			Andi’s head swam as she looked at her charge, the friend who was as close as a sister.

			Kalee was dead.

			Andi sobbed, her entire body trembling as her mind screamed, You killed her, you killed her, you killed her.

			The fires raged, and Andi felt torn from her body as the transport door suddenly groaned and fell away.

			Cool night air washed in.

			“I’m so sorry,” Andi sobbed as she looked at her friend. Kalee almost looked peaceful, as if she were only sleeping.

			Andi couldn’t leave her. How could she leave her?

			She had never felt as alone as she did in this very moment.

			The fire swept into the small space, so close now. The metal shard in Kalee’s stomach had gone straight through her, pinned her body to the seat. Andi couldn’t free her, couldn’t drag her from her grave.

			Fear swept over Andi like a poison, caused her to tear herself away from the transport as the flames raged.

			She crawled away from the inferno, coughing smoke from her lungs, her eyes burning so badly she could scarcely see.

			She blinked through her tears, fighting the darkness as it threatened to overcome her. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t real.

			Kalee couldn’t be dead.

			Andi looked back for a final glimpse of her friend.

			The last thing she saw was Kalee’s eyes, bright blue as the moon, opening wide to stare at her.

			Alive, Andi’s mind screamed. She’s alive.

			Andi reached for the girl, desperate to save her.

			The transport exploded in a final blast of raging, furious light, catapulting Andi backward.

			As Kalee burned, tendrils of black slipped into Andi’s mind and stole her away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-THREE

			

			DEX

			DEX PACED IN the med bay of the Marauder, watching the life force drain from the general’s eyes.

			“Tell me what you know!” Dex yelled.

			The general was a lost cause. Without doctors or med droids, Dex was helpless to save him. The damage Valen had done was too severe. It was a wonder the man had survived this long already.

			On the table beside General Cortas, Andi was still holding on to life. She was pale, cold, her chest wrapped in bandages that Dex had wound around her himself.

			He hadn’t been trained in medicine or healing. The bartending droid who’d helped him haul the general here wasn’t programmed to heal, either.

			But Lon Mette could.

			Dex hadn’t been aware of Lira’s plans to move Lon onto the Marauder before the Ucatoria Ball, but he was thanking the Godstars now that the Sentinel was on board.

			When Dex had shown up with only Andi and the general, both of them dying from their injuries and blood loss, Lon had asked him to choose. Along with his scales, Lon had inherited something else from his radiation-affected ancestors: he was a universal donor.

			“I can’t save them both,” he’d said. “I only have so much blood to give.”

			When Dex chose Andi, Lon had accepted his decision without question. He helped to stabilize the general as best he could. Then he’d gotten to work on Andi. He sat beside her now, a tube connecting his arm to hers, as his blood flowed through to her. Giving her a chance at life. The silent droid held a cloth to Andi’s forehead with humanoid hands, doing its best to help.

			The ship was on autopilot, soaring through hyperspace as it carried them toward the only place Dex knew to go. Back to the place he’d learned his skills, back to Raiseth’s headquarters outside Tenebris. The one place where they might be safe, where someone would be able to help Andi.

			The knife had gone so close to her heart.

			Dex tried to calm himself, but anger raged through him.

			He needed information. Needed to know why, of all people, Valen Cortas had sided with the queen of Xen Ptera.

			They had all been so wrong about him. How had they not seen the signs? How had they not known?

			“Tell me!” Dex yelled at the general.

			At first the dying man didn’t answer. Dex knelt down next to him, gently lifting the general’s head so he could speak without blood pooling in his mouth.

			It took him a moment to find his voice.

			“I didn’t know this was—” he cleared his throat, a line of blood dripping from his lips “—going to happen.”

			He paused, once again taking a shaky breath.

			“Tell me what you do know,” Dex growled.

			“He is dying,” Lon said. “He deserves peace.”

			“He may be the only man in the galaxy who knows what the hell just happened back there,” Dex said, voice rising. He looked back to the general. “Tell us.”

			General Cortas’s face was already paling, white as the stars that streaked by. He looked down at his bleeding chest, as if he could still see Valen’s hand digging in the blade.

			“I knew he had evil in him.” He coughed again. “Because of that demon who was his mother.”

			“Merella?” Dex asked.

			“Not her.” His teeth were red from blood. He grimaced. “Oh, Godstars, what have I done?”

			“Tell me,” Dex pressed, because he knew that when the general died, the truth would die with him. “You don’t have much time.”

			General Cortas closed his eyes, and Dex was afraid he was already gone.

			But then they opened again, blue as a summer sky. The light in them was slowly fading. “I’ve held on to this secret for years.” He swallowed, tears slipping from the corners of his eyes. “So listen closely—not for my sake, but for Mirabel’s. I don’t think I have enough strength left to say it twice.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-FOUR

			

			KLAREN
Year Twenty-Six

			SHE WAS A MOTHER AGAIN.

			Not a mistake this time. Rather, a plan that fell perfectly into place.

			Her second child sat in her arms, staring up at her. A boy this time, with dark hair and hazel eyes.

			He was gentle, this one, but he was strong.

			Stronger even than her daughter, Nor, had been.

			The queen could feel it when she held the boy, like a spark that jolted from him to her. Sometimes, when she asked him not to cry, he carried on. Sometimes, when she asked him to sleep, he stayed awake for hours, glaring up at her. Screaming until his face was sunset red.

			When his father held him, he squirmed as if he, too, hated the man as much as she did.

			“Someday,” the queen said, as she looked down at her young son, “you will learn who you truly are. And you will understand why I did everything.”

			The baby cried.

			She did not love him.

			Not in the way she had loved Nor.

			“Take him,” she said to the servant beside her. The many-armed woman took the baby into one set of her arms, rocking him gently. “I am going to see Cyprian.”

			She swept out into the halls, passing by servants who cast their eyes down.

			They had begun to fear her since Cyprian had given her free rein of the estate. Since the place on his arm was no longer taken up by his wife, but instead by the woman he’d ripped away from the battleground on Xen Ptera two years ago.

			She found him in his office, seated behind his desk as he pored over the maps of the galaxy. Deciding how best to attack Xen Ptera and the other small planets in the Olen System in the coming days.

			“Cyprian,” she said as she entered the cavernous room.

			He stiffened. Something he had been doing all too often at the sound of her voice.

			She gritted her teeth, forced herself to speak with more strength. “Come to me, my love.”

			He stood, his chair scraping back. When he crossed the room, his body was stiff, as if he didn’t want to be near her. He kept his eyes downcast until she placed a gentle finger below his chin and angled his gaze to hers.

			“Kiss me, Cyprian,” she whispered.

			He pressed his lips to hers in a deep kiss that had him groaning, wanting more. Always more.

			She steeled herself as she pulled away and spoke again.

			If he obeyed…it would change everything.

			“You will take me home tonight,” she said.

			Cyprian’s head jerked upward. “What?”

			She nodded. Nerves pricked at her senses.

			If she could do this, if she could get him to take her back, with their new son in tow…

			“I wish to return to Xen Ptera,” the queen pressed. “My husband…he will surrender.”

			“Your husband,” Cyprian hissed. “He does not care for you, fool queen.” He shook his head and ripped himself away from her. “I cannot allow this. You have seen too much. Heard too much.” His shoulders rose and fell as he inhaled and released a breath. “You are bound to me now, Klaren. Through our child.”

			“Which is why I wish to take him, too,” she said. She swept closer to him. “Cyprian…look at me, my love.”

			He spun around, eyes flashing. “I will not allow you to bewitch me again.”

			“Bewitch you?” She put the power into her words, where her compulsion was strongest. Put the power into her gaze, too.

			She could feel it working on him, but only for a moment.

			Then she hit the wall.

			Little by little, Cyprian had begun fighting back, building a wall within his mind. As if there was something inside of him, some hidden power that he, too, bore.

			“You will send me and Valen to Xen Ptera,” the queen said. Her body shook with the power she urged into her words. “Tonight.”

			Cyprian was motionless as he watched her.

			“You will send me and Valen to Xen Ptera,” she tried again, sweat beading on her brow. “Tonight.”

			“Tonight,” Cyprian said, and she felt the wall in his mind begin to crumble.

			Exhaustion had made him weaker.

			It was why, each night, she kept him awake with her kisses, her touch, her false love.

			“My husband will allow us entry,” she said, still using her power on him, compelling him to obey, “as long as you propose a cease-fire. From both sides. For one day. You will release Valen and me to Xen Ptera, and you will forget that we existed. You will remove us from your memories and from your heart.”

			Cyprian looked up.

			This time, when he locked eyes with her, she saw that she had finally won.

			“Pack your bags, my dear,” he said. “Tonight, you will board a ship. It is time for you to return home.”

			“And then?” she pressed.

			“And then,” Cyprian said, his jaw tight as her power flowed into him, “I will remove you both from my memories and my heart.”

			“Good,” she said. “We leave at nightfall.”

			As the prisoner queen left Cyprian’s office, her steps light and bouncing, she could not help but smile at everyone who passed.

			Every fool, unaware of her plans. Her time on Arcardius had been hell. A necessary one, but a hell all the same. It had taken years for her to truly understand the magnitude of what was at play.

			Tonight she would return to her Xen Pterran throne. Back to her husband, back to her daughter, to introduce them to her newborn son.

			He was asleep when she went to him, the many-armed servant standing guard as promised.

			“You look pleased, mistress,” the servant said, anxiously twisting her many hands together, like a tangle of knots.

			“I am pleased.” The prisoner queen smiled, because she knew the truth. “Perhaps for the first time in a very long while.”

			Freedom was within her grasp. And when her children met, when they combined the strength of the abilities that she’d felt in both of them…she could almost feel the distant Conduit tremble, even from here.

			The galaxy did not stand a chance.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-FIVE

			

			KLAREN
Year Thirty

			FOUR YEARS HAD passed since the queen had commanded her captor to take her home.

			Cyprian had managed to outwit her that night. Flying high with her triumph, she’d never expected him to turn on her.

			Somewhere along the way, he had discovered her compulsion ability. Somehow, he’d been the only man to ever discover the difference she held in her blood. And so he’d kept her locked up for four years, refusing to see her when she called upon him, ignoring her pleas to return home to Xen Ptera. Denying her the right to see her son.

			And yet he always came crawling back, unable to pull her from his mind. She’d embedded a deep obsession within him, and it was her only hope.

			Just days ago, he’d entered her quarters, saying that her husband had agreed to a truce. That she’d finally be able to go home to the family she hadn’t seen in six years.

			Now, finally, she was nearly back where it all began.

			She sat aboard a starship, staring out at the darkness of space. Far in the distance, the glowing orb that was Xen Ptera hung like a tiny, waiting gift.

			On its surface, her daughter, Nor, waited.

			Around her, the ship buzzed with soldiers rushing about. Polished boots thudded on shining Arcardian-mined metal. The captain, with his clawed hands, was busy speaking in hushed tones over the com system. Each time he spoke, Klaren could hear the clacking of his massive teeth. The low, deep-chested rumble of a growl as he communicated with Xen Ptera, where she knew she would soon walk.

			So many years she’d been away.

			Now, it was nothing like the planet she had left behind.

			On that fateful day she’d last seen it, Xen Ptera was already dying, but the surface was still a livable place, its citizens able to grow food and harvest water from great wells. Now it was a dead, barren wasteland that hung limp in the cradle of space.

			“Home,” the queen whispered to herself.

			Heavy footsteps approached behind her now. A hand caressed her bare shoulder. Lips touched the nape of her neck beneath her piled curls.

			“You lied to me all these years,” she whispered. “You said they were holding their ground, still fighting. But that was never true, was it?”

			“They weren’t lies, my dear Klaren,” Cyprian hissed in her ear, his warm breath sticking to her skin. “I just didn’t tell you the full truth. You are still my enemy, no matter the things we’ve been through together these past years.” His fingertips trailed farther down her neck and onto her arms, where they squeezed tightly enough to make her gasp in pain.

			“When?” she asked. “When will I be on the ground?”

			“As soon as you sign the treaty,” Cyprian said, lowering a holoscreen to her lap, the contract she’d requested ready for her signature.

			“You’ll stay true to your promise?” Klaren asked as he knelt beside her, steadily avoiding her gaze. “You’ll leave Xen Ptera alone?”

			“Sign the treaty, and you and your planet will be free.” Cyprian ran his fingertips down her arm, then took her hand in his.

			Slowly, he lifted it to his lips.

			“Swear it,” the queen said.

			Without a moment of hesitation, Cyprian agreed.

			Her heart pounded against her ribs. Perhaps it was because freedom was in her grasp. Perhaps it was because finally, after so many years trapped on Arcardius, she would be reunited with her husband.

			Her daughter.

			Her precious, precious Nor.

			That thought, along with the hope that she hadn’t failed her mission just yet, was what made her place the palm of her hand on the scanner, initiating the peace treaty that would end this war once and for all.

			The holo beeped as her print was recorded.

			“Your turn, Cyprian,” the queen said, passing the holo to him.

			She waited for him to sign the treaty, to seal Xen Ptera’s fate—and the Conduit’s, far beyond. But instead of placing his hand on the scanner, he stood and walked toward his red-uniformed pilot.

			“Is the fleet ready for engagement?” he asked, handing the holo to a nearby soldier.

			“Yes, sir,” the pilot responded. Cyprian glanced at her without a hint of emotion written on his face, then back to the pilot.

			Klaren went still.

			“Cyprian,” she said. “Where is Valen? You said he would go with me. I will not leave without my son.”

			She could see his jaw working, see his body go rigid at the sound of her voice. He started to turn toward her, but at the last moment, he stopped.

			“Cyprian, come here,” she tried again, but her voice had lost its cool calm, replaced instead by a trembling, pathetic note. “Come, and let me look upon you one last time.”

			Footsteps sounded behind her.

			Hands grabbed her shoulders, and Klaren cried out as her head was yanked back against the headrest.

			Then she felt the cold, unfeeling grip of a strap locking around her throat. Forcing her to stare ahead, out at the distant planet.

			“Release me!” she shouted. “I am the queen of Xen Ptera!”

			The strap tightened in place. So tight that she could scarcely breathe.

			“Cyprian!” she gasped. “Release me!”

			All around her, soldiers were moving to action, tapping on dashboard screens, speaking into coms from which distant voices responded.

			But the queen could only stare ahead, eyes widening as she saw a fleet of ships soar past. Massive, hulking black warships, the largest she had ever seen.

			“Cyprian!” she cried again, her voice breathless.

			His voice came from beside her. She twisted, fighting against the restraint on her throat. Then she froze in horror as he said, “Ready the weapons.”

			Ice flooded through her.

			She knew she’d been fooled, saw her mistake in an instant.

			He had bested her, discovered a way around her powers. Discovered a way to fully overcome her compulsion.

			The treaty was all a ruse to get her here, to pause the Xen Pterran soldiers while their queen hovered in the sky overhead, about to be returned home.

			They wouldn’t mount a defense, fearing for her safety.

			And now…now, they would all die.

			“Please,” she begged. “Cyprian, stop this at once. I’ll do anything you wish. Please, spare them!”

			His deep rumble of laughter sent a cold spike into her chest.

			Then his lips were at her ear again. His hands were in her hair, yanking at the strands as he whispered, “Fool queen. You will bewitch me no more.”

			He stood and gave the command to attack.

			Frozen in place, she watched as the ships opened fire on Xen Ptera.

			The retort was enough to shake the ship. To sink into the queen’s bones and cause her to cry out as she watched blazing, furious orbs of light soar through the darkness, heading straight toward the planet below.

			In that moment, the queen knew she had failed.

			All she could see was her daughter’s face.

			Nor, alive and well, her eyes on the sky as she watched her death barrel toward her from the fringes of space.

			The queen reached deep into her soul. She found that tiny, shimmering thread within, and with mental fingers, gripped it tight.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She begged the connection to work, begged for her daughter to hear her.

			She sent forth an image of two ancient, bloody handprints pressing against a cold glass tower. Bodies lying beside her bare feet. The faraway Conduit, swirling and bright. The journey. The pain. The constant, trustworthy Darai, always willing to tell her the truth. To keep her in line with the light.

			Before the bombs reached the planet, the queen sent forth an image of Valen’s face as she’d last seen it four years ago, tiny and screaming and so much like her own. “You are not alone. You have a brother,” she whispered.

			She could almost feel the planet shake as the bombs hit. Like a bolt of lightning, fingers of blue fire stretched across it, weaving their way around every piece of the land.

			With it, a scream erupted from the queen’s throat.

			Xen Ptera went dark.

			She screamed until she heard Cyprian’s voice beside her ear, his lips hot and wet against her skin.

			“Scream, Klaren,” he said. “Scream, and see the proof that you have lost.”

			She kept screaming, even as his soldiers gripped her head tight, and the tip of an electric blade appeared before her.

			Her voice went ragged as they sliced her tongue from her mouth.

			She finally fell silent as they unlocked her bindings.

			As they dragged her limp body into a pod, sealed it shut and sent Klaren Solis, the Failed Queen from afar, barreling endlessly into the cold black skies.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-SIX

			

			NOR

			AS AN ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD CHILD, Princess Nor lay in the rubble of the palace, her father’s corpse beside her. Around her, fires burned and people cried out in agony. Her world was gone.

			Then, just as she had lost all hope, she heard a woman’s soft voice in her head, slowly growing stronger.

			It was familiar, a voice she knew but did not know all the same.

			It belonged to her mother.

			Ten words were all she said before the connection was cut. Ten words that gave her not just hope, but a drive to fight back against the oppressors who did this to her planet.

			“I’m sorry,” the voice had said. Then, “You are not alone. You have a brother.”

			The voice disappeared, but Nor knew in her bones that her mother was dead. It was as if a line was cut between them that she never knew existed until this very moment.

			But the message was enough to fuel her need to escape the rubble and give her a new mission: find her brother.

			Thirteen years later, Nor’s men finally kidnapped Valen from Arcardius and successfully delivered him home.

			When he arrived, he was a selfish Arcardian-raised boy, scared and frail, not the warrior Nor had hoped to find. At first he didn’t seem to share the family’s gift of compulsion, but Darai told her to be patient. He promised a way to bring it forward. Not in the same way Nor had accessed her abilities, but through a harsher, bloodier method.

			She gave the orders Darai recommended, and threw her only brother into Cell 306 on Lunamere.

			She had him tortured, day after day, until—driven by pain—his mind latched on to the compulsion ability he never knew he had.

			Nor could still remember the words she’d said to him after he stopped his torturers.

			She’d knelt before him. Their eyes had met, and she’d felt the power as their telepathic link sidled into place.

			She’d spoken to him with her mind.

			“You will join me, Brother, and together, you and I will take back the galaxy.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-SEVEN

			

			VALEN

			NOR WAS AN angel of darkness sprung from the most illustrious black hole in the universe. And soon everyone would know her name. She would be worshipped, a goddess who walked among the stars, the ability in her grasp to destroy whole systems with one glance.

			Valen looked upon his sister, her elegant midnight gown flowing down her subtle curves like a river of darkness. Power like no other radiated from her.

			He would do anything for her. She was his family, his queen, his everything. If she asked him to kill, he would oblige. He would destroy every other being in the universe if it pleased her.

			She’d sworn that if he killed the general, they would never be apart again. He would be by her side as they ruled the galaxy together. Brother and sister, together always.

			No one could defeat them.

			He shivered with pleasure as he remembered the way his weapon sank into Androma’s chest. The look of pure shock on her face before a curtain of pain replaced it.

			Pretending to be the Valen that Androma had once known was easy, just as Nor had told him it would be. But he’d shed his past self when Nor found him. The pain Lunamere had inflicted on him opened his mind and led to so many discoveries.

			He would happily go through it all again if she asked. He had been given a new chance to protect a sister he never knew he had, a chance at redemption after he’d failed to keep Kalee safe.

			He would not waste the opportunity this time.

			The only difficulty had been pretending to forgive the monster who had killed Kalee. It wasn’t an accident; Androma had killed his sister in cold blood, and it delighted Valen that he’d played Andi like a puppet on strings.

			Valen looked down at his hands, covered in the dried remains of Andi’s and Cyprian’s blood. It was beautiful, the color a deep matte red. He brought his hand up to his face, and his tongue tasted the blood of his enemy. The blood of the man who’d kept Valen from his true mother, the monster who’d lied to him his entire life about where he’d really come from and what he could do.

			The sharp, metallic flavor seeped into him.

			Revenge did taste sweet. It tasted like justice.

			He returned his gaze to his sister, who stood surrounded by her advisers. His gaze met hers, and she lifted her golden hand, motioning him forward.

			His feet couldn’t move fast enough as he entered her inner circle, standing on the ballroom stage.

			“Valen, my brother,” Nor’s heavenly voice said when he approached. “Darai and Zahn just gave me some wonderful news. We have successfully established control over Arcardius and will soon have dominion over the remaining capital planets.”

			Valen nodded; this had always been the plan. The Adhiran attack had been a bit of a deviation, but crash-landing on the planet had allowed for Valen to contact Nor through their bond and given her an excuse to have some fun. To wage war in the bloody ways of old, in a place where he knew she would win. They’d given the people of Adhira something to distract them from passing along the knowledge of Valen’s altered DNA.

			The only other flaw in their plan had been the general’s obnoxious AI, who had noticed the change, along with the Marauders. The crew, Valen knew, were to be destroyed during the ball. The AI, however, he’d silenced himself, before it could deliver the message to the general’s doctors and destroy the mission before it began.

			It was fortunate that Dex and the Marauders hadn’t thought to mention it to the general, either—there would have been no way to eliminate them before the ball without arousing suspicion. They had likely assumed that Alfie would pass along the news to the medical team looking after Valen, since the AI had been charged with his care.

			Valen looked to Nor again as she spoke.

			“Will the Bloody Baroness pose a problem?”

			Valen thought of how his knife had met its mark when he sunk it into her chest.

			“No. She’s dead.”

			Nor’s rouged lips lifted at the corners.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETY-EIGHT

			

			DEX

			“SO NOW YOU know the truth,” General Cortas said.

			Dex sat back on his heels, staggered at the revelation. “So Valen is…half–Xen Pterran?” he asked.

			“Or something else,” the general said, coughing. “There was something strange in Klaren’s blood…something I’d never seen before.”

			“That’s why you never named him your heir,” Dex said, realization dawning on him. “You didn’t think he could be trusted.”

			“And I was right,” General Cortas agreed. “But Arcardius…the Phelexos System still needs a leader.” He paused, gasped for air. “Get me a holo, boy,” the general said faintly.

			Dex fetched a holo from the storage room and brought it back to the dying general.

			“What would you like me to do, sir?”

			“I need to get into my files on the Arcardian database. Do as I say quickly because I can feel our time coming to an end.”

			The general guided Dex through the various steps that bypassed the Arcardian servers. A few moments later, General Cortas let out a breath.

			“Place my right hand on the screen.”

			Dex did as he said, watching the general scan his clammy, ashen palm.

			“Now have it scan my left eye.”

			Once again, Dex followed his command, and when it was done, he waited for further instructions.

			“Now do the same to Androma—hurry.”

			Dex wasn’t sure he trusted the man, but the general seemed so determined. He followed his orders, scanning Andi’s palm and eye as quickly as he could.

			When he returned to General Cortas’s bedside, the man took a moment to speak. Using up his remaining strength, he finally told Dex what he’d done.

			“The fate of the galaxy is at stake. The leaders are dead, and I’m sure their successors soon will be, as well.”

			He took in a ragged breath. “What I just did goes against every bone in my body. But Androma is the only Arcardian on this ship once I die.” He coughed, and blood wetted his dry lips. “I cannot let my personal feelings about the girl overcome my duty to my planet.”

			He paused as he tried to regain his breath. “If she survives, she will lead Arcardius upon my death.”

			Dex was sure he must have misheard. “Sir?”

			“When I die—” General Cortas looked up at Dex with his fading bloodshot eyes “—Androma Racella will be my successor. She will be the rightful General of Arcardius.”

			Before Dex could ask him any more questions, the general let out a bloody, wet cough.

			Dex had seen people die before, many times. But seeing the light fade from General Cortas’s eyes marked the end of an era.

			And the beginning of another. One with a dark, unknown future.

			* * *

			All across Arcardius, silver explosions rained down from the skies.

			At first, the Arcardians were transfixed by the sparkling orbs that came from the clouds. But when they touched the ground, sank into their skin, their minds were altered in a way they could not have foreseen.

			The enemies of Xen Ptera turned their eyes to the sky, smiling as they thought of their new queen.

			An evil, long thought dead, had been reborn.

			A queen without power had taken up her new throne, a prince of compulsion at her side.

			And far away, hidden within the swirling colors of a nebula, a general in a glass starship died.

			The Bloody Baroness took his place.

			* * * * *
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A Mirabel Q&A with

Sasha Alsberg and Lindsay Cummings

1. The Mirabel Galaxy is full of so many unique worldbuilding details. How did you come up with imaginative ideas like the glass starship, migratory tattoos and floating gravarocks?

Sasha: My mind is ridiculous, but in the best way possible. It will spitball wild ideas to me and I blurt them out to Lindsay, who ultimately tells me if it’s a brilliant or awful idea. It may sound crazy—because it is—but some of the major plot points in Zenith came about in this way! This is just one of the many ways we come up with unique worldbuilding ideas.

Lindsay: Science fiction is the perfect opportunity to take what’s familiar to us now, in our world, and stretch it just a bit so that the reader feels transported to a new time and place! We had so much fun doing this with the creation of Zenith. Many times, in our conversations, we envisioned the pages of the book like scenes from a movie, and it was imagining all those special effects—those awesome details that make a reader say, “Wow! That’s so cool!”—that really had our imaginations running wild. Also, we’re both pretty tatted, so adding the migratory tattoos was a must!

Zenith has it all—action, adventure, fight scenes, intrigue and romance! What was your favorite scene to write and why?

Sasha: I love love, so I’d have to say romance is my favorite part—and in particular, the romantic scenes between Zahn and Nor. My favorite one was the scene when Nor wakes up from a nightmare, and Zahn keeps her tethered to reality. It shows her vulnerability, but also the strength of the relationship the two of them have. They are each other’s family.

Lindsay: We both have so many favorites! But for me personally, it was the fight scenes—specifically the ones on the ship, and the moments in Dark Matter and Lunamere. Andi and the crew are such fierce warriors, diverse in their fighting styles. That creates a sort of playground for a writer’s mind when typing up these fight scenes. I think my readers have come to know me as an action writer, so getting the chance to set some of those epic fights in a sci-fi context was such a true joy. I find that when those epic moments come, I sink so deeply into the story that I forget what I’ve written until I go back to edit.

The ending of Zenith leaves the crew of the Marauder in incredibly dire straits, and we can’t wait to see what comes next! Can you give us a few hints about what the future holds for Andi and her friends? (No spoilers!)

Sasha: Pain. Lots of pain. But in all seriousness, each character has major obstacles to overcome that will be pivotal to how they approach the ending of this saga. Dun dun duuun!

Lindsay: I do so love leaving characters in dire straits! Nexus is a whirlwind of epic wins and major downfalls, and a lot of the background characters from Zenith get a chance to step fully into the picture. In terms of writing the book, we’ve had a blast expanding the galaxy and upping the stakes. There’s also a new threat, and an expansion of the darkness that’s been lurking from page one of Zenith…readers are going to hate us when they’re done reading Nexus! *insert evil laugh here*

In Zenith, we explored the amazing landscapes on Xen Ptera, Adhira and Arcadius, but we know there are lots of other planets out there in the Mirabel Galaxy! What are some of the places we can look forward to visiting in Nexus?

Sasha: We get to explore a bit of a Dyllutos Nebula, which was very fun to play around with. Let’s just say this: Andi is not very happy to be within Dyllutos, and she’s going to do something about it….

Lindsay: Solera! We’ve both been stoked about this planet from the start, because it’s terrifyingly beautiful in all of its frozen glory. We also get to dive deeper into a brand-new location, which is all we can say for now!

We absolutely love the cast of Zenith, but we’d love to hear who your favorite characters are! Also, are there any new characters in Nexus that you’re especially excited to share with us?

Sasha: My favorite character is Valen—he is misunderstood and just wants to be loved. I love writing his chapters because there is so much more to his character then what meets the eye. He’s my baby, and I love him! Regarding new characters, there’s a ton, and one of them has a wicked power…it’s very snazzy.

Lindsay: I’m always going to have a weak spot when it comes to Androma Racella. I just love her fierceness, but when you get to know her, you realize it’s a facade she puts on to hide her brokenness. Characters like her intrigue me! I also love Dex. Sassy, sassy Dex. And in Nexus, there’s a new female character, Seren, that has totally stolen my heart. (No spoilers! Sorry!)

How would you describe the experience of writing Nexus in comparison to Zenith?

Sasha: Writing a sequel is always a difficult feat. You don’t want it to have a “second book slump,” so there is a lot of pressure to get it right. Nexus took way longer to write than Zenith, but in the end, that extra time led the novel to be the best it could be to give this saga the ending it deserves! It will be…explosive ;)

Lindsay: Sequels are HARD to write. I can say with confidence that I’ve never had “fun” writing out the first or even second draft of a sequel. Perhaps it’s because it’s so bittersweet, knowing that you have to let go of characters you’ve so deeply come to love. It’s at the editorial stage when sequels finally become a blast, and that was totally true for Nexus! Once we had words on paper, we were able to step back and look at the book from a wider angle, and look for the places where we could give our characters epic moments for readers to hold on to as we closed out this duology. We’re going to miss our Marauders, and I know we’re going to miss all the laughs we shared along the way! What an awesome ride it’s been. I’m grateful for it all!



Keep reading for a sneak peek at

NEXUS

the thrilling conclusion to

The Androma Saga

by Sasha Alsberg and Lindsay Cummings.

Only from Inkyard Press!




CHAPTER 1

DEX

Dextro Arez had never truly believed that the Godstars were tangible beings.

They were soul-felt, a comforting presence inside your heart, an idea that filled your mind as if soldered on with iron and fire. Always nearby, yet as far away as the stars in the night sky.

Dex’s body was covered with white tattoos of the constellations that represented the godstars, a living shrine to their power and strength. Here, on his left arm, were the twisting, intertwining patterns that symbolized the twin godstars of life and light. And on the back of his right shoulder, stretching up toward his neck—the angular constellation that marked the godstar of hope.

But tonight, as Dex slumped forward in his chair, the thick, rigid lines of the godstar of death stared up at him from his left hand. The tattoo stretched out like a narrowing eye as he clenched his fist, and Dex looked away from it, swallowing hard, feeling as if death were truly here—a beast breathing down his neck as he turned his gaze to Androma Racella’s pale, still form.

Andi had been unconscious for nearly a week now. Dex knew that it was due at least in part to the painkillers they’d given her for the wound on her chest—a parting gift from the traitorous Valen Cortas, who’d turned his blade on her after stabbing his own father during Queen Nor’s attack on Andi’s home planet, Arcadius.

But Dex also wondered if Andi’s mind just wasn’t ready to return her to this world yet, too terrified by what had transpired in the moments before Valen tried to kill her. And if that were true, how long would it be before she came back to them?

Wake up, he pleaded silently as he watched her. We can’t do this without you, Andi.

Whatever this was, Dex wasn’t quite sure. The fate of the entire galaxy had changed, the hopes and dreams of so many melting away into the shadows the moment Nor Solis took control. They’d all assumed that the Cataclysm had destroyed the threat of Xen Ptera forever; that the final battle had drained the planet’s resources and broken the will of its people and their queen. No one had ever imagined that Queen Nor would someday rise again, or that she’d somehow have the ability to bring all of Mirabel under her dominion.

There was only one person who might have the power to free the galaxy from Nor’s rule—and yet completely unaware that the lives of millions now rested in her hands.

Wake up, Andi, he thought again.

She looked so frail as she lay on the soft white medical bed now, lost in sleep. Dex winced as he imagined what she likely saw there.

Nightmares.

Never dreams, not anymore.

The harsh lights of the med bay bounced off of the silver plates implanted across Andi’s cheekbones as Dex leaned back, stretching his aching muscles. He’d hardly moved from this spot since they’d fled Arcardius, determined to be by her side when she finally awoke. Determined to be the one to tell her all that had happened…even though he couldn’t yet find the words to do so.

Dex closed his eyes, remembering that fateful night. Remembering the desperate words of Cyprian Cortas, the former General of Arcadius, as he lay dying in this very med bay, aboard this very ship.

The fate of the galaxy is at stake. The leaders are dead, and I’m sure their successors soon will be, as well… Androma is the only Arcadian on this ship once I die. If she survives… Androma Racella will be the rightful General of Arcadius.

General of Arcadius. Leader of the planet that had once cast her out. Godstars, how she would hate the very idea of it.

Dex sighed heavily and shifted his chair closer to Andi, tentatively grazing a hand against hers. The warmth of her skin was soothing, that small sign of life the only thing that made the knot of tension inside him loosen in the slightest. He studied the thick white bandage on her chest, just below her collarbone, remembering the dark stitches that now held her skin together where Valen’s knife had torn it apart. Dex had seen and inflicted plenty of wounds, some far more gruesome than this. But seeing Andi in such a state brought back a wave of memories that sent his head spinning out of control.

Valen Cortas stood before Andi at the Ucatoria Ball, blood dripping from the knife that he’d just plunged into her chest. Andi fell to her knees, grasping for the hilt with shaking hands, wrenching the blade free. Then she swayed, and the knife tumbled to the ground as Andi collapsed, surrounded by a growing pool of her own blood.

He was too late. For a heartbeat, Dex thought she was dead. All around him, the room was growing quieter, the screams dying down. A few more shots here. A few more there. The thump of a body hitting the floor. The click of another silver bullet sliding into a rifle’s chamber.

Dex finally reached the stage. The system leaders were huddled to­gether in their chairs, bodies of Patrolmen littering the ground around them. But Andi was the only person he had eyes for.

“Hang on,” Dex said to Andi. His fingers found her throat. A tiny heartbeat beneath her skin. “You just hang on.”

Dex blinked at the sound of Andi’s sudden groan.

He realized he’d been squeezing her hand too hard. The ends of his fingernails, ragged from chewing the past few sleepless nights, were biting into her palm. He let go at once, but leaned forward all the same, unable to look away from her face.

“Andi?”

Her eyelids fluttered.

For a moment, Dex feared she was dying. That her stitches had become infected, or the blood that Lon had donated in the few precious moments after their escape had mixed wrongly with hers, universal donor or not. Perhaps even the godstar of death, still so hauntingly present in this room, was laughing as he raised a shadowy scythe and readied himself to bring Andi to the other side.

But then her eyes opened.

Grey as a storming sea.

Dex let out a whooshing breath. “Hey,” he said, feeling the tightness flood from him, gone in an instant. “How are you feeling?”

“Dex?” For a moment, Andi simply looked around, as if trying to make sense of her surroundings. She seemed calm, just a person waking from a sound night of sleep.

Then her eyes moved slowly to lock onto Dex’s, and confusion seemed to sweep through her as her forehead wrinkled.

“What…happened?” Andi asked. Her voice was raw from disuse, a whisper trying to break free into something more.

“You’re alive,” Dex said, unable to stop a smile of relief from spreading across his face. “You’re safe.”

“Safe?” Andi asked. She tried to sit up and groaned, a hand flying up toward the white bandages covering the knife wound in her chest.

This was the most awake she’d been in days. Dex took a deep breath, reaching for her hand, still unsure of how to explain it all to her. She may have been gravely injured, but she wasn’t a child. She wasn’t weak in her heart or her soul. She could handle this, though it might come close to breaking her.

“There was an attack on Arcardius,” Dex said. “During Ucatoria. Do you remember?”

Andi’s eyes hardened.

“Nor Solis…she came, and…” Dex’s words trailed off. How could he explain what had happened? How could he tell her that an entire ballroom of people he’d thought dead had suddenly risen and pledged allegiance to the very woman who’d attacked them? The very woman they’d all feared, hated, for nearly ten years?

Worst of all, how could he tell Andi that her crew was among the dead-then-risen who had joined Nor’s side?

“Where is Lira?” Andi asked suddenly. “Breck and Gilly?”

Dex’s heart nearly stopped beating. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

And then he saw Andi’s expression change as she remembered, the memories slamming into her, making her recoil away from him.

“My crew,” Andi croaked out, voice still raw. He handed her a cup of water, she gulped it down greedily.

“Androma,” Dex pleaded. “I tried. I tried to get to them, but…there was so much chaos. So many enemies. And you were dying.”

Her eyes were wide with fear and rage. Her entire body had begun to shake. “Where. Is. My. Crew?”

She sat up so suddenly he couldn’t stop her, the lurching movement so rough that she cried out in pain. The cup clattered to the floor. Her hand became a vice over Dex’s, his fingers crushed beneath hers. She gritted her teeth and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, facing him head on, and pain flared in her eyes as red began to blossom against the white of her bandages.

“Where are they?” Andi asked. “Please, Dex. Tell me where they are.”

“They’re…” How could he be the one to break her with such news? He’d only just earned back her forgiveness mere days ago, after years spent hoping to find a place in her heart once more, and now he’d betrayed her again. He was a coward. A failure, for not being able to save her crew before Nor had overtaken them. “Godstars, Andi. I’m so sorry. We left them behind.”

	He hated the words the second they fell from his lips, but what was he to do? He couldn’t hide a damned thing from her. She’d already seen the answer in his traitorous eyes, and that the moment she left this med bay, she’d find the ship cold and empty, Lon the only other soul aboard.

“No,” Andi mouthed. So silent, Dex could hardly hear the word. She shook her head, disbelief flooding her features, darkening the half-circles beneath her eyes. “No.” 

“There was no way for me to get to them in the aftermath of the attack,” Dex said, his voice choked. “The last I saw, they were alive. But they were…Andi, they joined with Nor.”

 Everyone in that Arcardian ballroom had. Everyone but Dex and Andi and a few others, but Xen Pterran soldiers had slaughtered those other people at once.

He’d never forget the way that Andi’s fierce crew had fallen. How they’d risen again, and hailed Nor as their queen. Leaving them behind had pained him, still haunted him.

He would relive that day forever in his heart and in his mind.

 “We have to go to them,” she insisted. Before he could open his mouth to respond, Andi was on her feet, the loose grey pants she wore swishing as she whirled and stumbled for the door.

“Andi!” Dex lunged toward her. “Stop!”

She slammed the red exit panel beside the door, then wobbled and nearly dropped to a knee, gasping in pain. But she recovered as the door opened, the silver hallways of the Marauder waiting beyond. Dex leapt in front of her, arms outspread.

“You have to rest,” he said. “You’re going to rip open your stitches even more. Valen almost reached your heart.”

Andi looked down at her chest, as if just noticing the wound for the first time.

“I wish he had reached it,” she said, eyes wide and reddening with tears that Dex knew she wouldn’t shed. “I don’t want to live without them.”

	Already, her blood had soaked through the bandage. Andi wobbled, leaning against the doorframe. She had too many pain meds in her system. She hadn’t eaten in days. Dex didn’t even know how she was still standing.

“Move,” she growled. “Please, Dextro. Before I move you myself.”

“Don’t you think I want to?” Dex asked. “Andi, I’ve hardly slept since we left them behind. I’ve hardly eaten, hardly done anything but sit by your bedside and relive that night in my mind.”

Gilly. Lira. Breck.

They’d become important to Dex, too. And he’d betrayed them, betrayed Andi, by leaving them behind. Even Lon, normally so gentle and calm, had looked as if he’d wanted to kill him when Dex arrived on the Marauder with Andi and the general in tow, but without Lon’s twin sister, Lira.

Why had it all fallen to Dex? He couldn’t change the tide of this war alone.

He swallowed hard. “There’s nothing we can do. Nothing. You weren’t conscious; you didn’t see what happened to them. You didn’t see how they changed.” 

Dex reached out to grab her shoulders, to guide her gently back to the bed, but Andi screamed in fury, slamming the wall with her fist as she stumbled away from him.

“Damn you, Dextro. Get the hell out of my way!”

“Please,” Dex begged. Already he could feel the weakness inside of him, that hideous fear of losing her again when he’d only just gotten her back. “Please, just let me help you. There’s nothing you can do for them, Andi. Not before you rest and heal.”

“You can’t do this to me,” she whispered. Her voice shook. “Please, Dex. You can’t hurt me like this.”

“I’m trying to protect you.” Because I love you, Dex thought. But the words failed him, and his hands fell to his sides.

	“I don’t want to be protected,” Andi said. “Not now.” She turned around, shoulders slumping as she pressed one hand to her chest and shuffled back toward her bed, breathing heavily.

Dex ached, seeing her this way. He ached because he was a traitor to her, a traitor to her crew. But there was no way to save them. Not now, at least. Maybe not ever. He still didn’t know how Nor and the Xen Pterrans had taken control, or what was in those silver bullets, or if there was any way to reverse what had been done to everyone’s minds.

And he had no idea how far and how wide Nor’s reign had spread in the days since they’d fled Arcadius. For all Dex knew, Nor now had control of the entire galaxy.

“I swear to you,” Dex said, trailing Andi across the room. “I swear on my life, Andi, we’ll figure out what Nor did to your crew. We’ll figure out a way to get to them. We just have to—”

Andi whirled around, her face a mask of pain as she swung her fist at him.

Dex ducked reflexively, but the hit connected at the last moment. He gasped at the pinch of pain in his neck. Then a languorous warmth flowed through him, as if he was sinking into the hot springs of Vacilis.

Dex reached up slowly, dreamily, his fingers clumsily removing the empty syringe buried in his skin. The same syringe that had just been sitting on the bedside table, left there by Lon, should Andi wake in too much pain. The syringe full of soduum, a potent pain medication.

“Why?” Dex gasped. But he should have expected something like this. The syringe fell with a soft clink to the floor, and Dex followed, hardly aware as his knees hit the ground. He knew he only had moments before the soduum would steal him away. Warmth swam through his veins, too fast for him to ignore, already beckoning him to enter the folds of deep sleep.

He heard gentle footsteps and ragged breathing as Andi stepped closer. When he looked up, her features were already melding together, fuzzy at the edges as she stood over him, her chest bleeding bright red in the stark med bay lights. A trickle of blood seeped out from the wrappings, staining her shirt as it slid down her abdomen.

“I’m sorry, Dex,” Andi said, her voice like a funeral dirge as his head hit the floor. “There is no me without them.” 

When she left the med bay, she was no longer Androma Racella.

The Bloody Baroness stepped into the halls of the Marauder, a captain who would tear apart the skies to rescue her crew.

Copyright  ©  2019 by  Sasha Alsberg & Lindsay Cummings
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