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CHAPTER 1

KASIRA

KASIRA SWORE TWO OATHS THE DAY SHE JOINED THE MALIKINAR: the first to her unit, to slay any beast she laid eyes on; and the other to herself, that she would survive.

She never thought it would be so damn hard.

The darkness of the Isherwood yawned around her, an assemblage of crooked branches and ink-green leaves tipped in barbs as fine as bone dust. The swampy forest ringed nearly seventy percent of Kalthos’s borders, its depths densely populated with the continent’s most dangerous beasts.

Her boots sank into the wet earth with every step, her hand curled around the hilt of the vylor blade on her back. She had split off from the main body of her unit several paces back. Though every Malik was an elite beast slayer, their talent lay in their brutal skill with a sword, not the silence with which they stepped, and the Alkatir they hunted would hear them coming.

She didn’t want to be there when the beasts struck.

“Kas!” hissed a voice, and she slowed as Revna picked her way through the brush. Her friend tore free of a vine with a curse, and Kasira flinched, listening for the sound of paws in the undergrowth. It was quiet. The small clearing they occupied could have been another world for how silent it was, how still. The Isherwood had a way of swallowing sound. No one ever heard you scream.

It reminded her of her prison cell.

“What are you doing out here?” Revna demanded.

“Hunting.”

“You’re breaking procedure. Again.”

Kasira gave her a knowing look, and her friend glowered firmly back. Revna’s scarlet curls were tied back with a strip of leather taken from a Tyver beast she’d slain when she joined the Malikinar, and her alabaster skin was covered in a thin sheen of sweat. The close canopy of trees sealed out the sun but did nothing to temper the heat, and Kasira felt the same dampness on her brow.

She loathed the humid weather, loathed the scrape of her black fighting leathers against her clammy skin, and the weight of the sword across her back. Each one was a reminder that her life was no longer her own, and she carried them like stones through a river, waiting for the day they dragged her under.

Revna lifted her chin. “They’re going to think you’re a coward. They don’t need another reason to hate you, Kas.”

“I kill more beasts than any of them.”

“That’s not the problem.” Revna eyed her sidelong, a sign she was about to say something sensitive. “You never take a drenga, and you don’t celebrate your kills. It doesn’t matter how many you slay when half the unit’s convinced you’re a beast sympathizer.”

Kasira didn’t respond to the unasked question buried in her friend’s words: Are you? She killed because it was her job. Because if she didn’t, she would be sent back to Belvar, back to darkness so thick it suffocated, to a four-by-four cell she could barely stand up in, and the scritch, scritch, scritch of distant claws.

“Kas? Kas!”

Kasira stared down at the hand on her arm, coming back to herself in pieces. The concern on Revna’s face only sickened her. She jerked her arm free. “I’m fine.”

Revna’s verdant gaze betrayed her doubt. “I’m worried about you.”

Kasira withheld a derisive snort. What Revna really meant was that she was worried about Kasira’s soul. But what use was a soul if it could not be sold for a hot meal, nor burned on a cold night to stave off winter’s chill?

She could only afford to worry about one life at a time.

“I’m fine,” she said again. It was the simplest and yet most necessary lie she ever told. In the cold and quiet of her cell, those two words had kept her alive.

Revna didn’t get the chance to argue as a scream tore through the trees, followed by the resonating roar of an Alkatir.

“You’re welcome,” Kasira said simply, then dove into the woods.

They found their unit under siege in a nearby glade. The Alkatir had doubled back behind the Malik, and though small in number, the beasts more than made up for it in size and ferocity. With feline bodies, hawkish heads, and wings powerful enough to carry twice their weight, the Alkatir had only to throw their bodies into the Malik to crush bone, or else rend them with wicked claws.

Anyone else would have collapsed beneath the onslaught already, but the Malik were not ordinary soldiers. Their rigorous training and constant battles honed them to perfection, into legends the other nations feared, until even Kasira had begun to wonder if they were truly blessed with a piece of Haidra’s light.

Drawing her blade, Kasira fell in alongside Revna at the Alkatirs’ flank, cutting and hacking at white-furred limbs. The Alkatir fell with pained bellows, and she silenced them with strikes to their throats, ensuring a swift death. Their attack from the rear split the pride in two, and the unit surrounded the beasts, cutting off their escape.

Kasira turned from felling one to find an injured female hunched low to the ground. The Alkatir swiped at her with claws coated in gore. Kasira dodged, bringing her blade down along its flank. It was a poor swing, barely grazing flesh. The beast could have easily escaped, but it stayed where it was, snarling. Her next strike didn’t miss.

As the Alkatir’s body crumpled to the dirt, she realized why it hadn’t moved. A downy cub cowered behind its mother’s corpse, one golden eye slashed to a bloody pulp. Kasira’s sword came forward on instinct, but she stopped with the blade raised, unable to look away from the terrified cub.

She ought to kill it. The position of Malik was sacred. As Haidra’s chosen, only they could touch a beast without corrupting their souls. Only they were blessed to kill, and Kasira had tempted the goddess’s ire enough for one lifetime. Yet she didn’t move. Like an ember coaxed back to life, some long-smothered part of herself stayed Kasira’s hand, and she only watched as the cub darted into the safety of the woods.

Only then did she notice the silence of the battlefield. The last of the Alkatir were dead or had escaped, and the few injured Malik were being tended by the second unit’s medics.

Everyone else’s eyes were on her.

“I saw that, criminal.” Commander Dessen’s voice slithered into her ear. “You let it go.”

She turned a fraction, taking in the Commander’s roving eyes and the grip of his thin fingers on the coiled whip at his side. Even surrounded by a unit of fully trained Malik, he looked a step away from pissing himself at being this deep in the woods. How a man like him had risen through the ranks she didn’t know, but power rarely went to those who deserved it.

“She wasn’t here when they attacked, Commander,” said Jevin, a thin-faced man with the bearing of a rat. “She probably drew them here herself. The Kott can’t be trusted.”

“Beast sympathizer,” murmured someone at her back.

Revna started to intervene, but Kasira warned her off with a look. This was not the sort of thing her friend could fix with a brash word and a strong fist.

“Well?” Commander Dessen knew full well she couldn’t provide a suitable explanation. Though he had only been assigned to the Fifth Battalion two months prior, his eyes had followed her from the start. As a convicted criminal in the work-release program, being in Dessen’s good graces was the only thing keeping her out of a windowless cell, and he enjoyed exercising that power.

She would have to do something about him soon.

Commander Dessen’s voice rose to address the others. “The entire unit will take the Kott’s cleanup responsibilities for today’s kill as reward for the criminal’s mercy.”

A vicious murmur circled through the clearing, and the back of Kasira’s neck prickled with the press of angry eyes. She knew what Dessen was doing: letting her escape punishment, disbursing the consequences across the unit. He wanted to isolate her, to leave her with no one to turn to but him.

There was a time when Kasira would have relished that challenge, when she would have discerned all of Commander Dessen’s strings and delighted in learning to play them. Now, her mind ran through cons like a wounded beast fleeing her sword—it just hadn’t realized it was dead yet.

The unit split into groups, some to guard the perimeter, others to haul the Alkatir corpses into a pile. The beasts would be burned with the morning sun, the sins that led to their births disintegrating into ash by the grace of Haidra’s light, and tomorrow the unit would seek its next kill. One by one, until every beast, every sin, had been eliminated in the goddess’s name.

Kasira made for the nearest corpse—the young mother she had killed—and dragged its body to the pile. She gave the beast a final shove, and it collapsed upon its fellows, one golden eye staring up at her. Alive, the Alkatir were elegant, powerful creatures. In death, they looked impossibly fragile, gleaming with silver blood.

She worked in silence, refusing to let Revna catch her eye. It wasn’t long before the air grew thick with the scent of rot, the gathering evening breeze doing little to allay the damaging autumn sun. The scent clogged her throat and nose, her muscles aching down to the bone. Others were already searching the corpses for drenga. Curved three-inch claws, silver feathers, snow-white fur—whatever part of the beasts they desired to tie to their leathers as a token of their kill.

Kasira took nothing.

The sun hung low on the horizon by the time the last of the bodies had been dragged to the pile. They returned to camp, where the air buzzed with preparations for the Paratal’s arrival the following morning. Tents had been straightened, fighting leathers cleaned, vylor blades polished until they sang. The patrols along the Isherwood had been doubled, straining their already-thin battalion. But as head of the Haidrin Church, the Paratal’s life was second in importance only to the King’s, and no expense would be spared for his protection.

“Revna, my love, where have you been?” Paskar’s smoky voice barely preceded his long brown arm draping across Revna’s shoulders. He pulled away quickly with a sound of disgust. “What is that stench?”

“I believe they call it ‘defeat.’” Revna brushed a stray white feather free of her stained leathers. “It matches my new look.”

Paskar made a considering sound. “In truth, I would call it an improvement.”

Revna quipped something back at him, and they descended into a series of insults and elbows in ribs. Before long, Revna had Paskar in a headlock and was forcing him to recant every word he’d said. By the time they extricated themselves from each other, their group had reached the central square, where soldiers had gathered to eat around a roaring bonfire.

Kasira wanted nothing more than to wash the gore from beneath her nails and polish her sword in the silence of her tent, but their task had taken them past the start of dinner, and if she didn’t get hers now, none would remain. They joined the mess line, Revna recounting her kills for Paskar, who was of the second unit and therefore didn’t fight. Consisting mostly of medics, scribes, and cartographers, the second unit spent the majority of its time tending to the camp’s more skilled needs, and Paskar was their best medic.

The cook slopped a stew of barley and roughly cut root vegetables onto Kasira’s plate, half the portion he’d given the others. The man met her gaze, daring her to say something, but she only picked up a mug of thin ale and moved along.

“Are you joining us tonight, Kas?” Paskar asked once they were clear of the line. He had the sort of face that folded easily into a smile, one she had no doubt usually got him his way. It was the kind of smile she would have tried and adopted for herself once, before filing it away with all the others until she had need of it.

Revna hooked their arms together and said, “Of course she is.”

Kasira didn’t bother telling her this was a bad idea—she already knew. The people around the bonfire were first unit soldiers, their heads bent in prayer over their food. Revna was Unit One, a Malik proper, but Kasira was technically Unit Three, or the Kott, as the others called them in the northern Kalish tongue. The Nothing, for that was all criminals were in the eyes of the goddess.

Most people in Unit Three were closely watched and relegated to tasks they couldn’t ruin—little more than servants—but Kasira had proven herself a useful enough soldier to be loaned to the thin first unit, though the others never wasted an opportunity to remind her she wasn’t one of them.

When Revna shouldered Jevin and another Malik aside to make room for them on the logs, they obliged, but grudgingly. Jevin gave Kasira a look so foul it could have turned milk, clasping at the rosary beads around his wrist as if they might protect him from her corruption. Revna’s smile dared him to say something, but he only turned away.

As much as Kasira had tried to keep to herself after joining the Malikinar, Revna had sought her out like an invasive vine, ensnaring her into friendship. And though Kasira would never admit it, their connection kept her afloat. Against every better judgement, she had still sought herself an anchor. A touchpoint around which to build her lie, just like Loraya had taught her.

Except this time, she had no mark, no plan, no con. This time, the trick was to survive.

Just as they sat down, the ground jarred, sending a shudder through the camp. Trees groaned and quivered, several poorly set tents collapsing inward. Kasira braced herself, but the quake subsided as quickly as it came.

Paskar flicked spilled ale from his fingers. “Those are getting more frequent.”

“It’s the goddess showing her displeasure,” seethed Jevin in a low voice. “For the beast that … got away.”

Kasira’s fingers tightened around her cup. People like Jevin couldn’t trip in Kalthos without blaming beasts. Perhaps that was the trick of it, though. The con. They needed to hold something accountable for their suffering, and the Haidrin Church had provided the perfect scapegoat. And when the crown embraced the goddess a hundred years ago, the people went from blaming their leaders for every misfortune to killing beasts, all too willing to swallow whatever they were fed to numb the pain.

Or perhaps it’s all true, Kasira thought, studying a gnarled scar along her palm. Perhaps her childhood wonder for beasts, her curiosity, had corrupted her. One touch, and the sin had slid beneath her skin, the evil festering in her heart. That was what the priests had told her when they tried to burn the sin from her flesh. That if she did not repent, her soul would be left in the cold and silence of purgatory upon Haidra’s return, condemned forever to darkness.

It was the remnants of that curiosity that had stayed her hand against the Alkatir cub, a mistake she was certain she hadn’t yet finished paying for.

Paskar glanced nervously between Jevin and Revna, who looked one wrong word away from skewering Jevin with her fork. She was as devout a believer as any Kal, but twice as fierce a friend and far more than Kasira deserved.

Clearly seeking to change the topic, Paskar blurted, “Did you hear the Librarian has finally called for a new Assistant?” His long legs were stretched out before him and crossed at the ankles, his body tilted so his shoulder tipped into Revna’s. “I had started to doubt he would ever do it.”

For an instant, the tension between Jevin and Revna remained—and then her friend sniffed and tore into a hunk of bread, speaking over it. “I pity the damned fool who’s chosen.”

“I don’t know,” Paskar said with a wicked grin. “I’ve heard the current Librarian is something of a fox.”

“An attractive devil is still a devil, Paskar,” Revna returned. “And the Librarian is the worst kind. Right, Kas?”

“Yes,” she said automatically, as she had long ago learned to. To say anything else was blasphemy. As the arbitrator of international politics across the six nations and the sole overseer for the management of magic, Amorlin harbored the very beasts the Malikinar hunted, putting their study and protection ahead of all else. In contrast, Kalthos chose the sword. It was a difference of opinion that had pitted the kingdom against the Library for decades.

To Kalthos, the Library was a cesspool of sin, the Librarian its dark conductor.

“Perhaps that’s why the Paratal is visiting tomorrow,” Paskar teased with a waggle of his thick brows. “He’s going to choose one of us.” His joke was met with various forms of blanching and several dirty looks, but he only laughed.

“They ought to send one of you.” Jevin spat on the earth at Kasira’s feet. “Your soul is already damned, Kott.”

He barely had the words out before a flood of ale struck him in the face, followed by Revna’s tin cup. “Keep it up, and my blade is next.”

“Drawing your blade on a fellow Malik is—” Jevin stopped when Revna unsheathed her sword halfway with a smile that promised a complete disregard for whatever rule he was about to cite.

“You shouldn’t speak of the Librarian in such a way,” interjected one of the Malik who had been praying earlier, his eyes bright with fervor. “Haidra strives to purify all souls of the beasts’ corruption, and that includes the Librarian and his mages. If we do not look to save the most afflicted among us, are we truly doing Haidra’s work?”

“We should purge them from this earth the same way we do beasts,” Revna replied. Several other Malik grumbled their approval, and no one pushed the matter. The conversation deviated to the Paratal’s ongoing circuit of Malikinar battalions and speculation around the recent string of thefts about camp, but Kasira’s mind remained on the Library and the stories her mother used to tell her of it.

She remembered little of her childhood before the fire that claimed her parents’ lives. She could not recall her mother’s face, only the black hair that had fallen to her hips like a spool of silk. But she remembered when her mother had shown her the creature living in the creek by their home. She remembered her placing the Talowell’s scaly body in Kasira’s hands and the way her soft voice had whispered, “See? It is not so scary.”

Her mother had taught her to look at beasts and feel wonder in place of fear, had made a young Kasira dream of becoming the first Kalish mage in a century.

How foolish she had been.

“I’m telling you, we have a thief.” Revna’s voice drew her from her thoughts. “The vylor knife my father gifted me when I joined up is gone, and Kasira’s lost her silver hairpin.”

Paskar looked doubtful. “No Malik would resort to petty theft. Well, except—” His gaze flicked to Kasira, and Revna swatted his arm hard enough to make him wince.

He didn’t mean her. Her unit might not be familiar with her exact crimes, but they knew she had worked for Thane Ryarch, and there had been nothing petty about him. But Unit Three was made up of plenty of small-time thieves who could be responsible. Still, it was as good an opportunity as any to excuse herself.

“Kas—” Revna began.

“It’s fine,” she said, standing. “I’m tired. I’ll see you in the morning.” Paskar offered an apologetic look, but Kasira only handed him the rest of her ale and left.

Thankful to be alone at last, she washed and dressed in a fresh tunic and pants, cleaning her leathers before she returned to the tent she shared with Revna. After polishing her sword, she climbed into her bedroll and lay staring at the ceiling, toying with the gold rosary beads she had slipped off Jevin’s wrist.

People thought of cons as long, elaborate schemes, full of detailed steps and daring moves, but a con could be as simple as telling a good lie or framing a scene in order to craft the story you wanted. It could even be as straightforward as seizing an opportunity of distraction—say, a mug of ale flying at someone’s face—in which to act.

There were some things she could not stop herself from doing, even in her near-catatonic state. Her heart kept beating, her lungs kept breathing, and her mind kept running through cons. Tomorrow she would wake and face another hunt. Her sword would carve new flesh, and she would wash the creature’s blood from her hands and return to a camp full of people who did not trust her and whose cause she did not believe in. Again and again, day after day.

Sleep. Wake. Hunt. Sleep. Wake. Hunt.

It had become the rhythm of her life, and she had fallen into it with the tenacity of a mule, drawn along by its beat to place one foot in front of the other. It got her through the day, then the week, and soon another year would pass. Another year still alive.

Another year closer to freedom.

It was a poor attempt at fulfilling the promise she and Loraya had made to each other, but Kasira would not have survived twenty years in prison, and that was exactly where she would be without the Malikinar. She had no choice, no life, nothing but that rhythm. She fell asleep to it.

Sleep. Wake. Hunt. Sleep. Wake. Hunt.

Survive.
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CHAPTER 2

KASIRA

KASIRA WOKE WITH A SCREAM ON HER LIPS.

It was several moments before her mind caught up to her eyes, and in those protracted seconds between nightmare and wakefulness, she was back in her cell in Belvar, the walls too close, the stale air too thin. Then her vision resolved into the sloping outline of Revna’s slumbering form, the deep rumble of her snore filling the tent.

It wasn’t the first time her dreams had woken her. She hadn’t slept through the night since before Belvar, when the woman beside her had been a thief so clever Kasira had spent her teenage years desperately chasing her skill. Back then, it was so easy to believe that nothing would ever change. Now she knew that worlds could collapse on the turn of a wind.

With her heart beating painfully against the cage of her chest, Kasira rolled out of her bedroll and donned her boots, slipping silently out into the light of a harvest moon. A slurring voice emanated from a nearby tent, fighting its way through the garbled final refrains of “In the King’s name, the beasts we will slay.” The camp was quiet otherwise, the last revelers from the night’s victory celebration drunk on watered-down ale and passed out on their bedrolls.

Anywhere else in Kalthos, such debauchery would have been condemned, but not among Haidra’s chosen. Born from a group of Haidrin priests when the religion flowed south, the Malikinar’s ranks had swelled over the past several decades, now firmly rooted beneath the crown’s military despite their church ties. Kasira was convinced half the Malik only joined up for the lax restrictions, tired of being told they couldn’t drink or swear or fight lest they tarnish their souls.

She started walking, but it wasn’t long before her breath began to quicken with nerves, and she slid into the Isherwood. Sometimes, the openness of the sky made her feel as though she were drowning. She had spent so many years locked inside a cell that cramped spaces made her nervous, but even worse were the ones that felt as endless in their vastness as the sea.

This isn’t real. She summoned the familiar refrain as she walked. This is only temporary.

She made it all of thirty yards before she reached the bodies, still stacked in a pile and waiting for the Paratal to set them alight in tomorrow’s Burning. The Alkatirs’ white-furred limbs lay bent at awkward angles, feathered wings snapped like paper kites. She covered her nose against the stench, unable to look away from the open, staring eyes of the dead beasts.

The orphanage’s priests had drilled into her that beasts were the manifestation of human sin. That when one trespassed against Kalish law, when they lied or cheated or stole, their sin led to the birth of another beast. The only way to purify one’s soul was through dedication to Haidra, or by killing beasts as part of the Malikinar. Only then, once the world had been purified of sin, would their goddess return to them in the flesh for the Final Forgiveness.

Never mind that the Library’s international laws permitted killing beasts only in defense of human life. If anyone asked, the Kalish government would spin some story about how the pride had attacked a town, and there had been no time to call for help, but everyone would know it for the cleansing that it was.

Looking at the corpses before her, graceful even in death, Kasira felt anything but clean.

Something rustled in the brush, and Kasira stilled. A creature barely smaller than her slunk from the trees, the moonlight catching on a sleek white body and a single golden eye, the other a ravaged mess.

The Alkatir cub.

The beast sniffed the pile of corpses, making a pained keening sound.

“Hush,” Kasira hissed. “They’ll hear you.”

The cub turned on her, snarling and trying to lift its wings to look bigger, but one remained limp at its side.

Kasira stepped toward it, arms spread wide. “Go!” She clapped once, hard, and the cub scurried back into the forest.

“Kasira?” called a slurring voice.

A broad-shouldered form detached itself from the shadows. Commander Dessen’s usually stiff gait was loose from the mylak he indulged in too freely. One of the few magical artifacts that the Library deemed safe not to confiscate, the enchanted wine tasted different to anyone who drank it. She suspected Dessen would say his tasted of beast blood and good Kalish steel, his possession of the wine a secret as open as the grave behind her, as he often shared it with Malik he favored.

Commander Dessen leered down at her with dark eyes, one hand caressing the whip at his side. “I thought I saw you go this way. Inspecting your handiwork?”

“It was a good kill, Commander.” She immediately stood taller beneath his attention. Feet together, shoulders back—a good soldier, just like he expected to see. He needn’t know that he repulsed her nearly as much as the pile of carcasses.

“Come now, Kasira, I’ve told you before. It’s Harker when we’re alone.”

They weren’t alone. Jevin and another Malik stood at the tree line at his back, but their eyes were set on the woods beyond in a clear message: We see nothing.

Dessen swayed where he stood, but his eyes were steady on her, pupils blown wide and black. His hand tightened on his whip. “That said, no matter your reason for coming here, you are still breaking curfew. That’s two infractions in one day, criminal.”

Kasira was painfully aware of her lack of weaponry. She had a single knife, her sword left behind in her tent, though this was not the sort of problem steel could solve. Next, Dessen would illustrate how delicate her situation was before pressing what he really came for—her.

“Come here.” He crooked a finger. She didn’t move. His face darkened. “I don’t care how many beasts you slay. You remain here by my good graces alone, and I can just as easily return you to where you came from.” To Belvar, to her jail cell. To the four-by-four room of stone walls with no window, no light, no air.

“You’re making a mistake,” she warned. Her voice was calm, but her mind ticked through possibilities. Dessen was too drunk to be dissuaded with logic and just conceited enough to go through with this. She had been preparing for this moment ever since he’d arrived, his attention too quick to settle on her, but her contingency plan wasn’t ready yet.

Dessen emitted a low sound of frustration. “The mistake is yours. You are disobeying a direct order from your commanding officer.”

For most, that meant ten lashes, atop the ten for breaking curfew. For her, it would mean returning to Belvar. But obeying meant losing what little strength she had left.

Some part of her had wanted this confrontation. To be backed into a corner so tight she had no choice but to fight her way out. It was the same part that knew what she had been doing the past four years was a poor imitation of living, that even if she made it to the end of her ten-year service, there would be nothing left of her.

That was Dessen’s true mistake: He didn’t know what she was willing to do to survive.

Satisfaction bloomed across his face when she strode toward him. He expected her to bend to his will, to yield to the power he held over her.

He did not expect her to drive a knife into his leg.

His scream tore through the clearing, and she jerked the blade free, swinging for his neck. Some semblance of Malik training must have kicked in because he seized her by the elbow and wrenched her arm, forcing her to drop the knife.

She caught it with her other hand and drove it back into the same leg.

His guards reached them then, dragging her away as Commander Dessen clutched his thigh. His leathers would have taken the brunt of the damage, but he didn’t seem like the type who handled pain well. He didn’t hold it close, a familiar companion.

“On her knees!” Dessen shrieked.

“Sir, your leg—” began Jevin.

“Now!”

They forced Kasira to her knees with her back to Dessen, Jevin hissing in her ear, “About time someone put you back in your place, Kott.”

She only stared into the trees.

Con artists had many skills, from a knack for reading people to a talent for remembering details, but Kasira had never excelled at anything more than lying. To her marks, to her friends, even to herself—she crafted fallacies so intricate she sometimes lost herself in them, but she never let anyone see the truth.

Guard your heart, Loraya’s voice whispered, ever the teacher. Never let them see your fear. They will only use it against you.

Jevin and the other Malik drew her arms out to her sides, and she fought the reflex to brace for the first blow. She had been lashed before. The first time, she had struggled so violently they had made a mess of more than her back. After that, she had learned to stay still.

It came without warning, the whip tearing through her tunic and into the scarred skin of her shoulders in a searing line that took her breath away. Dessen struck again and again in quick succession, and she knew he would not stop until her back was a bloody, ravaged thing; that he had no intention of letting her survive; that if by some miracle she did, he would leave her here for the beasts. All she could think was that at least it was not the cell, the darkness so thick she didn’t know where it ended and she began.

At least, perhaps, she would see Loraya again.

“Stop!” The word cut through the roar of blood in Kasira’s ears. She felt the brush of the whip as Dessen snapped his hand back in time to restrain the blow. The voice spoke again, then the Malik shifted her around. A hand found her chin, holding her face up to the pale blue glow of a balestone.

The glare obscured her blurred vision so she couldn’t see their face. An order was given, and she was lifted over one of the Malik’s shoulders. Some part of her railed against the darkness encroaching on her vision. It wanted to kick and scream and tell whoever this person was that they had no right to interfere. But her body felt numb and distant, her eyes too heavy to hold open, and the darkness won.
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KASIRA CAME TO in Commander Dessen’s tent to the murmur of voices and the scent of crackling wood.

On instinct, she spun up into a crouch, hand going for a blade that was no longer there. Her back screamed in protest, the resulting pain that surged through her nearly enough to blacken her vision again, but she forced herself to stay steady.

The voices stopped.

Dessen scowled down at her from his dinner table, his injured leg propped on a chair while a medic worked on it. Two guests sat with him: a handsome young man in crisp white robes emblazoned with the golden flames of the church, and a short, middle-aged woman in the royal blue of the Kalish court. Several palace guards stood at attention behind them in starched uniforms redolent with gold thread and crisscrossed with a series of filigree chains.

Paratal Helvarin wasn’t due to arrive until the morning, yet here he sat at Dessen’s dinner table, looking distinctly unimpressed with everything from the platter of bread and cheese that had been set before him to his linen napkin.

Though it was customary for Paratals to take the names of legendary Malik upon their ascension, this boy looked nothing like the warrior whose name he’d chosen. He was younger than she had expected, barely out of his teens, but with the sort of face that made people stop and stare. Pretty, with a gentle elegance, from the curve of his full lips to the sunlit color of his curls. He didn’t spare Kasira a glance, however; it was the woman who watched her unwaveringly.

Something was very wrong.

The woman came to stand before her. Her long pants tapered into white leather boots; Kalthos’s emblem of crossed swords was stitched in gold across the heart of her jacket. With its flaring shoulders and a stiff column of double buttons down the center, she looked like a military commander but was likely nobility of some kind.

“Be still,” she ordered in a gravelly voice. “You have nowhere to go, and you will reopen your wounds.”

Only then did Kasira notice the manacle on her left wrist, its chain attached to a spike in the ground. Someone had tended to her back. She could feel the bandages wrapped around her ribs and the touch of the numbing salve against her skin.

“What is this?” she demanded.

The woman only inspected her. “They do share a great physical resemblance. The black hair, the green eyes, even the shape of the face, though this girl’s taller and more muscular. Still, I think this will work.”

Paratal Helvarin waved a hand. “You knew Eirlana better than I.” His voice was as silken as his features, the kind people leaned in closer to hear.

Commander Dessen snorted derisively. “This one will be of no use to you, Ambassador. She should be returned to the box we found her in before—” He cut off with a low hiss as the medic began sewing his wound.

The Ambassador made a sound of consideration and returned to the table for a stack of papers. She dragged a chair over and set it before Kasira, then positioned herself on its edge with one leg folded neatly atop the other, the folio balanced on her knee.

“You are Kasira Vitalis?” she asked, studying the top sheet.

“What is this about?”

The Ambassador flipped to the next page. “You are a con artist, known for your roles in several large-scale jobs impersonating nobility and government officials, including the infiltration of the Royal Bank, the escape of convicted criminal Credence Garvel on the night of her execution, and the false issuance of a vylor charter that led to the disappearance of an entire shipment of raw ore. Is that correct?”

Those cons felt a lifetime away, each one a truth she had given as proof against Thane in exchange for her freedom. This woman might as well be speaking of a different person. “You clearly already know all this,” Kasira said. “What do you want?”

The woman’s cool blue gaze flicked to her. “I am asking the questions. You are answering them. Did you participate in those cons?”

Kasira gritted her teeth before responding. “Yes.”

“You were sentenced to twenty years in isolation, but after three you promised information on Thane Ryarch in exchange for qualifying for the work-release program. Due to your violent past, only the Malikinar was suited to handle you. You have since served admirably the past four years, even earning special privileges as a quasi-member of the first unit for your skill with a blade. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“I am Ambassador Vera Helsen of His Majesty’s royal court,” she continued, and Kasira started at the name. Helsen was an ancient noble line, most noteworthy since the last King’s sister married into it. They very nearly rivaled the Yadoras in terms of political power, and the Yadoras were the last of the old royal blood.

This woman wasn’t just the Kalish Ambassador to the Library—she was the King’s cousin.

Vera smiled as she watched Kasira connect the pieces. “I am here to offer you a new agreement—”

“What?” Dessen interrupted. “She just stabbed a senior officer. The only offer she should receive is a choice between a blade or a rope.”

Ambassador Vera sighed softly. “Commander, your presence here has everything to do with your ownership of this tent and nothing to do with my want of your opinion. Do not interrupt me again.”

Kasira evaluated the Ambassador carefully. Her clothing was well pressed, her white boots clean despite what had had to be days of travel. She had made no attempt to hide the gray hairs sprouting among the brown in the crown of her braid and held herself with the bearing of a blade about to fall.

Whatever she was about to offer her, Kasira had a feeling it would not be much of a choice at all.

“Tell me what you want,” she said.

Ambassador Vera smiled thinly. “I want you to be the next Assistant Librarian of Amorlin.”

Kasira didn’t think she’d heard her correctly. She must be delirious from the blood loss and the pain, because it had sounded like—

“What?”

The Ambassador reclined in her seat. “The Library’s laws stipulate that an Assistant must be chosen no later than one year after a new Librarian takes their position, and as such, the current Librarian must accept a Kalish Assistant by the week’s end. As our kingdom’s Ambassador to the Library, I have the authority to select our candidate. I want to send you.”

“For what purpose?” It had been nearly two hundred years since an Assistant had been Kalish, but as the Library was on neutral territory, the position of Librarian rotated through the six nations, their successor always from the next to inherit. Except, the last time a Kal had been chosen, Haidrinism had been a whisper on the wind, not a religion so powerful it had infiltrated the royal court. Kasira had half expected the crown to reject the appointment when the time came, refusing to contribute to the perpetuation of the very creatures Kalthos sought to destroy.

“I have an informant there who has reason to believe that something is wrong with the Library,” Vera replied. “Allaster has become increasingly reclusive, his time and attention absorbed by something he won’t share with his mages. I want you to ingratiate yourself with the Librarian, discover what is wrong with the Library, and help us execute a plan to remove Allaster St. Archer from power. At that point, you will take his place as head of the Library until such a time as we can take control and relieve you of the position.”

Kasira ran through the Ambassador’s words several more times and still could not make sense of them. The Library of Amorlin was not a thing to be obtained. It was independent of all six nations, a neutral midpoint of international politics that regulated the treatment of beasts and use of magic.

It could not be taken over.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “What do you want with the Library?”

A fervor descended upon the Ambassador as she replied, “It is time to begin setting our sights outside of Kalthos’s border, where Haidra’s light does not yet reach. With the Library’s resources, we will spread Haidra’s message across the continent and begin the final extermination of beasts once and for all.”

Only then would they all be free of evil and pain. Only then would Haidra return to her people in the flesh to grant the Final Forgiveness, resurrecting the faithful to live in everlasting peace. Kasira knew her doctrine well, the same way she knew how precarious this moment was for herself. She had the disturbing feeling of balancing on the edge of a precipice with only a choice of which way to fall.

Vera’s lambent gaze searched hers. “You do not believe.”

Kasira wanted to laugh. Even if she had sought Haidra’s light once, there would be little left of that faith now. Not after what she had been through at the hands of the goddess’s servants. There was no room within their holy walls for girls who spoke of beasts.

“Do you?” She looked to the Paratal, who was picking at the remains of his food, not paying their conversation a moment’s notice. Dessen, however, watched with rapt interest. “I can see what a victory this would be for the church and, by extension, the Paratal’s allies.”

Vera’s lips split into a saccharine smile as she leaned close. “Understand one thing, girl: If you question my faith again, I will demonstrate it to you with a blade.”

Not just a political move, then. No, the Ambassador was something far more dangerous than a politician.

She was a true believer.

Kasira reflected the Ambassador’s smile back at her. “No.”

Vera’s eyes flared wide. “Excuse me?”

“I said no.”

It was not just that Kasira did not wish to see the Library destroyed, that the idea of it falling into Kalish hands crushed something inside her when there should be nothing left to crush. It was that she knew with absolute certainty that if this fell apart, it would fall squarely on her shoulders and hers alone. This entire thing had been designed to go unnoticed. The Paratal and Ambassador had arrived early to conduct their business in the dark, under the guise of an official circuit of church visits among Malikinar battalions, and they sought the help of a disposable criminal.

Kasira had no intention of dying in this woman’s righteous war.

Vera’s expression grew tight. “I’m not sure you fully understand your situation. If you refuse, your current arrangement with the Malikinar will be at an end. You tried to kill a senior officer. You will be returned to isolation in Belvar to spend the remainder of not just your sentence, but the entirety of your life in a windowless box.”

The Ambassador’s voice softened. “Or you can execute the con of the millennium. Just think, you’ll have stolen the Library of Amorlin right out from under Allaster St. Archer’s nose. Certainly that sounds better than a life in a cell you can hardly stand up in?”

The illusion of choice—it was a con artist’s favorite trick. You present the mark with options, knowing all along what they will decide, for there is never really any choice at all. Kasira could suffer six more years of service, even beneath Commander Dessen’s hand. Death she would accept gladly.

But she would not, could not, return to Belvar.

And Vera knew it.

The Paratal let his fork clatter to the table and reclined in his chair. “Is this really the best option we have, Vera? I’m starting to doubt she could even pull this off. I’ve seen more life in a sacrificial beast. Who is she going to convince of anything?”

The Ambassador tilted her head, as if expecting Kasira to defend herself. People always thought of con artists as slick and charismatic—showpeople who performed so lavishly, you never saw the trick coming. That was Thane through and through, and he had reveled in it, but she and Loraya had been more subtle. Though Kasira had always lived a little more dangerously than her partner, chased the thrill for the pure sake of it.

In the end, she got Loraya killed for it.

Vera watched her carefully. “I’ve just threatened her with the thing she fears most, and she didn’t so much as blink. She is exactly who we want.” She curled forward, bringing her face level with Kasira’s. “The question, Kasira Vitalis, is what do you want?”

The words struck her strangely. What did she want? It had been so many years since she had allowed herself to ask that question, since she had felt safe enough for something as simple as wanting. Most of her life had amounted to little more than a scramble to survive, every choice made to serve that purpose, that promise.

Three years she had spent in the darkness of her cell, as words like “light” and “life” slowly lost all meaning. At first, she sang to herself, until the sound of her own voice was too much to bear. Then she turned to stories. All the ones she had accumulated throughout her life on the street, tales she had memorized and held close like a thick coat against the night’s chill.

Eventually, the comfort of their familiarity became monotonous and cloying, another weight holding her down. When they came to her asking for information that would give them Thane Ryarch, she had provided it willingly in exchange for freedom. Those first few steps into sunlight had been more painful than anything before, her body withered and hardly able to support itself. The world had seemed impossibly large.

Her first weeks in the Malikinar, they had treated her like a servant. Worse. Until the day she killed a Relin, a bone-thin, canine-like creature that had entered the mess tent in search of food and found her instead. They put her in training after that, and though her body slowly recovered, some parts of her never did. Some parts remained trapped in that cell.

Still, she had thought she could make this her life. That she could set fire to her old one and let the smoke wash her clean. At least she was alive. At least she breathed fresh air. But Vera’s proposal was a mirror, reflecting the truth back at her: This was not living.

It was barely surviving.

But a want was a dangerous thing. It gave people power over you, made you vulnerable. And yet she had not spent the past four years in the Malikinar to return to darkness. Now, Kasira had a chance for something greater, to see through the promise she and Loraya had made to each other.

She owed her partner at least that.

“I want my life back,” she said at last, the words half a prayer on her lips.

Vera’s smile sharpened. “Done.”
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CHAPTER 3

KASIRA

AMBASSADOR VERA GAVE HER A NEW IDENTITY.

Eirlana Corynth was heir to a small noble house in the north that had recently run into financial troubles. In exchange for wiping out their debt, her family had agreed to send their only daughter to the Library.

It was a smart move by Vera. There were factions in the Kalish court, beast sympathizers like the Yadoras, that would oppose a strike like this against Amorlin. To them, it would look like a woman sacrificing herself for the good of her family to fill a role no one wanted. To the Librarian, she would seem a harmless noblewoman.

What none of them knew, however, was that Eirlana Corynth was dead.

Though Kasira had no proof of it, she suspected the woman’s death had been orchestrated to create this opening. Her family truly had been drowning in debt, and it had been paid for in their daughter’s blood. This was a plan that had been set in motion long before it reached Kasira.

The Paratal and the Ambassador had retired hours ago. Only Dessen and the palace guards remained, the former slowly working his way through his second carafe of ale as he watched her prepare. The weight of his gaze was nearly oppressive, and she knew it was only the presence of the guards that kept him from finishing what he had started in the woods.

Her back radiated with a steady ache, though the medic had tended to her wounds hours ago. The numbing agent they had applied had done little to dull the pain, but she didn’t mind. It kept her awake and focused on the tale before her.

The history of Eirlana’s life lay spread across the floor, the blue glow of a balestone the only light to see by. The pages contained a simple portrait of a woman who bore a decent resemblance to Kasira: the same woodland-green eyes and pointed nose, the same curve to their pale faces, framed in obsidian hair. The physical was where their similarities ended.

Eirlana had been pampered every day of her life. Her family had once owned a vylor mine until it dried up, the steel worth more than gold in a kingdom forged on weapons. Her father, who had been shuffling funds across several interests, could no longer pay his investors. She was a champion rider before her horses were sold toward his debts. She was left-handed, favored riding clothes to skirts, had a fondness for cakes from a particular bakery, and was known to be as quick-witted as she was sharp-tongued.

The file Vera had given her on Allaster St. Archer was far thinner, and Kasira had already been through it twice.

The rumors about the Librarian were as vast as they were varied. People spoke of him in hushed whispers or else made impossible claims: He had wings like a demon and the eyes of a beast; he feasted only on the marrow of bones and could enthrall you with a single glance. But Kasira knew the sound of a good story, and that was all these were.

“You’re going to fail, you know,” came Dessen’s low voice from across the tent. “Then they’ll give you back to me to do with as I please, and mine will be the last face you see before the doors to Belvar close behind you forever.”

Kasira didn’t reply. There was a high likelihood that Dessen was right. What she was attempting was the most complex, difficult con she had ever embarked on, and it came after seven years of accumulated rust.

It would also be the first time she had run a game without Loraya at her side.

Do not let him inside your head, said her partner’s voice. A con is lost the moment the artist doubts it.

Dessen’s chair scraped against the ground, his heavy footfalls punctuating the silence until he stood at the edge of her ring of papers. The room had lightened with the rising sun, and his form cast a heavy shadow over her. He seized her chain, jerking her hand away from the paper she had been reaching for to hold the shackle above her head. The manacle bit sharply into her skin.

“Did you hear me, criminal?” he hissed.

Her gaze slid past him to the guards. Unlike the Malik from earlier, they didn’t look away, but neither did they step in. They wouldn’t unless Dessen seriously threatened her. Kasira had dealt with plenty of powerful men in her life. Boys on the streets who were bigger than her. The priests in the orphanage who sought to burn her sins from her flesh. Thane Ryarch, who had given her and Loraya a home, and thought himself entitled to Loraya in return.

She had dismantled every last one of them, and she would do the same to him.

When she met his gaze, she said only, “I told you that you were making a mistake.”

He reared back, dropping her chain just as the tent flap parted to let in the morning light. Ambassador Vera entered with a Lieutenant at her side and Revna a step behind them. She looked nervous, but she was here, and that was enough. Even Kasira had not planned for the Ambassador’s presence. Without it, her scheme wouldn’t have worked, the Lieutenants too loyal to the Commander.

“Commander Dessen,” Ambassador Vera said. “I’ve been informed of reports of persistent theft in your battalion—”

“A minor nuisance,” Dessen said with a dismissive wave. “I’m handling it.”

Vera’s lips drew thin at the interruption. Dessen must have been drunker than Kasira had realized to speak so brazenly. “It has been suggested that you are responsible.”

“I—what?” Dessen hiccupped, then lashed out a hand to the nearest chair for support.

Revna pointed at an ornate trunk tucked into the corner of the tent. “I think they’re in there, Your Excellency.”

“Nonsense,” Dessen said. “That trunk stores only clothes.”

Which was what made it the perfect hiding place. Dessen was the type of man who lived in his uniform, clinging to the authority it granted him. He hadn’t noticed when the fine layer of dust coating the trunk had been disturbed.

“Lieutenant,” Vera commanded, and the Malik who had entered with them strode forward. Dessen made as if to intercept him, but the palace guards closed ranks before him. One placed a hand on his shoulder, and his knees buckled, dropping him into the chair.

The Lieutenant opened the lid and removed the layers of clothing. Without the weight of them, the intentionally ill-fitting false bottom Kasira had laid there weeks ago shifted audibly. As Dessen watched slack-jawed, the Lieutenant removed a thin sheet of wood, followed by a series of items: an engraved flask with a gold cap, the vylor knife Revna’s father had gifted her when she joined up, a silk pouch that jingled with coins, the silver hairpin that amounted to all of Kasira’s worldly possessions.

Item after item gathered at the Lieutenant’s feet, along with a bottle of mylak, when at last Dessen found his voice. “None of that is mine!” he protested. “This is some sort of trick.”

“Seize him,” Ambassador Vera ordered.

The guards obeyed, forcing Dessen to his feet as he struggled. “It’s not true! I am not a thief. I am not—her! She did this. She is responsible!” He jabbed a finger at Kasira, who watched silently from her seat on the floor as he was dragged from the tent.

“Lieutenant, take this soldier’s statement, then see me after the Burning,” Vera ordered. Revna cast Kasira a sly look as the Lieutenant escorted her from the tent, but Kasira betrayed none of her own satisfaction. Dessen would be severely reprimanded for being drunk, and he would be demoted for the thefts and possession of magical contraband, but people like him always found their way back. The world was built to lift them up.

Ambassador Vera plucked free her snow-white gloves one finger at a time. “Did you get what you need?”

Kasira gathered up the papers on Eirlana and the Librarian. “I could use several more days to study these.”

“You have five more minutes. Those files will be leaving with me, and we will be departing after the Burning. Will that be a problem?”

It wasn’t the sort of question that wanted an answer, so Kasira didn’t provide one. One of a con artist’s most important skills was the ability to rapidly absorb and retain large amounts of information. So often a con came down to how skilled one was at observing, categorizing, and reacting to one’s mark.

Take Vera. She had calloused hands that suggested skill with a blade and a determination in her gaze that promised the will to use it. More importantly, every element of her appearance was meticulous, from her neatly braided hair to the clean lines of her clothes despite the early hour. She controlled every aspect of life within her reach.

Which was how Kasira knew that if this went wrong, she would be entirely on her own. Vera could have no ties to it. A deception of this magnitude was not only a sin of the worst kind, but liable to corrupt her image in the public eye. It would weaken both her and the Paratal’s positions, and they would have no choice but to disavow her, a move Vera was entirely prepared to make.

Kasira slid Eirlana’s papers back into their file and stacked it upon Allaster’s. “You still haven’t told me what exactly I’m meant to do with this information. So I become Eirlana Corynth and arrive at the Library as the new Assistant. Against all odds, I win over Allaster St. Archer, convince him to grant me magic, and solidify my position there. Then what?”

Vera tucked her gloves into her pocket. “Are you familiar with the Conclave?” At the shake of her head, Vera continued. “It’s a gathering of the nations’ leaders that occurs when one country has sufficient evidence the Library is misusing its power. The Conclave has the authority to remove the current Librarian and replace them with their successor.”

“You want me to provide you with that evidence,” Kasira concluded.

Vera smiled. “If the Conclave votes in our favor, your mission will be considered complete. Should they not, I will escort you back to Belvar myself.”
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THE ENTIRE BATTALION had gathered for the Burning.

Always executed at dawn with the rising of the light, the igniting of beast corpses was a holy event, the final step of a sin’s destruction. Often presided over by prayers and followed by a small celebration, the responsibility of lighting the pyre was highly coveted. But with the presence of the Paratal, who would set the flame himself, it had become something else entirely.

All eyes were on the beautiful boy standing before a mound of corpses, Ambassador Vera at his side. Hands clasped in supplication or reached for him from afar, more than one Malik falling to their knees with their heads bowed. The Paratal’s melodic voice carried easily over the crowd, enthralling whosever’s ears it reached.

“Haidra’s light burns brightly for us today,” he called. “You have won a great victory for the fate of our people, and it will not be forgotten.”

Kasira could too easily imagine that voice speaking to a crowd five, ten, twenty times this size. If she succeeded in bringing the Library under Kalish control, that was a future that could very well come to pass.

“Beasts are the manifestations of our sins, of evil,” the Paratal continued. “But they are also proof of Haidra’s love for us. They are the opportunity she gives us to redeem ourselves for our mistakes. The chance to be worthy of a place by her side. Why else would these creatures exist to harrow us? Not just in punishment for our depravities, but as a chance for absolution!”

The crowd cried out in response. The Paratal sounded just like every priest at the orphanage, corralling the children’s minds with beautiful words. People wanted to be told that things were not their fault. That their problems had simple solutions. It was because of the beasts that your crops failed, because of them that your daughter grew sick. Pray, and pray hard, and the goddess will hear you. The goddess will save you.

They never stopped to ask the price.

Kasira stood at the edge of the crowd, palming Loraya’s recovered hairpin in circles. In her other hand, she held the vylor knife she had taken from Revna. Her friend stood several rows in front of her, oblivious to the world about to shift beneath her feet.

“You will leave during the Burning,” Vera had told her before they had emerged from the tent. “It is important that your disappearance be recorded as desertion and that it be done when the Paratal and I are in full view of the public.”

Trackers would be dispatched to follow her, her unit interrogated, but no one would look any deeper. No one would ask why a criminal almost halfway through her sentence had run the morning the Paratal had visited her battalion.

Except Revna.

“She’ll be blamed,” Kasira had objected. Malik were responsible for their tentmates, and desertion was a crime punishable by death. They would press Revna for information and hang the responsibility for Kasira’s disappearance around her neck.

“Is that a problem?” Vera had asked, and Kasira hadn’t known how to answer. Revna had been the log that kept her afloat these past years. The only bright spot in an infinity of darkness. She didn’t deserve what would happen to her, but people rarely did. That had been Loraya’s first lesson about living on the streets: You took care of you.

In the end, it was Loraya’s failure to follow her own advice that had gotten her killed.

“Besides,” Vera continued lightly, “you involved her when you executed your little ruse with the Commander. It is either this, or I find another means of dealing with her.”

Kasira’s silence was her answer. She never had been good at planning for collateral damage. That had always been Loraya’s role. Kasira had just figured out how to get the job done.

The Ambassador regarded her with shrewd eyes. “How did you time it?”

“I knew Commander Dessen would try something eventually,” Kasira replied. “I told Revna I was worried the Commander would try to blame the thefts on me in an attempt to control me and that I thought he was behind them. If she ever woke to find me gone, she was to tell the Lieutenant about the trunk, where I told her I suspected he had hidden the items.”

“But in truth, you had placed them there yourself,” Vera finished in a tone that piqued Kasira’s interest. This was a powerful member of the royal court with a storied political career, the King’s cousin, but she had a look in her eye that Kasira recognized: that of one who had to know how the trick worked.

Kasira would have to be very careful with her.

“You let me do it anyway …?” She trailed off in question.

Vera had shrugged one shoulder. “Fewer loose ends. Dessen is a drunken fool apt to wag his tongue, but no one will listen to the tall tales of a thief.”

It sounded reasonable, but it was likely only half the reason Vera hadn’t excluded Dessen from their meeting. Not only would it have looked suspicious for them to meet without the Commander present, but now Vera had taken everything from him, and only she had the power to return it.

It was a trick Thane had loved to use on new recruits, tearing them down so he could build them back up, ensuring they knew they owed everything they were to him. It was shrewder than she had expected the Ambassador to be, and it had left Kasira wondering if she could have been like Vera had she been given everything instead of nothing.

The Paratal’s voice floated above the crowd in the call to prayer. The gathered soldiers chorused back, a hundred voices crying out Haidra’s name. The Paratal lifted his hands to indicate the start of prayer. All around her, heads bowed as one, and Kasira slipped into the Isherwood.

The trees spread about her in an impenetrable wall, only the moss on the trunks’ northern sides keeping her pointed in the right direction. The Ambassador had promised a carriage would be waiting for her on the main road to deliver her to the Library. It would feign a broken wheel to explain its presence, but it could only wait so long. Kasira had two hours before it left, the amount of time Vera had estimated it would take.

Vera had never traversed the Isherwood on foot.

The sodden ground sucked at Kasira’s boots, trying to draw her down. The leaves pressed together so tightly above her, she had fished a balestone out of her pocket to see and now clutched the glowing blue crystal in one fist. Every rustling leaf made her pause, every snapping twig drew her hand to Revna’s knife. If she weren’t careful, this con would end before it even began.

Something shifted in the underbrush behind her. She went utterly still. A low, rattling keen whined across the clearing, and she almost laughed at her ill luck.

A Zeras.

It must have been attracted by the scent of Alkatir flesh on the wind. The dangerous, oxlike beasts had grown rarer in recent years, their hides a coveted trophy for Malik to shape their leathers from, but they were still the fodder of many a Kalish nightmare. Fueled by aggression and a constant hunger, they were the swiftest and strongest of beasts to haunt the Isherwood, known for the toxin in their tail that gradually killed their prey, keeping their quarry warm as they fed.

The keening came again, closer, and this time, Kasira had no choice—she ran. The pounding of a two-ton beast thundering after her drove her faster, faster through the trees. She chanced a look back, glimpsing rough, gray hide and the snapping of a serpentine tail. She smothered the reflex to send Revna’s knife flying at its heart. Only vylor steel could pierce a Zeras’s hide, but a knife that small would hardly damage it.

As she crested a small hill, she spotted a glimmer in the distance. She broke toward it. Her boots struck damp earth, then shallow water, and she stumbled forward into the swamp. Fighting to get her feet under her, she pressed deeper into the moss-laden water until she made it to the center, forced to tread water to stay afloat.

The Zeras paced at the swamp’s edge, tossing its horned head as its venom-barbed tail snapped angrily in the air. It stamped its clawed feet one final time then turned back the way it had come, huffing hot breath into the faint morning light.

Kasira stayed in the pool for several minutes until something scaly brushed her leg, and she could bear it no longer. She swam to the edge and clambered out, cold and smelling of the swamp. Her back stung, the wounds reopened from her flight, and she had gone drastically off course. Valuable time spun away as she wrung out her clothes, but she couldn’t risk Briarbeetles; one bite, and the beasts’ venom would paralyze her.

Once dressed, she hurried on with a hand resting on Revna’s knife, ducking behind thick trunks when she heard movement or else drawing her blade at the flash of eyes. By the time she reached the main road, the carriage was trundling away.

“Wait!” she called.

One of the Malik escorts heard her and called for the carriage to stop. They must have been from a different battalion, since she didn’t recognize them, nor the driver who peered back as the carriage doors opened to release two neatly clad women. Their dresses reflected the militaristic style of Kalish clothing, the shoulders squared and the bodices resplendent with two columns of golden buttons.

Kasira approached them cautiously, but they had no such qualms and ushered her toward the carriage.

“Hurry, into the cab,” one said with the deep vowels of the northern Kalish.

“What a mess you are!” cried the other, younger one as she took in Kasira’s now-stiff leathers and matted hair. “Your back is soaked through with blood. Tavlan, find a rag.”

A moment later, Kasira was settled onto a seat in the cab, the curtains drawn as the carriage rattled onward. They went for as long a time as the two women could bear, before Tavlan at last knocked for the driver to stop. Both women set to work with a determined dexterity, one undoing the laces and buckles of Kasira’s uniform while the other wet a cloth from a bucket.

“That stays,” Kasira said curtly, knocking aside Tavlan’s hands when she tried to remove Loraya’s pin from her braid. The woman’s hair was bright red, like Revna’s, but where her friend was lean and fine boned, Tavlan was all curves with handsome features. Still, she was an unwelcome reminder of the woman whose life Kasira had likely just destroyed.

Tavlan frowned. “It’s cheap silver, not fit for a lady,” she pointed out, and she was right. It was the kind of mistake Kasira never would have made seven years ago, when she had slid from persona to persona like a snake shedding its skin.

It hit her then that this was really happening. After years spent ending the lives of the same creatures that had once inspired wonder in her, she was being sent to the very place she had dreamed of as a child to pull off the job of a lifetime. She expected that to mean something to her—she felt nothing. This was simply the next step in the rhythm: sleep, wake, hunt. Only the target had changed, and her weapon no longer a vylor blade but the tools of a thief that Loraya had put in her hands the day they left the orphanage: a quick wit and even faster hands.

If she succeeded, she would finally have the life she and Loraya had always dreamed of.

Tavlan reached for her again, but Kasira stopped her with a look. “I can undress myself.”

“Well, be quick about it,” the younger one said instead. “We can’t have you catching a cold before we reach the Library.”

It took Kasira less than ten minutes to undress, wash, and don an entirely new persona. At least on the outside. Her hair had been brushed to a luster and neatly braided, her ears adorned with rubies fit for a princess. Loraya’s hairpin had gone into her pocket. Her dress, like that of the other women, provided for little movement in the chest and arms, and kept her shoulders rigidly back. It unfurled around her in waves of seafoam green, with delicate, white-laced needlework trimming the edges.

They had cleaned and rebound her wounds, and by the time they finished, Tavlan was looking at her with a mixture of pity and curiosity. “I don’t know what you did to be chosen as the new Assistant, Lady Eirlana, but I will pray for you,” she said as the carriage started up again.

Kasira wanted to tell her it was her own soul she should be worried about. Vera had probably paid them handsomely for their silence, providing as little information as possible, but Kasira would not be surprised to hear of the carriage running afoul of a pack of beasts on its way back through the Isherwood.

Since her battalion was stationed near the coast, the trip to the inland Library would take several days, a length of time that would enable her to settle into her new role and let her back heal. And as the days passed, Kasira walked herself deeper into the mindset of the woman she had to become.

Eirlana would not be happy to be the first Kalish mage to grace the Library in so long, but she would recognize the good it did her family and be proud of it. She would disdain the Library and all it contained, from the mages to the beasts to Allaster St. Archer himself. Likely she would resist training, disparage any attempts at friendship, and sour the mood of any room she entered—but such a nature would do little to advance Kasira’s cause.

So Kasira would take those same characteristics—Eirlana’s pride, her etiquette, her intelligence—and repurpose them into a different story. She would be a dutiful daughter determined to make this work in thanks for her family’s salvation. She would see it as Haidra’s path for her, and though hesitant, would slowly begin to mold into the confines of her new life.

She would see the sacrifice of her soul as a worthy cause to spread Haidra’s light, a notion Kasira could hardly fathom. To her, death was death.

In the end, you rotted to dust either way.

“Lady Eirlana?” Tavlan tapped her shoulder, pulling her from her study. “We’re here.”
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CHAPTER 4

KASIRA

BEFORE THE FIRE THAT TOOK HER PARENTS’ LIFE, A PAINTING HAD hung in the kitchen of Kasira’s childhood home. It had been of a small cottage nestled between a lake and a swath of rolling green hills, the sky a wash of pastel blues and purples. It had looked almost fantastical: a gentle fog tracing the grassy yard, vines and trellises of flowers trailing along the side of the house. It was one of the only things she remembered from back then.

She told Loraya about it once, and her con partner had promised that one day, they would find their own house by the lake, a place free of fear and the endless scramble to survive. Kasira had known it was impossible, but it had become a symbol of the life they chased—real, peaceful, warm. That promise had gotten her through a life on the streets, through years of manipulation in Thane’s crew, through Belvar.

“None of this is real,” they would say to each other when things got too hard, when one of them began to wear or break. “It’s only temporary.”

As Kasira pulled aside a curtain, revealing the sight beyond, she felt, if only for a moment, as if she had been transported to that place.

The rush of the Seven Veils River solidified into a roar as the carriage crested a hill, the valley spreading out below in the early evening light. The river split into a series of waterfalls breaking over a tooth-shaped protrusion of rock that hung like a sheltering wing over a vast island. At the overhang’s edge, a single leafless tree, larger than any she had ever seen, stretched yearning limbs to the sky. The path wound down the hill to one of six wooden drawbridges connected to the island, an entrance for each country, though only five were ever used. Avaria had closed its borders centuries ago.

Growing up, everyone around Kasira had looked at the Library and seen darkness, whereas she had seen a marvel beyond her comprehension. She had secretly longed after it for years, wondering over it the way a child peered over a steep drop and wondered, What if I could fly? Now that she was here, a little of that old wonder came creeping back.

The waters were a pure crystal blue, the size of the falls so massive, the pounding water nearly deafened her. One waterfall parted around the bridge connecting Kalthos, sprinkling the carriage with cool mist, and she drew in the scent of impossibly clear air.

Only years of training reined in her astonishment at what came next.

An enormous palace with stained-glass windows soared above them, towers becoming turrets becoming spires of brilliant gold, before melding into a slate-stone castle that appeared to have grown straight from the underside of the cliff. This was not the dark, dungeon-like palace she had been told of, forever capped by rain clouds and surrounded by dead vegetation. Rather, a field of verdant grass rich with wildflowers unfurled before it, the colors bold as if after a heavy rain.

The carriage rolled to a halt in the main courtyard, where paddocks dotted the grounds. Inside stood scaled horses the size of hounds and feathered canines the size of horses—beasts, grazing steadily at the long grass or else watching the arriving carriage with curious eyes.

“It’s true,” cried the younger maid. “The Library really keeps beasts like pets!”

“Not quite like pets,” said a deep, lilting voice in the Common Tongue.

All three of them craned for a look at whoever had spoken, but no one stood beyond the window. The driver made a small noise of alarm, before he appeared pale faced at the carriage door to open it.

“Lady Eirlana Corynth,” he announced with a stammer.

“I can’t possibly imagine why you’re frightened,” said the voice. “I’m the one with two thugs standing in my courtyard. Oh, don’t scowl at me like that.” The Malik the voice had spoken to only frowned more furtively, their fingers curving about their sword hilt.

Kasira descended from the carriage, one hand holding the folds of her dress as she sought the speaker. Sitting before her, its silver-white fur spotted in black, was a snow leopard. Easily eighty pounds, with a head that came up to her navel, the creature regarded her with round moonstone eyes.

“Um, nice kitty?” the younger maid said from behind her.

The leopard looked unimpressed. “I know the Kalish aren’t the brightest of brutes, but I do hope you possess a more eloquent means of expressing yourself than your companion, my lady.”

“Forgive her,” Kasira replied with an evenness she didn’t quite feel. “It’s not often one speaks to the manifestation of their sin.”

The leopard gave a beleaguered sigh. “This sin has been waiting for you for nearly an hour and would like to proceed. Your ladies and guards may go. I will escort you from here.”

“Lady Eirlana?” asked Tavlan in Kalish, but Kasira waved them away. She had known from the start she would be entering this place alone. Still, watching the women reenter the carriage and depart without a backward glance caused the magnitude of her situation to settle at last. She had reached the Library of Amorlin, and it was everything she had ever imagined and more.

And now began her task of bringing it to its knees.

The leopard regarded her with a tilt of his head, his thick tail thunking against the grass. “Well,” he said at last. “This ought to be entertaining, if nothing else. My name is Iylis, and I help manage the day-to-day of the Library. If you’ll follow me, I will take you to Lord Allaster.”

Kasira trailed after him along the gravel path, running through a final time how she planned to frame herself for her initial meeting with the Librarian. Allaster had waited nearly a year since the death of the last Librarian to call his Assistant, only doing so under great pressure from the Kalish court to abide by the Library’s laws. He wouldn’t be pleased about her arrival, and he would be expecting someone who detested beasts, the Library, and everything he stood for. She would have to affect disinterest in it all and a resistance to learn, at least to start.

“My things should have been delivered ahead of me,” she said, a noble lady more concerned with her belongings than the opportunity before her. “Did they arrive safely?”

“Your possessions are fine, Lady Eirlana.” Iylis had the sort of voice she imagined Miravi professors possessed, sonorous and soothing. It didn’t stop her from resting her hand on the concealed blade at her hip, though.

At first glance, Iylis looked like a normal snow leopard, made strange only by the fact that few nonmagical animals were found outside of captivity, their numbers having dwindled in the face of their more powerful magical counterparts. Only his speech set him apart. She had never encountered a beast that could speak before, but the ability did not erase the fact that he could likely bite clean through her arm.

Iylis regarded her with a look of deep misgiving. “Lord Allaster will have his work cut out with you, won’t he? It just had to be the Kalish! Now of all times.”

At their approach, the intricately carved front doors of the Library swung open of their own accord, revealing a spacious foyer with a ceiling that arched high overhead and enough indoor plants to better classify the space a greenhouse. They hung from the rafters and gathered in corners, ran vines through trellises pinned to walls and sprouted flowers bigger than Kasira’s head. And behind their leaves and beneath their petals watched a hundred sets of eyes. Snake eyes and spider eyes and little ferrets with gemstone claws and even one crimson bird, whose crown of feathers shimmered like the air over a fire.

Kasira had the distinct impression that if she so much as touched a single leaf, the entire system would engulf her.

“This way, my lady.” Iylis led her through a sitting room wrapped in tall windows, then straight back through a small study, a spacious kitchen where a Riviairen woman didn’t look up from the dough she kneaded with swift efficiency, and at last into a cavernous room filled to the brim with books. Books on rows upon rows of shelves, books in built-in alcoves, books stacked on counters and on desks and on forgotten side tables beside teetering towers of teacups.

Then she looked up. Level after level ringed the inside of the room like the ribs of a corset, culminating in a gold-framed stained-glass dome.

It shouldn’t have surprised her. From what she had read, the Library had begun as a place of study for magic that grew into something more. But she had never seen so many books in one place. Pages and pages of words; more than anyone could read in a lifetime, and yet some part of Kasira wanted to try. She’d always had a love for stories. Loraya used to steal her books from the orphanage’s library, and they would lie awake beneath the covers with a scavenged candle stub, reading late into the night.

But Eirlana would have grown up with much different tales, ones like the priests had told of the Librarians’ dark powers. They could commune with beasts, transform people into them with a flick of their hand, and cast spells that would leave you walking in an endless loop until you died of thirst.

Eirlana would not look at this place with an ounce of wonder, but with dismay in the downward curve of her lips. It would be a mask, hiding the trepidation beneath. A trepidation that was not entirely false. Kasira might have marveled at this place as a child, but that was another lifetime. She had entered the Library as its enemy, and from the looks the mages in the room were giving her, they would not soon let her forget it.

To be here, these mages had to have beaten out countless applicants, all of whom would have spent years studying beasts, artifacts, and magical theory. In exchange, they were granted a piece of the Library’s magic with which they traversed the world protecting beasts and seeking ancient magical artifacts, or else dedicated themselves to years of research in the Library’s gilded halls. She was an untrained outsider, the first Kalish Assistant they had seen in nearly two centuries, and they not only didn’t trust her, but they likely resented her for her position.

“The group in the Gold Room needs more tea,” Iylis called. Kasira followed his gaze, expecting a servant, but it was a smaller leopard he spoke to, one of many scurrying about the library returning books to shelves and carrying away dirty dishes. They passed through bookcases and walls in a blink of silver light.

“And be careful with that volume!” he snapped at another. “It’s two hundred years old.” He shook his head, muttering about lack of respect and delicate covers as the offending leopard slunk away.

“Here we are.” Iylis herded her to one corner where a tall, lean figure studied a leather-bound book splayed out on a lectern. Iylis addressed the man as he said, “May I present Lady Eirlana Corynth of Kalthos.”

A line of tension rippled through the man’s broad shoulders, and a moment later he actually sighed, as if the leopard had just announced they would be counting grains of barley for the remainder of the day.

Without looking up from his book, Allaster St. Archer waved a ring-laden hand and said in a lightly accented voice, “Welcome to the great Library of Amorlin, home of all creatures big and small, protectorate of ancient artifacts and more books than can fit on the shelves. Your room is upstairs. Breakfast starts at six. Try not to touch anything. Good day.”

Kasira stared at him, thinking this must be some sort of jest, but he only turned the page of his book and idly spun a black ring around one elegant finger. It was one of many, matching the smaller ones in his ears and the bands around his bare biceps and encircling his neck. She could see only a sliver of his olive-skinned face, revealing high cheekbones, a prominent brow, and an aquiline nose. It was the short hair curling about his brow that drew her eye though. Such an odd, silken red, like gleaming copper.

She hadn’t anticipated a warm welcome, though she had expected more of one than that. But Lady Eirlana would handle such an affront deftly, even if Kasira just wanted to walk away. “I have to say,” she replied tightly, “when I envisioned visiting the great Library, I didn’t imagine being treated with such courtesy as that.”

The corner of Allaster’s full mouth twitched. “Is that so? I would have thought, being Kalish, you were used to such brusque treatment. What’s that old saying about Kalish hospitality? Knock once, don’t expect lunch. Knock twice, get fed to mice.”

“That doesn’t rhyme.”

“Sure it does. It just gets a little lost in translation.”

Kasira let a little frustration show through her mask, but Allaster paid her no heed. He had avoided calling a Kalish Assistant for as long as he could, and it appeared now that he had one, he intended to dance around the issue by simply ignoring her, a tactic that would make ingratiating herself to him nearly impossible.

Perhaps she needed to be more direct. At the very least, if she had reason to spend time with him, she could find opportunities to break down the wall he had already established between them.

“The least you could do is grant me a tour of my new prison,” she said.

At this, he finally looked up, and she was struck by the strangeness of his intense gaze. His kohl-lined eyes were an impossible color: pale turquoise, like sea glass set aglow in silver, and suddenly all the stories she had heard as a child of the Librarian’s great and terrible magic came swarming back to her.

He didn’t look more than thirty, but his eyes were ageless.

The corners of his lips turned up in a beast’s smile. “Very well. You want a tour? I’ll give you a tour.”

To which Iylis muttered an almost inaudible, “Oh dear.”

Then Allaster snapped his fingers, and everything twisted. The walls bent inward, the people spun away, even Iylis vanished, and with a crack like shattering stone, she and the Librarian reappeared in a different room entirely. Nausea rushed to fill the space air had once occupied in her lungs, and she reached for a nearby wall for balance.

“The reading room.” Allaster gestured at a cluster of well-used couches, currently occupied by a group of confused-looking mages. He snapped his fingers again, and the world twisted once more, her nausea redoubling. They appeared in an octagonal chamber with six identical doors, each marked by a different country’s symbol. “The portal room.” Another snap, and they rematerialized in an aviary. Kasira barely dodged a startled Dover Bird swooping past. The movement made her bile rise.

Snap. A cavern full of balestone. Snap. A pantry fifteen shelves high. Snap. An armory. Snap. A massive, wrought iron cage within which hung a creature of jet-black leather, two red eyes peering from between folded wings.

Snap. Snap. Snap. SNAP!

They appeared in a barren guest room with a narrow bed in one corner and a smudged opening that barely qualified as a window. Scorch marks stained the stone on the far wall of the room, which was only as long as the bed. A bucket waited in one corner. Kasira calculated whether she could make it there before her stomach lost patience with her.

Allaster turned for the door, his parting words hanging in the air. “Welcome to Amorlin.”
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CHAPTER 5

ALLASTER

ALLASTER REAPPEARED IN THE MAIN LIBRARY TO FIND MAY WAITING for him by the lectern. He already knew what she was going to say, if not only because it was evident in the First Mage’s disapproving frown. May had quite the array of such frowns—all seemingly reserved for him—and this one quite clearly said, Either get your head out of your ass, or I’ll shove it the rest of the way up.

“That was unnecessary,” she said the moment he neared.

“I rather enjoyed it,” he replied, thinking of the disoriented look on Eirlana’s face. Traveling through the Library’s magic took some getting used to, and he certainly hadn’t made the ride pleasant.

May’s dark eyes narrowed. “She’s the Assistant Librarian, whether you like it or not. You can’t treat her like an unruly child.”

“I’m treating her exactly like what she is: a spy.” Allaster flipped the book on the lectern closed, sending it back to its place on a nearby shelf with a wave of his hand.

“You don’t know her.”

“I know Vera chose her, which is enough.” Allaster wanted to believe in Eirlana. He needed an ally now more than ever, but Vera would never waste an opportunity like this. She would have chosen someone she could use against him, someone whose hatred of beasts rivaled her own. The last thing he needed was a Haidrin zealot spouting scripture at his mages and threatening to burn down the paddocks.

May dragged a hand through the roots of her loose curls, the surest sign of exasperation she ever displayed. Allaster winced. He really didn’t enjoy causing May distress, and he knew she was concerned, but this wasn’t a risk he was willing to take.

“We can’t keep doing this,” she said. “You’re running out of time. You need her.”

“I won’t—” Allaster cut off upon noticing the study tables, where several mages were doing a particularly bad job of pretending not to eavesdrop. With a snap of his fingers, he transported himself and May to an empty reading room, shutting the solid oak door with a flick of magic.

“I won’t entrust the Library’s secrets to a stranger,” he continued more quietly. “Least of all one handpicked by a woman who detests everything about it.”

May folded her arms. “She’ll only be a stranger if you keep locking her in rooms, Allaster. She’s the first Kalish Assistant in nearly two centuries. It’s going to be difficult for her. At least get to know her before you condemn her.”

The last thing Allaster had any interest in doing was getting to know someone, least of all Vera’s pawn. And what May was asking him to trust her with—it was too big, too important to rush into carelessly. He might as well bare his throat to a rabid Tyver. At least the beast would make it quick.

May must have read his answer on his face, because hers softened, and she dropped into a reading chair with a heavy sigh. “I know how hard this is for you—”

“No,” Allaster said with the last dregs of his restraint. “You don’t.”

She flinched. “You’re right. I don’t. But I do understand it. You said yourself there’s no way out of this. You’re running out of henolite, and it’s barely keeping the magic contained. If you lose yourself to it before we know whether or not we can trust her, it will be too late.”

“I’m aware of that,” Allaster ground out. He struck out across the room, the urge to move driving him to one wall then back across to the other. Magic roiled beneath his skin, as quick to agitation as he was. But where his frustration was harmless, the power inside him had the capacity to destroy everything.

In some ways, it already had.

He dragged his fingers through his hair and felt the scrape of claws, a sensation that only heightened his distress. “I can feel it growing inside of me, May.” His voice strained to breaking. “I—” He cut himself off, swallowing the words back at the growing look of alarm on her face.

For so long, he had kept the terror of what was happening to him imprisoned inside. He was the Librarian of Amorlin, the one the mages looked to for strength, for direction. He was not allowed to come apart, least of all now.

But the truth was, he was afraid.

Afraid, because his magic was slowly transforming him into a beast. Into a creature without thought or foresight, driven mad by the magic in his veins. Soon it would take him over, change him from human to monster, until he lost everything that had ever made him himself. And if he could not ascertain the truth of Eirlana’s loyalties before that happened, he would be leaving the Library vulnerable.

He would be leaving it in the hands of an enemy.

“If she is truly Vera’s pawn,” he bit out, “she cannot know the truth of what is happening to me. If word of this gets out to the other nations, they’ll call a Conclave. Remove me for the safety of the realm and hand the Library over to the Kalish, or declare war on us out of fear. There’s no end to the ways she could use this against me, and giving her magic would just make her all the more dangerous.”

Yet if he didn’t grant her magic and legitimize her, Kalthos could start an inquest itself. Either way, he would lose.

May rose to approach him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “And if she’s not, then you need her. I’m not suggesting we tell her everything. Only that we give her a chance.”

He swallowed hard against the emotion building in his throat and nodded once. “All right,” he acquiesced. “A chance.”

He ran a hand through his hair again, straightening the mess he’d made, and took a deep breath. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go meet with Ambric so that he can yell at me too.”

He teleported to the portal room, where the Miravi door was already alight with the glow that indicated a waiting traveler. His brother would be on the other side, prepared to lecture him on his lack of recent diplomacy, but Allaster took a moment to collect himself.

For nearly a year he’d put off summoning an Assistant, knowing that when they arrived, they would be a part of Vera’s plans. Now that she was here, the decision before him felt too large to make and yet all the more demanding. He could only play this game for so long, and he already felt a step behind.

Because while he had expected Vera to send a pawn, what he hadn’t expected was to like them. His and Eirlana’s interaction had been brief, but there had been something about her. Something almost familiar that had drawn him in a little too readily.

What he couldn’t decide was if it made him want to trust her, or keep her very, very far away.
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CHAPTER 6

KASIRA

ALLASTER WAS GOING TO BE EVEN MORE OF A PROBLEM THAN Kasira had anticipated.

His animosity she could deal with, but she hadn’t planned to have to pursue her mark. It was no great secret that there was no love lost between Kalthos and the Library, and Allaster had had no choice but to abide by the rotation of nations and accept a Kalish Assistant. Otherwise, he would have been in violation of international law and subject to the Conclave. Their mistake had been in assuming that it meant he would also train her.

Pressing a hand to her stomach in hopes of quelling her nausea, Kasira investigated the cramped stone room. Aside from the narrow bed and empty bucket, there was a small nightstand and a sorka tucked in one corner. The trunk reminded her of the one her mother had kept at the foot of her bed, but where her mother’s had been painted with images of beasts, Eirlana’s was inscribed with holy symbols and prayers.

Kalish women kept their sorkas all their lives until marriage, at which point they burned them in offering to Haidra to bless their union. But Kasira’s mother had migrated from the northern reaches, where the trunks were instead passed from mother to daughter upon marriage. In the end, her mother’s trunk had burned all the same.

Undoing the latch, she found an assortment of clothes, books, a small knife in a sheath made to be worn beneath the sleeve, and a pocket-sized volume of prayers stamped with the church’s sigil of golden flames. Sentimental items sent to aid Kasira’s cover, or had Eirlana packed this trunk before her death?

Her story would hold stronger if as much of it were true as possible: Eirlana would have agreed to go to the Library in exchange for erasing her family’s debts; she would have packed, every item set into the trunk another step closer to her damnation, not knowing she would never make it there.

It was yet another piece of this puzzle that made Kasira wary of Vera. The Ambassador had promised her a new life: her sentence reversed, her record expunged, and sufficient coin to find that house by the lake she and Loraya had dreamed of. Enough that, by the end of their conversation, Kasira couldn’t help wondering if she was being played.

Her gut told her no, that Vera’s piousness extended past her fervent hatred of beasts. To lie was to sin, but that was the tricky thing about truth: What was genuine one moment could change the next. Vera was playing a dangerous game. If it was discovered that she had pardoned a criminal of Kasira’s level in order to commit yet another crime, Vera would be cleaning up the mess for years to come, which made her support a delicate sheet of glass.

After repacking the trunk, Kasira rose to discover the previously empty bed now had something on it. No one had entered, yet there lay a folded towel; a white uniform edged in silver filigree; and a tray with a scone, a cup of tea, and a note that read simply:


I promise he grows on you.

—Iylis



She broke open the scone, releasing a tendril of steam and the warm scents of vanilla and cinnamon, and all at once her lingering nausea melted away. Both the scone and the tea were better than anything she had consumed in years, and she downed them both before picking up the towel. She found a washroom next door, the massive clawfoot bathtub already steaming with hot, lavender-scented water. When no one appeared to claim it, she closed and locked the door.

Though Kasira longed to submerge herself in the fresh bath, she only dipped the end of the towel in the water and used it to wash down, keeping the water away from her still-bandaged wounds. The last few days of travel had given them time to scab over and begin healing, but her skin was still mottled with bruises, the lacerations too fresh to touch.

The tray had disappeared by the time she returned to her room. She unfurled the outfit to reveal a pair of pants and a soft long-sleeved top that reached her waist, where it split into four skirtlike strips trimmed in silver. A deep hood hung off the back, and she recognized its silver embroidery from the mages’ uniforms, though their stitching had been copper, and Allaster’s was gold. The Library’s symbol—a sprawling tree—had been sewn over the heart beside the crossed swords of Kalthos.

She slid into the uniform, thankful to find it concealed all of her bandages as she did up the buttons on the front. The pants were loose, and the thick sections of the cloth fell to just above her ankles. A pair of black boots waited at the foot of her bed. She slid them on and tucked Loraya’s hairpin and Revna’s knife inside, then stepped out into the hall.

If Allaster was going to ignore her, she would use his inattention to lay her groundwork, starting with the Library’s layout. Vera had given her two months to execute the first part of their plan: familiarize herself with Amorlin, ingratiate herself to Allaster, and be granted magic, something their informant had said would only happen if Allaster truly trusted her.

She didn’t know what to make of the thought of having magic. Once, it was everything she had wanted. Now, it stood in the way.

Her bedroom emptied into a hall so narrow two people would have to turn abreast to pass each other. Balelight cast the whole space in a faint, silvery glow, guiding her to a small alcove that broadened into another hall. An open-aired corridor ringed the cavernous room on the other side, doorways set into the wall every few paces. A barrack?

According to Vera’s information, nearly two hundred mages occupied the Library, their service limited to twenty-year periods to encourage new candidates to come and learn of beasts and magic. Those who left would pursue their research outside its walls, continuing the Library’s mission throughout their respective countries as teachers, politicians, and more.

The corridor unfurled in one long, corkscrewing ramp, and she descended until she reached a circular room with four offshoots. A pair of mages entered the room, faces darkening before they bowed and continued onward. Kasira made a note of that—they didn’t like her, but they acknowledged the status the silver trim of her uniform afforded her. She would have to see how far that authority extended. If Allaster was the only one she ever owed an explanation to, gathering information would prove far simpler.

She continued through several museum-like rooms, each housing rows of glass cases displaying various objects she suspected were artifacts. On top of mediating international disputes and handling beasts, Amorlin sought out and retrieved dangerous magical objects from across the continent, many of which possessed unique powers. The Kalish priests theorized their abilities either resulted from an infectious dispersal of magic when a new beast was born or that they were corrupt creations of the Library, but in truth they didn’t know.

In another time, another life, Kasira would have longed for the challenge of stealing an artifact. Even now her mind sought out the details: the number of entrances, the thickness of the glass and mechanism of opening it, how long it took her to reach this spot from her room. Details she couldn’t help absorbing, even if she had no intention of acting on them. It was a habit she had clung to over the past few years, one of the few things that still made her feel like herself.

The balestone lights above activated and faded as she entered and departed rooms, which was why she was surprised to find a hallway ahead already lit. She followed the corridor lined with portraits of who she assumed were past Librarians, ending with a brown-skinned Riviairen woman with deep brown eyes and a stoic expression—Mora Lanaan, the Librarian before Allaster.

She had been at Amorlin for over a century, one of the longest-living Librarians before the beast attack that took her life. Accurate news of the Library was hard to come by in Kalthos, and that was all Kasira knew of Mora’s death. Paratal Helvarin had used it as a platform for his sermons back when he was only a priest, claiming it evidence of Haidra’s righteousness that a Librarian should be struck down by the very sin they protected.

There were far more pictures than she had expected, even considering the occasional war and death by beast. These people were supposed to be ageless, and yet both sides of the hallway were lined with faces. The role was hardly innocuous—they dealt with dangerous animals and powerful magic on a daily basis—and the Library had been here for as long as anyone could remember, and likely far beyond that, but it still surprised her.

What had happened to them all?

The hallway ended in a cracked doorway, from which a familiar voice spilled out. “You’ll regret ignoring me when they’re inside your borders, brother. They’ve already made their first move. Act now, before they force your hand.”

“Your prejudice against Kalthos is unfounded, if not deeply personal,” responded an aged voice with a deep Miravi accent. “I won’t decide foreign policy based on one man’s grudge!”

“Grudge?” Derisive laughter permeated Allaster’s response. “Am I the one holding a grudge?”

Silence, thick and still enough that Kasira held her breath. Then, the scraping of a chair and the click of boot heels.

“Brother, please, I didn’t mean—” But Allaster’s apology was cut off by a slamming door, followed by the solid thud of someone banging something against the wall and muttering curses in Miravi.

Kasira frowned. To maintain neutrality, Assistants cut all ties with their past lives upon selection, dedicating themselves fully to their new role before they became Librarian. So what was Allaster doing speaking with his brother? More than that, how was he speaking with his brother? If Mora had been Librarian for over a hundred years, Allaster had been her Assistant equally as long, which not only put him at well over a hundred, but his brother as well.

Someone cleared their throat. “Perhaps she is not—”

“Not you too, Iylis.” Ice clinked in a glass, then came the sound of someone dropping heavily into a chair.

“I only meant that you cannot keep her in that room forever. At some point, you must train her.”

“Apparently, I cannot keep her in there at all.” There was a loud snap, and then Kasira was sprawled out on the portal room floor, her face pressed into the cold marble.

An unexpected surge of true annoyance filled her chest, and she rolled back to peer up at a disheveled-looking Allaster. It was as though someone had taken the pristine, composed Librarian from earlier and replaced him with a rogue. He lounged in a thin wooden chair as if it were a throne, one leg thrown over the other, a glass of gold liquor in one long-fingered hand. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes heavily lidded, and his shirt unbuttoned in a deep V to reveal the hard lines of his chest. The torc gleamed against the long column of his throat.

“Spying, are we?” he inquired in such an icy tone that the priests’ warnings about curses came slinking back. Evidently, she was not as unsupervised as she had assumed. If Allaster’s magic enabled him to track her from a distance, she would need a new strategy for mapping the Library’s layout.

“If that’s what you call giving myself a real tour, then yes.” She stood and dusted herself off as she took in the octagonal room. “Your attempt at one was less than informative.”

He snorted into his drink. Sensing that was the extent of his response, she addressed Iylis. “Thank you for the scone.” She bowed, the picture of a lady’s manners that Eirlana would have clung to even here.

Iylis straightened. “My pleasure. My craft is wasted on this one. All he consumes is mylak and—”

“That’s quite enough, thank you, Iylis.” Allaster rubbed the bridge of his nose, then turned his strange eyes upon her, the kohl making them look depthless. “Why are you here?”

“Excuse me?”

His lips pressed into a line. “Very well. We’ll play the game if you insist. But you should know I don’t handle losing well.”

Kasira let a little of the contempt Eirlana would surely feel settle in her expression. “I can assure you, having my entire life turned inside out is not a game to me. I have no more desire to be here than you do to have me. But here I am, and I will do what is expected of me.”

Allaster regarded her carefully before saying, “We’ll see about that.” Then he snapped his fingers. Space shifted, dropping them back into the main library. Balelights flooded to life, casting the now empty room in an ethereal light. Kasira groaned and set a hand against a nearby couch.

“You get used to it eventually,” Iylis assured her, though he looked vaguely queasy as he padded off.

“Now then,” Allaster began, either unaware of her discomfort or else entirely unconcerned by it. “A Librarian’s education consists of three main areas: international relations, physical training, and beast management. Most study all of these for the mere possibility of being chosen as an Assistant, and I was assured you had done the same, but seeing as the Kalish haven’t produced a decent mage in decades, I’ll try not to hold your shortcomings against you.”

“How magnanimous of you,” she replied coolly, but he was already off across the room in search of something. While he checked under piles of books and forced open jammed drawers, she inspected the nearby objects. There was a chipped teacup behind several inches of glass; an Avari hunting mask with its dragon-like face; and nestled in a small blue bowl, two white dice with tiny chips of sapphire to mark the numbers, which Loraya would have pocketed in a heartbeat. She always had had a proclivity for beautiful things, and the Library was full of them.

It was as much a museum as anything, lined with history from the other nations Kasira had only heard about in passing. Most of her education came from her time in Thane’s crew, but it was difficult to learn more about their neighbors when hardly any books on the subject existed, and those that did were heavily doctored through a Kalish lens.

She crossed the room to inspect a sword wrapped in white cloth and mounted on the wall. One end of the cloth hung loose and fluttered in a phantom wind. Amorlin’s tree symbol was sewn into it, and unless she was hearing things, the sword was emitting a faint hum. The sound tickled her skin, making gooseflesh rise, and she shifted a little closer.

“Ah, here it is.” A loud thunk broke her from her trance, and she turned to find Allaster dusting his hands atop a pile of paper taller than her fist.

“And that is?”

“Your first test.”

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t have time to waste teaching you, which means I need to know what you know and what you don’t.” He flicked one ring-laden hand at the stack of paper. “Hence, your test. You have until morning.”

“Wait, I—”

“Don’t know a thing about international relations, magical theory, artifacts, or beasts?” Allaster blinked innocently at her, and suddenly, she understood. He wasn’t keeping her at arm’s length because he didn’t want to train a Kal. He was doing it because he fully believed she was a pawn, sent here not to fulfill her role as Assistant, but to spy.

An unexpected thrill rolled through her despite this new information, a pull she hadn’t felt for years. Once, a challenge like this would have been everything she had wanted and more. She would have memorized the conceited tilt of Allaster’s full lips so that when the moment came that she turned his world upside down, she could smile back at him in just the same way. She always had liked seeing the look on a mark’s face when they realized the truth.

It was the same desire that had cost Loraya her life.

She reminded herself of that as she dropped into a desk chair, picked up the quill from an ink bottle he had procured for her, and got to work.
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CHAPTER 7

KASIRA

KASIRA WOKE FACE DOWN ON THE DESK. SHE DIDN’T REMEMBER falling asleep, only what had felt like an endless array of questions.

Under what conditions must balestone be mined?

How do you put out a Scarlin fire?

What did the Avari export before they closed their borders?

The first predawn rays filtered through the room’s vast windows as she peeled her face from the wood, rubbing her sore neck. She envied those who could slumber carelessly. She had never been a good sleeper, whereas Revna had been able to fall asleep on her feet, a thought Kasira carefully folded away.

“Ah, you’re awake.” Iylis peered over the top of a low-backed couch. “I have breakfast.”

Kasira joined him by the fire, grateful to find a tray of still-warm buttered toast on the ottoman. Iylis stretched nearly the entire length of the couch, a small book spread between his paws, filled with rows of circular pouches.

“Are those coins?” she asked, keeping her distance from the snow leopard. A polite interest was to be expected, but Eirlana would not settle into nonchalance with a beast so quickly, despite Kasira’s curiosity.

“I collect them.” Iylis straightened proudly. “I have coins from before the Avari retreated into seclusion, silver dallacks from before the unification of the Jacari clans, and even a Miravi nult from before they switched from balestone to silver. That one is my favorite; it glows!”

“Iylis, I thought we agreed no coin lectures before noon?” Allaster swept into the room, all traces of last night’s dishevelment gone. His hair curled neatly across his brow, his silver-blue eyes ringed in kohl. He paused when he saw her. “You’re still here, are you?”

She levelled a cool look at him. “Where else would I be?”

“And here I’d been hoping it was all a dream.” He waved a hand, and the tray shimmered, refilling with toast. He took a slice and strode to the desk where her test lay in an untidy sprawl.

“Mind the rug!” Iylis called after him. “You’ll get crumbs everywhere.”

Kasira straightened as Allaster snatched up the papers, flipping through pages on his way back to them. She had been very careful about the questions she had answered. The ones about beasts common to the Isherwood had been simple—and expected knowledge of a Kal—and she had correctly answered several about artifacts that originated in Kalthos. The section on magical theory she had all but skipped, and she had left more blank about foreign policy than she would have liked had she had the proper time to prepare. To Allaster, it would look—

“Stop!” She lurched forward as he fed the thick stack of sheets to the fire. She watched the flames lick hungrily at hours of work, reducing it to ash. “What was the point of having me do all that if you weren’t even going to check it?”

He shrugged. “I was curious if you actually would. Besides, I did check it. I don’t need a hundred pages to tell me you know a marginal amount about beasts, nothing of artifacts, and even less about foreign policy, which, for a lady of your stature, is rather odd, don’t you think?” He raised his hand.

“Don’t you dare—” Snap.

They appeared outside in a small paddock. Morning dew clung to the long blades of grass, the sky the pale orange of an autumn leaf. She breathed through the fading nausea, until she realized they were not alone in the enclosure. One of the winged canine beasts stared them down from the far side—a Relin. It was nearly as tall as her, with a skeletal frame, muscular legs, and a boxy head. One wing clung tightly to its gaunt back, the other missing.

For one protracted moment, Kasira’s Malik instincts battled with Eirlana’s expected fear. Relins were some of the swiftest beasts she knew, with curved three-inch fangs descending from their upper jaw. You never ran from a Relin—you wouldn’t be fast enough. Her hand shifted a fraction toward her concealed blade, but in the end, she held true to her role.

With a feigned cry of alarm, she clambered up the fence and dropped to the other side, her injuries twinging with pain. She glared haughtily through the slats at a bemused Allaster. “What was the meaning of that?”

“Relins are class O beasts,” he answered blithely. “Which means they’re less than harmless. Benlo here eats only plants and fish.”

Sure enough, Benlo was slowly consuming his body weight in grass and hadn’t paused even when they had appeared near him. Kasira had killed more than one of his fellows in her time in the Malikinar, watched people die because of those fangs. She didn’t think Allaster was the best judge of what constituted harmless.

Carefully, she let her expression shift, revealing the briefest flicker of curiosity, before she caught Allaster staring and quickly let it darken into a frown.

“I’m going to assume you’ve never worked with a beast in your life?” he inquired.

She lifted her chin. “Of course not. You run from them, or you kill them, before they kill you.”

Allaster’s expression hardened, and she feared she had gone too far. A con was about more than what you knew about your mark; it was about what they knew of you. To Allaster, she was a religious fanatic who despised everything he stood for and had come to dismantle it. She had to change that perception, but slowly, so as to not rouse his suspicions. She would feed him little pieces of herself: a lingering glance of curiosity at a beast, an extra hour spent reading about the Library, a conversation that showed she too was a person, not a role.

But first she had to give him a baseline to compare against—without invoking the wrath of an immortal sorcerer.

In the end, Allaster only snapped his fingers. They materialized in a vast oval training ground with a floor of hard-packed earth. A domed metal cage occupied one side, a sparring arena the other. She stumbled, her boot clanging against metal, and turned to face an endless wall of weapons. There were Kalish daggers and short swords, Jacari longbows, and even an ancient Avari hunting axe she longed to heft. It must have been here for centuries.

“Staffs should do.” Allaster pulled two wooden rods off the wall and tossed her one. “I know they’re a favorite among Kalish nobility.”

They were, though not among the country nobles. Staff sparring was a common hobby for those at court, but as a minor noble, it was less likely Eirlana would have been trained as a child. That said, there was no hiding her muscled build, nor her comfort with the weapon. It would be much easier to convince Allaster she’d had an unorthodox upbringing than that she was a weapons prodigy, and where Eirlana might not wield a staff with ease, Kasira could.

Allaster appraised her openly, the intensity of his gaze making her skin prickle. “I wonder: Of all three tests, why is this the only one you came prepared for?” He didn’t wait for an answer, striking at her shoulder. She deflected the blow and countered quickly, ignoring the way her wounds complained. He spun his staff lengthwise to catch her down strike, and she immediately swung hers up from the bottom, clipping his shin.

Surprise flitted across his face, and she rolled her neck. “My family’s lands bordered the Isherwood,” she said, a truth for her and Eirlana. “I had reason to know how to handle myself.” Then she was on him again. Back and forth they went, catching strikes and trading blows in a brutal dance.

Allaster was too close to the truth for her to convince him that all the details he’d noticed weren’t true—which meant she needed to spin them into another story. Something like a girl who grew up in close proximity to beasts, who had reasons to learn to defend herself, and a story to tell that would force Allaster to reconsider his assumptions about her.

“Do I pass your test, Librarian?” She struck at his arm. “Are you sufficiently satisfied of my identity?”

Allaster blocked her attack, then countered, but she retreated out of range. “Hardly. You’re more soldier than scholar, and I’m tired of playing this game. Tell your master to face me outright, and let’s be done with this charade.”

“That would require me to have a master, and despite your confidence, that alone is not enough to manifest one.” He caught her next blow, and they both threw their weights behind their weapons, the distance between them closing to inches. This close, he smelled of paper and ink and something sharper, and his strength radiated through the cross of their staffs.

“Tell me,” he growled. “Why did they choose you?”

She offered him a joyless smile. “Because I am expendable, and they had the power to make me.”

“And you expect me to trust that they don’t intend to exert that power?” He gave her an arch look. “I don’t believe for a second that Vera would waste this opportunity on a throwaway.”

Interesting. He’d referred to Ambassador Vera by her first name. As the Kalish Ambassador to the Library, it made sense that Allaster and Vera knew each other. But his tone spoke of a storied history. It would explain why he was so convinced that anyone Vera selected would be a pawn.

Kasira drove her shoulder forward, shoving him back a step, and then lowered her staff. “Unless they knew you would be so busy suspecting me, you wouldn’t see the real threat until it was too late.”

Allaster regarded her with thinly veiled contempt, but she held her tongue. She had laid her groundwork. Pressing further now would seem out of character. So she let the silence linger, holding his gaze as he held hers, letting him see the determination she had built her version of Eirlana around. Later, she would take the pieces she had shown him—her knowledge of beasts, her fighting skills, that little flash of curiosity at Benlo—and give them new meaning.

This was the part of the con she had always excelled at, the storytelling. Where Thane was charisma incarnate and Loraya the quick-fingered thief, it had been Kasira who transformed herself into another. Kasira who had become noblewomen and politicians’ sisters and merchants’ daughters, whatever the role demanded of her. She had worried she would be rusty, but after all these years, that instinct still came to her as naturally as breathing.

A door at Allaster’s back flew open, revealing the Riviairen woman she had seen kneading dough yesterday. “Class C in Jacara. Requesting immediate assistance. I’ve dispatched two mages, but I think you ought to go.”

Allaster spared Kasira one final, contemptuous look before he snapped his fingers, vanishing from the spot.

Kasira returned her staff to its rack, feeling strangely disquieted. It wasn’t that she had thought this task would be easy—far from it. She had predicted Allaster would be a difficult opponent; she hadn’t expected him to frustrate her so much. He thought himself too clever for his own good, an attitude she should have anticipated from his name alone: St. Archer.

Like all the Miravi families named after the saints they honored, his was a noble one, and he had the spoiled demeanor to match. Born to a noble family, then elevated to one of the most powerful positions in the six nations? It was a miracle he could see past the cloud of privilege cocooning him.

No matter. She would find a way to deal with him. For now, her back ached from all the sparring, the wounds making their displeasure known. She only hoped she hadn’t reopened them, as the blood would show easily through her white uniform.

She turned around, surprised to find the mage still standing in the doorway. She had a round, pretty face, with gentle brown eyes, loose curls, and light brown skin. Her uniform hugged her shapely frame, and though her head only came up to Kasira’s shoulders, she had the impression this woman could deftly put her on her ass.

“I am Airamay Selvera, First Mage of Amorlin,” she said, her words drawn out by her melodic Riviairen accent. “You must be the new Assistant.”

The Kalish agent’s report had mentioned Airamay. She was one of the key people they had noted whose loyalty to Allaster was unwavering, and she had apparently been helping him fill the gap left in the absence of a new Assistant. She was also the first person who had looked at Kasira with anything less than animosity. In fact, she was smiling.

That, Kasira could work with.

Earning Allaster’s trust would be a long and difficult process, but it would go much smoother if she began by influencing the minds around him, making Airamay the perfect person to establish her first anchor around which to build her lie. Besides, it made sense that Lady Eirlana, a woman used to being surrounded by courtiers and servants, would seek at least one mark of comfort in an unfamiliar place.

Kasira made a point of looking crestfallen. “Is that what I am? I feel more like a spider someone found in their shoe.”

Airamay hid her laughter behind a hand, a Riviairen marriage bracelet dangling from her wrist. Made of thin silver filigree, it had a sapphire crescent moon charm that caught the sunlight. “Yes, Allaster can have that effect on people. He is like a fine wine that must be paired with the right food.”

Kasira made a considering noise. “Perhaps more like a backyard brew that burns all the way down.”

“Ah, but a flame requires both tinder and spark.” Her teasing was warm and lighthearted, and it made Kasira’s corrosiveness feel out of place. She allowed herself to soften, not realizing how high Allaster had raised her hackles. It fit with Eirlana’s character to grow frustrated with him, but it was more powerful an emotion than Kasira had felt in some time. It bothered her that it had been Allaster who ignited it.

Kasira feigned hesitation before venturing, “I mean no disrespect, but you’re the first person here who hasn’t looked at me with barely concealed disgust. Why is that?”

Airamay’s smile faltered. “I’m sorry to hear that. I prefer to let my own experiences define my opinions, rather than past prejudices. I’m sure the others will come around in time.”

This was nearly too perfect. The people Kasira had conned in Thane’s employ were the kind to assume the worst of the world. They looked for the lie in every statement, every interaction, just like Allaster. But Airamay was another type altogether. She was genuinely nice, and there was no one easier to manipulate than a nice person.

Still, Kasira knew better than to think Airamay guileless. Everyone wanted something—she had only to discover what. In the meantime, perhaps she had found a new way of securing her mental map of the Library.

She inclined her head. “I appreciate that. While you’re here, I don’t suppose I could trouble you to show me where my quarters are?”

“He didn’t show you to your room yet?”

“Not exactly.”

Understanding settled across Airamay’s face, alongside a weariness that Kasira expected had a story behind it. “Fates above,” she said with a small sigh. “That man will be the death of me. I’ll do you one better: How about a tour?”

They began with the path back to the barracks, which flowed through artifact rooms, sitting rooms with roaring hearths, and miniature greenhouses resembling the foyer. Each room was wrapped in heartwood with high, vaulted ceilings and intricate crown moldings, the walls a blend of pale silver stone and the dark roots of the tree above that had wormed through. Delicate carvings decorated handrails and doorframes, mosaics consisting of wrought iron and colorful stained glass filling every arching window.

The whole castle had a comforting, cozy feel to it that seeped beneath her skin, so different from the hard edges of life in the Malikinar. She wanted to sink into it and let it overwhelm her, if only for a moment, but Eirlana would find no magic in these halls, no beauty in its art, so she kept her mask imperious as they emerged from a sitting room bedecked in gold, from the floor rugs to the mantel.

“I’ve never heard of the position of First Mage,” Kasira began as Airamay held open a heavy oak door for her to pass through. “What do you do exactly?”

“My primary job is to oversee the mages’ work.” Airamay let the door swing shut. “Day-to-day, most of the mages answer the countries’ calls for help in relocating beasts or handling dangerous magical artifacts. Or else tend to the on-site beasts, study their primary hypothesis, maintain the Library, or carry out general tasks. I decide who does which of those things and when, and I’m typically the liaison between mages and the Librarian and Assistant.”

An edge of exhaustion had crept into her voice at the end, and Kasira sensed a thread to pull. “If you do all of that, what does Allaster do?”

“All of that and more,” Airamay replied without hesitation, quelling Kasira’s theory that the Librarian might be passing off work onto her. “The Librarian and their Assistant handle the more volatile beasts and oversee the majority of Amorlin’s international relations.”

Which was why Kasira had been uniquely suited for Vera’s plan. As a criminal-turned-Malik, she had experience dealing with dangerous beasts and people alike. That said, she didn’t relish the idea of facing down a Zeras without trying to kill it. She would hopefully be given magic before then, but that was a question for when she and Airamay were on better terms.

“Allaster and I have been sharing that work in the absence of an Assistant,” Airamay continued. “So you can imagine why I at least am quite glad to have you here.”

Kasira offered her a tentative smile, not wanting to seem too eager, though in time she would make a point of absorbing some of Airamay’s responsibilities. “Exactly how long has Allaster been at the Library?” she asked as they turned down a wide hall of stained glass.

“Since he was nine years of age. That was nearly a hundred and twenty years ago.”

Genuine surprise flitted across Kasira’s face. It certainly explained his bitter pessimism and biting lack of patience, but it put her task in a new perspective. Allaster wasn’t a fool—she had known that from the moment she met him—but he was something even more dangerous than that: He was experienced.

She would have to mind every detail.

One of which her mind snagged on immediately. “But I heard him talking to his brother earlier.”

“Ambric is one hundred and thirty-three.” Airamay smiled at her shock. “He was once a mage. The Library’s magic extends our age, and though we return the power when we retire, the effects last for some time.”

She spoke of it so simply, spoke of all of it that way. After a lifetime of hiding her interest in magic, Kasira didn’t know what to make of being able to discuss it so freely. Every word out of her mouth felt wrong, a mistake she would surely pay for, but Airamay only gestured her onward, past mages studying in front of steadily burning hearths or chatting over cups of tea. One carried a ruby-feathered Scarlin with a damaged wind on their shoulder. Another fed little bits of meat to a Vyan, which the fox-like creature gobbled up instantly.

In the orphanage, the Library had been a cautionary tale the priests told of what befell those who stepped outside Haidra’s light. It was a place filled with people bowing beneath the weight of sin. Those whose souls were so corrupt, it had begun to seep from their eyes and mouths and noses. But these people hardly looked tainted. Rather, they appeared comfortable and at home here, a feeling Kasira couldn’t comprehend.

Which of them was Vera’s spy? Kasira didn’t like having an element of the plan she didn’t control in such a powerful position, but Vera had made it very clear what would happen if Kasira attempted to identify them. If she failed her task, if she revealed their plan or sought the spy, their bargain would be void. She would be exposed, renounced as a rogue actor and, by the Library’s laws, turned over to her home kingdom for sentencing.

Back to Belvar.

Still, the spy’s presence was a blade hovering above her neck, and there was no harm in looking. She scanned the mages, taking in their nations’ crests sewn over the hearts of their uniforms. There was the broad-faced hammer symbol of Jacara, and the four crystals of Ayador. But what would a mage from another country gain by working for Vera?

Besides the crossed swords of Kalthos, the only symbol she didn’t see was Avaria’s, with its centuries-old closed borders. But she had thought if anyone had contact with the reclusive country, it would be the Library, as the Avari had as deep-rooted a connection to beasts as the Kalish did.

The Ayadese were mostly indifferent to beasts, the Jacari were respectful, the Riviairens went so far as to live symbiotically with them, and the Miravi studied them. But while each realm had its share of dangerous creatures, none rivaled the perils of growing up in Kalthos, where you were as likely to die at the claws of a beast as to make it past thirty.

The only country that had ever compared had been Avaria, which worshiped beasts as gods. The stories said Avaria had dragons bigger than houses that would carry children off in the night, though no one had seen one in ages, just like no one had stepped foot in the northern nation. People had tried, but Avaria was ringed coast to coast by the Terasor Mountains, and those that attempted its few treacherous passes were never seen again.

By the time Airamay had shown her to the gardens, the portal room, and Allaster’s office—a location she made note of—Kasira had realized that space appeared to be relative within the Library’s walls. There was far more on the inside than the outside suggested, which aligned with her growing understanding of how magic operated here.

“Airamay, what is that?” she asked as they emerged from the cavernous arena where they had begun the tour. They were in the belly of the Library, where the new castle gave way to the old. In a far corner, an archway of slate-gray stone opened into an impenetrable darkness. A chill brushed the nape of Kasira’s neck, though there were no windows to allow a breeze.

Airamay brushed three fingers along the back of her opposite forearm twice as if dusting it off and muttered something in Riviairen. “The catacombs,” she said in the Common Tongue, and it was only the tone of her voice that told Kasira the motion had been something more. A ward of some sort? “And please, call me May.”

Catching her confusion, May explained, “An old habit. My mother is the superstitious sort, and the catacombs have always made me uneasy.”

Kasira peered over her into the darkness. “What’s in there?”

“I wish I knew,” she replied warily. “The Library is very old, and so are some of the things in it. The catacombs are full of lost rooms and artifacts, but also ancient beasts that have made the stone labyrinth their home. According to Library records, Lady Lucasia once spent an entire month in its depths, and when she emerged, she did not speak for a week.”

May’s voice dropped to just above a whisper as she added, “According to her Assistant, she found the Ryzitch trapped down there.”

“Ryzitch?”

May blinked at her, and Kasira realized it must have been something someone who had supposedly been studying to become the next Librarian would know. She quickly sought a way to twist the moment in her favor, and settled on looking bashful, as if embarrassed by her misstep. Sure enough, May laid a comforting hand on her shoulder, and Kasira fought not to stiffen beneath it. She didn’t like people she didn’t know touching her.

“I wondered if this would happen,” May said kindly. “It’s been so very long since Kalthos guarded the Library. The Kalish crown wasn’t always as vicious toward beasts as it is now, but Kalthos doesn’t train mages anymore, and I thought that might extend to its candidate for Assistant as well. They sent you here unprepared, didn’t they?”

This was the reaction she had wanted from Allaster and known she couldn’t have. Where he saw suspicion in her lack of training, May saw neglect, and that Kasira could use. She shook her head ruefully, eyes downcast, and May’s hand tightened reassuringly. “I feared as much. I would wager Allaster hasn’t been very understanding?”

“He wants nothing to do with me, and I have so many questions.” Kasira let a little frustration into her voice. “Do you think he’ll be back soon?”

May’s sympathetic expression told Kasira she wasn’t the only one forced to deal with Allaster’s irritability. It was the same of all the noblemen she had conned—their foul moods rippled through those around them without care for whom they capsized. “He has a meeting in Kalthos this evening, but I’m sure upon his return he’ll be more available to you. For now, you are welcome to come to me instead. I will help you the best I can.”

An unexpected claw of guilt scratched Kasira at the thought, but she took what she was offered. “Thank you. I will.”

May lowered her hand. “However, superstition or not, you won’t catch me saying more of such a creature. Speaking its name already tempts the Fates.”

There was a truth to May’s words that Kasira couldn’t ignore. The catacombs did feel peculiar, as if that solid darkness was beckoning her in. But it also sounded like a forgotten place. The kind that could contain lost entrances, hidden truths, and secrets—perhaps even about what plagued the Library.

“No one ever goes in there?” she asked casually.

“Only the Librarian and their Assistant, and on rare occasions, myself. Though I keep to the mapped corridors I’m familiar with.” May gave a slight shudder, before gesturing them away. “Would you like me to show you back to your quarters?”

“I can find my way from here, thank you,” Kasira replied. “And I appreciate you taking the time to help me. The transition here has not been … easy.”

“I will do what I can to change that,” May replied, then bid her goodbye.

Kasira turned as if to return to her quarters, but rather than veer left toward the barracks, she went right, toward the easternmost tower. If Allaster would be out of the Library until later that evening, then he wouldn’t be able to detect her location.

It was time to see if she could still pick a lock.
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CHAPTER 8

KASIRA

THE ANSWER, IT TURNED OUT, WAS YES.

The lock clicked, the sound drawing forth the memory of when Loraya had taught her to pick them. They had been tired and hungry and bitten to the quick by the cold the night they fled the orphanage. Watching the warehouse lock come undone in Loraya’s hands had felt like magic, and as they huddled together for warmth among the barrels of grain, Loraya had shown her the mechanism over and over again until Kasira forgot her misery, if only for a moment.

Loraya had always been like that, so quick to share her knowledge, to help. Even after they joined Thane’s crew, it had been Loraya who looked after the other members. She had only been a couple years older than Kasira’s sixteen, and yet it had been Loraya who taught the new recruits how to survive, she who made sure everyone came back safely. Kasira had been nothing but a Briarbeetle clinging to her for survival. Yet Loraya was gone, while Kasira persisted stubbornly on.

Tucking Loraya’s hairpin back into her boot, Kasira pushed open the door to Allaster’s office and almost ran straight into a pile of books. That proved to be the least of the room’s hazards. It was stuffed to the brim with knickknacks and artifacts from across the realms, teacups piled on every surface, and so many stacks of books they practically formed their own city streets. The only clear path was to the desk, and she nearly stepped on three different glass figurines on her way there, the statuettes covering every available surface. The whole room smelled faintly of old paper, a scent that already reminded her of Allaster.

Kasira prided herself on her ability to read people. Thane had kept her in his crew because she was the quickest on her feet and could adapt when things went wrong. But she could not for the life of her reconcile the pristine, put-together Librarian with the utter chaos of his office. It did tell her one thing, however: Allaster must not allow anyone in here, or else surely someone would have been responsible for tidying the place. Perhaps his distrust of her was less about her and more about him.

The desk was by far the neatest, though its edges were cluttered with papers and framed collections of beast bones displayed with the same delight she would show toward a particularly well-crafted blade. She nearly tripped over a crate of empty mylak bottles on her way to sort through the documents, which were in a mix of Miravi and the Common Tongue.

Those at the bottom of the stack were mostly historical notes or observations of beasts, written in a hurried, excited hand as they documented that “the Avari had three cardinal dragons, not two as previously believed,” and “the correct hand gesture for respect from before the Jacari unification requires the right fingertips be placed beneath the palm of the left, not the thumb.” But the excitement soon petered out, as did the coherency.

Double the amount

Catacombs??

Ayador??

Mora Mora Mora Mora Mora

He’d scribbled the previous Librarian’s name until he ran out of space, the handwriting frenzied and violent toward the end. She moved on to searching the drawers, where she found a palm-sized figurine of a Kyler Bird, an annotated copy of a book titled Creatures and Curses, and a flat box containing more of the black metal jewelry Allaster seemed so fond of.

Most likely it was just some silly ornament he wore for its value, like any other noble, but she dropped one of the rings into her pocket just in case, intending to seek out more information about it. She had just approached a section of the wall obscured by a ruffled curtain when the sound of two people arguing reached her.

“We can’t rush into this. I won’t risk more than I have to,” said a woman’s voice Kasira didn’t recognize.

Then, a familiar tone of irritation. “We can’t wait that long. Vera has already made her next move.”

Allaster was back early.

Kasira’s gaze darted around the room. There was a stack of books in the corner so high it nearly formed a wall, but it was too far away for her to reach. The curtain beside her had a series of bulky items behind it and hung unevenly to the floor—hardly the best place to risk hiding, but she didn’t have another choice. She slipped behind it just as the door to the study opened, her hip butting up against an armoire beneath a narrow board tacked up by her head.

“You heard them in that meeting, Nyelle.” Allaster approached the desk. “The royal court has no interest in anything I have to say. No matter how many delegates we send talking about the balance of magic and the importance of beasts, all it takes is that Paratal brat to stand up and lament the safety of Kalish souls to undo every word we speak.”

“Paratal Helvarin is Vera’s pawn,” said Nyelle, her patient tone a stark contrast to Allaster’s anger. “If we can fetter her, it will severely weaken his position. And for the sake of all that is holy, Allaster, would you organize this room?” There was the distinct sound of several books hitting the floor as Nyelle no doubt bumped into them.

Kasira had never met Nyelle Yadora before, but her family was renowned across Kalthos for their ancestry. The Silvaire bloodline had ruled Kalthos until three generations ago, when the King died with only his daughter to inherit the throne. When the widowed Queen remarried Valsen Ralk and produced a son who later became the King, the Ralks effectively wrested the throne from the Silvaires.

In turn, the Silvaire Princess married Rhodri Yadora, an ambassador from Riviair. Nyelle was their son’s wife and one of the most outspoken voices against the Haidrin Church’s extermination of beasts. Between their royal ancestry and incredibly deep coffers they continuously reinvested into Kalthos, particularly its noble houses, the Yadoras remained well respected and connected despite beliefs that were deemed blasphemous for anyone else.

It wouldn’t shock anyone to learn the Yadoras and the Librarian were on good terms, but was Vera aware that Nyelle knew Allaster well enough to meet with him privately?

The sound of Allaster dropping into his chair echoed through the high-ceilinged room. “I am not prepared to deal with her as things stand now. I have too many other prob—Iylis, have you been in here recently?”

“You don’t let me in here. Me!”

“That’s because you insist on moving everything.”

“Cleaning, Lord Allaster. Cleaning!”

Kasira needed to go. She had chosen to hide, and Allaster suspected someone had been through his things. There wasn’t anything she could say now to convince him this had been an innocent visit. She was lucky he hadn’t already detected her the same way he had outside the portal room. But this didn’t sound like the type of conversation with a quick resolution, and the exit was clear across the room.

Then something very strange happened. What had been a solid wall behind her became a door that swung open without a sound. She didn’t have time to question it, diving gratefully into the hallway. Faint lines of balestone ran through the walls and curved ceiling like veins, offering barely enough light to see by and making the already-narrow hall feel tighter.

Unease crept through her, the cramped space making her lungs feel short of air and her mind run rampant with memories she kept tamped down. An odd beckoning sensation pulled her inward even as every instinct she had told her to walk the other way.

I’m fine, she thought to her burgeoning panic.

The hallway spiraled down, then leveled out, and she emerged into a corridor of doors. By then, she had deduced she must be in the catacombs of the old castle, which her tour with May told her rested just behind Allaster’s tower. The balestone in the walls was thicker here, making the silver light brighter, and it eased the tightness in her chest.

Her venture into Allaster’s office had been a near disaster, showing her rusted skills. She should have had two exit strategies planned, and all she had learned from her near capture was that he might have a stronger alliance with the Yadoras than anyone suspected. Perhaps searching the catacombs would serve her better, assuming she could bear to stay here.

The first door was locked, but she picked it easily with Loraya’s hairpin, revealing a musty storage room full of boxes of files. They were all past mage applications separated into various named sections, including a small box full of applications from Kalthos labeled in Allaster’s messy scrawl, “over my very, very dead body,” and shoved in a dark corner. The next three rooms were empty of everything save cobwebs and dust.

When the hallway ended in a T, she went right, only to reach a dead end. Spinning back around, she stopped. Did the corridor look narrower? The walls nearly pressed against her shoulders now, which she would have noticed before, seeing as the last time she had been in a dark, closed-in space she hadn’t seen daylight for three years.

Swallowing against her dry throat, she continued back along the corridor, but where the previous junction had been, there was now only a wall. That old, familiar fear prickled in her gut, but she refused to give it purchase. The intersection must just be farther back than she remembered, never mind that she hadn’t misjudged a layout since before she met Loraya.

When the hallway began to curve, she stopped. The part she had turned down had been straight all the way through. Had she missed the junction? It was oppressively dark down here. The shadows closed around her like hands holding her underwater, and her mind struggled to form coherent thoughts.

“Don’t be absurd,” she said aloud in hopes it would help her think. “Just backtrack.”

She retraced her steps to the dead end, ensuring she hadn’t passed the intersection, then placed her hand on the chilly wall as she started back again. That way, if she didn’t see the opening, she would at least feel it. But as she walked and walked, long past the time the hallway should have parted, she felt nothing.

Panic began to thrum inside her, and this time she couldn’t contain it. The hallway wound deeper and deeper, the floor dipping below her feet, the air growing colder with each step. Her heart drummed in time with her hurried footsteps, driving her on, on, on, until the chill of the air began to permeate her clothes and skin. The realization that she was not only lost, but trapped, threatened to steal her breath.

Suddenly, all she could think of were those years of darkness. The memories and emotions pierced her, relentless as they were vivid. She had deserved it. The cold. The quiet. The unending solitude that had settled in her bones like rot and worn her away.

It should have been her who died that day.

The con that killed Loraya had been Kasira’s, as had its failure. It had been too rushed. She hadn’t fully understood their mark, but she had been so desperate to prove to Loraya they didn’t need Thane. Loraya had always thought that without his power, his influence, they would be dead by the year’s end. She had thought Kasira didn’t know the truth.

The first time Kasira saw the bruises, Loraya had laughed them off, said they were an accident. The second time, she didn’t even try to pretend. Still, she refused to leave, convinced they needed Thane to survive, no matter that he was slowly draining the life from her. It wasn’t until later that Kasira had come to understand the ways a prison could become a comfort.

Even now, there was a part of her that wanted to keep those memories locked away, but the dark had a way of bringing them to life. She had crafted them a con, telling Loraya that Thane had sanctioned it—when in truth he knew nothing—all to prove that Kasira could be the one who picked their targets, Kasira could be the one who planned everything to the last detail.

She had been so close.

Loraya was quick—in and out before a mark had time to register she had been there—but Kasira had lived for the moment when a mark realized what was happening. That brief flash of understanding that sent her heart pumping with the knowledge that she danced on a knife’s edge, and one mistake, one slip, would see her dead. She had barely been nineteen, too young to consider that death came in many forms.

Except in the end, it had been Loraya who paid the price.

That day came back to her now with the stark clarity of her budding panic. A few well-placed roadblocks, and their nobleman target had left his quiet side street for the busy rush of the main thoroughfare. Kasira’s research had revealed three important things: The first was that he carried a large purse to the market once a month to purchase his wife a new trinket. The second, rather than take a guard, he carried his own sword, a ruby-hilted weapon that had glistened in the sun, and which led to the third: He fancied himself a champion of the holy Kalish laws.

Loraya had shoved off a fast-moving cart as if struck and fallen to the ground howling, while Kasira used the distraction to snick free his purse. It should have been so simple. A low-stakes trick they had run a hundred times. She should have bolted into the gathering crowd. Been gone before he had time to react.

Instead, she had turned back, just for a glimpse of his face—and found his sword drawn.

Before his blade could come down on her, something had slammed into her. She hit the cobblestones hard enough to bloody her palms, and when she looked up, Loraya was there. For an instant, she had thought the nobleman had stopped in time. But then she had seen the crimson leaking between Loraya’s fingers, seen the blade buried so deeply in her side that it exposed what little fat clung to her friend’s bones.

She should have run. It was what Loraya had taught her to do. But as the man had ripped his sword free with a sickening squelch, Kasira had scrambled to catch her partner’s body. She had clutched her close, her rasping apologies unfit for reknitting flesh.

Theft wasn’t a capital crime in Kalthos, but it was close enough. Theft from a noble was worse. She had been too distraught over Loraya’s death to flee, and they had thrown her in a cell without windows or light. A place so dark and quiet that sometimes she could forget she existed at all. She felt that way now, stumbling through the catacombs, the walls pressing closer and closer like the jaws of a beast.

“This isn’t real,” she whispered, the words faint against the dark. She sought the comfort they had once given her, the escape. This was only a moment in time. Another part of her pretend life she had only to make it through to reach the cottage by the lake. She could see it, the little house beside sapphire waters.

Her boot caught on a jutted-up stone, and she stumbled to her knees, the dream dispersing. The faint balelight faded and went out, leaving her with nothing but the heavy sound of her own breathing, ragged and breaking. She wanted so badly to let the darkness have her. To let it erase her and her mistakes.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered into the silence, to the woman who was not there. For one endless moment, there was only the sound of her choked breathing, and in the next, she knew she was not alone. Her eyes met nothing but darkness, but she felt the other presence like a gaze on the back of her neck.

Scrambling to her feet and putting her back to a wall, she pulled free Revna’s knife from her boot, straining to hear over the beat of her own heart. The sound was like a breeze through a cracked stone—one long, endless exhale.

Then, a voice like nothing she had ever heard said, “You made me a promise.”

“Who’s there?” she called.

The whispering came again, a bottomless inhale. Then, just as suddenly as the presence had come, it was gone. A quiet trill echoed in its absence. Then another, and another, and in the distance beyond, tiny lights came to life, until the whole corridor was awash in the golden glow.

Kasira bolted back the way she had come. She had barely taken a few steps when the hallway she had been looking for came into view. But when she turned down it, it emptied not into the corridor of doors, but out into the common room near the arena.

She didn’t stop. She fled straight back to the barracks and up the ramp to her quarters, where she let the façade of Eirlana fade and collapsed into the plush armchair in the far corner. Her body was shaking, her jaw clenched so tightly the muscles ached in protest. Tears burned behind her eyes, a threat she hadn’t faced since the existential truth of what her life had become had hit her full force in Belvar, and she had realized she might never see sunlight again.

“This isn’t real,” she whispered, refusing to let the tears fall, to let the mess of swirling anxiety in her stomach rise up and consume her. She closed her eyes against it and sought the cottage once more, and the reminder that she need only succeed here to reach it.

Truth, she thought, seeking the comfort of the game that had kept her sane in her cell. In the darkness of Belvar, reality and falsehood became one, until prisoners lost themselves to solitude. She had taken to sorting her thoughts into truths and lies so she would not forget herself.

My name is Kasira Vitalis—truth.

I am a thief—truth.

Only once her breathing finally calmed did she realize where she was sitting. The chair hadn’t been there previously, nor had the room been large enough to accommodate it. Seeking a task to channel her nervous energy, she measured the distance between the foot of the bed and the opposite wall and found it wider than it had been when she left that morning.

The room had changed.

Just like the door in Allaster’s office had appeared to let her out and the hallway in the catacombs had moved. Allaster wasn’t the only one with spatial abilities—the Library had its own magic, and it was aware of her.

The question was, did it see her as friend, or foe?
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CHAPTER 9

ALLASTER

ALLASTER SAW NYELLE BACK TO THE PORTAL ROOM AND THROUGH the Kalish door before returning to his office, their conversation permeating his thoughts. For months now, he had been attending meetings at the royal court to discuss the increasing natural disasters taking place across the continent, and for just as long, the Kalish had been neatly sidestepping everything he said.

When he pointed out that the highest concentration of disasters was occurring in Kalthos, the Paratal claimed it was a test of the Kalish people’s dedication to Haidra’s light and blamed the greater population of beasts. When Allaster tried to explain the necessity of beasts to maintain the balance of magic, the Paratal twisted his words to mean the existence of sin was necessary for the existence of magic, before suggesting both should be excised.

Never mind that the balance of magic was the only thing sustaining the world’s ecosystems. If the beasts were culled, the natural world would descend into chaos. The trouble was, Allaster couldn’t prove it. Even he didn’t fully understand the relationship between beasts and the magical balance. Only that with each beast’s death, it grew more unstable, and these disasters were the result.

He found May in the kitchen, where she often went to work out stress on unsuspecting balls of dough. She wore an apron over her uniform, the long sleeves pushed up above her elbows and her forearms dusted in flour as she worked a particularly large batch of dough against the wooden counter.

“So?” he asked, leaning against the edge.

Her dark gaze flicked toward him out of the corners of her eyes, no doubt considering what to tell him of her time with Eirlana. He’d been certain that when May had come to get him it was merely an excuse to introduce herself to the new Assistant, and sure enough, he’d sensed them together through the magic before leaving for Kalthos.

“I gave her a tour,” May said eventually. When Allaster only frowned, she added, “I wanted to spend some time with her myself, since you refuse to do it. For what it’s worth, she’s curious about this place, though trying very hard not to be.”

“I’m sure she is. How else is she to find anything to report back to Vera?”

May drove her fist into the dough with particular force. “You were supposed to give her a chance.”

“I gave her one, and she only proved me right.” Allaster fidgeted with an escaped piece of dried dough, thinking of the way Eirlana had wielded her staff. It had not been in the half-hearted, artful manner Kalish nobles twirled them about, but hard-hitting and defiant. If he weren’t certain she was here to ruin everything he held dear, he might have been impressed.

But whoever Eirlana Corynth was, she had the skill of a warrior and a very particular knowledge of beasts. The test questions she had gotten right had been things like adaptations, migration tendencies, and herd dynamics, but nothing of diet, grooming habits, or habitat. Hers was the knowledge of someone who had grown up being taught a beast’s weaknesses, its dangers, and none of its magic.

Yet he’d seen that curiosity himself. Not just with Benlo that morning, but the day before when she had entered the main library and taken in the rows of books like a starving woman at a grand supper. It had been only for a moment, but he’d seen a yearning in her green eyes that called to his own, one he’d caught himself wanting to explore.

In another situation, another lifetime, maybe he could have. He could have taken his time getting to know her, shearing through the layers of indoctrination that had been heaped upon her, and shown her the truth of magic. The wonder. But there was too much at stake for him to risk that, too many lives, and there was a part of him, far larger than he wanted to admit, that barely remembered that truth himself.

May’s expression softened, and it was almost worse than her disappointment, because he knew what was coming next. She left the dough to rest as she faced him. “Is this about Mora, Allaster?”

A year later, and the previous Librarian’s name still tore a hole through his heart. The rest of the Library had moved on, Mora’s death just another in an ancient line, but Allaster could never do the same. Her loss would haunt him for a thousand lifetimes.

It was, after all, his fault.

May’s fingers curled into her apron. Perhaps not everyone had moved on. She and Mora had been close, closer than most, and there had been a time when Allaster had thought their relationship might even become something more. Then May had met her wife, and that door had closed. But there had always been a part of her that loved Mora, a part that was clearly still as raw as he was.

“I can’t imagine what you’re feeling,” May began, the words clearly difficult for her to say. “I don’t imagine anyone ever could. It’s a miracle you get up every day, Allaster. Don’t think I don’t know that. But the Library needs you now more than ever, and it needs Eirlana too. If there is even a sliver of hope that she isn’t what you think—”

“Then I have to take it.” Allaster scrubbed a hand along his jaw, his exhaustion threatening to whittle him down to scraps. He didn’t know if he had it in him to put up a fight against someone like Eirlana. There was something magnetic about her, about the way her green gaze settled on him so fully, that left him disquieted.

He sighed heavily. “Just let me do it my way, okay? I have time enough for that.”

The look in May’s dark eyes betrayed her worry, and something deeper. Something she wasn’t telling him, that she’d refused to tell him for some time, despite his asking. Still, he very nearly did again, well aware that he was not the only one who carried the weight of the Library about their shoulders.

He owed May more than he could put into words, so instead, he fished something from his pocket, proffering it to her. May’s face lit up at the sight of the gold foil-wrapped package, and she reached for it before remembering her dough-encrusted hands. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Spiced chocolate, straight from the Kalish capital,” Allaster confirmed, setting the package down on a clean spot on the counter. They had each of them their vices; May’s just happened to be sweets from the one kingdom that detested them. He made a point of procuring her some each time he visited.

“We can chop it up and put it in the dough,” May told him. “Though I’ll need to adjust the water ratio to account for it. Here.” She grabbed a knife, cutting the dough in half and handing it to him. “We’ll do half plain. You can knead that one.”

And though he had a hundred and one other things to do, his weariness heavy in his bones, he did as she said and got to work.
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ALLASTER WAS UP the next morning with the sun. He rarely slept past its rise, if he managed to sleep at all, nightmares of Mora’s death an ever-present bedfellow. It took three cups of Iylis’s strongest tea to even nudge his brain into motion, but by the fourth, he was up and moving, ready for another day spent scouring the library’s shelves for answers about his curse.

Each day of searching was another day the magic rooted deeper inside him, another day his hopes of finding answers dimmed a little more. His transformation, his magic—they were tied to Amorlin, but in a place as ancient as this, so much had been lost to time and forgotten places, and he had been looking for so very long.

There had been a time when he rose early each morning to spend the day deep among the shelves, poring over Lady Val En’s original journals from the Second Naming, when she discovered over thirty new species of beasts, or Lord Hensley’s work of formal categorization, where he began organizing beasts into groups based on species. Each Librarian before him had contributed so much to its history, its knowledge; he had barely been Librarian for a year, and the greatest mark of his tenure was the arrival of a Kalish zealot.

Sighing, he reached for the magic and snapped his fingers. It resisted at first, tugging against him like a stubborn mule, before giving way to transport him to the main library. It had been doing that a lot lately, yet another strange behavior in a long line of the Library’s recent oddities. Vanishing rooms, hearths that refused to light, leopard spirits found staring off into space as if they had forgotten their tasks. Even the mages had begun to notice, and none of Allaster’s assurances succeeded in allaying their concerns.

The Library was more vulnerable than ever right now.

He appeared in the main library beside his lectern, already reaching for the book he’d left there late last night—and stopped.

Eirlana was there.

She was seated at his favorite table by the fire. Reading his books.

Only May’s voice from last night stopped him from teleporting her to some dark corner of the catacombs. If there is even a chance that she isn’t what you think …

May was right. He knew she was right, and yet everything inside him warned him to be careful with Eirlana Corynth, lest he find her claws at his throat. Yet here she was, surrounded by stacks of books on beasts, nibbling absently at a scone as she flipped through page after page, consuming words with a voracious appetite.

Genuine study as her duty demanded, or a means of arming herself against them? She looked so relaxed, her obsidian hair loose about her shoulders and limned with blue from the morning light. It reminded him of the mornings he used to spend by the fire, reading about faraway beasts for nothing but the pure joy of it. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt that way about a book.

The last time he’d done anything simply because he wanted to.

Don’t be a fool, he told himself. She’s just reading.

And yet, watching her, he couldn’t help but feel as though it was something more for her. Something that made it almost possible for him to imagine her a mage, almost imagine that she was the Assistant he needed. But he required more than books, more than words, if he was going to risk everything on her.

She lifted her head, and in the instant before she turned to look, he vanished. But she was there again the next morning, and the one after that, as if determined to ruin his every day. He used the opportunities to observe her from afar, watching as the other mages went from eyeing her like beasts with their hackles raised to absorbing her presence as inevitable.

One of the mages even invited her to sit with them. The question seemed to startle Eirlana, who politely declined, looking uncomfortable. Embarrassment, or concern about being found out? He saw a double meaning in her every action, her every word, and all the while he was losing time he didn’t have.

Something prodded his leg, and he glanced down to find a leopard spirit waiting patiently. Iylis often sent them to fetch him, and he followed this one through the shelves and up the spiraling ramp, where he found Iylis shelving volumes in a side room.

The spirit vanished as Iylis pointed his tail at a thick tome he’d left in the bay window. “That one appeared this morning,” the snow leopard said as, around him, books floated back to their shelves, slotting neatly among their fellows. “I think one of the spirits incorrectly shelved it ages ago. Useless, the lot of them.”

“Iylis,” Allaster began as he picked up the book, “you are one of them.”

“You have no proof of that.”

Allaster didn’t press him. He and Iylis had had many a conversation of that nature across the decades, and all Iylis would tell Allaster was that he and the leopard spirits had always been there, and the spirits had always been incompetent. At this point, Allaster couldn’t tell if Iylis was obscuring the truth or if he’d simply forgotten it.

He left Iylis to his shelving, returning the way he’d come and already flipping through the book. It was a collection of historical accounts from Avaria, one of the few texts they had on the isolated kingdom, which was also the home of the first Librarian. Iylis had been pulling every book he found related to Avaria, but none had contained the information Allaster sought about his curse.

As he reached the bottom of the ramp, something flashed in the corner of his vision, and he looked up in time to walk face-first into a tower of books. All but a few crashed noisily to the ground, taking his volume with it, and revealing a flustered Eirlana on the other side.

“Saints,” he muttered. “You really are everywhere, aren’t you?”

Her eyes narrowed in a blend of affront and dismissal only a noble could affect. “You have a problem with me reading now?”

“I have a problem with everything,” he muttered, bending down to reach for his book—at precisely the same moment she did. Her fingers brushed his and he jerked back, but she hardly seemed to notice as she organized everything into a stack and stood, her movements as agitated as her tone.

“Is there anything I am allowed to do, or shall I stay shut up in my room until I rot?” she demanded.

“You have my book.”

“Or better yet, why don’t I drown myself in the Seven Veils? Save you the headache.”

“Corynth—” he began, but she was already heading for the collections room beneath the ramp, where mages returned texts for the spirits to reshelve. Books had a habit of vanishing from there the moment they hit the counter, and the Library had already lost his book once.

He cut her off, very nearly causing a second collision. “If you make me drop these again, I’m going to aim for your foot,” she warned, though she would hardly have to try. Room was a generous word for what was really an alcove, and with the both of them tucked inside it, there was hardly space to turn about.

“I need that book,” he demanded.

She set the stack down, pulling his book from the middle and very nearly sending the whole thing toppling again. “Why are you researching Avaria? We don’t have contact with them, do we?”

“There is no ‘we,’ and that is none of your business.” He made a grab for the book, but she stepped deftly around him, flipping the tome open to scan the first page. Her back was to him now, nearly pressed against his own in the cramped space, but all Allaster could think about was getting the book back before it inspired the sort of questions he didn’t want her asking.

He spun and reached for it again just as she turned around, bringing them face-to-face with the book between them, his arm nearly encircling her. She stopped then, her head tilted back the barest so she could peer up at him through her lashes, and he realized with a start that she had done this on purpose. Running into him, taking his book, drawing him here alone.

She must have seen the realization on his face, because the smile slipped from hers. “You’ve been avoiding me,” she said. “I had to get your attention somehow.”

So she had taken his book.

He snatched it from her, its width the only space between them. He could still feel the heat of her against his skin. “I haven’t been avoiding you. I simply happen to be where you aren’t.”

“You’ve been watching me,” she countered. “What exactly is it you’re waiting for me to do? Go on a beast-murdering rampage?”

“The thought has occurred to me,” he muttered, and her annoyance redoubled. But there was something off about it, something that left him doubting its sincerity even as he struggled to identify it. As desperate as he was to trust her, as much as he needed her to be who she claimed, something held him back.

And after a hundred and twenty years, Allaster had learned when to trust his instincts.

“Allaster—” she began, but he was already gone.
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CHAPTER 10

KASIRA

AS A CHILD, KASIRA HAD LOVED STORIES. SHE WOULD LIE IN BED listening to her mother’s voice weave tales of distant lands and ancient magic, falling asleep to the rhythm of her words. The details of her mother’s face had long ago fled her, but those stories had become a part of her, shaped her in ways she hadn’t truly understood until her parents’ deaths put her on the streets. She learned to keep her interest close, and she stopped speaking of the mother who had taught her wonder instead of fear.

Then came the orphanage.

Our Lady of the Light resembled a children’s home as closely as Belvar did a tavern. The royal court paid the priests a stipend for each child they took in, and so they had a deal with the city watch to bring them those caught committing petty crimes. The priests were meant to teach the children of Haidra’s light, but Kasira had spent more time scrubbing church pews than studying scripture.

She was ten and used to the children of the street, who had grown uncomfortable at her off-putting comments, but nothing more. The first time she had shown too much interest in a beast, a priest threw her to her knees before Haidra’s altar and commanded she pray until her voice grew raw. The second time, another child snitched on her for reading a stolen book about the Library; she still had scars from that lashing. After that, the other children had called her beast sympathizer, Library whore, all names they whispered behind her back year after year.

But none of that had compared to the day she brought home an injured Talowell, a tiny creature without claw or fang, the same kind her mother had once placed in her hands and said, See? It is not so scary. When the priests discovered her tending to it, they made her drown it. She still remembered the feel of its scaly body thrashing in her hands before going irrevocably still. Then they took a hot knife to her palm to burn out the sin of touching it.

That was the day she had truly understood that the only thing her people hated more than a beast was a beast sympathizer.

She brushed her fingers absently over the old scar. That day, a little of their fear had seeped into her and never left. It had festered and rotted until she too looked at beasts with dread, until the vicious things she heard people say no longer turned her stomach. Four long years in the Malikinar had done the rest.

Yet now, here she was, tucked away within the Library’s towering walls, with more books at her disposal than she had time to read, nestled among people who would not condemn her for it. She didn’t know what to make of it. It felt like being handed a weapon for the first time, clumsy and unfamiliar. The wrongness of it chafed at her, and though she affected an air of ease, everything inside her was in knots. She kept waiting for that knife.

Instead, they only watched her—Allaster most of all—and so she kept reading. Her attempt to corner him into conversation had failed, and she had learned very little of note from the book he’d been reading. She had come back for it that night, but all it contained were accounts of age-old Avari history.

But letting Allaster see her engrossed in study was only the first step of many in building on the foundation she had laid for him. She had planted the idea during their sparring match that he might be wrong about her, and with each action she took now, she would give him reason to question himself, in hopes of eventually convincing him to trust her.

It would be a difficult task, seeing as he wanted nothing to do with her, but that only meant she would need to rely on others to communicate the information for her. People like May and the mages, who made no attempt to hide their staring each morning as she collected a stack of books and claimed the table by the fire. Time dulled emotion. It was exhausting to be constantly on guard, particularly when the person you were defending against insisted on sitting alone with a pile of books that completely rewrote your perception of them.

Over the next few days, she made her way studiously through her stack. She took notes as she went, her hand cramping from mimicking Eirlana’s flowing script, and discussed the contents with May at lunch. She read about the Revenant gods of the Jacari and Riviair’s bureaucratic society, from the twelve ministers to the opulent business district that housed the capital city’s elite. She read of the Miravi sand caves and the blue-finned Tolvish beasts whose scales emitted a substance that turned the Ayadese mountain lakes a pale sunrise orange, working her way through field guides covering the countless years mages had spent cataloging beast versus animal.

Several of the texts detailed now-extinct nonmagical species, the snow leopards of Avaria among them. Others theorized about what had led to the development of creatures steeped in magic and those free of it, but none held any sort of final conclusion. Iylis himself only had shrugged when she asked about his form, quite pointedly inquiring why she looked like a human woman, and in the absence of any rejoinder, had strode away with his nose in the air.

Out of curiosity, she even researched the ancient Ryzitch that May had mentioned. There was little in the Library on it—a fact she learned by asking the leopard spirits. Iylis had explained the spirits were, like him, creatures of magic, born of the Library’s power and deeply in tune with it, which made them particularly suited to scouring its depths. They had brought her only one book. It contained a single paragraph about the creature, describing it as a beast of darkness and smoke, supposedly capable of answering any question asked of it—for a price.

Despite the Library’s vast collection, she couldn’t find anything that talked about the black metal ring she had taken from Allaster’s study. Even the geology texts she tried didn’t have anything that matched the material’s description, and she had to be careful of when she looked, considering Allaster himself was often among the stacks.

She was toying with the ring in her pocket when she first noticed the girl.

There were several tricks for discovering if you were being watched. Leading someone into a narrow alley to see if they followed, changing locations to make a tail stand out in a new background, even just making a run for it. Kasira needed none of those. The mage staring at her didn’t care if she was seen. In fact, Kasira was sure that she wanted to be, because when she finally pretended to notice her for the first time, the girl all but snarled at her, clutching a small black journal to her chest.

Kasira made a point of showing the bewilderment Eirlana would surely feel, letting it meld into a frown of distaste, but inwardly she recognized what was unfolding: This girl would be a problem. To anyone else, the encounter might have seemed benign, but trusting her gut had kept Kasira alive, and she wasn’t about to ignore it now.

She sought out May the next morning, finding her in one of the Library’s front rooms where they kept an assortment of equipment, including the tall, dark leather boots May was currently tugging on. She had her face turned away from them, as if trying to keep from smelling something offensive. A moment later, Kasira discovered why.

“Ugh.” She covered her mouth and nose with a hand. “Are those boots treated with Nematir oil?”

“Unfortunately,” May replied with equal displeasure. “But it’s quite effective at keeping the water out.”

Kasira shuddered. “Do you have a moment? I—”

But May was already on her feet and off toward the exterior door, a bucket in hand. “If you can walk and talk,” she replied, leaving Kasira scrambling to slide on her own pair of foul-smelling footwear. She jogged to catch up with May, who was already outside. The air was crisp and damp with mist from the falls when she emerged, following May down a winding path toward the river.

“Where exactly are we going?” Kasira asked.

“Mushroom hunting.” May hefted her bucket. “According to Warrin, there’s a type of mushroom that grows in the mud along the riverside that’s quite effective at stimulating memory.”

“Warrin?” Kasira questioned as they hit the sodden grass of the riverbank.

“One of our healers in training. He’s doing his first independent shift at the infirmary; you should introduce yourself when we’re done.” May offered her the bucket, which Kasira accepted. “The mushroom has a thick white stalk and a light blue cap that sometimes has gray splotches. Help me look while you talk?”

They sloshed along the edge of the riverbank as Kasira described the girl from the library. Slender; with sleek black hair and prominent cheekbones; her skin a soft golden brown; and a smooth, sloping face with a broad, flat nose. Kasira had marked every detail, down to the way the girl held her weight in her left foot.

May’s lips curled with amusement as she crouched to inspect a collection of mushrooms. “Elyae. She’s Ayador’s representative at the Library. Each nation has one.”

“She seems young to be in a position like that.” The girl hadn’t looked more than a teenager to her. “Though I suppose I shouldn’t judge anyone’s age around here by their appearance. For all I know, you’re sixty.”

May chuckled as she stood, empty-handed. “Twenty-nine. But yes, Elyae is young. She’s also a talented mage and very dedicated. She helps train new mages, and many of them look to her as a leader.”

Great. Kasira had been hoping that Elyae’s ornery disposition extended past how she clearly felt about Eirlana, perhaps putting her at odds with the other mages. But if they saw her as a mentor, and if she was a country’s representative, then she had a measure of power and influence here that made her dangerous.

“She’s not happy I’m here.” Kasira watched the understanding unfold across May’s face before adding, “Does she hate me because I’m Kalish? Do they all?”

May didn’t answer right away. Her normally warm expression had hardened, and it was with great care that she replied, “Elyae has always wanted more responsibility than she has. She came to the Library as a young child after losing both her parents, who were retired mages. For the others, you being Kalish is only an element of it. From their perspective, you are a potential threat to the thing they have dedicated their entire lives to and would lay down to protect.”

She returned to surveying the riverbank as she said, “But they take their cues from Allaster, who has yet to complete your naming.”

Kasira feigned offense. “They make assumptions about me without even knowing me.”

“Mm, as you do of beasts.” Only May could say something so critical without it feeling like an attack. Yet Kasira sensed a deeper emotion behind her words. May spoke with the restraint of one long practiced in controlling her feelings.

The sudden urge to know May as Kasira rather than as Eirlana flared beneath her ribs. May had an energy about her that reminded Kasira of Loraya, the sort of calm knowing that stood still in the eye of a storm. It drew Kasira in, and she had to steel herself against it.

There was nothing more dangerous for a con artist than getting attached.

Kasira trailed after May as they walked, scanning the grass for blue caps. “I don’t know why I even bother,” she said. “Allaster clearly has no intention of training me. Every day I spend here is another day closer to damnation and—” She cut off as May covered her mouth with her hand, smothering an uncharacteristically derisive snort. “What?”

Something slid into place behind the First Mage’s eyes, the closest to frustration Kasira had ever seen on her face. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Lana.”

“I think I do,” Kasira pressed on with a noble’s confidence, even as she marked the nickname, what it meant. “I’m Kalish; Allaster hates the Kalish, therefore he hates me.”

But May was already shaking her head. “I didn’t mean about Allaster.”

“Then what? Damnation?” She let out a small laugh, her tone turning scornful. “Yes, I suppose this place would know all about that.”

“This is no longer about realms and religion,” May said tightly. “Listen to me, Lana. There is more at stake here than you realize. The Library needs you and Allaster working together, for you to be the Assistant Librarian, Kalish or not.”

So that was what May was after. She wanted Kasira to be the Assistant and for Allaster to let her, and she wanted it with a ferocity Kasira didn’t understand. May had a thoughtful nature, her concern for others extending to every beast and mage she interacted with, so it was no surprise she cared for the Library with the same tenacity, but there was an urgency behind her words that Kasira couldn’t decipher.

What could be so pressing, so dire, that the normally equable May would lose her temper, yet was so sensitive that she wouldn’t just tell Kasira outright?

It must be related to whatever is wrong with the Library, she thought.

Outwardly, she dipped her head, looking chastened. “I’m trying,” she replied hesitantly. “I’ve been … reading.”

“I know.” May’s demeanor softened, and she started down the riverbank once more, her boots squelching in the mud. “But books can only do so much. I know you did not want this, and I know that so much of it goes against what you’ve been taught to believe, but I hope you can see the good here, the life. The Library is more than you have been told.”

Kasira pretended to consider her words, though in truth, she already agreed. Simply showing an interest in learning could only do so much. She had to take the next step if she was to begin building the trust she needed. Without it, Allaster would never grant her magic, and this con would be over before it began.

May emitted a sudden gasp of excitement and crouched before a single white-stalked mushroom with a blue top that Kasira was surprised to find she recognized. “You’re looking for cloudtrappers?” she asked. “We have those everywhere in Kalthos.”

“Really?” May straightened with the mushroom in hand. “Warrin seemed to think they were rare, but I admit that the Library is less informed about Kalthos than the other nations to a degree. As you might imagine, they’re not as open to mages roaming about their lands doing research.”

“I’d be happy to tell you whatever you’d like about it,” Kasira offered as they returned to their search. “And I can get you more mushrooms. They’re common around Elrope breeding grounds. I think they eat them and disperse the spores.”

“I would appreciate that,” May replied. “In fact, my primary hypothesis is around something very similar. I’m researching the connection between beasts and magic-infused natural materials, like vylor. I have a theory that that a chemical reaction is at play, much like you’d find in the production of baked goods.”

Kasira had learned by now that each mage took on a primary hypothesis, or a subject in research that became their focus while at the Library, something she herself was technically exempt from as the Assistant Librarian. Or rather, it was expected that she would pursue many topics, something she had already begun to do with her time in the main library.

“What do you want to know?” she asked, and answered May’s questions about Kalish beasts as best she could as they continued their search. They only found a single other mushroom, making the bucket a light burden on their return trip to the Library. Kasira made a point of directing their path away from the river and through the paddocks, claiming she was tired of walking through muddy grass, so that it looked unplanned when she slowed outside of Benlo’s fence.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” she began, eyeing the Relin uncertainly. “Perhaps I could take over feeding Benlo?”

Surprise flitted across May’s face, before it softened into a smile. “Fen and Carlia handle that right now. I’ll talk to them.” She reached out to squeeze Kasira’s hand, her marriage bracelet clinking. Kasira eyed the sapphire crescent moon charm, sensing a thread that could tie them closer.

“Do you miss them?” She nodded at the bracelet.

“Taya?” May lifted her hand, letting the charm catch the sun’s light. “With every breath. I see her for a few days each month, but it isn’t enough. For either of us.”

Kasira wondered what it felt like to miss someone so much your heart ached. The closest she had was Loraya, but missing her was like longing for the stars in the noonday sky: She was at once always there and unreachable. Kasira could never have her back.

“What about you?” May lifted an eyebrow. “Did you leave family behind?”

No. The word resounded loud and deep in her mind, even as she thought of Revna. Though she’d hated the actual hunting of beasts, she had spent years with her battalion. And as much as she didn’t want to admit it, she missed Revna’s raucous laugh and Paskar’s terrible singing.

You’re getting soft, whispered Loraya’s voice. Your heart will be your downfall.

Like it was yours? Kasira thought back.

By now, Revna would have been questioned for Kasira’s disappearance and likely disciplined. Kasira didn’t actually know the punishment for failing to prevent desertion, but she imagined it was as severe as everything else in the Malikinar.

“No one who will miss me,” she said carefully, and like so many things, it was both a truth and a lie.
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CHAPTER 11

KASIRA

THE DAYS OF STUDYING HAD THE EFFECT KASIRA DESIRED: MOST OF the mages no longer stared at her with the same narrow-eyed suspicion, having grown used to her presence. It helped that she had taken over the feeding for Benlo and other beasts, joining those who went in and out of the paddocks each morning, while the others did everything from grooming to exercising them. It was almost idyllic, the steady buzz of conversation and laughter amid the roar of the falls, but Kasira couldn’t quell the current of unease that always surfaced around the beasts.

After so many years spent fighting for her life against them, her instinct was to put a blade in their hearts before they could attack. Thankfully, that disquiet translated into her persona as Eirlana, who would feel equally discomforted walking between the pens. It was an element of her con she didn’t have to fake. She needed it to look like Eirlana was making an effort, and she did so by forcing herself to make one.

She tended to pens of Yrvas, great lizard-like creatures with curved snouts that spent most of their time in swamps. They had long, thin tails, sharp as vylor blades, one of which had nearly taken her hand off when she startled it in the woods. The paddock beside the Yrvas’ was full of Fiers, small and quick creatures with curved claws on their front paws and straight, ridged horns the length of their bodies. Revna had a scar on her thigh from one that had nearly skewered her. The beasts had infiltrated their camp during the night, killing two medics.

Kasira might not hate beasts with the same religious fervor as her countrymen, but she could understand their fear. Nowhere else did people face such a high density of dangerous creatures. Nowhere else was it as common to meet an orphan of an attack as a happy family. Nowhere else did a kingdom need a force whose sole purpose was protection from beasts, instead of relying on the Library for aid.

Beasts might not be the sins the church claimed, but they were certainly no blessing.

Everything Kasira did she reported back to Vera via the communication channel they had established: notes placed in a forgotten book. A compendium of some sort, it was two fists thick and twice as useless, as it was written almost entirely in a lost Avari language. A quality which also made it the perfect place to hide letters for the spy to retrieve.

By now, she had decided the incident in Allaster’s office meant that his abilities didn’t enable him to constantly know where she was, but that he likely had to actively seek her out. It was a risk to operate on that assumption without more proof, but if she didn’t, her movements would be severely limited.

She had just circled back past the Yrvas, nearing the end of her rounds, when a loud snap startled one near the fence. It spun, long tail lashing like a whip toward her abdomen. Kasira had dropped the feed bucket, dodged the tail, and drawn Revna’s blade from her boot before she realized what was happening.

Elyae stood across the pen, a broken stick in hand. Kasira tried to hide the blade, but it was clear from the girl’s expression that she had seen it, her lips curving with a satisfied smile. Kasira had dedicated the past two weeks to proving she was not a threat, but not-threats didn’t carry knives and resort to brandishing them at beasts at the slightest movement.

Kasira forced a neutral tone when she asked, “Elyae, isn’t it?”

“An Assistant Librarian can’t be afraid of beasts,” Elyae said in a light Ayadese accent as she approached. “An Assistant Librarian whose first response is to attack one can’t be an Assistant Librarian.”

Kasira returned the blade to her boot. “And who would make a better one? You?”

Elyae stiffened, a strange emotion passing behind her black eyes. May’s words came back to Kasira: Elyae has always wanted more responsibility than she has. That was the look in the girl’s eyes: jealousy.

Did Elyae want to be the Assistant Librarian?

“You can never have my place,” Kasira continued with Eirlana’s surety, seeking confirmation. “The next Librarian will be Kalish. There is no way around that.”

Elyae let out a rueful laugh. “Isn’t there?” She closed the distance between them impossibly fast, pinning Kasira up against the pen with a knife to her throat.

Kasira smothered the reflex to disarm her. When someone held a weapon to you, nine times out of ten, they had no intention of killing you—at least not before getting whatever they actually wanted first. So Kasira let the blade stay, and let her face reflect Eirlana’s fear and confusion, searching for help. But Elyae had timed her confrontation well. They were alone.

“I don’t know what you said to May to get her on your side,” Elyae began in a low hiss, “but the rest of us won’t be so easily fooled.”

“Need I remind you that I am the Assistant Librarian?” Kasira asked imperiously. Eirlana Corynth might not be accustomed to her role at the Library, but she would be used to being afforded the respect an elevated position granted her.

A sneer cut across Elyae’s face. “Even you can’t say it with a straight face. You weren’t sent here to become the next Assistant; you were sent here to spy for Kalthos. That’s why Allaster hasn’t fully named you yet, and without magic, you don’t stand a chance against me. So listen closely when I tell you that whatever it is you intend to do, I will stop you.”

Carefully, as though it were only an accident, Kasira used one fingertip to send a small journal in Elyae’s pocket tumbling to the ground. Sure enough, the girl’s gaze tracked it. She leaned fractionally closer, growling softly, “Your days here are numbered, beast slayer.” Then she swept down to pick up the journal, tucking it carefully back into her pocket as she departed.

Kasira watched her go. There were some people whom you tried to convince of your persona, people whom you could build a story for that they would listen to; and then there were those who had made up their mind long before your performance began.

Those were the ones who could destroy everything.
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KASIRA WENT STRAIGHT to the main library, where she asked a leopard spirit for help finding books about Amorlin’s internal processes, in particular the rotation of Librarians. A group of leopards arrived at her table several minutes later, each depositing a book. It didn’t take long to find her answers.

Amorlin: A Library Guide covered the basics. The role of Librarian rotated between the six realms, each taking on an Assistant who would eventually replace them. It had since been modified to remove Avaria from the cycle, though if the kingdom ever reopened communications with the rest of the continent, it would be immediately reinstated.

The book went quickly through a summary of the Library’s powers, from authority over beasts and all things magic, to the special protections and immunities granted to the Librarian and their mages. It was not until she reached the information on the Conclave that she found what she was looking for.

She already knew a Librarian could be removed and replaced with their successor only by a majority vote from the Conclave. What Vera hadn’t told her was that the same could be done to an Assistant. If Kasira was found to be committing any of the same crimes she intended to set up Allaster for, she would be removed from her position, and an Assistant from the next country would be chosen. With Avaria’s doors closed, that meant Ayador.

Elyae was doing to her exactly what Kasira was doing to Allaster.

It almost made her laugh. The girl was certainly more forthright about her intentions, her first move lacking any cleverness, but it was effective nonetheless. She would do it again over the coming days, finding ways to make Kasira look dangerous, or inept, or like the very spy Allaster suspected her to be. It didn’t matter how many beasts Kasira fed if Elyae gave Allaster the fuel he needed to see her removed from her position before she even had magic.

If she didn’t do something about Elyae soon, the girl would ruin everything.

“Lana?” May stood over her, face lined with the sort of disappointment that told her Elyae had already been to see the First Mage. She had a book on beast diets tucked under one arm and dried remnants of dough along her fingers that suggested she’d been baking earlier, something Kasira had learned that May did to relieve stress.

Kasira reflexively sank into her chair, portraying a remorse that wasn’t entirely false. Something about the way May was looking at her actually made Kasira feel genuinely guilty, an emotion she carefully folded within a mental fist and crushed. Perhaps she had let herself get too close to May these past few days.

“I’m sorry,” Kasira said. “I panicked. The Yrvas—one nearly killed me.”

May sat across from her, setting down her book and neatly folding her hands atop it. “Tell me what you know about them.”

Kasira didn’t respond right away, unsure what sort of test this was. If she told the truth, she would sound prejudiced, just when she had been presenting the image of changing. If she feigned ignorance, her reaction would look unjustified.

“I know they can raise the scales on their tales into sharpened ridges,” she said, deciding to stick with simple facts. “And that they live mostly on the banks of swamps, where the mud keeps them cool.”

“Do you know what they use their tails for?” May pressed, clearly seeking a certain answer.

Kasira gave it to her. “Defense?”

“Security,” May corrected. “They live in small groups, one extended family to a swamp. Because they spend so much time exposed on the banks, they have high startle reflexes, a trait that gives them the ability to react to threats and get back in the water quickly. Their tails have evolved in length to allow each Yrva their own cooling space, while still enabling them to seize any young around them and pull them into the water. Yrva without offspring will often grab the tails or legs of other Yrva, each one helping the next back into the swamp.”

Now she saw where this was going—it was the same lesson Allaster had tried to impart with Benlo. What she saw as weapons and aggression, the Library claimed had another purpose. Some part of Kasira knew that already. The part that had grown up curious about beasts and been the one to question these things, only to have her voice silenced.

Somewhere along the way, she had stopped asking questions.

“Are you saying the Yrva was trying to … protect me?” she asked.

“That’s correct.”

Eirlana wouldn’t know what to make of that, and in truth, Kasira didn’t either. The idea sat with her strangely, a splinter beneath her skin.

May scooted back her chair and held out her hand. “The blade, please.”

Kasira considered palming it and professing she had no such thing, but this was an opportunity to establish another level of trust. The mages respected and listened to May; her opinion of Kasira could decide the fate of her con, which made keeping May on her side just as important as earning Allaster’s trust. Besides, if she willingly gave it up, May would tell Allaster, and perhaps it would be enough to balance out Elyae’s maneuver.

So she handed the knife to May, who retrieved her book and bid her good night.

Kasira spent the rest of the evening with a pot of tea, researching every beast she had ever encountered in the Malikinar. It didn’t take long to notice the pattern. The Yrva she had surprised in the woods all those years ago had likely only been reaching for young. Fiers, with their curved claws and long, sharp horns, lived mostly underground. They only attacked in defense of their homes, which was why a group of them had infiltrated her Malikinar camp—they had set up their tents atop a colony.

It was the section on Alkatir that truly gave her pause though. According to the book, they were highly intelligent creatures capable of understanding human speech. Outside of Kalthos, there wasn’t a single documented case of one attacking a human, and the book noted the Kalish reports were probably doctored to cover attacks initiated by Malik.

She thought of the cub she had left alive—its wing broken and its eye ruined. If these books were right, if her knowledge of beasts was truly so fundamentally flawed that she had seen violence where only fear had existed, then she had fallen much further from her promise to Loraya than she had realized. She had let fear take root inside her, let it wrap its thorny vines about her heart.

And if she gave the Library to Vera, the Ambassador would do the same to the rest of the world.
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CHAPTER 12

KASIRA

AS KASIRA FINISHED HER ROUNDS AT BENLO’S PEN THE NEXT MORNING, she looked at the beast with fresh eyes. Her research had revealed their long fangs were for spearing fish, though they preferred to scavenge for bugs and plants, and the book theorized they had developed their incredible speed as a means of escaping predators. Their skeletal figure was also typical of the species, not a sign of underfeeding, though every time she saw the beast, he was snuffling through the grass for a snack.

Benlo perked up when she set a foot on the lowest rung of the fence, leaning her forearms on the wood. The light filtered through the brown feathers of his ruined wing, giving them a reddish glow. He had an idle air to him, every action slow and focused, and it lulled her into a sense of complacency, watching him as the sun gently warmed the back of her neck.

“You know,” she said so quietly only he could hear, “there was a time when I would have thought you remarkable.”

As a child, she would have been in awe of him, but it hadn’t just been the priests who drove that wonder away. It had been the children, the townspeople, everyone—save Loraya, who had always sought knowledge the way a flower turned toward the sun. They had watched each other’s backs in the orphanage, been each other’s guiding lights, but she hadn’t realized the depth of Loraya’s loyalty until the day Kasira had been forced to drown the Talowell.

Loraya had found her crying out back and thinking it the pain of her punishment, tended to her burn without saying a word. Afterward, when Kasira told her what had happened, Loraya had found a Silas Toad to put in the priest’s pillow. They had heard his yowl halfway across the church as they fled the orphanage.

It wasn’t until later that she learned Loraya’s entire family had been killed by beasts.

She had never forgotten the way Loraya had put that aside for her—for something Loraya should have detested. It was the first time she had realized she didn’t have to be what the world made her—a lesson Belvar and the Malikinar had spent seven long years undoing.

It was strange, having these two parts of herself brought in contention with each other. The curious child she had been and the cynical woman she had become, who was being forced to recognize that perhaps the child had known more truth than the woman, as children often did. How many beasts had she killed for acts of aggression that were actually something else entirely?

What a foolish question, she thought.

It didn’t matter what the beasts’ intentions had been. All that mattered was that they were beasts. Aggression or defense, the Malikinar would see them dead, and Kasira had only been doing the job required of her to survive. Just like she was now. It didn’t matter if the beasts were innocent, didn’t matter if the Library was everything she had once dreamed of. The consequences of failure were too high, and she would not let Loraya down again.

Truth, she thought and didn’t allow herself to dwell on it further.

Benlo’s nose twitched, and he sneezed, looking startled that the sound had come from himself. Kasira scooped a handful of nuts from a pouch outside the fence. Holding out her hand, she began to hum softly. Her reading had taught her that Relins hummed to their young to signify safety, and it was a habit they used with each other once grown; the mages often sang while working with them.

Gradually, Benlo ambled over. When he stretched out his long neck to sniff her hand, she had to fight the urge to jerk away.

Beasts are vicious; they’ll tear you apart.

Beasts are sinful; they’ll damn your soul.

Benlo’s lips curled back, baring rows of flat teeth, and the urge to have a knife in her hand flared. She didn’t move, refusing to let her fear win. A warm, soft snout brushed her fingers, and Benlo gently lipped the nuts from her palm, crunching away contentedly.

“I guess you and I aren’t so different,” she said. “Neither of us are ever going home.”

Benlo wasn’t the only beast at the Library that had been harmed in some irreparable way. Most had something preventing them from returning to the wild: torn wings, missing legs, scarred eyes. How many of these injuries had come from the Malikinar? How many was her own unit responsible for?

For Kasira, home was a distant memory, her childhood before the streets a blur. She remembered dreaming, flying high and fast as a summer wind, and she remembered fire, remembered watching the painting of that house by the lake curl and wither into ash.

There was nothing else.

She turned to find Allaster watching her from the Library entrance, his expression careworn. She stared back, one eyebrow cocked, expecting him to make some caustic comment or imply she had been bothering the beast. But he merely frowned and snapped his fingers, disappearing in a blink of silver light to reveal Elyae behind him.

Kasira had been waiting for this.

The girl had gone to Allaster with an accusation, and he’d wanted to see for himself. But instead of a fearful Kal, he’d witnessed Kasira hand-feeding a beast. She turned back to Benlo and nearly leapt when she found Allaster standing beside her, close enough that their arms brushed. There was an edge of exhaustion to the set of his shoulders and a weariness in his gaze heavy enough to crush a mortal man.

He spun a dark metal ring about one finger. “May says you’ve been tending the beasts. Elyae says you’ve been trying to stab them. I wish you would make up your mind.”

Kasira snorted, her arm tingling faintly from where his had touched it. “Elyae has decided she doesn’t like me, and I suspect anything she has to say about me will reflect that.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s wrong.”

Allaster had no idea how right he was. Or perhaps he did, and therein lay the crux of her problem. He had a predetermined opinion about Eirlana, the scale already weighed against her, and every positive action she took brought it a little closer toward neutral. But she didn’t have time for small victories. The two months Vera had given her to earn Allaster’s trust and win her magic were swiftly dwindling.

“I am not your enemy,” she said.

Those depthless eyes evaluated her with nothing short of cold calculation. She didn’t look away, even when holding his gaze sent a shiver snaking down her spine. There was something about their steely color that left her disquieted, as if he could see more than anyone else.

As if he could see her.

“Come with me,” he said and snapped his fingers.

They reappeared in the portal room, Kasira on steadier legs than previous teleportations. Iylis had been right, and the nausea had grown manageable, but she still detested the entitled way Allaster ripped her from one place to another. More than that turned her stomach this time though.

She wasn’t supposed to be here.

In the midst of her study last night, she had developed a plan. Letting Allaster see her feed Benlo was only the first part of it. The second was already in play, and Allaster had just taken her very far away from it.

“What could you possibly need me for?” she asked tersely. “Seeing as you’ve clearly decided not to train me as your Assistant.” After weeks of playing by his rules, it made sense Eirlana would begin to lose patience, but more than that, she was hoping he would change his mind about whatever this was. If she left now, she could still get back in time to keep her ploy from falling apart.

Allaster gave her a look as if to say he honestly didn’t know what else she expected. “Ambassador Vera has requested a meeting with us and the High Mage of Miraval. She specifically asked that you be there, so here you are. Try not to make a fool of yourself.”

Any retort Kasira had to that withered to ash in her mouth. Vera hadn’t mentioned any plans to visit. Had she changed her mind about this whole ordeal, or had the spy reported something unfavorable about Kasira? She swallowed her budding panic. Vera was the Kalish Ambassador to the Library. It made sense she would have business here outside of Kasira, but why did it have to be now of all times?

The Miravi symbol of an open book glowed silver on one of the doors. Allaster opened it, and a thick-shouldered elderly man trundled through, leaning heavily on a cane. His white beard hung to mid-chest, and he had the darkest blue eyes she had ever seen, set beneath the same prominent brow as Allaster. A row of different colored tassels adorned the chest of his robe, each one marking an academic achievement. She had heard it was a high honor to receive even one, for in a realm dedicated to scholarship and study, the competition was fierce.

This man bore five.

“Brother,” Allaster said distractedly. “Eirlana Corynth. Corynth, High Mage Ambric St. Archer.”

Kasira smothered her surprise by dropping into the respectful bow Eirlana would surely give. If Allaster’s brother was the High Mage of Miraval, it practically made him royalty—which explained why Allaster maintained communications with Ambric when he was meant to have cut ties with his family.

Though the Librarian’s authority was absolute only over magical matters, they were uniquely positioned to serve as a political liaison between the six countries. In addition to being a neutral party situated at their center, the Librarian and their Assistant possessed a vast depth of knowledge about the other nations, enabling them to mediate international disputes and facilitate conversation.

“A pleasure to meet you.” Ambric bowed gracefully, a kind smile on his aged face that was vastly at odds with his brother’s sour disposition. “I trust you’ve been adjusting well to your new position?”

She met Allaster’s warning stare over his brother’s shoulder and offered him a smile. “Oh, quite well. I’ve learned so much already.”

Allaster rolled his eyes, but his expression became the image of innocence when Ambric turned to him. “See, brother? You worried over nothing.”

“Yes. My new Assistant is not at all what I expected,” Allaster said in a monotone.

Ambric either didn’t hear the second meaning behind his brother’s words, or he ignored it. He gave Kasira a sly wink. “He can be so fussy at times. It’s a wonder you’ve put up with him as long as you have already.”

Kasira gave him the laugh he expected as the crossed swords of the Kalish door came aglow. Allaster drew a weary breath before opening it. Vera entered with two guards at her back, wearing the same military-esque uniform in royal blue and grim expression as the day Kasira met her. To Vera’s credit, she didn’t so much as glance at Kasira, who was mapping escape routes if this went wrong. May had briefly mentioned the doors on their tour, but how did they work?

“Ambassador Vera.” Ambric greeted her with a small bow. Allaster only glowered.

“High Mage St. Archer,” Vera returned. “Thank you for arranging this meeting. Lord Allaster is a difficult person to connect with.”

“A consequence of the profession of incessantly saving lives,” Allaster replied, earning a stern look from his brother that quieted him with an ease that shocked Kasira. If only she could shut the Librarian up so easily.

A tight smile split Vera’s face. “Yes, I’m sure the people you help are quite grateful.”

“I meant the beasts.”

Her smile turned acidic. “Of course.”

Allaster spun a ring about one finger with a look of disinterest. “Perhaps someone could tell me what it is we’re all doing here? I have places to be.”

Vera regarded Allaster impassively. “His Majesty would like a formal explanation for why you have denied our latest mage’s application to join the Library.”

“Because he was ill-mannered, poorly trained, and generally offensive. Is that formal enough?”

“What my brother meant to say,” Ambric cut in wearily, “is that the Library holds to very strict standards, and he strives to cultivate only the best within its walls. Please tell the King that Allaster would be happy to consider an alternative candidate—”

“I most certainly would not.”

“—whenever one is ready.”

“The Library hasn’t accepted a Kalish mage in years,” Vera countered.

Allaster scoffed. “You haven’t sent a Kalish mage in years. A brute trained to kill beasts and dressed in a robe does not a mage make.”

“Allaster,” Ambric warned.

“You are discriminating against Kalish interests,” Vera said evenly. “Nearly thirty-five percent of the mages currently at Amorlin are Miravi, and we have not a single Kalish mage besides the new Assistant. You are showing favoritism, Librarian.”

“Miravi candidates spend their entire lives studying at the Arcadamium for even the chance to become a mage, and most of them were chosen by Mora.” Allaster’s mask of indifference at last began to crack with lines of annoyance. “When Kalthos sends me someone of quality, I’ll consider them. Until then, stop using my brother to facilitate meetings to pressure me into compliance, or the next time you come through that door, it won’t be me waiting for you.”

Vera’s lips thinned. “Is that a threat?”

“It is a guarantee,” Allaster said at the same time his brother protested, “The Library of Amorlin would never stoop to threats.” They exchanged looks, Allaster’s jaw setting, but it was Ambric who pressed on. “While we may differ on many things, we all benefit from the Library’s great work, and my brother is nothing if not loyal to its cause. Every effort will be made to abide by Amorlin’s established procedures, and that includes considering applications of new mages.”

Only days ago, this conversation would have been lost on Kasira. But she understood now that Allaster was toeing a very thin line with his flagrant disregard of Kalish interests. Between the Library’s magic, its vast knowledge, and its access to the six countries, it was an immense source of power. To prevent it from abusing that power, Amorlin abided by a set of laws dictated by the early leaders of the realms. Rules such as the Librarian can’t discriminate against a single nation’s interests or use Library resources to interfere with internal country affairs.

For Allaster to bear such an obvious grudge against one nation to the point of barring the entrance of Kalish mages—well, it was exactly the sort of behavior Vera wanted Kasira to stoke to bring about the Conclave.

Kasira had no doubt Allaster’s assessment of those people was accurate, but neither did she put it past Kalthos to intentionally send poor candidates in an attempt to create the illusion the Library was refusing the Kalish at a disproportionate rate. This was a game that had been going on between them long before Kasira was brought in to play.

Vera let out a measured breath. “I would like to speak to Lady Eirlana alone.”

“Absolutely not,” Allaster replied.

“She is a Kalish citizen—”

“She is the Assistant Librarian, which puts her firmly outside your jurisdiction.” Allaster waved a hand at the Kalish door, and it flew open, revealing an overcast stone courtyard on the other side. “Now, I believe this conversation is at an end. Good day, Ambassador.”

Vera looked to Ambric, who spread his hands in a gesture of apology, before she cast Allaster a final, venomous look. “You will regret this, Librarian,” she said and stepped through the portal, her guards following. Allaster slammed the door after them with a resounding bang.

“That was childish of you,” Ambric chastised. “How can you be the age you are and still be such a thorn in my side?”

“Years of practice.”

Ambric folded his gnarled hands atop his cane. “All you had to do was hear her out. Pacify her a little. Maybe even let her talk to the girl.”

“So they can collude against me?” Allaster scoffed. “I don’t think so.”

Ambric made an exasperated sound. “You aren’t taking this seriously enough, Allaster. Tensions are mounting in Kalthos. Their new Paratal is rousing the ranks.”

“That’s true,” Kasira cut in, having edged toward the exit. “People burn effigies of you at sermons.”

Allaster waved a dismissive hand. “Yes, I’ve heard the songs. Terrible rhyme schemes, very little wit.” He rounded on Ambric. “And come to think of it, exactly whose side are you on? Because it certainly didn’t look like mine.”

Ambric looked ready to throttle him. “For Saints’ sake, Allaster, I’m trying to prevent a war here. The skirmishes between our border patrols are getting out of control.”

Kasira paused before the doorway, torn between returning to Benlo and what her gut told her was important information. “War? Is it that bad?”

Allaster continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Oh, is that why the Kalish sent you a shipment of vylor weapons in exchange for advocating their interests to me?”

Color flushed Ambric’s cheeks, and Allaster pressed, “You didn’t think I knew, did you?”

Ambric straightened with all the imperiousness a century’s worth of age could hone. “The moment I stop facilitating this conversation is the moment they go from shipping weapons to using them. What I’ve struck is a very delicate balance, but you wouldn’t understand. You never did. Why do you think they’re even attacking Miraval? To pressure you! But as ever, you’re too wrapped up in your own world to see what’s going on around you.”

“Oh, not this again. Mother and Father were perfectly aware of your accomplishments—”

“Damn you, brother. One day your ego is going to get you killed.” Ambric went to thrust open the Miravi door, but it didn’t budge, and his broad shoulders grew tighter still. Without a word, Allaster reached across him, giving the door a light shove, and Ambric shouldered past into a sun-bathed atrium. Allaster waved it shut after him, bringing in a solid, uncomfortable silence.

He collapsed into a chair pressed against the far wall and dropped his head into his hand. He maintained his elegance even sprawled in his seat, looking less the ageless sorcerer and more like a sullen prince. Which, in a way, Kasira supposed he was, given his brother’s position. The Miravi High Mage was elected from an assortment of retired Library mages, but once chosen, served until death, and was treated much like a king.

A king who seemed very certain his country was on the brink of war. She’d heard of the occasional battle with the Miravi from soldiers in her battalion who had siblings in the royal army. Instigating battles was an extreme move just to pressure Allaster into admitting a few Kalish mages, unless—oh.

Vera was formulating a backup plan. If Kasira failed to take control of the Library by unseating Allaster, Vera wanted a military force on the inside.

If she couldn’t take Amorlin peacefully, the Ambassador would take it by force.

It was just another reminder that Vera was playing a much larger game. Kasira was only a single card; Vera had the full deck.

“Why did Vera want to speak with you?” Allaster peered between two fingers at her with one silver-blue eye.

Kasira stiffened, cursing herself for not taking her opportunity to leave. “I assume to ask me questions about the Library.”

His brows arched, and Kasira let her very real frustration bubble to the surface as she came to stand before him. “Don’t give me that look. She thinks she has power over me because of the deal she made with my family, but they all but gave me up for dead. They abandoned me here, and if she thinks I’m going to be her puppet to protect them, she’s not half as clever as she thinks she is.”

First, she had made Allaster question his assumptions about her, had shown curiosity where he expected outright disgust. Then, she had given him an alternative explanation for all those things he found suspicious: not a soldier sent to spy, but an outcast tossed aside. Now, she showed him something else entirely: a woman hurting, whose family had turned her into a pawn in exchange for coin and who had no intention of being used. She had shown him a potential ally.

Allaster’s silence was almost as cutting as his words and far more difficult to read. She fought the urge to squirm beneath his ethereal gaze. The rest of him was distinctly human: the slope of his aquiline nose, the downward tilt of his bow-shaped lips. It was his eyes that betrayed the truth of what he was. Something ancient lived inside them.

When he finally spoke, his voice barely crested a murmur. “In truth, I fear she might actually be twice as clever.”

Kasira didn’t have time to analyze his response, because at that moment, a beast screamed.
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CHAPTER 13

KASIRA

ALLASTER WENT STILL—THEN HE LIFTED HIS HAND.

Kasira seized his arm the instant before the snap, and she was wrenched from the portal room along with him. They reappeared in the front courtyard, Allaster staring at the spot where her fingers gripped his wrist with an expression somewhere between incredulity and alarm.

She released him and pointed over his shoulder. “It’s Benlo.”

The Relin was thrashing about his pen, tossing his massive head and slamming into the wooden slats of the fence. Two mages were in the enclosure with him, trying to get a blanket over his head in hopes the darkness would calm him, without getting crushed themselves.

“We don’t know what set him off!” called the nearest one, a tall, dark-skinned Jacari woman named Carlia. The other mage—Ayadese, with a round, handsome face and dark eyes—was Fen. They were the mages Kasira had taken over Benlo’s feeding duties from.

“Stay back until we can identify the cause,” Allaster ordered as Benlo pawed wildly at his snout. “The hood won’t help if he’s this worked up.”

Kasira pressed closer to the fence even as her rapid heartbeat told her to put as much space between her and the wild creature as possible. She could still salvage this plan. “He looks like he’s in pain, but I don’t see any injuries.”

Allaster vaulted over the fence as if it were hardly more than a step. “I’m going to transport him to a larger enclosure before he breaks this one down.”

“Hold on,” she said, and to her surprise, he did. She had grabbed Benlo’s feed bucket, shifting quickly through the nuts, seeds, and grains inside until she found the gold petals she was looking for. “His snout!”

He frowned. “What?”

But she was already off across the field toward the feed shed, where a small patch of yellow kisle flowers grew. Ripping one up by the stalk, she shed it of its buds until only the leaves remained and clambered over the fence to land beside Allaster.

Benlo erupted in a fresh wave of agitation at her sudden movement, and she went still. A scared beast was a dangerous beast, and she should have known better than to move so quickly. But then the Relin’s discomfort overtook him, and he returned to pawing at his snout.

“Carlia, Fen, can you get ahold of him?” she asked. Both mages reached for the ropes at their hips before hesitating. They looked to Allaster, but the Librarian had spotted the leaves in her hand. Relins were painfully allergic to kisle petals, but the leaves of the same plant could be used to quell the reaction.

“Do it,” Allaster commanded, and both mages freed their ropes. With practiced hands, they tossed the looped ends over Benlo’s neck, each pulling their rope taut to keep him in place. Benlo balked at the treatment, throwing his weight about in a bid for freedom, but the mages’ magic-enhanced strength kept them rooted to their spots.

Kasira hesitated. Not because Eirlana would, but because her body recognized this scenario and expected a very different outcome. Her hand wanted a sword. Her muscles wanted to bring the blade down on the beast’s neck. No part of her wanted to walk up to this creature, pry open its jaws, and shove a fistful of leaves into its maw. She had planned to do this when he was calmer, mildly irritated by an itch in his throat, not driven wild by pain, but Vera’s arrival had disrupted her timing, allowing the inflammation to fester.

“Corynth!” Allaster hissed, and she took a deep breath, not giving herself any more time to think.

“Sleep, little one, close your eyes. You’ll be safe until sunrise,” she sang softly as she approached. “Dream, little one, far and wide; high in the sky, below the tide.” As she sang, Benlo gradually stilled, his heavy breathing the only lingering sign of his distress.

“Dream, little one, until the dawn. For in the morning, I’ll be gone.” She slowed before the beast, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Dream, little one, inside your bed. Dream, little one, rest your head. Dream, little one, through the night. Dream, little one, until the morning light.”

Gently, she pressed her fingers into the hinge of his jaw until his mouth opened. She forced the leaves inside and held his maw shut, letting the leaves react with his saliva to form a coating that, when swallowed, would ease the irritation in his mucosal lining.

A minute passed, then two, and the beast sagged with obvious relief. Carlia let out a heavy breath, and an anxious grin broke across Fen’s face. “Well, that was fun,” Fen said and collapsed onto their ass.

Carlia pulled free the ropes, and Kasira released Benlo’s snout. The beast rolled his jaw, chewing methodically on the kisle leaves as if nothing had happened. The tremor in Kasira’s hands told a very different story, and she wrung them together, trying to work out the nervous energy. Distantly, she heard Allaster order Carlia and Fen to inspect the feed shed for other signs of kisle and to uproot the flowers.

“How did you know?” His voice at her shoulder surprised her, and she couldn’t suppress her jolt at finding him so close. His eyes were on Benlo, whose head hung low with exhaustion, his already ravaged wing sporting a few snapped feathers. She felt an inexplicable urge to comfort the Relin.

“He was acting like there was something in his mouth or nose,” she recited her practiced explanation. “So it made sense he’d eaten something he shouldn’t have.”

He gave her a sidelong look. “And here I thought you had only pulled those books for show.”

“I have to do something to keep myself engaged around here, seeing as you won’t have anything to do with me.”

“You keep saying that as if you expected otherwise.” He faced her fully, his gaze like a hand at her neck, drawing her inward.

She shook free of the pull, angling toward the fence. “I knew you wouldn’t be thrilled to have a Kalish Assistant, but no, I didn’t expect you to completely ignore me.” She laid a hand on Benlo’s long neck in a move that looked far more casual than it felt. She was surprised at how soft his fur was, at the way he leaned into her touch.

Allaster watched the motion the way a spectator would a magic trick, looking for the lie. She could see why he and Vera had been circling each other for so long—they were both the type to search for the method long after the trick was done.

Allaster regarded her with a tilt of his head. “Where did you learn that song?”

It wasn’t until he asked that she realized what she had sung: It was a lullaby her mother used to sing for her when she couldn’t sleep, one of the few things she remembered even when her parents’ faces had faded. Something real and distinctly Kasira.

“I’m not sure,” she lied. “I’ve always known it. Why?”

“It’s an Avari lullaby.”

“And?”

“And it’s been five hundred years since anyone’s had access to Avaria.” Allaster’s eyes narrowed. “Who did you know that knew an Avari lullaby?”

This had been a mistake, not an intentional move, and her mind scrambled for an explanation even as she shrugged nonchalantly. “A lot of Avari immigrated to Kalthos before the border closed, and their descendants still live there,” she said at last. “I probably just heard one of them singing it.”

And yet Allaster was looking at her as though she were one of his history books he longed to splay open, a level of scrutiny she never wanted to endure during a con. It was yet another reminder that he was an opponent unlike any she had faced before, his knowledge and perspective far vaster than a mere Kalish noble. For all she knew, Allaster was familiar not only with the song, but the writer, the alternate translations, and the exact point of origin, all of it information gathered from a lifetime of books and travel.

“You mentioned a deal Vera made with your family.” He scrubbed a hand roughly across his jaw, where a dark stubble had grown. “What did you mean?”

Kasira hadn’t been sure if he’d caught that bit. It was the culmination of her play here, the kind of question she had been waiting for him to ask. One of the quickest ways to earn someone’s trust was to solve a problem for them. It showed them that you were on their side, that you cared enough to help them out, perhaps even enough to make a prickly Librarian a little curious about the woman he was supposed to hate.

And if there was no problem for you to solve, then you created one.

For all the Library’s other responsibilities, it had become clear to her in her few short weeks here that what everyone cared most about was the beasts. It was also the thing Eirlana was expected to hate most. Which was why she had needed to be seen growing to care for them and then ultimately facing her fear to help them. And Vera’s unexpected meeting had very nearly jeopardized the whole thing.

Now, as Benlo leaned harder into her scratches, she felt a little guilty for what she had put him through.

“There’s a reason I was never given a formal education or presented at court,” she said at last, picking her words carefully, the way someone would when speaking about something personal to them. “It’s the same reason my family was so willing to give me to Vera as her candidate: They’re ashamed of me.”

“For what? Did you sneak a bottle of mylak and damn your soul?” His flippancy only made it easier for her to look uncomfortable.

“I befriended a beast.”

The look of astonishment on Allaster’s face nearly made this whole ruse worth it. She liked catching him off guard, liked watching the emotions she sought play across his face like notes from an instrument, entirely in her hands. It was a feeling of satisfaction she had nearly forgotten, the thrill she used to seek with every word, every move.

Kasira looked away as if chagrined. “My mother and father were always occupied by business, and my rearing was left to the servants. I suppose I was such a terror that when I would run off into the woods, they took their time searching for me. In those solitary hours, I had only beasts for company, and no one to tell me I should be afraid.”

It was a strange version of the truth: a girl who fell in love with beasts, only for the world to dismantle her one piece at a time, until all that remained was clay for them to mold as they pleased.

Her fingers had stilled in Benlo’s fur, and he nosed her gently to start again, but she only patted him on the neck with a faint smile. “I found an injured Talowell one day. I took it home with me, not knowing my father was in a business meeting in the parlor with an important investor. Sometimes I wonder if his reaction would have been as severe if he’d been alone.”

Allaster’s expression had gone eerily vacant, his voice a hard line when he asked, “What did he do?”

“He made me drown it. Then he took a hot blade to my hand to burn out the sin of touching it.” She showed him the scar across her palm from the priests who had done just that, and Allaster’s jaw tightened. “But it was too late. The damage was done. The local kids called me a beast sympathizer. Library whore. No matter what I did, no matter how hard I prayed or how devoutly I attended church, I was the corrupt child. The one whose soul was already damned.”

A grim smile curved her lips. “And now I’m here, where Ambassador Vera thinks I will be the tool she wants. What she doesn’t understand is that I long ago became a blade, and I will not be wielded by anyone other than myself. I am not a spy for Kalthos. I am not a pawn. I am the distraction the magician performs with one hand while the trick is done with the other, and if you insist on watching me, you will miss how it’s done.”

Allaster tipped back his head, baring his face to the sky in a tableau of the sort of weariness so far past words, it could only rest in the lines of someone whose exhaustion was lifetimes in the making. When at last his gaze settled on her, his depthless eyes slicing her to the core, she suddenly wished she could pull back every word she had spoken and reknit them into something else. Something that deserved the way he looked, if only for a moment, like he might burn the world down for what it had done to her.

“Allaster!” Fen’s voice cut across the yard, and they beckoned him over.

Allaster gave Kasira a final measuring glance. “Tomorrow. Dawn,” he said. Then with a snap, he joined Fen by the shed, where they handed him something she couldn’t see.

Kasira gave Benlo a final apologetic pat on the neck. “Well done, partner.”




PART II
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CHAPTER 14

KASIRA

IT TURNED OUT THAT WHEN ALLASTER SAID DAWN, HE MEANT DAWN.

He materialized in her room with a crack of magic, thrust open the black curtains of the window—which had grown to near the size of the door the last few weeks and acquired said curtains—and announced, “You’re late.”

On reflex, Kasira seized the teacup at her bedside table and flung it at him before it registered that she was not, in fact, under any sort of attack, unless you counted an assault on her patience. Allaster ducked easily, and the cup shattered against the wall.

“You wanted me to train you. Training happens at dawn.” He regarded the broken cup. “Iylis won’t appreciate that. He has a thing about dishware.”

She blinked up at him from under an unruly heap of blankets, deeply regretting that this con required her to be in any degree of proximity to someone this keen so early in the morning. She had been up late last night waiting for the main library to empty out so she could put a note in the compendium for Vera detailing her progress, and she needed at least double the amount of sleep she had gotten. But this was what she had been waiting for, for the past three weeks.

She had finally convinced Allaster to give her a real chance. Now she had to persuade him to grant her magic and officially name her Assistant before the month’s end.

Tossing the covers back, she stumbled out of bed and seized her uniform, then stopped, staring at Allaster until his lips parted in silent realization. “I’ll be downstairs,” he said, and vanished. Once dressed, she discovered a tray of scones and a cup of tea on her table with a request from Iylis that no further cups be sacrificed in her crusade. She downed both tea and scones and scribbled an apology before finding Allaster in one of the many artifact rooms.

“Since you have a decent working knowledge of beasts,” he began in a tone that implied he respected that working knowledge about as much as a pile of dirt, “we’ll begin with artifacts.”

“Fen found something yesterday in the feed shed, didn’t they?” she asked before he could launch into a lecture. “What was it?”

“Nothing that concerns you.”

“Have you considered that if I’m just meant to be the Ambassador’s distraction, then who is her real pawn?” she demanded.

Allaster inspected his reflection in one of the glass cases. “Not at all. The moment you proclaimed yourself innocent, I ceased all thought on the matter.”

That glimmer of annoyance she was beginning to realize only reared its head around him came flickering back to life, and she actually had to take a breath before responding. “Ambassador Vera isn’t the type to put all her beasts in one barrel—”

“That is a highly inapt analogy.”

“—which means she likely has another agent within Amorlin’s walls, someone who might benefit from sowing discord throughout the Library.” Now that Allaster had decided not to pretend as if she didn’t exist, it was time to begin solidifying herself as his ally, and there was no quicker way to do that than through establishing a common enemy.

Allaster leaned one shoulder against the nearest wall and folded his arms. “None of my mages would ever harm a beast.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I am an immortal sorcerer with access to magic you cannot possibly fathom.” She stared at him until he sighed and said, “Because I know.”

It was hardly an explanation, but Kasira recognized the weight with which he uttered it, for it was not she Allaster was attempting to convince, but himself. The spy had said the Librarian had become increasingly withdrawn. How well did he truly know his mages? They might all have come here with the intention of serving Amorlin, but for at least one of them, something had changed.

Allaster must have been thinking the same thing, because he straightened as he said, “But I agree with you that it’s possible she has another agent inside the Library, so do let me know if you see anyone acting suspiciously. You know, sneaking about in the evening, staying up long after everyone else has retired, that sort of thing.”

But Kasira had an answer for that, as she always did when gathering information. It was only suspicious when you didn’t have a reason for being where you were, and so she always had an alternative explanation for her whereabouts. This one wasn’t even a lie.

“I have nightmares,” she said. “Dreams so visceral that even when I wake up, I can’t tell what’s real and what’s not. Sometimes it’s my hand being burned, sometimes it’s the children pelting me with stones the way they did beasts.”

But usually they were about Belvar. The darkness. The silence. The knowledge that if someone had given her the chance to put an end to her suffering, she would have taken it. “Walking at night helps me calm my nerves.”

Something shifted in Allaster’s gaze, and he looked away from her. “I know a thing or two about that.”

It was quite possibly the most genuine thing he’d ever said to her. She wanted to know more, but his face had already gone cold. He pushed off the wall. “Now follow me.”

They went from room to room, him lecturing her about artifacts, her trying to commit as much information to memory as she could. He named each one and explained its powers, then tested her at the end. Each wrong answer meant a paddock to clean or chore to finish, but she didn’t mind the busywork. It would be good for the other mages to see her being allotted more responsibility, especially after yesterday’s incident with Benlo, which would have had them questioning whatever predetermined notions they had of Eirlana.

As they progressed through the rooms, Kasira actually found herself fascinated. There was a pocket-sized stone that, once touched, could absorb a person’s emotions and a quill that cyphered each word you wrote. She had never realized how extensive artifact magic was. All she had known was the church’s wild theories and that it was up to the Library to determine what types of things required confiscation and what remained under the jurisdiction of the country it was found in.

Jacari mylak was only one of many magical artifacts that had been deemed harmless, alongside artifacts like the kyda crystal that grew in Ayador, and balestone, which was found in all six nations, but most predominantly in Avaria. Some were more borderline, such as makhet, a type of living metal whose mining was a closely guarded Jacari secret. Past Librarians had tried to bring the makhet mines under the jurisdiction of the Library due to the metal’s potential to be used as a weapon, a fact that still strained the two factions’ relations to this day.

With each bit of information Allaster doled out, she prodded for more, her curiosity untethered. But more importantly, she had realized that the more interest she took in these things, the more Allaster’s perception of her shifted. He valued information, and by reflecting that value back at him, he grew more comfortable around her.

To her surprise, Allaster answered her questions, albeit grudgingly and somewhat suspiciously. He probably thought she was plotting how to use each piece of knowledge against him, but he didn’t protest—which was a bigger tell than he could ever know. It meant her questions made sense in his understanding of her. It meant he didn’t think it strange that she was asking. It meant that when it came time to ask him other questions, questions like what was wrong with the Library, he might answer.

It meant he was beginning to trust her.

In truth, she didn’t understand her own wonder. It had been nearly a decade since anything had captured her interest in this way, and she couldn’t tell what it was about the information that drew her in so thoroughly. It felt like wading back into a dream in the early hours of the morning, when your mind was still lost in the magic, but you were awake enough to feel the blanket curled around you.

Even more than that, she had forgotten how much she liked to listen to people talk. You could learn so much about someone that way. What they did and didn’t tell you, what words they used, even how they said it. People were stories in themselves, and once there had been nothing she had loved more than watching a story unfold. After all, that was all a con was. A story she told first herself, and then her mark, until the line between her and it disappeared.

Now, she felt a little of that old magic returning, pulling at the thread that bound her memories of who she used to be before the darkness of Belvar. The person who used to listen to others talk, picking apart every element of their speech and demeanor so she could better cater her approach to them.

Take Allaster: He rushed through the names and powers of the artifacts but lost himself in long diatribes about their histories. Where they had come from, who had used them for what, how old they were. It told her he had a mind for facts the same way it told her he spent far too much time reading history books.

“Corynth? Are you even listening to me?” Allaster’s sudden shift in tone caught her off guard. She had been so focused on her assessment she hadn’t realized he’d been waiting for her to respond.

She pointed at a random artifact as if it had stolen her attention. “What’s that?”

Allaster followed her gaze to a highly decorative carving in the shape of a dragon’s head, his eyes brightening. “It’s a dragon whistle. The Avari royals have them carved after their dragons when they ascend the throne, and they become the new royal sigil. This one belonged to Queen Evnika, who died shortly before Avaria closed its borders. It was donated as a gift by the new Queen.”

The delight with which Allaster explained this transformed him completely. Gone was the heavy set to his shoulders and the ever-present twist of his full mouth, replaced instead by an earnestness that drew her in a little too readily. He had an interest in Avaria that went past mild curiosity, but where he had seemed almost desperate to retrieve the book on the topic from her that day in the library, this reaction was driven by wonder, not worry. And, for an instant, Kasira wanted nothing more than to ask him why, a disquieting desire she dismissed as only the need to understand her mark.

It wouldn’t be the first time you got in too deep, cautioned Loraya’s voice. Guard your heart, Kasira.

I know what I’m doing, she countered, even as guilt pricked at her. She wasn’t here to learn about magic and beasts and artifacts; she was here to do a job. Loraya would chastise her for getting distracted, for forgetting, even for a moment, what would happen if she failed. For Vera would not accept her best effort and an apology.

Either Kasira succeeded, or she spent the rest of her life in a windowless box.
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WHEN ALLASTER LEFT her later that afternoon for a meeting, Kasira went straight to the arena. News of what had happened with Benlo had clearly spread, as several mages who had previously ignored her smiled when she entered, and one even went so far as to thank her. She had avoided training in public initially, not wanting to look threatening, but with the change in attitudes toward her, she was grateful to get back to daily exercise. It worked away at the constant energy that buzzed beneath her skin.

“Lana!”

Kasira slowed in her run around the arena, spotting May stretching on the far side with Fen and Carlia. She joined them to find Fen in the midst of recounting the ordeal with Benlo to May.

“I have to say, I didn’t think you were going to do it,” Carlia said to Kasira, her thick Jacari accent sharpening her words. A thin, beaded bracelet on her wrist clattered as she moved her hands, a habit Kasira had learned stemmed from the Jacari language’s use of nonverbal communication. “You looked terrified.”

Kasira turned her face away as if to hide a blush. “I was, a little. I still freeze when I see fangs. That’s why I’m here—I need to be ready to deal with situations like that in the future.”

Fen dropped into a lunge, and Kasira caught sight of something scaly tucked into a clumsily stitched chest pocket they had clearly added to their uniform themselves. “You’re not at all what Elyae made you out to be. She—ow, Car!” Carlia had elbowed them in the ribs with a pointed look, to which Fen only rolled their eyes. “El’s opinion of Eirlana is hardly a secret.”

Kasira winced. “Yes, Elyae’s made her feelings about me abundantly clear.”

“She simply needs a little more time to come around,” May interjected, releasing her ankle from a stretch that pained Kasira just to witness. “Be patient.”

“Speaking of people who hate each other,” Fen began with a gleam in their dark eyes. “Did you hear the news about Lady Aliul?”

“Lady Aliul?” Kasira asked.

“Lady Nyelle Yadora’s daughter,” Fen replied, reminding Kasira of the woman she’d overheard Allaster speaking with in his office. Fen waggled their eyebrows suggestively. “Rumor has it that Prince Laurens is going to propose to Lady Aliul at the week’s end.”

Kasira’s bewilderment was genuine when she said, “I did not expect that. I thought the Yadoras and Kalish royal family weren’t on good terms.” The Yadoras were, after all, beast sympathizers and the last of the original royal bloodline.

“That’s exactly why it’s happening.” Fen leaned in closer, and this time, Kasira was certain she saw something move in their pocket. “The Yadoras’ influence has been growing in court, and King Carthur feels threatened. He thinks by unifying their families, they won’t make a move for the throne.”

Carlia reached an arm over her head, leaning into the stretch. “Caveat being that Fen is prone to wild speculations.”

“That are usually right.”

“That are sometimes right.”

Kasira let a smile play across her lips, sharing in their amusement, but she filed the information away, along with a note that Fen was a good source of news. They broke into sparring pairs, at which point Fen removed a small, blue-scaled creature from their pocket. With its large, webbed ears and membranous wings, the sight of it stopped Kasira cold.

“A Talowell,” May said, mistaking her expression for confusion. “Fen has a thing for endangered species. They’re petitioning Allaster to start a breeding program.”

It took Kasira a moment to recover her voice, the memory of the tiny creature’s body writhing in her hand nearly overwhelming her. “They’re endangered?”

“Highly.” May pulled two staffs off the weapons rack as Fen set the Talowell safely atop a nearby ledge, where it promptly proceeded to hang upside down from its long, thin tail. To see one from so close after all this time, and with no one the least bit concerned about its presence, made Kasira feel as if the ground had upended.

May handed her a staff. “Their scales have a regenerative effect on human skin, making them highly sought after by Kalish and Miravi nobility alike.”

Kasira couldn’t stop the bark of derisive laughter that escaped her, nor did she have the words to explain her reaction, much to May’s confusion. She ran her thumb over the raised skin of her scarred palm and shook her head. “I’m sorry, it’s just, I didn’t expect that. We don’t have such fashions so far out from the capital city.”

In truth, it was just the sort of blasphemy that would be kept quiet among those who practiced it. If the church got wind of specific nobles slathering their skin in beast scales, the priests would have ensured the scandal ruined them. What other convenient uses had the Kalish nobles found for their sins?

“Good to know.” May’s lips quirked. “That reminds me, I have a new theory regarding my primary hypothesis. I suspect that the development of ores like vylor may also be tied to beast diets in much the same way the cloudtrapper mushrooms are. How familiar are you with beast populations near vylor mines?”

“Very,” Kasira replied. “My father ran a mine.” In truth, her knowledge came from the Malikinar, who was frequently dispatched to protect vylor mines and their workers from beasts, but the knowledge remained all the same.

“Perfect. Meet me in the library tonight?”

“Sure.” Kasira twirled her staff. “Now exactly how good are you at this?”

May’s smile bordered on wicked. “I can hold my own.”

That, it turned out, was an understatement. She was every bit as skilled as Kasira had assumed the day they met, and she truly had to work to fend off May’s attacks. While Kasira was stronger when May didn’t use her magic, May was quick and clever in her maneuvering. She had just put Kasira in the dirt when a cheer went up.

For a moment, Kasira thought it was against her, before she noticed a group of mages clustered nearby. May helped Kasira to her feet, and they watched Elyae spar with a young Miravi mage Kasira recognized as the healer May had mentioned, Warrin. The match had started out benign enough, with Warrin clearly possessing an advantage over Elyae. Then a mage called, “Release!” and everything changed. Elyae had Warrin on the ground in three moves, a feral grin on her lips.

She said something to him as she helped him up, and Warrin replied with a shake of his head. Elyae looped an arm over his shoulders with a laugh. The smile he gave her spoke volumes: soft, a little shy, as if her praise was all he’d wanted. May had said Elyae often trained some of the newer mages, but Kasira hadn’t expected Elyae to be so tender with them.

“She moves fast,” Kasira noted. Without magic, she wouldn’t be a match for Elyae if things became physical between them again. Yet another reason she needed Allaster to name her, and soon.

“Warrin is stronger and faster than Elyae, but Elyae is the more powerful mage.” May leaned on her staff. “Magic impacts people differently, strengthening some aspects above others. Elyae is … cocky, though, and doesn’t like to be reminded of it.”

As if sensing their attention, Elyae locked eyes with Kasira. “You want a turn, Assistant?” she called, but Kasira only angled her back toward her in a clear sign of dismissal.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Elyae scowl and lurch forward, but Warrin put out a thick arm to stop her. She was lined with lean muscle, but he held her back with ease, his stoic expression unwavering. He was barrel-chested and broad shouldered, with a patchy black beard framing an olive face that bordered on familiar.

“You scared, beast killer?” Elyae demanded, and now the other mages were starting to pay attention. Fen and Carlia had left, and those who remained were unfamiliar to Kasira. “Too much a coward to fight something that can actually fight back?”

“That’s enough, Elyae,” May chastised her. “Eirlana is the Assistant Librarian of Amorlin. You will show her the appropriate respect.”

“Not yet she isn’t.” Elyae spat into the dirt, and several mages grumbled their agreement. “Come on, Corynth. Fight me.”

With the eyes of the arena waiting to see what she would do, Kasira brushed past May into the white chalk circle. Warrin stepped back to give them space as Elyae cracked her knuckles. “Don’t worry, I won’t use my magic. Wouldn’t want to break you too badly.”

“If you don’t, you won’t be able to touch me,” she replied in a voice so low, only Elyae could hear. The intensity in her tone gave the Ayadese girl pause, her head cocking to the side as she looked at Kasira with new eyes.

There were those in a con whom you won over to your side, and there were those whose refusal to be convinced became its own tool in your hand. Elyae remained steadfast, to the point that even if Kasira weren’t lying, she didn’t think the girl would ever believe her, which meant Kasira had to twist Elyae’s distrust in her favor.

Elyae gritted her teeth. “I know you did something to Benlo,” she hissed. “Just like I bet you know what happened to my bracelet.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kasira returned. “The only thing I know is that petty jealousy is a bad look.”

And though she knew it was coming, that knowledge did nothing to lessen the pain when Elyae’s fist connected with her jaw. She let the momentum carry her to the ground, felt Elyae close the distance between them with every intention of finishing the fight before it started.

“Elyae!” Allaster’s voice rang through the arena, stopping Elyae in her tracks.

Kasira fought back her smile and took May’s proffered hand, letting her friend help her to her feet. She pressed her fingers to the warm blood leaking from her split lip, feigning a look of startlement. Eirlana might be trained to defend herself, but in her world, fights followed a decorum that Elyae had just broken. Kasira, on the other hand, afforded the mage her grudging respect.

“She is a liar!” Elyae thrust a finger into Kasira’s face. “She’s been acting suspiciously from day one, and things have begun disappearing around the Library. I’m not the only one who’s lost something since she arrived.”

Kasira actually laughed at that. “You think I’m a Kalish spy sent all the way here to, what? Rob you of your trinkets?”

Elyae surged toward her again but froze when Allaster lifted a hand. “That’s enough, Elyae. You will treat her with the respect afforded to an Assistant Librarian, do you understand?”

“But—” She cut off at Allaster’s stern look, a muscle flexing in her jaw. “I understand.”

Despite her words, her dark eyes promised Kasira retribution. But after the past few weeks of Kasira dedicating herself to her role at the Library and saving Benlo, it would look to those watching as if Elyae were holding an unfair grudge bordering on zealousness, an impression that would undermine any future claims she made against Kasira.

Elyae bowed to Allaster before stalking from the arena with Warrin and a handful of other mages at her heel. Allaster watched her go with a resigned exhaustion, scrubbing a hand roughly through his already messy hair.

May inspected Kasira’s jaw. “I’m fine,” Kasira said, clasping May’s hand in her own to lower it. “It’s just a bruise.”

May made a small tsking sound. “If you say so. I’ll see you in the library tonight.” Then she departed with a nod to Allaster, who looked as though he wanted to say something more to Kasira, but he only sighed in the end and disappeared with a snap of his fingers.

Kasira was far sorer than she wanted to admit when she returned to her room that evening. It had been a while since she had sparred with someone other than Revna or Loraya, and it had felt good to test her skills against May, who was every bit as skilled a fighter as Loraya had been.

What would Loraya have made of this place, in all its wonder? She had been as averse to the priests’ teachings as Kasira, but where Loraya was too fiercely independent to let others sway her, Kasira had bent inward with every blow. If Loraya were here, she would probably already have Allaster under her thrall, magic at her fingertips, and the Library in the palm of her hand, a thought that at once brought a smile to Kasira’s lips and left her feeling strangely unsettled.

She was halfway through changing into something clean to go meet May, her back still sore but largely healed, when she noticed the corner of a letter peeking out from beneath her pillow. While her reports went through the compendium, Vera had said messages from her would be delivered to her room so Kasira wouldn’t be constantly checking the book.

She broke open the wax seal to find the message written in a nondescript hand:

If you intend to spend the next few weeks reading and growing comfortable on the Library’s luxuries, you will be back where you came from before winter. I expect you to possess magic by the week’s end.

Kasira crushed the note in her fist. She had told Vera very plainly that she would need to spend the first month subtly establishing her place here. Clearly, whoever the other agent in the Library was saw that as idleness. Was that why Vera had orchestrated that meeting with Allaster? To check in on Kasira herself? With how Allaster had reacted to Vera’s request to speak to Kasira, it had likely been clear to the Ambassador that Kasira hadn’t yet earned his trust.

Except something about that deadline stuck in the back of her mind—at the week’s end. Fen had said Prince Laurens was rumored to be proposing to Aliul Yadora at that time. Perhaps it was just a coincidence, though Thane would have ridiculed her had she believed that. Vera had changed her timeline from two months to the week’s end, not because she had suddenly decided that Kasira wasn’t doing enough, but because of this pending engagement.

A potential union between the kingdom’s two most powerful families, between the old royal blood and the new, between beast sympathizer and beast slayer.

And for some reason, Vera was threatened by it.

Allaster had certainly softened toward Kasira since the incident with Benlo, but it had only been a day. She would need at least the rest of the week to settle into this new dynamic before she pressed it further, which meant taking things right up to Vera’s deadline.

It was earlier than she wanted to put things in motion, but she didn’t have a choice. A misstep with Allaster she might be able to rectify; Vera, she didn’t want to test. There was no longer time to wait for Allaster to grant her magic of his own accord.

She had to make him.
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CHAPTER 15

KASIRA

KASIRA CAUGHT ALLASTER’S STAFF WITH HER OWN, THROWING HER full weight behind it.

They had been in the arena near on an hour, and her mostly healed wounds complained at the effort, but it was the first time they had returned to sparring since her initial days here, and she clung to the opportunity. He lunged for her, and she blocked his downstroke, countering. They settled into an easy rapport of trading testing strikes, each seeking the other’s weaknesses.

It didn’t take long for her to determine that he fought right-handed and that he had a tendency to let his staff drop when defending. From the way he prodded at her guard on one side and then the other, she knew he was testing for the same in her. She had never been as skillfully ambidextrous as Loraya, but she was good enough to fight left-handed as Eirlana would. However, it put her at a distinct disadvantage against Allaster.

In the end, he disarmed her, levelling the tip of his staff at her throat.

“Quicker,” he remarked.

“Smarter,” she returned and seized hold of his staff, yanking him forward with it to grab his arm as she turned. She felt the press of his muscled chest against her back, the solidness of his weight as she lifted him from the ground—and then, just as suddenly, he pulled her back.

With an impossibly strong grip, he drew his arm down and to the side, forcing her to spin until they were face-to-face, her arm clasped against his chest and her fingers still curled about his wrist. For a moment, all Kasira could focus on was the absence of space between them, the heat of his skin against hers.

Then he offered her a cat’s smile and said, “Magic.”

She wrenched her hand free. “Cheater.”

“I don’t have a one-word response to that.”

“I’m honestly shocked you’ve had a one-word response to anything.”

Something dangerously close to a genuine smile flickered across Allaster’s lips, there and gone too fast to be sure. He picked up their staffs. “Again?”

Kasira didn’t respond, instead watching as the other mages in the arena returned their weapons to the rack and departed together for lunch, as they did every day.

“Corynth?” Allaster leaned against his staff, still proffering hers.

She brushed a hand over the crown of her head with a sigh. “We’ve been training all week. I’m half convinced this is some new tactic to drive me away.”

Allaster’s lips twitched into a frown. “I thought you were enjoying this.”

“I was. I am, but I want real work, not just study.” She kept her voice light, leaning into the back-and-forth they had established the past few days. Though in truth, part of her was enjoying their sessions. The rhythm of tending to beasts, reading, and sparring she had settled into over the past week had had an effect on her she didn’t know how to parse. The nightmares that usually kept her up had become less frequent, and the anxious energy that had a habit of gathering in her sternum remained dormant.

But today was the last day before Vera’s deadline, and all of Kasira’s planning had come down to a single chance. If she failed to convince Allaster to grant her magic, Vera would toss her back into Belvar’s depths and throw away the key. But if she succeeded, everything would change. That cottage by the lake she and Loraya had promised each other, that safety, would suddenly be in reach.

Allaster straightened, his eyebrow arching. There were several more pieces of that jewelry on his body now: a new loop in his right earlobe and a ring around his left pinky. She had tried researching the metal several times now and had come up empty. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a commonly known substance.

“Real work,” he repeated, shifting his staff to his other hand.

“Yes, real work.” She approached him to take back her staff, temporarily bothered that, even at her full height, he still looked down at her. “I want to go on a beast mission.”

To her surprise, Allaster actually shifted back from her, as if seeking more space between them. He studied her openly, as if he might find an ulterior motive perched on her shoulder, and she stared back unflinchingly.

“Very well.” He returned their staffs to the rack with a snap of his fingers. “This way.”

Kasira swallowed her surprise and followed him down the nearest hall. He led her into the portal room, where he gestured broadly at the six doors surrounding them. “The portal room grants access to all six nations, one door per country, though the Avari one no longer works. Throughout each, mostly in cities and towns near large populations of beasts, leaders possess a soulice to contact us with when they need help.”

Kasira studied the crossed swords of the Kalish door. “These can go anywhere in a country?”

“Anywhere a connection has been established with a soulice.”

“So, could we, say, visit the Endia Peaks in Ayador? Or the Melonair Shoals off the eastern Riviairen coast?”

“More or less.” Allaster regarded her curiously. “How do you know of all these places?”

She shrugged. “Books.”

He didn’t need to know that they never belonged to her. Whatever her con had been, she used to find a local bookshop or take a copy off the shelves of her latest mark and spend the night burrowed beneath a blanket dreaming of faraway lands. It was why she had fallen asleep more nights than one beside the fire in the main library since arriving at Amorlin, a stack of books her only company.

Allaster’s gaze lingered on her before he pointed at the open book symbol on the Miravi door. “The soulice sends a signal to these doors, which light up with a color indicating the class of the beast. Green for O and H classes, yellow for U and F, and red for K and C. Only a mage can open the doors, and if no one is nearby, a leopard spirit will fetch us. The goal of beast missions is to safely ensure the return of the beast to the wild, without violence. That means employing behavioral strategies the beasts recognize and respond to.”

Her mind spun the letters about until they made some approximation of sense, at which point she gave him an unimpressed look.

“Your classification system is ‘Oh Fuck’?” she asked. “I thought you were a professional.”

“I am a professional,” Allaster replied as he inspected his already pristine hair in the reflection of the polished stone walls, looking thoroughly displeased by it. “It isn’t my system, though I can assure you, Mora was as professional as they come.”

“Was she also more pleasant?”

Allaster’s face grew sober. “She was more than you could ever hope to imagine.”

It occurred to Kasira then that if Allaster had been at the Library for over a century, then he had known Mora just as long. Her loss must have hit him hard. Perhaps his irritability had less to do with Kasira and more to do with losing someone he loved and receiving an enemy in their place.

That loss was something she could understand. The way someone’s absence could make everything around you a little dimmer, a little less solid. The way it could make you question everything, like whom you trusted and what you wanted and how far you could be pushed before you shattered.

Maybe Allaster was just in the process of breaking, same as her.

Truth, she thought and felt it echo deep inside.

Kasira had never been good at apologies, but a lady like Eirlana would be well practiced. “I’m sorry,” she said, catching his gaze so that he understood that she meant far more than her words. He’d lost someone, and he was still hurting. Let him think his well-being meant something to her, never mind that some part of her truly felt his grief.

It was the same part that had begun to think about what would happen to the Library once she succeeded, to the beasts currently outside Vera’s reach. A part Kasira had carved away and locked in the depths of her mind where it couldn’t reach her.

At that moment, the crossed swords of the Kalish door came alight with a green glow, and Allaster grinned. “Well, looks like you’re getting your wish. It’s green, which means O or H class. Should be simple. I normally wouldn’t even go myself on a mission like this, but since you’re so inexperienced …” He snapped his fingers.

Nothing happened. Frowning, he snapped them a second time, but there was still no response.

“Performance issues?” Kasira asked.

Allaster scowled and snapped his fingers again. This time, a beautiful gold-and-white bow appeared in his hand. Its limb was the delicate curve of a swan’s neck, the tips gilded and sharp enough to cut. Another snap and a quiver of arrows appeared that he slung across his back.

She held out her hand. “Don’t I get a weapon?”

“So you can stab me in the back with it? I don’t think so.” He snapped his fingers, and one of the wooden training staffs materialized. He tossed it to her. “Besides, we shouldn’t even need weapons. As I said, the first rule of beast missions is to defuse the situation without violence. Our goal is to relocate the animal, not harm it.”

Kasira regarded the staff with deep misgiving. What was a wooden stick going to do for her against a beast?

Allaster pulled open the Kalthos door, and Kasira felt a zip of magic like a buzz along her skin as she followed him through, successfully keeping her wonder from her face. Hearing about how the doors worked was one thing; passing through them was another altogether.

They entered a barren office, likely belonging to the head of a town, judging by the plaques behind the desk. It was empty, save for a pale-skinned Kalish man awaiting them, his stiff-cut coat with its columns of golden buttons denoting him as that very head.

“Thank the goddess you’re here.” He clasped his thin hands together, feet fidgeting in place. “There’s a Coscara within the town walls. I think it was drawn by the harvest.”

All Kalish towns were walled to keep out beasts. It was rare one got in unless it could go through or over the barrier. Which made it particularly odd for a Coscara, a scavenging creature known for its instinct to flee, to have gotten in. Odder still for the town’s head to have contacted Amorlin rather than the Malikinar. Kalthos usually only called on the Library for true emergencies.

She expected Allaster to question the story, but he only asked, “Which way?”

The man pointed toward the back of the room. “The storage building in the center of town. Please hurry.”

“Stay here. Corynth, with me.” They stepped out into a mild Kalish morning, the sun just skirting the edges of the trees. The town bordered the Isherwood, far enough inland she couldn’t hear the rush of the Seven Veils. It was quiet, its inhabitants likely holed up in their homes, most of which were built of stone to resist beast attacks and possessed little ornamentation.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” she whispered to Allaster as he drew an arrow but didn’t nock it. “How did a Coscara get inside the walls?”

“Likely, they let it in.”

Kasira ground to a halt. “What?”

“Keep moving,” he ordered. “You’ll look suspicious.” They traced their way back along the building they had appeared in, heading deeper into the eerily empty town.

Kasira’s grip on her staff flexed nervously. “If you knew something was off, why didn’t you say anything? There might not even be a beast here.”

“There is. And regardless of the reason for their trick, I intend to see it delivered safely back to the forest.”

“This seems like a very good way to get ourselves killed.”

Allaster drew up short, regarding her with blatant reproach. “This is what being Librarian means, Corynth. Your life for theirs. If you can’t see that, then you still don’t understand our purpose here, in which case, you can go wait by the door.”

Considering this was her last opportunity to prove herself to Allaster in time for Vera’s deadline, that really wasn’t an option. So she hefted her staff and followed him past a line of houses that opened into the town square. Allaster cursed, and she spun to see what he had: A trail of silver blood led out from a large building on the far side of the square, the door in shambles and the stone of the frame cracked deep.

“A Coscara couldn’t have done that,” she said.

Allaster’s face hardened. “Go back to the door.”

“What?”

“That’s an order.”

“I’m not—” A high-pitched keening rang from the building, followed by a bellowing roar. The building shook, the ground tremoring. Cold claws raked down her spine. She knew that roar.

It was a Zeras.

Allaster was already running across the square, the arrow nocked. And though facing a Zeras with nothing but a wooden staff was akin to sticking herself inside its jaws, she ran after him. They burst into the carnage of the storage building. Crushed barrels of barley and crates of root vegetables were strewn across the floor, mingling with silver blood.

Near a stack of crates in the back stomped the Zeras. It was easily twice the size of a horse, with a craggy gray hide and a horned, bullish head it was slamming into the crates, sending them flying. Its venomous, clawlike tail snapped erratically, easily the length of its body.

“We have to neutralize its tail.” Allaster drew back his bowstring. “If it feels its tail is threatened, it will retreat.”

“Your arrow isn’t going to do anything against a Zeras’s hide,” she replied, sorely missing her vylor sword.

The bowstring twanged. The Zeras moved impressively quickly, and the arrow missed, striking a crate and encasing the entire thing in ice. Kasira had one moment to wonder at the power of the weapon before a two-ton animal came racing toward them.

Allaster seized her arm, snapping his fingers, and they reappeared on the other side of the warehouse. The Zeras tried to turn aside too late and slammed lengthwise into the wall they had been standing by. The building shook, cracks spiderwebbing across the stone.

Allaster released her, breathing a little heavier. He’d had to touch her to move her, and what had looked effortless in the Library now seemed to have exacted a toll on him. “You’re weaker away from the Library, aren’t you?” she realized.

He nocked another arrow. “I need you to distract it.”

Kasira clutched her staff. “If you wanted me dead, there are quicker ways to do it.” She didn’t stay to enjoy his stunned expression. As the Zeras cleared its head with a shake, she darted across the warehouse. It followed with a roar, the world shaking with its heavy steps.

Allaster’s bowstring twanged, and she threw a glance over her shoulder in time to see the arrow transform into a weighted rope. It tangled around the Zeras’s back legs, but the beast strained all of one moment before ripping the bonds apart. Allaster nocked another arrow and fired. His aim was true—until the Zeras’s tail knocked the arrow from the air. It clattered uselessly to the ground, the tip glowing a faint blue.

Kasira cast aside her staff and dove for the arrow. Her fingers curled around the shaft, and she rolled, coming up in a low crouch. At the same moment, something moved in the corner of her vision. A small, silver-white form edged out from behind a crate, its leg a mess of fur and silver blood.

One of its eyes was a knotted scar.

Kasira smelled rancid flesh and heard the sickening thud of metal into bone, saw the Alkatir mother fall in a bloody heap, its cub wounded and afraid. Saw herself let it go, only for it to end up here. The cub hobbled for the door, one wing dragging limp and useless on the ground. The Zeras lifted its head, scenting the air, and locked its beady black gaze on its prey. Kasira was forgotten as it charged after the other beast.

She leapt, sliding to her knees before the cub as the Zeras ground to a halt, its venomous tail whipping around. She caught the edge of it with the arrow’s shaft, the blow jarring her arm nearly numb and cracking the wood. Then she drove the flat-tipped arrowhead into its tail. Ice sprang from the point of contact, encasing the tail up to the Zeras’s hindquarters. The beast bellowed and backed away, then fled through the open door. Allaster vanished after it.

The numbness in her arm grew stronger. It crept toward her shoulder, accompanied by a feverish exhaustion. She fell back, her legs splaying out before her. Distantly, she was aware of the heat of the Alkatir cub against her side, and some part of her knew she needed to move. Even young and wounded, Alkatir were dangerous beasts, but her body wasn’t responding.

Allaster reappeared before her. “It’s gone back into the forest. The ice should melt soon, and it’ll be fine. The back gate is open, and there’s a trail of silver blood leading here. I think—Corynth? Corynth!”

His words reached her as if through honey. He seized her hand, lifting it to reveal a black, angry wound. It was the last thing she saw before darkness overtook her.
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CHAPTER 16

ALLASTER

ALLASTER DIDN’T MOVE.

The Zeras’s venom spread from the wound in lines of black, tracing Eirlana’s veins in a deadly design as he crouched over her. If they left now, he could get her the antidote in time. The toxin would be neutralized, and she would recover.

Or he could let the venom do its work.

If he let her die, his responsibility to Kalthos would be fulfilled. He could select a new Assistant from Ayador, one whom he could trust. Vera would cry foul, would think he’d let Eirlana die on purpose or killed her himself, but she wouldn’t have any proof. He could blame it on Vera, say this whole debacle fell on Kalish heads for signaling the wrong beast class, for lying about what they would find inside the town’s walls, for sending an untrained candidate.

Eirlana shuddered, the venom beginning its work on her body. Behind her, the Alkatir cub’s breathing was ragged and slow, its fur matted with silver blood. Allaster had to move, if only for the beast’s sake.

The beast Eirlana had saved.

He’d expected her to be a good fighter from their sparring sessions, and she had handled herself well today. If not for her, the Alkatir would be dead and the Zeras rampaging through town. So why did his doubts immobilize him? Why did every ounce of his being warn him not to touch her?

“Mora wouldn’t have left you here,” he said at last. “But Mora is dead, and you—” He gritted his teeth as Eirlana groaned, her entire body tensing up. She murmured something, too soft for even his hearing.

Then a little louder. “I’m sorry.”

“What?” he asked, though he knew the words were not for him. It was the venom working its way through her, the venom turning her body and mind against her. She didn’t reply, her already pale skin turning white as the Miravi shores, but the emotion in those two words, the depth of their sorrow, was something he knew well.

It was a reminder that whatever he suspected her of, he did not know her. Not truly. And until he did, he couldn’t leave her. Not like this.

“Hold on, Corynth.” He slid his hands underneath her. “I’ve got you.”

He lifted her easily into his arms, her body hot and feverish against his chest. She was sweating now, muttering incoherently. He pressed his leg against the Alkatir cub’s flank and, summoning his magic, teleported them all back to the town head’s office. They appeared before the portal door, startling the man from where he’d been calmly reviewing a ledger at his desk, clearly not concerned by the events outside.

Allaster’s suspicions only deepened as the man drew a vylor knife from his belt, brandishing it at the limp cub. “Why is that abomination in my office?”

Something shifted inside of Allaster, a last fragment of restraint. The power inside him pulled taut against its chain, and he felt his fingers lengthen into claws, felt the press of fangs against his bottom lip. He turned slowly to look at the man, who paled at the sight of Allaster and dropped the blade.

It was with the utmost care that Allaster said, “If you threaten a beast in my presence again, it will be the last mistake you ever make.”

Then he thrust open the portal door and carried Eirlana through.

“Warrin!” he called the moment he crossed into the portal room. The shift of his transformation was already gone by the time Warrin appeared from the attached infirmary, another mage on his heel. “There’s an Alkatir cub on the other side,” he told the other mage. “Take him to the Eyrie and tend to his wounds.”

The mage left through the portal as Allaster faced Warrin. “She’s been infected with Zeras venom.”

Warrin’s eyes widened as he rushed Kasira into the infirmary, laying her carefully on one of the beds. “How long ago?”

Allaster hesitated before admitting, “A few minutes.”

A strange sort of calmness descended over Warrin that only ever seemed to find him when he worked. He pointed at the door. “Out.”

Allaster obeyed, emerging into the portal room, where he dropped heavily into his chair. In the stillness and the silence, the full horror of what he’d nearly done washed over him in a smothering wave. He could still feel the press of Eirlana’s body against his as he’d held her, her strength as fragile as a Relin’s wings because of him. Because he saw enemies everywhere he turned. And instead of giving her a chance, he had been determined to test her further.

Taking her on a beast mission without magic had been more than foolish, but simply watching her, spending time with her—they weren’t enough. He was running out of time, more so than even he had realized if his transformation could escape his control like that. And he had wanted to see what she would do. Because even though his gut told him she still hadn’t given him her full story, he couldn’t ignore what he’d seen.

It wasn’t just what she had done for the Alkatir cub, but also her fascination with the artifacts he saw during their studies and the way sparring with her felt like a dance he’d known all his life. It was the way everything about her unfurled like a flower at dawn’s first light in the face of magic, no matter how she tried to hide it. She didn’t think he saw, but he did, and it pulled at him, at something he’d buried so deeply he’d thought it lost to the dark.

And that scared him.

Because with every day he spent researching his curse, every day he went without answers, his hope for a future had begun to wither. Not only for his own, but for the Library’s, for the natural world’s—because if Eirlana Corynth could not be trusted, if she wasn’t who he needed her to be, then the consequences would be so much bigger than just him. And he would not risk all their lives, the fate of the world, on a wish.

“You nearly got her killed.” May’s voice was as grave as the dark. He hadn’t even noticed her arriving, though she must have walked straight past him to enter the infirmary. He clamped his hands over his ears at her words, as if he could block her out, block everything out, down to the thoughts and emotions that wouldn’t leave him in peace. What did he expect? Peace was not a concept meant for people like him.

He’d lost the chance for that the day Mora died.

Now he had almost cost Eirlana her life too, all because he was too proud to admit he might have been wrong about her. Mages never went on beast missions without first being granted magic, no matter how harmless the creature, but he’d needed to be certain.

Ambric always had said he was too stubborn for his own good.

“Are you done with your crusade?” May’s voice burrowed between his fingers. “Are you satisfied?”

Allaster drew his fingers back through his hair, mussing the curls. They had grown looser over the past few months, his hair turning wavy in texture. It was the least of his transformation, the edges of his magic seeping into his everyday appearance as if to remind him of his dwindling time. The henolite he wore all over his body helped subdue the magic, reducing it from a roar to a whisper while still enabling him to use it, but even the metal could only do so much.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry it took me as long as it did, but I had to be sure, May. The Library—it won’t give her a second chance.”

All the fight went out of May in one breath, and she collapsed back against the portal room wall. “She’s alive,” she told him. “Warrin doesn’t know if she’ll stay that way.”

Allaster spun a ring around his finger in restless circles, the black metal catching the balelight. May’s dissecting gaze tracked the spinning of his ring, and he quickly hid his hand. “Has Queen Sarren said anything of the henolite?” he asked, but May only shook her head.

She eyed his hand. “How much do you have left?”

“Only a few earrings.”

“If we can’t find more, then you don’t have half the time you thought you did.”

He nodded. He still felt as though Eirlana was hiding something from him, but he couldn’t delay granting her magic any longer. He didn’t know if he was making the right choice. Didn’t know if she could be trusted with what was to come.

All he knew was that if she didn’t survive, she would be yet another person he had failed to protect.
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CHAPTER 17

KASIRA

KASIRA WOKE IN FLASHES OF MEMORY. A WARM HAND ON HER FOREHEAD. A voice she didn’t remember yelling at her to run. The smell of smoke and burning flesh and the feeling of walls closing in, in, in. She peeled open dry eyelids to faint afternoon light, dimly aware of another presence. Her sore throat cracked out a sound.

May’s worried face appeared above her. “Bless the Fates, you’re awake. Warrin wasn’t sure he’d gotten you the antidote in time to stop the spread to your heart.”

There was something Kasira knew she ought to say to that. Something that slithered dark and ruinous in the back of her mind, but her thoughts were as dry as her throat. She made another wordless noise, and May lifted a ceramic cup to her lips. She could have wept in relief at the first drops of water and drained the cup in one go.

Wetting her chapped lips, she asked, “Is there more?”

May let her drink her fill from a nearby pitcher, then helped prop her up against the back of her bed amongst a pile of feathery pillows that hadn’t been there before. Her body felt like it had been wrung out and beaten against a rock.

“How long was I out?” she asked, surprised to find herself in her room and not the infirmary.

“Two days.”

Kasira started—she was a day past Vera’s deadline. But if the Ambassador had exposed her, she wouldn’t be lying in her room right now. The news of her condition had surely reached the spy, who must have reported to Vera.

Then the sight of May’s appearance fully settled. Two days, and it looked as though she had barely slept. It was the first time Kasira had seen her look anything less than pristine as a freshly honed blade. A small stab of guilt hit her, but she quickly sequestered it away.

May fluffed up the pillow behind Kasira’s head. “I can’t believe Allaster took you out on a mission without granting you magic. You would have resisted that venom much better. As it was, he almost didn’t get you back here in time for the antidote to work.”

Oh, May, Kasira thought, but she kept her reservations quiet. Yet May was looking at her with something of a question in her dark eyes, and only then did Kasira realize she was in fresh clothes. Her uniform had been replaced by a soft tunic and pants, which meant—

Shit, she thought, turning her face away as if in shame. It was not her modesty she was concerned about, something she had long ago relinquished, but the knowledge that May had surely seen the scars across her back. She had prepared more than one explanation for their presence on the long journey to the Library, but only one fit in the context of the other stories she had spun for Allaster.

“I wasn’t always as wary of beasts,” she began and told May the same story of the Talowell she had shared with Allaster. “When my reputation grew, so did my father’s shame. Not long before I came to the Library, I embarrassed him so greatly that he asked the priests for advice, who suggested he have the sin beaten out of me.”

May listened to the story with a growing stillness, her hands tight knots where they rested in her lap. “I know something of fathers such as that,” she said quietly. “My own was a small man, ruled by his insecurities. He treated my mother and me with contempt, though she took the worst of it.”

It was a story Kasira could too easily picture, one she had seen play out a hundred times on the streets, in the orphanage, within Thane’s crew. She was only surprised that she hadn’t placed it sooner. The way May kept her composure and how easily she deflected others’ tempers with humor and kindness, guiding them all into diplomacy.

It was a skill, learning to walk on splintered glass.

“He never raised a hand to us, but his foul moods were threat enough,” May continued. “Eventually my mother saved enough money for us to flee to the small town of Lusine, where my mother’s childhood friend took us in. With her help, my mother established a bakery, building it from the ground up into a place visited by people from all over Riviair …” She trailed off, before adding quietly, “The cloudtrapper mushrooms are for her. Her mind has been fading in recent days.”

It needled at Kasira, how close to her own truth May’s words struck. Had she not spent her entire life learning to read people? To deflect and manipulate them to not only get what she wanted, but to survive? Except there had been no one to whisk her away from it all, no family or friend to be found, until Loraya. Even then, they had simply left one viper’s den for another.

She half expected to find herself bitter at the thought, but what she felt was only a quiet sort of sadness. That in the face of such a truth, she had nothing to give in return but more falsehoods. “I suppose we are both of us free of them now,” she murmured. “Though I am sorry to hear of your mother. I’ll look for more of the mushrooms as soon as I’m able.”

“Thank you,” May replied, though there was something more in her expression Kasira could not parse. A wistfulness she wondered at. Then she pulled a golden package from her pocket and snapped off a piece of something dark, offering it to her. “Here, eat this. It always makes me feel better.”

“Spiced chocolate?” Kasira asked in surprise as she accepted it. A treat usually reserved for Alderotch, it was one of the few desserts in Kalthos that wasn’t blander than stale bread.

“It’s a favorite of mine,” May replied as Kasira tried some, the bits of crystalized spices exploding on her tongue. She ate the second piece in one bite, May chuckling at her eagerness, and they finished the rest of the batch together.

“Thank you,” Kasira said, savoring her final bite. “I feel better already.” Then, bracing herself, she took a deep breath and shifted her legs over the edge of the bed.

Instantly, May’s expression solidified into a stone wall. “I’m certain you aren’t trying to get out of bed right now.”

Kasira weakly patted her shoulder. “I’m fine, and Allaster and I need to talk.”

“Then I shall bring him here.”

May strode from the room before Kasira could protest that Allaster didn’t seem the type to be ordered about. She slid back into her bed, spotting a tray of scones across the way that sent her stomach rumbling. She had just resolved to fight her way toward them when the air shimmered, and Allaster appeared in the middle of her room looking somewhere between chastised and extremely put out.

“May said you needed something.” He edged toward the door even as he spoke.

“You tried to kill me.”

Allaster stopped mid-step, the tension descending along his body like a rivulet of water confirmation enough. “Technically,” he said slowly, “I merely delayed in saving your life.”

“In the hopes I would die.” Zeras venom moved fast, but not that fast. For it to have come this close to killing her, he must have waited a good few minutes before bringing her back to the Library for the antidote.

“Yes, well, seeing as I had thought you tried to kill me first—”

“What?”

“You expected me to believe you had nothing to do with that poorly disguised ambush?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He huffed a laugh. “The trail of Alkatir blood into the town? The open gate? The signal the town head claimed ‘inadvertently’ indicated the wrong beast class? Everything about that mission was designed to see me killed and make it look like an accident, and should it fail, you were there to finish the job.”

“Is that why I let you use me as bait?” She swung her legs over the bed and stood to face him despite her body’s protest. “Or why I nearly got myself killed neutralizing that damn thing’s tail?”

He averted his gaze. “You’re not dead, are you?”

She nearly shrieked, no thanks to you! before she realized what he meant. She wasn’t dead because, in the end, Allaster had reached the same conclusion.

“Why aren’t I?” she asked roughly, wanting him to say it.

He didn’t respond right away, and for an instant, sitting in that silence, she saw not the ageless sorcerer, but a man who wore his exhaustion like a second skin.

“Because,” he said at last. “You saved the cub.” He turned his pale eyes upon her, and for once, they weren’t cold and cutting, but soft and searching. “You risked your life to save a wounded beast you were scared of, and I don’t understand why.”

For one dangerous moment, Kasira found herself wishing she had a real answer to that. Something more profound than the truth coiled in her heart.

In the end, she only asked, “Did it survive?”

“It’s recovering in the Eyrie. Would you like to see it?”

She nodded, and to her surprise, he offered her a hand. When she took it, his touch impossibly gentle, he snapped his fingers. This time the sensation of traveling wasn’t like being ripped away, but rather like gliding through smooth water.

They reappeared in an unimaginably large cavern. Soft sand shifted beneath her bare toes, and before her stretched a glistening blue lake. Elropes bent their elegant horned heads to drink from the lapping waters where emerald-feathered Lywins floated in flocks, synthesizing a gentle chorus. Beyond the lake rolled hills of the deepest green, full of roaming beasts. The lake ended at a small wood of trees she didn’t recognize, and beyond that, whitecapped peaks unlike anything she had ever seen before.

“This is impossible,” she breathed, and she told herself it was weakness and not wonder that had her leaning so heavily into Allaster’s arm. “What is this place?”

“The Eyrie,” he replied, eyes pinned on where she held him. “It’s where the majority of our protected beasts live, though this is only one room. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, the Library has a way of playing with space. What it fits inside does not always align with how it appears from the outside. Contained within these walls, there are many more rooms of different climates and geographical designs to suit beasts from all over the world.”

“It’s incredible,” she said, and found that she meant it.

Allaster shifted awkwardly, then tugged her up along the beach. The warm sand transitioned into velvet-soft grass that swayed in a gentle breeze as they approached a circular pen, one of many placed beneath the shade of a swath of willows. The Alkatir cub lay curled inside, one tattered wing cupped around its head as if to hide it from the world. Its injuries had been treated, the other wing placed in a splint, but it looked so small and frail.

The cub quivered and wound itself tighter when they approached, emitting a small, pained breath that reminded Kasira of a hound that used to whine outside the orphanage all night.

Kasira extricated herself from Allaster and leaned against the pen, peering through the slats at the beast. “They used it as bait.”

“Alkatir are the Zeras’s favored prey,” Allaster replied tightly. “They’re usually safe in their prides, but a cub alone, particularly an injured one, had no chance of survival.”

She’d thought she had let it go, but she had only condemned it to a different death. Had it been imprisoned in their camp even as she had made her escape? Carted through the Isherwood by soldiers who would have jeered at and tormented it, only to be tossed into that building like a scrap of meat to be torn apart?

“I will find the people who did this,” Allaster said softly, and in his voice Kasira heard not the vexing prince whose manner she had come to disdain, but the powerful sorcerer who had all the time in the world to take someone apart piece by piece.

A shiver rolled down her spine she prayed he thought was the cold. “Will it be okay?”

“Perhaps. He will require daily attention, but he’s strong.”

“I’d like to be responsible for him.”

Allaster cast her a sideways glance, evaluating, and she met his icy gaze. “Very well. He’s yours. And Corynth?” She held her breath, waiting for the words she needed to hear. “When you’re healed, I’ll grant you your magic.” Then he was gone.

Kasira used the fence to lower herself gently to the ground and rested her forearms on the lowest rung, her chin propped atop them. The cub watched her with a fearful look.

“I didn’t know it would be you,” she told him.

She hadn’t known the cub had been captured. Hadn’t known it would be a Zeras waiting for them. She suspected that was the point. Vera had wanted the ploy to be convincing, and there was no greater symbol of Kalish fear than a Zeras. And oh, had Kasira’s fear been real.

The best cons dealt in expectations. Kasira hadn’t expected a Zeras, and so her performance had been authentic. Allaster hadn’t expected her to risk her life to save a beast, to save him, and so the last of his reservations had faded. He no longer expected her to be his enemy.

Which was why he wouldn’t expect her to have planned the entire thing.
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AFTER DELIVERING AN update for Vera in the compendium, sleep claimed Kasira heavily that night, and she slumbered well into the following evening. She came to long enough to eat the buttery vegetable pie that had appeared in her room, then fell back under. Late afternoon sunlight slanted in through her window by the time she woke again the next day.

Atop the nightstand beside her bed sat a plate of cookies and a steaming cup of tea, along with a note that read:


Please get out of bed so I can change the sheets. It’s been two days!

—Iylis



She did not get out of bed, instead sleeping through the rest of the afternoon and that evening. When she blinked blearily awake the next morning, there was someone in her room.

She slid her hand silently beneath her pillow to where she kept the small blade she had taken from Eirlana’s trunk. Her fingers curled around the handle, and in one motion, she threw back the covers and sat up … only to find Allaster sitting at her table, eating the fresh food Iylis had left for her. He devoured the last of her scone and drank the cup of tea in one long gulp.

Kasira lowered her knife. “That’s my breakfast.”

“It was.” He set the teacup down, and she reconsidered her decision not to stab him. His eyes flicked to the blade. “Where do you keep all of those?”

Kasira stuffed the knife back under her pillow to remove the temptation. “When you spend your life looking over your shoulder, you learn to conceal a blade.” It was just as easily something Eirlana would say, though it was her own life Kasira thought of when she spoke. “Now, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

“It’s dawn.”

Her fingers curled into the sheets. “I’m not interested in more sparring lessons. Either grant me magic, or leave me be.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?” she repeated. He’d said he intended to do it once she recovered, but she hadn’t quite believed him.

He stood and regarded himself in the mirror, running his fingers through his hair, which looked a faded copper in the morning light. “I said I would, didn’t I?”

“I suppose you did.”

Allaster caught her gaze in the mirror. Was it her, or were his eyes a shade paler than before?

“I have not, nor will I ever, lie to you,” he said. “You should know that, for what’s to come.”

“What’s to come?”

He waved a hand at her folded uniform, which lay at the foot of her bed. “Get dressed. Today’s going to be a long day.”

A distant tremor of excitement pulsed through her, the same feeling she used to get when the pieces of a con began to come together. She had earned Allaster’s trust enough to be granted a piece of Amorlin’s magic, and with her position as Assistant Librarian stable, she would be able to start work on the next stage of her plan.

Everything still felt a little off-kilter when she climbed out of bed, her muscles weak from the lingering effects of the venom. When her feet sank into a luxurious sapphire carpet that had appeared overnight, she very nearly lay right back down atop it, but she forced herself to trudge onward to the washroom. By the time she returned, there was a new set of sheets on her bed, alongside a fresh scone and a replacement cup of tea for the one Allaster had drunk.

She studied herself in the mirror as she dressed. Her already milky skin looked even paler, and there were deep shadows under her green eyes, sharpening her prominent cheekbones. And yet somehow, she looked more like herself than she had in years. There was something in her gaze, something she didn’t know how to name, that felt familiar, like sliding on a well-worn sweater.

She downed both tea and scone and joined Allaster outside her room a few minutes later. “Are you ready?” He didn’t wait for an answer before he snapped his fingers. Nothing happened. He scowled and snapped them again. The world slid away, the transition so smooth that she knew for sure this time that he’d been making it intentionally rough before.

They reappeared in one of the artifact rooms, nearly atop a glass case. Kasira stumbled away from it. “Did you mean to do that?”

Allaster drew a steadying breath, wrapped his long fingers around her wrist—which she noticed so starkly because his rings were impossibly cold and not because some inane part of her snapped awake when his fingers met her skin—and very decisively snapped again.

This time they appeared in a crumbling cavern ringed in jagged natural balestone. The silver-blue light illuminated a platform with a white marble basin, a shallow line of clear water gleaming in it. Old stains indicated the water level had once been much higher and had depleted over time, though she didn’t see any rivulets or trails in the ground to suggest it had escaped.

Roots thicker than her arms hung from the ceiling above the pool, nearly cocooning it. A few of the tips dipped below the water. She traced them up to the stone of the cavern’s roof, where they disappeared, and she suspected she knew where they came out again: at the very top of the cliff overhanging the Library, where the single, leafless tree sat, its branches like yearning arms.

“This is the heart of the Library,” Allaster said as he stepped up beside the basin. Piles of deteriorated stone lined the perimeter and tumbled down the edge to gather in the crevice where the platform met the ground. Some were pieces of a mural painted long ago, others the last remnants of a guardrail that had encircled the basin. The whole place had the air of something fine left to fester and die.

“What happened here?” she asked.

“We aren’t certain,” Allaster replied grimly. “Some believe it was an attack on the Library; others, simply old age.”

“And none of you have had the time to right it?”

He stiffened, turning away. “There’s no point. Now, come over here.”

Ignoring the way his order made her bristle, she joined him on the platform, a flutter of nerves beating in her breast. Though this was a piece of the plan, and though some part of her curiosity swelled at the possibility of magic, she couldn’t quite silence the quiet voice in the back of her mind that whispered, What if the priests were right? What if taking this magic damned what little of her soul remained?

“How does this pool relate to me learning magic?” She crouched to inspect the basin. The water had a faint silver gleam to it that she couldn’t tell if it was from the balestone or emitting from the water itself.

“You drink from the pool. If the Library accepts you, it will grant you magic.”

“And if it doesn’t accept me?” She peered up at him, and he stared back with a crooked twist of his lips.

“It kills you.”

Kasira nearly slipped into the basin. The silver water suddenly looked twice as menacing as any beast-infested swamp as she scrambled to her feet. “What happened to not killing me?”

Allaster folded his arms. “I don’t make the rules, Corynth. The water will test you. If it finds you wanting, it will destroy you to protect the Library’s secret. No one must know about the pool save the Librarian and their Assistant.”

She regarded him plainly. “So you’ve accepted me as your Assistant?”

His jaw shifted. “I have.”

“Or,” she countered, “you realized this solves your problem. Either I’m a Kalish spy here to befoul the Library, or I’m worthy of being your Assistant. One way, the magic kills me, the other, you can finally stop watching your back. Both ways, you win.”

Allaster’s face betrayed none of his thoughts. He merely stepped back from the pool and swept a hand toward it. “Drink or don’t; it’s your decision.”

Kasira regarded the silver liquid with no small amount of apprehension. This was what she had come for, but she hadn’t anticipated risking her life for it. She was no friend of the Library, and it would know that. It would test her and find her wanting, like everyone always did. It was hard to be enough when you always had one foot out the door and never looked back.

But if she refused to drink, she would never truly become the Assistant Librarian, and Vera would see her back in Belvar by the week’s end. She could run, but it meant a life of never stopping, of always looking over her shoulder. It meant giving up on her dream of the cottage, of breaking her promise irrevocably, just another endless rhythm like the Malikinar.

Her gaze flitted to Allaster, who stared stonily back at her. If Amorlin sought to kill her, would he step in? Could he, or would the Library overpower him to protect itself? There was still so much she didn’t know. So much left to discover. And beneath her fear and apprehension, beneath the guise she wore, there was a part of her that wanted to know.

Dropping to her knees, she scooted to the edge of the pool and peered down. Even with the balelight, the water held no reflection. As she dipped her cupped hand beneath the surface, she felt nothing. No resistance, no wetness. It was like grasping silk, or the way she imagined clouds would feel. She lifted it to her lips and drank.

It started as a gentle warmth in her gut, almost pleasant, and she went to stand. Then it changed. A vicious heat surged through her, and she cried out, her knees striking the hard stone, but she barely noticed the pain for the roaring fire in her veins. It filled her from head to toe, worse than any fever, worse than any flame, and some distant, intact part of her brain thought: This was a mistake.

Then the visions started.

She saw a flash of a pearl-white face, a woman screaming, flames dancing in the background, but it was like peering through distorted glass. It shifted, and she saw her seven-year-old self roaming the streets of the Kalish capital with the other urchins, begging. Always begging. Until the priests took her in, and she met Loraya, who taught her to take instead. She saw her street mate: thin limbed and bright-eyed, a perpetual smile on her rosebud lips.

She had died wearing that smile.

Outside her mind, Kasira fought to draw breath, to pull herself out before she was consumed, but her lungs were ragged, useless things, and she could not fight the Library’s hold. Everything spun by, her cons from when she was in Thane’s crew flashing like streaks of lightning: a young noblewoman, a merchant’s daughter, a gambling den server. A hundred more. A hundred lives she had lived, none of them her own.

What makes a life? She couldn’t tell if the thought belonged to her or someone else. Something else.

Who’s there? she called.

Is it the beat of your heart in your chest? The memories cycled: Filling her belly at Thane’s banquet table. The first time she saw the bruises darkening Loraya’s skin. The slide of a sword through her best friend’s ribs.

Or is it the choices that you make? The vision twisted, melding into that night in the forest when she had killed the Alkatir cub’s mother. She watched the body roll as if in slow motion, forever revealing the terrified cub beneath it.

Or the people you abandon along the way? Revna’s face materialized, bruised and bloodied, her red hair a tangled mess.

I didn’t abandon her, she thought back. She was never mine to keep. No one ever was. Her family, whose faces she could barely remember. Loraya, who had taught her to survive. Thane and his crew, who had given her a home, however broken. They were borrowed people. A borrowed life.

I didn’t belong there, she thought. I don’t belong anywhere.

The vision turned, and suddenly she stood before the Library, or what remained of it. It smoldered beneath layers of flame, the beasts that had not been slaughtered running rampant. The bodies of mages littered the ground like broken glass, and the Kalish flag unfurled down the castle’s face.

Kasira pushed through the carnage, running, running—and then suddenly, she was in a familiar cavern. The Eyrie, but wrong. The colors were off. It was too quiet, and the cub—a figure stood before it, a knife gleaming in his hand.

Somewhere in her mind, she knew it was impossible, but she would know that form anywhere, the set of his shoulders, the swagger to his stance.

“Thane!” Her voice made no sound.

She lunged—and went straight through him as if she were nothing but air. She stumbled into the pen, the squelch of wet earth sickeningly loud. An edge of silver drew her eye, down, down, down to the lake of blood beneath her. To the motionless cub at her feet. She felt the blade clasped in her own fingers.

No. The knife tumbled out of her hand. I wouldn’t do this.

You already have, whispered the voice. Darkness encroached on the edges of her vision, the Eyrie closing in around her until it was no bigger than that cell she had come to know better than her own mind. Four by four. Sixteen stones for the floor. Sixteen for the walls. The second from the left on the northern face had someone else’s initials gouged into it—AZ.

This isn’t real. The words were a half prayer. None of this is real.

Thane stalked toward her, the blade back in his hand. His mouth spoke in a cruel mockery of his voice. You ran, like you always run, and you let us fall.

And she believed it, because she would run. She always did. Was that not her plan as soon as she had her freedom? To leave the Library to whatever sinister plot Vera had devised?

You must take, or be taken from, said Loraya’s voice. And so Kasira had. Then she had run, and she had never stopped.

Never go back. Never look back.

Come back. A new voice. Somewhere at the fringes of the vision. Come back.

Thane was before her now, blade raised. His eyes were black pits, his mouth a jagged cut. She couldn’t look away. Couldn’t move.

What makes a life? He plunged the knife down.

Kasira watched the blade fall in excruciating slowness. She could still hear the other voice calling faintly, back, back, back. It pulled at something in her chest. Something that looked at the falling knife and saw the lie. Her fingers twitched, and then her hand, and with a great, wrenching pull, she tore free—and looked back.

Allaster stood behind her.

Everything about him was perfectly normal, his copper hair curling down over his brow, his impossible eyes centered only on her. Seeing her. Behind him, she saw the trail of people she had left. May was there, and behind her, Iylis, then Fen and Carlia, Revna, Dessen, Thane, Loraya—the memories that made her, that she tried so hard to pretend didn’t exist. Everywhere she went, she closed a door behind her and locked it tight, but she was a fool if she thought that erased what waited behind.

She felt the press of Thane’s blade in her back as she said, “I remember.”

The vision sloughed away like the skin of a snake. The incessant burning faded into a prickling heat, and she heard another voice, a real voice, say, “Corynth? Corynth, come back! Fight it!”

A blurred face materialized before her. She flinched, trying to scramble away, but something held her. Someone. Allaster. The real Allaster, clasping her wrists to keep her from thrashing. His touch was secure but gentle, and for a moment, it was all she could focus on: his long, ring-laden fingers curled about her scarred arms, the brush of his callouses against her skin.

Then everything came painstakingly into focus. She was free of the visions, free of the suffocating heat. Her body ached worse than it ever had after the Zeras venom, and she was pretty sure she had hit every bone in her body against the unforgiving stone, not to mention bitten her tongue hard enough to bleed.

Something seized her from the inside.

She sucked in a sharp, shallow breath as the zing of magic skipped along her body. It settled across her, cool and soft and welcoming. The aches and pains receded. Her tongue stopped bleeding. And there was something else. A feeling she couldn’t describe, like a new sense. She felt Allaster move beside her—not the way you felt someone touch you, but the way you knew someone was behind you without looking.

Something inexplicably like relief broke across the Librarian’s face, gone as quickly as it had come. He released her and offered her a hand up. “Congratulations, Corynth,” he said. “You’re the new Assistant Librarian of Amorlin.”
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CHAPTER 18

KASIRA

EVERYTHING FELT DIFFERENT.

Her body moved smoother, stronger, as she let Allaster pull her to her feet. And where her skin met his, magic prickled. The dusty, aged smell of the cavern was stronger, the sound of her boots grinding across loose gravel sharper. And her mind—she didn’t know how to explain it. She felt aware of something. Connected to it. As though if she just leaned into it, if she just took hold—

“Don’t!” Allaster reached for her too late. She snapped her fingers. The magic enveloped her, and she vanished from the cavern.

She reappeared above the Library, a hundred feet in the air.

The wind stole her scream as she fell, her arms flailing uselessly, the golden spires of the Library rushing toward her like mounted spears. Panic erased reason, and she remembered the magic only when she was nearly upon the Library. She reached for it, trying to fall into it the way she had before, but it slipped away like mist through her fingers.

There was a flash beside her. A hand closed on her arm, and the world turned. She landed atop something warm and solid and blessedly grounded, her heart stuttering in her throat as she struggled to slow her breathing. Someone groaned softly, and she sat up gingerly, only to find herself half on top of Allaster, both of them sprawled across a bed.

“You caught me,” she breathed.

He stared mournfully at the ceiling. “You can get off of me now.”

Her cheeks flushed as she realized she was draped across his hips. She rolled swiftly to the foot of the bed, which was both extremely large and extremely comfortable. Made of dark walnut wood in the four-poster style, it had no headboard and sat directly in the center of a spacious, circular room, its sheer silver curtains tied back by golden tassels.

A silhouette of two massive wings spread across the bed.

Kasira blinked, and it was gone, leaving her to dismiss it as nothing more than the shock of nearly plummeting a hundred feet to her death.

Allaster sat up, rubbing his temples. “What were you thinking?”

In truth, she hadn’t been. The urge to fall into the magic had been so overwhelming, she never actually made the choice to pursue it. Even now, she felt it simmering beneath her skin, a glance away from enveloping her. It was intoxicating in a way she had forgotten things could be.

“Why are you smiling like that?” Allaster demanded. “Does nearly dying amuse you?”

Kasira touched a hand to her face. She hadn’t realized she was smiling, and she quickly replaced it with the indignation Eirlana would take at his tone. “Perhaps instead of chastising me, you could actually tell me how this magic works.”

Allaster’s incredulity only grew, and he slid off the bed with a sigh. “You have to have a fixed point held solidly in your mind when teleporting. A place or a person works best. Without it, you just get spit out somewhere random.”

She surveyed the spherical room, from the sydara vine–laced balcony on one side to the clearly unused writing desk on the other. “And you thought of … your bed?”

“We needed something soft to land on!” he snapped, and she realized with growing delight that Allaster St. Archer was blushing. It softened him in a way she knew he would hate, and that only made her like it all the more. “You can’t change your orientation mid-teleport.”

She let her tone slide into playful. “And here I thought you were a gentleman.”

He turned a shade darker and spun on his heel for the door. Who knew the great Librarian of Amorlin, the most powerful sorcerer known, could be undone by a little teasing? She filed that away. She may have earned Allaster’s trust, but she still knew very little about him, aside from his general air of disgruntlement and that he had an ego to rival kings.

It was time to start picking him apart.

“Wait!” She leapt off the bed after him. “There must be more to the magic than not teleporting myself to my death. What if I accidentally turn someone into a toad or something?”

He whirled about in the doorway. “You can’t—we don’t—what exactly do you think my magic is capable of?”

“Apparently not turning people into toads. How disappointing. What can it do?”

Allaster drew a very slow, very deliberate breath. “You are now connected to the Library. Think of it as one giant organism. If you concentrate hard enough, you can sense everyone and everything inside of it.” He gave her a pointed look, and she closed her eyes, focusing on the magic’s presence.

She felt it the same way she had in the cavern. It hovered all around her, just waiting for her to reach out and use it. Rather than fall into it like last time, she touched it gently in her mind’s eye, allowing the warm, tingling feel of it to spread through her. She sensed herself first, the way you see yourself in a dream. Pushing out farther, she detected four people in the tower, as well as a leopard spirit.

This must have been how Allaster knew she had been outside the portal room but why he didn’t constantly know her location—he had to actively access the magic to sense her. Which was how she realized he was now halfway down the stairs without her.

Rolling her eyes, she focused wholly on him—then snapped her fingers. Everything twisted, then straightened, and she reappeared at his side. He flinched, slamming back into the stairwell, and she realized that it must have been a while since he’d had anyone else around who could do this.

“You have to know by now that you can’t run out on giving me answers,” she said as he peeled himself off the wall with a glower.

Something shifted in his expression, and he looked almost pained when he asked, “Why do you care?” He ran a hand through his hair, his movements frenetic. “I realize I may have jumped to … conclusions … about you when we first met, and that you are not the Kalish zealot I expected, but you actually sound like you’re genuinely interested in all of this.”

The question stole the smile from her lips, as sobering as a shock of cold water. Because her questions had been genuine, her excitement as real as the beat of her heart. She had felt, if only for a moment, what those short few years with her parents had been like, full of magic and curiosity, with no one to tell her she was wrong. But it was. This life wasn’t for her; it was a means to an end.

This is what you do, came Loraya’s warning. You lose yourself to the game and leave me with the consequences.

I won’t, Kasira promised. It was because of Loraya that Kasira had stayed alive as long as she had, because of her that Kasira had made it through the orphanage, through Belvar and the Malikinar. Loraya kept her alive, a beacon that lit her path, and this place was doing everything within its power to make her forget that.

She had failed Loraya once already. She would not do it again.

“I suppose I am,” she replied at last, her excitement contained. “I’ve always had a thing for stories, and this place is full of them.”

Truth.

“Besides,” she added, “this is my life now. My duty. I will see it done right.”

A wry smile curled his lips, but it quickly soured, and he leaned back against the wall with a sigh. “Give it a few decades. At best, you’ll come to resent it. At worst …” He trailed off, his jaw working, and she didn’t know if it was the implication of worse or that decades would be meaningless to her if she stayed that sent a shiver down her spine.

“Am I like you now?” she asked. “Ageless?”

“So long as you stay at Amorlin,” he replied. “Our powers weaken the farther we get from it, though they will never leave you entirely. However, you will age with prolonged distance.”

Kasira didn’t know what to make of that. For all that she had worked to avoid it, she had never feared death—and she had found herself on its doorstep more than once—but the idea that she would never age stood in stark contrast with the day-by-day survival that had become her life. For so long, she had been focused on staying alive, and now she had been endowed with the ability to live a prolonged life—for some reason, that terrified her.

How long would it take for the power to fade once she left the Library? Would she crave it once she found her house by the lake, or be thankful for its absence? She tapped each finger against her thumb, feeling the spark of magic beneath her skin. This sense of connection, of place, it was new to her in a way she didn’t know what to make of, and some traitorous part of her didn’t want to let it go.

You don’t have a choice, came Loraya’s voice, softer this time. Either you finish this job, or you spend the rest of your life in Belvar. Either way, this isn’t something you can have.

Allaster spun a ring about his finger, his gaze set somewhere on the stairs below them as a muscle flexed in his jaw. Her gaze dropped to the ring. She had yet to find any information about the substance in the Library, but she was sure now that he was wearing more of them than before.

“What aren’t you telling me?” she asked and watched his expression shutter. It was more of a tell than a denial would have been. “Does it have something to do with why your magic has been acting strange?”

“There is nothing wrong with my magic,” he replied defensively. “Anyway, come with me. It’s time you fully understood why I was so concerned about you being a Kalish spy.” He offered her his hand, and she obliged. It wasn’t until they had disappeared that she remembered he didn’t actually have to touch her to take her with him.

They reappeared in his study, Kasira stumbling over a stack of books and very nearly crushing a small glass statuette of a beast. Allaster released her, navigating the clutter with the ease of someone who had lived with it for far too long.

“What’s with all the figurines?” She made a point of looking as though the office’s clutter surprised her. “This room is a death trap.”

Allaster paused with his back to her, silent. Then he said simply, “They belonged to Mora.”

The solemnity in his voice silenced her next question: And you kept them? There had to be hundreds of them scattered throughout the room. Little glass birds in mid-flight, feathered Relins, even one long-tailed Zeras, but mostly birds.

Allaster pulled back the curtain she had hidden behind the day she broke in, revealing a map tacked to the wall above the armoire, and beside that … nothing. The door she had fled through was gone, with only smooth stone in its place. Why had the Library helped her escape that day? Why had it given her this magic knowing full well what she intended to do?

Trying not to feel overwhelmed by her endless questions, she picked her way across the room to join Allaster. The map wasn’t the first she had seen of its kind, with the Library’s island in the center surrounded by the six nations. The ice kingdom of Avaria dominated the top, cut off by the Terasor Mountains. Below it rested Kalthos on the left and the four-queen nation of Ayador on the right, with the desert lands of Jacara below it. Allaster’s home of Miraval hovered beneath Kalthos, with Riviair at the southern tip of the continent. The Seven Veils River split the continent from north to south, funneling straight around the Library and out into the Halien Sea.

What was unusual were the circles around Jacara, Kalthos, and Amorlin in bright red ink. There were also several X’s along the Miravi-Kalish border and the edge of Kalthos where it met the Seven Veils, and she remembered Ambric’s mention of the border skirmishes between Miraval and Kalthos. There were similar markings on Amorlin’s river border with Jacara.

“What does this have to do with me not being a spy?” she asked.

Gesturing at the red X’s along the Miravi border, he said, “These are locations where the Kalish have pressed into Miravi territory. Nothing drastic, just enough to get my brother’s attention. In exchange for a shipment of vylor weapons and a promise to remove their troops from the border, he’s been advocating their interests to me.”

“I gathered that much,” she replied. Allaster’s allegiance should be neutral, his ties to his home cut, but with a brother who ruled one of the six nations—and who had been a mage of Amorlin before that—it didn’t surprise her that he couldn’t be entirely impartial. How long had they served together before Ambric retired, giving up his magic in favor of politics?

“Kalthos has recently begun pushing harder to get new mages in,” Allaster continued. “It’s a thinly veiled attempt to plant Kalish agents inside our walls.”

“Which is why you’ve been turning them down. I thought you were going to tell me something I didn’t know?”

“I’m starting to regret it,” he muttered. “Now, the Kalish rely heavily on vylor steel, both economically and culturally.”

“Is that what you call beast hunting?”

“I find it more pleasant than ‘and when they murder innocent creatures.’” His lip curled, but he continued, “Recent reports suggest their supply of vylor is running low. Unless they can find new mineral deposits, their stores are likely to run dry by the next year’s end.”

He pointed to the X’s along Jacara. “Which is why the Kalish have made several attempts to bypass the Library with scouts in preparation to invade Jacara. The Jacari have closed trade to the Kalish, and they don’t accept Kalish ships at port.”

That, she hadn’t known, but the Malik got little in the way of news with their remote postings. Most of it trickled in from siblings and friends in the royal army, or towns they passed through on their routes.

“What does Kalthos want?” she asked.

Allaster crossed to his desk, waving a drawer open with a flick of his hand. He withdrew a ball of silver-white metal and tossed it to her. She caught it, then let it go with a gasp. The ball clattered to the floor, rolling against a serpentine figurine of a Silpa.

“What was that?” She inspected her hand. There was no physical mark, but touching the metal had been like touching ice, if ice sucked out your life force. She didn’t know how else to explain the depleting feeling of something leaving her.

Allaster waved his hand, and the ball reappeared in it. He put it back in the drawer and closed it. “That is makhet. Twice as strong as vylor steel and infinitely more versatile. The direct translation of the Jacari word is ‘living metal.’ When in contact with an organic host, it becomes malleable through a mental connection. Think of it as a rare and powerful parasite that is incredibly difficult to mine and mold. The Guild, the sacred Jacari organization responsible for it, kills outsiders who trespass in its mines.”

Which made it exactly the sort of thing Kalthos would go to war for. Slowly, the pieces fell into place. She hadn’t just been sent here to bring the Library under Kalish control; she had been brought here to remove it as an obstacle.

“You’re standing between Kalthos and the makhet,” she said. “This is why you were so concerned about me being a spy. You thought I was here to get you out of the way.” And he wasn’t wrong. Allaster suspected far more about Vera’s plans than Kasira had anticipated.

He inclined his head. “And once the Kalish have done that, they will use Amorlin and its power to conquer Jacara, repurpose its makhet into weapons, and begin their systematic extermination of all beasts, a move that will have dire consequences for the entire world.”

She frowned. “Consequences?”

He huffed lightly, sinking into his desk chair like a man weighed down. “How much do you know about beasts’ connection to magic?”

Kasira took the seat across from him and nearly sank into how comfortable it was. “Nothing. I always thought magic only came from the Library.”

His brow arched. “Then what do you think artifacts are?”

“Products of mage magic?” she ventured weakly. “The bastardization of science crossed with the sin of magic?”

Allaster laughed softly. “So you have been listening to the priests.”

“They can be difficult to avoid.” Even outside the orphanage, Haidra’s followers were everywhere. Preaching from street corners, ushering people toward evening services, handing out flyers she had used to stuff the ends of her too-big shoes. At the end of services, the faithful would spill into the streets, an ever-growing echo spreading through the city.

Allaster steepled his fingers, tucking them beneath his chin. “Artifacts are manifestations of magic. We know very little about what causes an object to go from ordinary to magical, just as we aren’t certain what led to the divide between non-magical animals and beasts. Nearly half the mages here have made the study of magical theory their primary focus, and even with centuries of research, we’ve scarcely learned anything. But we suspect it has something to do with the complex web of magic that makes up the world.”

Kasira glanced around the office, as if this web might suddenly appear. “Are you saying Amorlin isn’t the only source of magic?”

“It might very well be the original one, which would explain why the Library was built here. But even if magic began here, it did not stay here. It lives in every beast across the six realms and in the hearts of their people.”

“That,” said Kasira, “sounds like the sort of heresy that would get one hanged in Kalthos.”

A wan smile curved his lips. “Then you can imagine my struggle in imparting to them why the continued existence of beasts is so important.”

She could imagine it very well. Kalthos wouldn’t listen to Allaster’s what-ifs, his theories rooted in magic. “It backfired, didn’t it?” she asked, sensing where this story was going. “Kalthos thinks that if it destroys the beasts, it’ll destroy magic. And if they believe you when you say magic lives in our very veins, they will want to cull it all the more.”

“Not Kalthos,” he corrected. “Ambassador Vera. Conversely, King Carthur is … malleable. Enough so that he’s agreed to marry his son to the Yadora heir, even if only to keep the Yadoras from seizing power themselves. They’ve garnered enough support in recent years to do it.”

“And Vera smells blood in the water,” Kasira said with cold understanding.

That was why Vera had shortened her timeline. That was why she was so threatened by the engagement announcement. By uniting the old and new royal families, it sent a message to the Kalish public, a message that things were changing. It meant the next heir to the throne would be the child of a beast sympathizer. It meant not an expansion of Haidra’s word to every nation across the continent, but a slap in the face to everything the goddess stood for, what Vera stood for.

“She wants to be queen.”

Allaster sighed, running a frustrated hand through his hair. “When the new Paratal took power, I even tried to make him see reason, thinking his youth might make him more open-minded. But Vera already had her claws in him.”

Kasira thought of the man she had met in Dessen’s tent. Young, charming, handsome. To the outside eye, he headed the church with the charisma of a con artist, the acumen of a politician, and the iron grip of one long used to people hanging on his every word.

In truth, he was Vera’s puppet.

“What happens if they succeed?” she asked, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

Allaster’s expression grew grim. “I fear that if beasts are hunted to extinction, the ramifications on the natural would be catastrophic: natural disasters, food shortages, disease. Beasts are vital to maintaining the balance of magic, the ecosystem that supports our world. Without them, it will descend into chaos.”
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CHAPTER 19

KASIRA

ALLASTER’S WORDS STAYED WITH KASIRA LONG AFTER SHE HAD LEFT his study. She held no great love for Kalthos. It had failed her as a child on the streets and every day since, but she had met good people too. People who had given her a home, a job, a chance, when others wouldn’t—even if it was all a ruse. People who would be pulled into this war regardless of what they wanted and be used to pave the way for Vera to stand and say, Look at what I’ve done for you.

But Kalish history was riddled with the battles they had started over imagined slights or coveted resources, their leaders asking why trade for what they can take? She was surprised it had taken them this long to turn their might against the beasts on such a scale. They had none of Miraval’s interest in learning from them, none of Jacara’s respect or Avaria’s veneration.

She understood why. Kalthos had always had the highest density of dangerous beasts, and whether by circumstance or provocation, no other country lost as many citizens to attacks. But nowhere else did people push so aggressively into the beasts’ territory. Nowhere else were beasts so mercilessly hunted.

Before coming to the Library, she might have understood more, but if there was one thing she had learned during her time here, it was that she, like many Kalish, had fundamentally misunderstood beasts.

Not your problem, whispered Loraya’s voice. You have one job. Do it.

She was right. She had always been right. But for once, Kasira didn’t want her to be.

Allaster had her teleport them down to the main library for practice, then led her to the dining hall. The entrance was marked by an arched double door painted so ornately with beasts and flora that she wondered if it had once been used for something else. There were stories in Kalthos about Amorlin attempting to establish itself as a seventh kingdom hundreds of years ago, but the Kalish had no historical account, and the other nations never supported the claim, which the Library denied.

“What could you possibly need to show me in here?” she asked as they approached the hall. “I still need to go see the Alkatir cub today.”

“Because I would rather not die by May’s hands tonight.”

“What are you talk—” She cut off as Allaster pushed open the dining hall door to the sound of applause. Three long tables occupied the center of the hall, filled with clapping mages. Fen and Carlia let out matching high-pitched whistles, their faces lit up with grins, and Kasira realized with a start that this was all for her.

Or rather, Eirlana, who had spent her life away from court, who’d had so few friends that she had turned to beasts for company. Eirlana as Kasira embodied her would be terrified of something like this. And while once Kasira would have basked in the knowledge of how thoroughly she had played her part, now she felt the same as Eirlana. There were too many eyes, too much noise. It crested over her like a wave, drowning her.

She bolted back down the hall. Voices called after her, but she tore around the corner and pressed herself against the wall, panting. The knot in her chest only curled tighter, her breathing too shallow to satisfy her lungs. She had to get ahold of herself.

This isn’t real, she thought, trying to separate herself from the burgeoning anxiety.

She leaned her head back against the cool stone. What had she expected? For the naming of the next Assistant Librarian to go unnoticed by a couple hundred people who had dedicated their lives to serving the place she was now irrevocably tied to?

“Dammit,” she hissed, unable to reel in her sudden panic. It had hit so hard and so fast, she couldn’t even say where it had come from. She never could. One moment she was fine, the next she couldn’t breathe. Her only redemption was that Eirlana would have fled too, but that didn’t save her from it having been reflexive, not planned.

She could not fall apart like this. Not now.

May appeared around the corner. “Lana, what is it? Are you all right?”

Kasira flinched at the nickname. It didn’t belong to her. None of this belonged to her. “I can’t go in there. They—I’m not what those people think I am.” She never was.

“The new Assistant Librarian of Amorlin? I know they’ve been tough on you, but that will change now.” May laid a hand on her shoulder, and Kasira ducked away.

“You don’t understand—” She stopped. The urge to bare herself to May was nearly overwhelming. What was wrong with her? She never spiraled apart like this during cons.

“I never should have come here,” Kasira whispered.

“Don’t say that.” May’s dark eyes grew sober. “You are here because you are meant to be, and I am glad for it.”

Kasira shook her head and kept on shaking it. What else could she say? That she was a fraud? A cheat? They would strip her of her magic and turn her over to Vera, who would stuff her in a cell so deep, she would never see the light again. The future she and Loraya had promised each other would wither and die in that darkness. She would wither and die.

Kasira stared at the look of openness and concern on May’s face, and then her gaze settled over May’s shoulder, where Allaster stood, clearly having heard every word. Somehow, it was the sight of him that brought her back to herself, that reminded her she could still spin this mistake in her favor. Strong emotions made it almost impossible not to react, but a good player only redirected them into something else.

She let her fear and uncertainty wash across her face, let Allaster see it, before she snapped her fingers.
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THE ALKATIR CUB sat as far away from her as he could, his body pressed low to the ground. Though his injured wing was still in a splint, it had healed enough the past few days to join the other in a defensive posture, like two shields driven point-first into the dirt. She sat with her arms around her knees, chin resting atop them.

She had been there for hours.

No one had come looking for her, though she knew Allaster could find her if he wanted to, and she was starting to think he wouldn’t come. By allowing him to see her like that, even if it hadn’t been intentional at first, she had given him an opportunity, a chance to reach out a hand and wipe away their beginning, to grow together instead of apart. If he had started to trust her, if he believed she wasn’t Vera’s pawn, he would come.

“What do you think?” she asked the cub.

The cub shook what she could see of his furred head, pointed ears twitching. His hawklike face was still soft and downy, his adolescent fur half grown. She had to admit he was kind of cute, with his one big burnt-gold eye and fleecy mane, and then she nearly laughed. How had she gone from hunting beasts to trying to befriend one?

Why did I ever stop? she thought, though she knew the reason. So much of her life had been a battle. She had worn herself down to nothing to survive, rewritten herself over and over again until the words bled together, and she could no longer recognize the truth.

You did what you had to, consoled Loraya’s voice. She had always been the first to defend Kasira. Had always tried to shelter her from the worst of the world, as if Kasira hadn’t lived it alongside her. But for once, her best friend’s words were not a comfort. Sitting before the Alkatir cub whose mother she had killed, she admitted to herself that everything she had done, the choices she had made, she hadn’t just made them to survive.

She had made them because they were easier.

There was a comfort in knowing your place in the world, in knowing what you believed, and the Library was stripping that away from her. It was forcing her to ask the sorts of questions that had seen her condemned, and each day it grew harder to swallow them back. And now, for the first time in a long time, she didn’t want to.

Closing her eyes, Kasira focused on the feed shed to her left. She sensed the objects inside, though they were fuzzy and indistinct. Was that one strips of dried meat? With a wave of her hand, she summoned … a trowel. Scowling, she tossed it aside. It took several more tries, in which she received a water bowl, a leather lead, and a rusty nail, before a small container of dried meat appeared in her hand.

Standing, she approached the pen. The cub cowered into a tighter ball, but she only held out a piece of meat. “Hungry?” she asked. The cub hissed. Kasira tossed the meat to the ground beside his paws, but the beast didn’t move. What exactly was she doing? Hoping he would accept her after what she had done?

Worse, she thought. I want him to forgive me.

The thought sat with her strangely. It would change nothing. It would prove nothing. She had killed this cub’s mother. She had been the cause of the cub’s capture and so its wounds. Because of her, it would live forever in captivity. A prisoner, condemned to a fate worse than death—ah, she thought. There it is.

She knew what that was like, and she would not wish it upon anyone.

The cub drew its wings closer to its head, so only its one golden eye and the tip of its beak showed through. She felt something though. A flicker, or a pulse, and she remembered that moment in the village when Allaster had said so certainly that there was a beast in town, though they’d seen no sign of one yet.

Curious, she reached for the magic and sought the Alkatir cub. What came flooding back was so fast and uncontrolled that she pulled back with a gasp. The Alkatir stared at her with one wide, fear-blown eye, its furred chest puffing erratically.

“You felt that too,” she said, breathless. She dropped to her knees, inching closer, and the cub trembled. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.” As she reached for the magic again, sliding along it in search of the cub, she focused on those words, on that feeling of safety and comfort she’d once had with Loraya.

The cub’s breathing slowed, and with it, the rampant hail of emotions pulsing through the magic. They settled into a familiar rhythm. Fear. Pain. Exhaustion. He was so, so very tired. He was alone.

“I know how you feel,” she said softly and wondered if he could sense her the same way she could him. The cub stepped back, and a memory flooded her mind: his mother’s limp body pressed against his, the sharp tang of blood in the air. Something wrenched in Kasira’s chest, and she tore away from the magic, her gut churning. In the orphanage, there had been so many who had lost their parents to beasts, but how many beasts had the Malikinar left orphaned?

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, two words she had never been very good at saying. They always came too late.

Hesitantly, she waded back into the magic, reopening the connection between them. The emotions funneling along the link redoubled, and she felt his fear and pain and confusion as surely as he felt her guilt and regret.

“I can’t bring her back,” she whispered. “But I can take care of you for her.”

What was she saying? She wouldn’t be here any longer than it took to complete her job. This beast would be here forever. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to turn away from it.

The cub’s current of emotions calmed a little. She focused harder on that feeling of safety, trying to share it with him. “My name—” She stopped, but she couldn’t sense anyone else nearby. They were alone. “My name is Kasira. What should I call you?”

It felt at once a foolish question and the right one. Little was documented about Alkatir, but she had read that one of the reasons people feared them was because of their ability to adapt to human speech. To learn and understand it at a level that made people uncomfortable, because if this creature could think and change and feel the same way they did, what did that mean?

Kasira felt something along the connection between them. A pulse, a sound—she couldn’t tell. It just formed in her mind, and she said aloud, “Gievra.”

Slowly, his wings unfurled, revealing his furred, hawkish face and a lean, muscular body. Pure white, like the snow on the distant Eyrie mountains, and so very, very scared. They sat that way for some time, both uncurled and open. Then something shifted in the grass behind her, and the cub coiled back into his ball with a hiss.

It shattered the spell, her guilt twisting into something new and so much sharper. What she couldn’t tell was how much was for the beast before her, or for the woman who wasn’t here.

“Allaster,” Kasira said in greeting at the sound of footsteps.

Allaster sat down cross-legged beside her, proffering her one of the glasses clasped in his hand. He held a bottle of mylak in the other. “Drink?”

She took the glass and held it out. He filled it, then his own. She nodded at the cub. “He needs shelter. Somewhere to hide.”

Allaster waved his hand, and a small, round hut appeared in the enclosure. Gievra recoiled, but upon seeing the hut’s opening, sniffed it suspiciously before darting inside.

“It’s unusual,” he said. “Most Alkatir hate enclosed spaces.”

Kasira suspected she knew exactly why Gievra hadn’t hesitated to hide himself away, and it had to do with his mother’s murderer sitting across from him. The last time he had probably felt truly safe had been beneath his mother’s wing.

“You’re going to have to teach me how to do that.” She gestured at the hut, sipping her mylak. The vanilla notes were pleasant on her tongue, and she wondered what it tasted like to Allaster. Probably old books and dust.

“We can start tomorrow.”

They didn’t talk for some time after that, the only noise the many sounds of the Eyrie. Kasira focused on the gentle lapping of the nearby lake and the taste of mylak as they worked their way through half the bottle. Her body felt warm and relaxed, her mind a little hazy, and she knew her face had to be flushed by now. Her cheeks always turned bright red after a few drinks. She wondered if Eirlana’s had as well.

“Sometimes,” Allaster began, hesitant, “I forget that you’re not just the Assistant Librarian. You’re Eirlana Corynth. You had a life before this.”

Her hand curled tighter around her glass. He had no idea just how much of a life she’d had. “You didn’t?”

He shrugged, the tension on his brow belying the ease of his tone. “I always knew I would end up here. I didn’t get called until I was nine, but I was five when my parents took me from my home in Spenshire to study at the Arcadamium. I have a mind for beasts and a knack for interacting with them, which was rare among a people who preferred the study of them to the actual thing. That, and I discovered a new subspecies.”

She blinked at him, and he shrugged. “There is a very slight difference in appearance between Northern and Southern Solen Birds. The Northern ones have a small patch of white on the females, right here.” He pressed a finger to the hollow of his throat. “Previously, it was classified as a mere color variation, but I discovered the hard way they possess a cry that can paralyze their prey.”

Though the Library had mostly cataloged the main species of beasts over the centuries, new ones were occasionally still discovered. But to have done so as a child, and to have entered the Arcadamium so young, he must have been a prodigy. What must that have been like, knowing his future all his life? She had never known such certainty.

He tilted his head back, peering up at the Eyrie’s night sky. “I spent almost my entire childhood at the Arcadamium, only returning to the sea during summers. There were other candidates training, of course, but even they seemed to think it would be me. Everyone did. And when the call came from the Library for a candidate, the High Mage went straight to my parents.”

“You sound … disappointed,” she said.

“I wanted to study dragons.” A small smile tugged at his lips, and she thought of his excitement when he’d told her about the dragon whistle. “They’re one of the few known magical beings not classified as beasts. A little like ourselves, you might say. They’re even said to possess powers much like mages, but no one has seen one since Avaria shut its borders.”

He crossed his legs, cupping his glass with both hands. “My brother and I had this dream of traveling north and sneaking into Avaria to find one. We wanted to know why they never left the north, why they partnered with the Avari and no others. It was a faraway dream, but I had a hard time letting go of it my first few years here.”

She struggled to imagine Allaster hunting dragons through the constant blizzards and treacherous mountain terrain of Avaria. He seemed far more likely to lecture the snow for daring to inconvenience him with its cold. But there was also an inquisitive side to him, one that called to her own.

“So the two of you became mages instead,” she said. “It must have been nice, working with him.”

Allaster snorted, taking a long drink of his mylak. “We hadn’t seen much of each other by the time his candidacy was accepted, so it took time for us to reconnect. We worked well together for a while, but the Miravi have a way of turning everything into a competition, and my brother and I were no different. In the end, I think he retired purely to get away from me.”

He offered her a half smile whose ease she did not believe, then downed the last of his mylak and refilled both their glasses. He looked at her from the corner of his eye. “What was yours?”

“My what?”

“Dream,” he said, as if the word didn’t carry a smothering weight to it.

She paused with her glass midway to her lips, averting her gaze. “I don’t have one.”

“Nothing?”

“Dreams are for people with futures. People who know the world is there to catch them when they fall.” And she had already fallen, a shade trapped inside the world’s cracks. One of the unremembered, as Thane had called them. The forgotten, who couldn’t claw their way back to the surface.

Now she knew nothing else but the spaces in between.

Vera had offered her a way out of that. A way back to the light, to dreams, but even that felt impossibly far away. She couldn’t shake the grip of the years she had spent in the Malikinar, in Belvar. Couldn’t open herself up to the possibility that, come the end of this job, she might finally have the home she had always wanted, a place where she was safe.

She knew she had revealed more than she ought to and cursed the mylak for it, but either Allaster was too drunk to notice, or he chose not to press her. In the silence, it struck her for the first time how similar she really was to Eirlana, both the real woman and the persona Kasira had crafted. All of them had had their futures taken from them. It was good craft to build your lies around the truth, but perhaps Kasira had put too much of herself into this character.

Too much truth was dangerous.

“Dreams are unrealized stories.” Allaster’s voice was soft as the swish of the lake’s waters. Twice as alluring. “How can someone so passionate about stories not have a dream?”

The question struck her strangely, and it took her time to understand why. It wasn’t just the poignancy; it was that it meant Allaster had noticed, had thought about her. He had followed her here, just as she had hoped, and every word out of her mouth was nothing but a performance, but in that moment, it felt like something more.

She wanted it to be more.

She dug her fingers into the grass, the soil cool against her hot skin. Then she ripped a clump free, thinking of the past few years. “I let them die.”

“Dreams don’t die.” He spun one ring about his finger with the single-minded focus of a prayer. “They just become something else.”

“Regrets,” she muttered and tossed the grass aside. The blades fluttered slowly to the ground. She could feel him studying her and reached for the mylak bottle, only to find it empty.

She set it back down with a sigh and lurched to her feet. She was dancing too close to things better left buried. If she wanted her regret to become a dream once more, this could go no further. “I’m going to bed.”

“I’m trying here, Corynth,” Allaster said quietly. She peered down at him stretched along the grass, the fringes of his copper hair curling over his brow. He was staring at his hands stretched before him, flexing them as if reaching for something he couldn’t touch. “I’ve not had to do this for a very long time.”

“Talk to someone?”

His too-bright eyes found hers. Was it the Eyrie moonlight, or was the blue almost gone from them entirely?

“Get to know them,” he admitted uncomfortably. “Be … a friend.”

She didn’t know what to say. Her throat had gone dry, her heart diving into a mad skitter that only made her feel foolish, like some lovestruck maiden whose sweetheart had finally noticed her. It wasn’t the right response. She shouldn’t care that Allaster was trying. Shouldn’t care about the single golden eye glowing in the enclosure at her back.

His words shouldn’t make her feel a thing.

Guard your heart, Loraya whispered.

“Goodnight, Librarian.” She snapped her fingers, returning to her room, but the ache in her chest followed. It never truly went away, a bruise that wouldn’t heal, but she had learned long ago to live with the pain.

The pillow on her bed was slightly askew, and she shifted it aside to find a paper folded underneath. She had wondered when Vera would make contact again.

Unfurling the note, she read:

You have three months to build our case. Two weeks before Alderotch, we will call the Conclave.

Alderotch marked the shortest day of the year, when Haidra’s faithful would repledge themselves to the goddess’s light, as they did every solstice. It was also the day currently set for the wedding between the Yadora heir and the Kalish Prince, according to Fen. Vera wanted her move to overshadow the union, or at the very least, be the main topic of conversation at it. While the King married his son to the enemy, she struck a blow to the heart of evil.

Three months.

With Allaster’s decision to grant her magic, he had finally accepted her as his Assistant, and this evening had been her first step toward establishing a more personal relationship with him. He had begun to trust her. She had only to solidify that mistake and begin maneuvering him into compromising positions, and three months was plenty of time to do it.

And yet, as she climbed into bed, her mind fuzzy with the effects of the mylak and the sound of Allaster’s voice, she couldn’t help wishing she had longer.
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CHAPTER 20

ALLASTER

ALLASTER REMAINED IN THE EYRIE FOR SOME TIME AFTER EIRLANA departed. It had been so long since he had simply sat in here and listened to the sounds of the beasts, to the wind, to the magic that laced the air. It had been so long since he had talked to someone. Just talked, without consideration of politics and maneuvers and the future looming before him.

He didn’t know what to make of the fact that it had been with Eirlana.

Once, it would not have seemed so strange. There had still been Kalish mages at the Library when he had first arrived, Haidra’s influence barely decades old. Then, Felnar had been a city of people known for their traditions. They had celebrated all manner of things in the Kalish capital, from the changing of the seasons to the births of their children. Granted, those celebrations had been reserved even then—nothing like Riviairen festivities—but more than the drab affairs they were now.

Haidrinism was a religion born of the north, in the lands between Avaria and Kalthos, where people gathered in small towns with great swaths of land between them. Many of its tenets had revolved around keeping people safe from the wilds, focusing on the importance of home and community. But that had changed when the religion ventured south.

In Kalthos, where the climate and geography supported such a vast variety of beasts, people had long ago learned to fear them. What began as doctrine meant to protect only grew more restrictive. It became illegal to drink after sundown and to travel the roads in the dark. The crimes that turned townspeople against one another faced higher penalties, and the beasts that they had once feared, they began to hate.

By the time the Kalish mages retired, no one wanted to take their place.

Yet Eirlana was not only here, she was trying, and as much as it bothered him to admit it, she was good at it. She had handled herself well with the Zeras, and she was more than skilled in the arena. The rate at which she consumed books left the leopard spirits scrambling to find new tomes, and he didn’t think it would be long before she would be capable of going on beast missions alone.

But as he gathered their glasses and the empty mylak bottle, snapping his fingers to teleport to his study, some part of him had to admit it was more than that which drew him to her. It was the way her lips curved into that wry smile, the sharpness of her dark wit, and—

“It has been some time since I’ve seen you smile like that.”

Allaster blinked at the figure seated on his couch by the fire, a glass of whiskey in her hand. Nyelle was resplendent as always, this time dressed in a gown of the deepest crimson, the golden column of double buttons along the bodice the only nod to the current Kalish style. The rest was embroidered with the flourish of her Riviairen roots, the dress itself layered like the petals of a rose, a color reflected in her light brown cheeks.

“You must be mistaken,” he said as he joined her on the opposite couch. “Smiling is reserved for those with something to be happy about.”

Nyelle chuckled, but Allaster didn’t share her amusement. The two of them hadn’t spoken in days, not since Nyelle had confirmed her daughter’s engagement to the Kalish Prince, but their visits were usually scheduled. That way, they could ensure no one else was in the portal room when she arrived. But for the rare occasion she needed to speak with him outside those times, Iylis always sensed her and intercepted her arrival—which meant this likely wasn’t good news.

Allaster’s gaze dropped to the drink in her hand. “Do I need one of those, or is this a social visit?”

In response, she rose to pour him a glass, and Allaster accepted it with a heavy sigh. He pulled at the top buttons of his uniform, the heat of the room making him long for the Eyrie’s cool grass and gentle breeze.

“What is it?” he asked as she retook her seat.

“I suspect Vera is aware of our renewed friendship.” She crossed one leg atop the other with a nonchalance that belied the peril of her statement.

For the past several months, he and Nyelle had been meeting in secret to discuss Kalish affairs, at great risk to them both. As Librarian, it was beyond Allaster’s purview to interfere with the internal politics of a nation, his only redemption being that it was, at least partly, in relation to magic, which granted him a gray area to work within. But for Nyelle, whose family already walked a delicate line with their sympathies toward beasts, a friendship with the Librarian of Amorlin was as good as spitting in the Paratal’s face.

Not only did the Librarian work in direct contradiction to the church’s goals, but the Kalish saw his extended life as yet another affront against Haidra. Many Kalish, in particular the Malik who served the goddess, went on to live particularly long lives, a gift they believed the Librarian profaned at best and somehow stole at worst.

The burn of the magic in his veins flared to life at the swell of his anger. Not at the Kalish, but at the knowledge that, however Vera had discovered them, it had come from inside the Library. Had he been right to distrust Eirlana, or was she correct in her belief that another spy walked his halls? Either way, they had handed Vera a weapon against him and Nyelle both.

“Are you in danger?” he asked tightly.

Nyelle set aside her glass and stood, peering into the hearth’s flames. “I do not think so,” she said, and his magic waned at his relief. It had been doing that more often lately, springing to life alongside his stronger emotions, though the incident with the Zeras was the first time he had lost control of it to that extent. Even now, it sat beneath his skin like roiling water, just waiting to boil over.

“She has no proof beyond the word of whomever told her of it, and she can’t reveal that without alerting the King to her machinations,” Nyelle continued. “But she has no qualms about hinting at her knowledge to me and has suddenly become much more vocal at court in pushing forth her measures. She moves to double the funding to the Malikinar and wants to take blasphemy from sin to crime.”

“She’s targeting you,” Allaster said, and Nyelle nodded. With the recent depletion of vylor from the mines and heavy investments from the crown into ships for reaching Jacara, the royal treasury had swiftly found itself accumulating debt. It was one of the reasons King Carthur had agreed to the Prince’s union: The Yadora coffers were deep.

Now, Vera intended to redirect that money into the pockets of people loyal to her with one hand and call attention to Nyelle’s blasphemy with the other. With their families about to be united, any stain upon Nyelle would reflect poorly upon Carthur, furthering Vera’s goal of painting her cousin in an unpleasant light.

Downing his whiskey, Allaster rose to join Nyelle by the fire. “Perhaps it’s best we don’t see each other for a while. Until I can ascertain where this information came from.”

She looked up at him, and in the firelight, she seemed suddenly much younger than her fifty-four years, her brown eyes incandescent with passion. “I will not be cowed by her, Allaster. My parents allowed the Helsens and the Ralks to silence them, allowed decades of slaughter before their very eyes. This union between our families is the first real chance we’ve had at influencing Carthur, and I will be dammed if I let Vera Helsen ruin it. I am no coward.”

“Are you suggesting I am?” he countered, the flush of his magic rising again. He forced a breath through it, the uncomfortable heat bordering on burning. “There is more at stake here than you realize, Nyelle. Vera already has a target on my back. I can’t afford to give her more ammunition to call a Conclave.”

Nyelle snorted derisively, the action so at odds with her usually pristine manners. “As if you ever cared about something as foolish as decorum.”

“Decorum, no, but I do take my job very seriously. I’m toeing a dangerous line, and I have to put the Library first.”

“I know,” she said, lifting a hand to his chin. There was nothing sensual in her touch, but it felt too knowing all the same, and it mollified his ire. “It’s why this could never work.”

“Only that?” he forced through gritted teeth, and she laughed, letting her hand drop.

“It’s late,” she said. “I should go.”

She returned to the couch, where she had draped a cloak over the back. Fastening it around her throat, she lifted the hood to obscure her face and offered him her hand. He hesitated a moment before he took it, the familiar press of claws at his fingertips fading. Then he teleported them to the portal room.

Despite his having ensured the room was empty, they arrived to the sounds of an argument. He very nearly sent Nyelle back to his study before he recognized May’s insistent tones trailing from the infirmary next door.

“Please, Taya, just a little longer,” she begged. “I know this has been difficult—”

“Difficult? I’ve been handling everything on my own while you play nurse to an overgrown child.”

Nyelle pressed a hand to her mouth, smothering what Allaster suspected was a laugh. He gestured pointedly at the Kalish door, and she approached it.

“You were meant to be home weeks ago.” Taya’s voice softened to the point of breaking. “It’s getting harder to believe you care half as much for me as this place.”

“I do, Taya,” May promised. “I—”

Allaster ripped open the Kalish door as loudly as he could, allowing it to bang into the wall behind it. The conversation in the room beyond cut off, the couple appearing in the infirmary’s entryway after Nyelle had crossed through the portal, the door shutting in her wake.

“Taya.” Allaster greeted her with a rigid smile.

“Librarian,” Taya returned with equal severity. Tall and long-limbed, with dark skin and coils of black hair pulled back into a tail, she had the grace and build of a dancer, with none of one’s subtlety. A retired soldier from the Jacari Guild, she was twice as deadly as she was intelligent, and only May’s intervention kept her from grinding Allaster into little, tiny pieces each time he upset her wife.

Taya looked to May, who sighed and opened the Riviairen door. May stepped forward as if to kiss Taya goodbye, but Taya was already moving, pulling the door shut behind her. May stared after her, her hands quivering.

After a moment in which Allaster forcibly talked himself down from vanishing on the spot, he asked, “Is something wro—”

“I’m leaving.” May’s voice wavered, but the look she gave him did not. “I’m sorry. I’ve been meaning to tell you for some time, but I couldn’t. Not since …”

“You found out the truth,” he finished softly.

It hadn’t been long after Mora’s death. The transformation had come upon him so suddenly, and it had taken him time to find the right balance of henolite to subdue it without interfering with his magic. May had found him in his study, clawed and fanged, and in the absence of an Assistant in whom to confide, he had told his First Mage everything.

May nodded stiffly. “Taya and I had a plan. After my mother became too ill to run the bakery, we decided to take it over together.” She did not say the rest, did not tell him how badly she wanted to go, though he could see it written on her face. He’d known May’s love of the Library had dimmed a little the day Mora died. Known that the sway this place once had over her had faded, and that in time, she would move on from it.

He just hadn’t realized it would be so soon.

“She’s been handling it alone while I tie up things here, but I told her I would leave weeks ago.” May’s voice trembled. “She doesn’t understand why I’m delaying.”

Nor could she. All May could offer Taya were vague explanations, promises that something important was happening at the Library, something she had only to get through and then she could depart. Because May, like him, put the Library first. Before herself, before her future. It was why he’d trusted her with the truth.

May wrapped one arm about her middle, the other pressed to her mouth as she spoke between her fingers. “She thinks there’s someone else.”

Allaster had not been lying when he told Eirlana that it had been a very long time since he had been someone’s friend. He’d needed to be May’s, but he’d been too much a coward to face that truth. For everything that she had done for him, for the Library, for all the weight she had shouldered in his stead, he had let her deflect his questions about her wellbeing, let them both pretend everything was fine, too overwhelmed by the enormity of his own troubles to give another’s the attention they deserved.

But more than that, he didn’t know how to comfort her when her pain was his fault.

If she didn’t go soon, she could lose Taya. It was because of her wife that May had clawed her way out of the pit Mora’s death had cast them both into, and he understood now that only he kept her tethered to its edge. But losing May meant losing the one person who knew the truth, the only one he could fully rely on. For as much as Allaster had accepted Eirlana as his Assistant, entrusting her with his transformation was something else altogether. Because it was more than just the knowledge of his curse that he withheld from her.

It was something much, much worse.

This time, there was no mistaking the burn of the magic. It seared beneath his skin like a living flame, preying on his fear, on him, on the precious few moments he had left. He knew what he ought to say. Knew he ought to tell May to go, to save herself. But without her, more than just his life would be in danger. Until he knew for certain that he could tell Eirlana everything, he needed May. The Library needed her, and he would not fail it.

So instead he asked a question he should have asked long ago. “What do you need, May?”

She looked at him, the answer evident in her dark eyes, and the only thing she wouldn’t ask for. So she swallowed it back. Visibly locked it away, like he had everything he’d dared to want since Mora died, and said, “A couple days to myself. I need to talk to Taya. Can you handle things?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation, even as fangs curved against his lip. “And I will get you home soon, May. I promise.”

But first, he needed to find out who Eirlana Corynth really was.
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CHAPTER 21

KASIRA

THE FIRST TIME THE CHIME SOUNDED, KASIRA THOUGHT IT WAS A dream, or else a consequence of too much mylak. She had slept restlessly all night, plagued by a shadowy figure whose face she couldn’t see, their distant voice calling for her. More than once she woke with a scream on her lips, possessed by some unnamed terror, before she collapsed back onto her pillow, and what remained of the mylak-induced haze carried her off to sleep again.

The second time she dismissed the sound entirely. Midnight had long passed, and she had given up on sleep, instead counting the pebbles in the stone ceiling above her. Silver moonlight sliced through the darkness of her bedroom, but rather than brighten the place, it only made the shadows grow deeper.

The third time the chime called out, it didn’t sound like a chime at all, but a voice. Her hand went for the knife beneath her pillow, and she swung her feet to the ground, listening. The silence that followed was so complete she had nearly convinced herself she truly had imagined the whole thing when it came again, this time distinct and undeniable: Kasira.

A shiver raked along her spine. It was not the ghostliness of the voice, nor the clear lack of its source, but the name it spoke that sent her to the doorway with her blade in hand. But when she flung open the door, she found only an empty corridor.

Kasira.

One hand clutching a balestone and the other her knife, she crept down the hall. A quick dive into the magic confirmed that the only people out of bed were the mages who handled night duties. But as she pulled free of the magic, she felt something else. A connection much like the one she had experienced with Gievra, but where that had been furious and bright, this was like a gentle sea breeze threading through her hair.

Kasira, called the voice. Kasira.

And with a curiosity Loraya had once promised would get her killed, she followed it.

The voice led her down the spiral ramp, through the many artifact galleries, and out into the verdant entrance hall. Here, the soft sounds of sleeping beasts and fluttering insect wings disrupted the eerie silence that had followed her from her room, breaking the strange sensation she had had that she would wake to find this all a dream.

Kasira.

Knife still in hand, she traced her way through the halls and into the main library. The dying embers of the central hearth cast an orange glow across the empty room, even the leopard spirits absent. Overhead, the balelights flickered alight upon her entrance.

She didn’t need the voice to direct her now. She could feel whatever it was pulling her toward it as helplessly as a fish on a line. Her path through several bookcases brought her to the far wall, where a wide area of stone divided the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the western garden.

Mounted upon the wall and glowing with a faint silver light, its strange wrappings fluttering in an invisible wind, was a sword. She had forgotten about it after her first day here, but looking at it now, it seemed impossible she could have ever turned away from it.

It was a long sword of enormous proportion, easily five feet in length. It had no crossguard, and rather than a rectangular double edge, it had one dull straight side with a crescent-shaped blade edge. Both characteristics removed the possibility of it being a Kalish weapon, though swords were heavily favored by the Kalish compared to the other realms. A cursory check of her knowledge of foreign swords didn’t amount to anything either.

“Where did you come from?” she murmured. It had been bound like a wounded limb in linen of pure white, which hadn’t yellowed or worn in the slightest. Stamped into the pommel was Amorlin’s tree symbol.

Hesitantly, she reached for the sword.

KASIRA!

She spun, expecting someone behind her, but the room was empty. After nearly a month and a half at the Library, her tolerance for all things magical and bizarre had dramatically increased, but a strange sword calling her name while its wrapping fluttered in a room without a draft was a little more than she was prepared for.

“Not today, sword,” she muttered, clutching her knife and balestone closer as she departed. Another time, she might have taken the blade down to inspect it, but the last thing she wanted was to encourage whatever was occurring, seeing as it involved her real name. Not to mention, a large part of her had yet to be convinced this wasn’t all her imagination. That was the last time she drank half a bottle of mylak before bed. Hallucinating talking swords was a new low, even for her.

She would revisit it in the morning.

Knowing sleep was lost to her, she walked rather than teleported, following the galleries back toward the Eyrie; she planned to spend the rest of the night lamenting her lack of sleep to Gievra, who, by circumstance of being a beast, would be unable to tell her to shut up.

But as she turned down the wide central corridor, she discovered the balelights already lit. The trail of light veered aside into the Gold Room, one of the many lounges scattered throughout the Library, and from which Kasira could just make out a voice emanating. She reached for her magic, hoping to discover who it was, but felt only a vague sense of warmth.

She lifted her knife again. Silently, she pressed herself to the near wall and crept along it to the room’s open door. Whoever was speaking must have been standing before the roaring hearth, because she could see their shadow cast on the decorative gold paper of the far wall. And was that … a tail?

Slipping her blade into her boot, she stepped into the doorway to find a snow leopard sitting before the fire, his tail curled about his paws. “Iylis?”

He turned at the sound of her voice. “Apologies, do we know each other?” He tilted his head. “You do look oddly familiar.”

“Very funny, Iylis. I was only in bed for a few days.”

“Iylis?” the leopard repeated uncertainly.

She stilled, uncertain now. She would sooner expect Allaster to make a joke than Iylis, and he was looking at her with such a genuinely perplexed expression that the possibility erased itself entirely.

Then his clouded gaze cleared, and he shook his head. “Ah, Lady Eirlana. I’m glad to see you up and about. Are you feeling better?”

She stared at him. “Iylis, you didn’t know who I was.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Just a second ago. You couldn’t remember me. You asked who I was.”

His tail twitched in agitation. “I do not forget things, Lady Eirlana. My memory is impeccable. I remember the exact second of the day the star shower lit the northern skies three hundred years ago. I remember precisely what Irizar Ryshin wore the day they became Librarian, down to their lucky silver boots. I remember when the three Jacari clans became one, and Kalit and Cantros united under the Kalthos name. I remember—”

“Okay, okay!” She held up her hands, but Iylis barreled on.

“I remember the day the first Librarian … the first …” He trailed off, tail thumping rhythmically on the floor. “I remember …”

“Iylis?” She stepped toward him.

“Oh dear,” he murmured. “I—I have to go.” He lifted his haunches, and she pressed against the wall as he came toward her. He paused, looking for a moment as if he might say something more, but only shook his head and trotted down the hall, his voice a distant refrain. “Goodnight, Kasira.”

For one endless moment, Kasira didn’t move. Her stomach had taken up residence in her throat, and she barely heard her balestone clatter to the ground. A sickening, unwelcome notion rooted in her mind: If Iylis knew who she was, he was a threat.

A threat that could unravel everything.

A familiar instinct drove her to unsheathe her blade, to consider the weak points on the leopard’s body, the placement of his heart. But her feet remained planted. Iylis had no reason to keep her secret from Allaster, and yet he clearly had. Maybe she was missing something. Maybe he was not the danger her instincts said he was.

Or maybe the thought of killing him was simply too much for her battered heart to bear.

Fool, warned Loraya’s voice. You’re letting your emotions cloud your judgement.

She would talk to him first, understand what was happening—but when she rounded the corner after him, his name on her lips, her voice echoed through an empty hall.

Iylis was gone.

Kasira snapped her fingers on impulse, seeking escape with a half-formed idea, and reappeared in the Eyrie outside Gievra’s enclosure. The cub slept curled up beneath the false stars with his feline tail perched atop his nose. She didn’t say a word, not wanting to wake him, but she gently reached into the web of magic, seeking the slow, steady pulse of his sleeping energy. It soothed her, even as she paced by the enclosure, trying to convince herself everything she had worked for hadn’t just gone up in flames.

Calm down and think, she told herself.

This wasn’t the first time she had been in a con on the edge of breaking down. If she had abandoned every game so easily, she would never have succeeded. Iylis knew her name, and yet he hadn’t gone to Allaster. If he had, she had no doubt the Librarian would be throwing her out at that very moment. Which meant the leopard had a reason for keeping it to himself. And with her magic now in play, escape became a more viable option if things went south fast.

Besides, something was clearly wrong with the leopard. Between forgetting who she was and his behavior just now, if it came down to it, she only needed to convince Allaster that Iylis wasn’t in his right mind. When you set a preconceived notion for someone, they often read another’s actions in that context. The Librarian would likely believe her if she said she had no idea why Iylis was calling her Kasira.

She would approach Iylis tomorrow and see what his angle was before deciding.
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IYLIS WAS NOWHERE to be found.

Kasira sought him throughout the Library the next morning, but no one had seen him, and when she asked one of the leopard spirits to find him, it only shook its head and trotted off. With a snap of her fingers, she teleported to her bedroom, where she hoped to find scones and fresh tea. Not only was there no breakfast, but last night’s tray was still there.

“You’re looking for him too, then.” She spun to find Allaster in the doorway and tried her best to look casual.

Inside, she calculated. A quick teleport to the portal room, and she would be out through the Riviairen door, but only if Iylis had already told Allaster she was an imposter. The Librarian regarded her with reservation. Something looked different about him, but he hardly seemed suspicious or triumphant, and she was pretty sure if he ever discovered her, he would take the time to throw it in her face.

Still, she used the opportunity to lay her groundwork. “He was acting strangely last night.”

“Iylis always acts strangely.”

“He forgot who I was,” she insisted. “That’s why I was looking for him.” The concern that filled her expression took no artifice to conjure. “Is something wrong with him?”

Allaster didn’t answer her right away, leveling her with that look he got when he was debating if giving her new information might come back to bite him in the ass. At last, he said, “There is something wrong with Amorlin’s magic. I don’t know what, but as you’ve noticed, my powers aren’t working quite like they should. Like the other leopard spirits, Iylis is tied to the Library. Perhaps it’s impacting him too.”

Finally. It had taken weeks to reach this point, but at last Allaster was answering her questions without restraint.

“Tied how?” she asked.

“I honestly don’t know. He has been here longer than me or Mora.”

From the beginning, if Iylis was to be believed, which, considering his sudden lapse in memory, she wasn’t sure he could. “What exactly is wrong with the Library?”

“I have no idea, or else I would have corrected it.” Perhaps not entirely without restraint. Was he truly unsure, or were there yet more secrets here to uncover?

I have not, nor will I ever, lie to you.

Did he truly expect her to believe that? Everyone lied. Everyone manipulated.

“Now, I came to get you to practice your magic.” Allaster gestured to the hallway. “Are you—what? Why are you looking at me like that?” He recoiled as she stepped closer to him, having finally discerned what looked different about him.

She pointed. “You have more rings in your ears.”

“And?”

“And you’re running out of ear. What are you going to start piercing next?” Her gaze dropped to his chest, and his eyes widened.

“I—That is none of your business,” he spluttered.

“Why do you wear so many of those? What does it do?”

“None of your business,” he repeated as he absently spun a ring around one finger, an action which as good as screamed, I’m hiding something. But before Kasira could press him again, he transported them to the training grounds, where several mages were already sparring. She spotted Elyae and Warrin in one corner, the girl giving her a sour look over the notes she was taking in her journal.

“What about Iylis?” she asked, half her attention still on Elyae. The girl had yet to try anything since their sparring match, but while Kasira had thought that Allaster’s naming of her as Assistant would dissuade the mage from another attempt, the constricting look currently darkening Elyae’s face said otherwise.

Perhaps it was time to put that particular plan in motion. Kasira had already planted the seeds of suspicion in Allaster about another spy. If she could convince him it was Elyae, if he believed Kasira, she would know she finally had him.

“This isn’t the first time he’s disappeared,” Allaster replied. “He’ll be fine. Now, while the mages are only granted a portion of the Library’s magic by me, you and I are directly bonded to it, which gives us additional abilities beyond the increased speed, strength, and reflexes the mages get. In addition to teleporting, you—what are you doing?”

Allaster drew up as Kasira stepped closer to him, intending to demonstrate a level of comfort around him she hoped would serve to further deter Elyae. What she did not anticipate was exactly how aware of him that made her. Without the distraction of their sparring, being this close to him made her skin prickle, the faint scent of paper reaching her nose. From Allaster’s wary expression, he was equally cognizant of her nearness.

Not wanting him to retreat, she sought to break the tension. “All that magic, and I still beat you in our sparring matches.”

It worked, his brow knotting at the comment. “I wasn’t using my magic during those.”

That surprised her. He’d been quick during their bouts, and strong, more so than she had expected, though she supposed he was by no means small. His bands clung to muscled forearms and biceps, his uniform stretching across broad shoulders—details that seemed far more noticeable with him only a handsbreadth away.

This close, she could make out a dusting of freckles across the bridge of his nose like a constellation of stars.

Like a rattling kettle approaching its final pitch, Allaster at last seemed to reach his limit and edged back a half step. She expected the concession to feel like a victory, but in truth it hit a little like disappointment.

“What else can I do?” she asked to distract herself from the thought.

Allaster cleared his throat, the action making the torc at his throat bob. “You can more or less communicate with beasts, and you can summon things inside the Library. If it is within its power to provide it, it will.” That confirmed her suspicions about the link between her and Gievra, which had felt like a conversation, if not in words. Even now she could feel the faintest flicker of magic from the beast, a tether not like a chain, but like the gentle grasp of a hand.

“Can we only summon within the Library?” she asked.

“There are historical accounts that suggest we might have once been able to do so outside of it as well, but that ability has waned in recent centuries.”

She wondered if that had anything to do with whatever was wrong with the Library. It sounded like the magic was growing weaker. “I have to say, that’s all a lot less, uh, impressive than the stories.”

A smile crooked his lips. “You think so?” He waved a hand, summoning two staffs, and tossed her one. “See how long you last against me then.”

It was quick. With two moves he had her disarmed and on the ground, staring up at him with barely disguised shock. She’d hardly been able to track him, he moved so quickly, and the strength of his attack—he’d forced her to the ground with one arm.

He offered her a hand, but she refused it, clambering to her feet to the sound of Elyae’s distant laughter. Ignoring her, Kasira lifted her staff. “Again.”

This time she tracked him better, dipping into the magic a little herself. But the moment she thought she had adjusted, he disappeared. Before she could react, he materialized behind her, hooked his staff behind her knee, and sent her tumbling over it.

She scowled, surging back to her feet. “Fine, I get your point. But what use is all of this against a Zeras? Even with your bow, you couldn’t take it down.”

He angled his staff at her. “That right there is your real problem, Corynth. You’re still thinking in terms of defeat. Our goal isn’t to take a beast down; it’s to get it to safety. Most of the time, fighting isn’t the answer. Remember your first few weeks here.”

“Oh, I remember.” She winced at the thought of the song she had sung to Benlo.

With a wave of his hand, Allaster produced a scrap of paper, which he handed to her. “These are all books on beast behavior. Nothing I’ve assigned you so far will prove more important in day-to-day beast missions than these.”

She pocketed the list with a frown, and he raised a brow. “What? I thought you liked reading.”

“I like stories,” she corrected. “The factual stuff I can manage, but I learn better by doing.”

Loraya had spent hours explaining the ins and outs of picking someone’s pocket. Only choose marks in crowded areas, never second-guess yourself, always have a distraction. But it wasn’t until Kasira had been in the rush of the market, her fingers slipping through folds of cloth, that she had really understood what any of it meant. Granted, she’d nearly lost a hand more than once, but for everything she did wrong, she learned to do something right.

“I’ll take you on my next mission.” Allaster hefted his staff. “But in the meantime, read.”
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CHAPTER 22

KASIRA

SO KASIRA READ.

When she wasn’t tending to Gievra or training with Allaster, she had her nose tucked into a book, making a point to always be around the Librarian. Now that she had his tentative trust, she needed to solidify it and begin identifying his weak points. The delicate comradery they had established was all well and good, but she would need a deeper connection than that if she were to begin manipulating him into transgressions Vera could use against him for the Conclave.

Allaster spent half his day buried in dusty old tomes, whether in his office or the forgotten upper levels of the library, and she would seek him out and sit at his table. It was a simple con, but an effective one. Slowly, she made herself a part of his everyday, not as a responsibility to be trained, but as a companion, until her presence felt as natural as sunlight on his skin.

She expected him to resent the insertion, but he absorbed her company without so much as a glower. He even went so far as to ask her about her reading, her day, showing a new interest in her that made her far more nervous than his animosity ever had. Had their talk in the Eyrie really had such an effect on him, or was this some new means of ferreting out her secrets?

All the while she kept half her attention on the Library’s magic, waiting for that same sense of warmth she’d felt at Iylis’s presence. He could reappear at any time, her true name on his tongue, and she wanted to be the first to see him when he did.

May found them studying one morning, Allaster’s untidy sprawl of books dominating their shared table. Kasira had made a bookrest of them, thumbing slowly through a past Librarian’s account of living two months with a herd of Kyvals, whose migratory patterns took them from the heights of the Terasor Mountains in the summers to the depths of the Melonair Shoals, where fish gathered in the thousands come winter.

May approached their table with a cup of tea in hand, her dark curls bundled atop her head with a patterned cloth. Kasira hadn’t seen her friend since she had abandoned the celebration so abruptly days before, as May had been away, but Kasira had procured both more cloudtrapper mushrooms and spiced chocolate for her, which she’d left in the First Mage’s room.

Still, she owed May more of an apology than that, and it was nearly on her lips before she realized where the impulse had come from: not from a need to maintain her anchor, but from a desire to genuinely be forgiven. Perhaps a little discord between her and May would do Kasira good, lest she grow too easy in their rapport.

“There is an F class in Ayador, requesting immediate assistance,” May informed them with a sip of her tea, the scent of lavender wafting from her cup. “I thought you might want to take Lana for training.”

Allaster stood abruptly. “I’ll handle it myself.”

Kasira pointedly closed her book. “You said I could go with you on your next mission.” This would be the perfect chance to test her new magic in action, and the more time she spent in service of the Library with Allaster, the better.

“There will be plenty of other missions.” He snapped his fingers, but she was faster now, and by the time he arrived in the portal room, she was already there.

“Saints.” He stepped back from her reflexively. “You’re a menace, you know that?”

She folded her arms. “Take me with you, or I’ll show you exactly how much of a menace I can be.”

He paled, likely imagining what havoc she could wreak without him around. Then he sighed a defeated, “Very well,” which sparked a low thrum of satisfaction in her. His strings were getting easier for her to pull, though she wondered at his reluctance to take her.

Kasira held out her hand. “I want a real weapon this time.”

He sized her up. “What do you prefer?”

It took her a moment to realize he wasn’t saying no. Everything between them had been a battle of push and pull for so long; she didn’t know what to do with herself when he just agreed.

“What about that sword in the main library?” She didn’t know what made her say it. The arena was full of swords, more than one of which she had spent several hours practicing with. But for some reason, her mind jumped straight to the one on the wall.

He frowned. “What sword?”

“The one wrapped in linen on the wall between the windows.”

His misgiving deepened. “There is no sword in the main library.”

“Hilarious.” She had seen it. Hell, she’d heard it, though she wasn’t about to say that.

Allaster waved his hand, summoning a Kalish-style short sword with a wide crossguard at the base of the sheathed blade. “We don’t have time for this. Here.” She took the sword, securing it to her belt as he summoned his bow and quiver and turned to the Ayadese door.

It swung open into a small alcove overlooking a room of sky-blue marble with soaring ceilings of white arches. The natural light from the many windows caught on crystal sculptures of blooming sea-green flowers and prowling tigers in sunset orange. Kasira was so busy staring at the renditions of the extinct creature, she didn’t realize Allaster had been waiting on her until he reached back through the portal to seize her wrist and drag her through after him.

“Where is this place?” she breathed as the door shut behind them.

“The Crystal Palace in Kezren,” he replied. “Do me a favor and keep quiet. The last thing I need is you causing an international incident.”

She very nearly told him exactly what he could do with that request when a tall, brown-skinned woman in a silk dress came hurrying toward them. She clutched a small notebook in one hand, and her black hair had been bundled into a braided knot atop her head, pinned in place by a long, thin kyda crystal with a pink center that glittered with pinpricks of iridescent light.

“Librarian,” she greeted him in the Common Tongue, and she and Allaster pressed a fist to their hearts simultaneously in greeting. “My name is Ryn. Please follow me.”

Kasira had read of the Ayadese government’s swift efficiency, but this woman certainly didn’t mince words. She whisked them along a narrow hall of glass windows, which was all well and good until Kasira glanced out of one. The windows overlooked a steep drop to a rocky, snow-covered valley, the corridor spanning the dizzyingly empty space between two mountain peaks lined with a series of gondolas. This was not a hall, but an enclosed bridge, the scene beyond it depthless.

“Corynth?” She swayed, and a hand fell on her shoulder. “Corynth?” Allaster called again. “Are you all right?” His gaze tracked hers to the sheer drop, and just when she expected him to tease her for the anxiety he’d surely recognized, he slipped his arm through hers and guided her away from the window.

The quick tap of Ryn’s finger against her notebook was the only indication of her impatience. “This way.” She spun on her heel.

Kasira focused on Allaster’s steadying presence until they had crossed the last of the glass corridor and entered another soaring foyer, this one bedecked in marble of a soft mossy green, at which point she silently extricated herself from him, and he allowed the moment to pass without a word. He likely thought it a fear of heights, and she didn’t correct him. Even if she wanted to, she didn’t know how to explain the impact that much space had on her, how it shortened her breath the same way a narrow corridor did.

Everywhere Kasira looked, there were statues. Crystal statues and marble statues and combinations of the two, each fashioned with such incredible craftmanship as to make her fingers itch for want of having them.

They ascended a freestanding spiral staircase at the center of the room to a landing, strode down a brightly lit glass hall, and exited onto a circular platform overlooking an expansive garden. Most of the plants were kinds Kasira had never seen before, their color a deep forest green with vines of ruby red, or big, fanlike leaves with gold veins.

At the very center of the garden, in a clearing of white marble, stood a person in a flowing green silk skirt and tight-fitting black top. Their black hair fell straight to their wide hips, framing a round face void of any expression, their golden-brown skin glistening with sweat. So still were they, their eyes closed and hands clasped serenely before them, that Kasira almost thought they were a statue too.

Then she saw why.

Curled around their feet, its long body undulating as it moved, was an enormous serpent. Midnight-black with bands of silver scales, the creature was easily two feet in circumference, with a big, boxy head and a set of leathery black wings pinned to its back.

“This is a class F?” she hissed at Allaster. “It’s a Syovar!”

“Which are class F’s,” Allaster returned calmly. “They never attack unless provoked.” Which was why the person wrapped in the center of its long body stood incredibly still. How long had they been there, unmoving, and how much longer could they last?

“It flew in from above,” Ryn explained, gesturing to the circular hole in the domed ceiling. It had a hatch and hinges, clearly meant to open and close depending on weather. “Queen Sarren has been here for nearly an hour.”

Kasira balked at the name. This was not only one of Ayador’s four queens, but the one whose season was in power. Each was proclaimed chosen by one of the Ayadese seasonal gods, and together they ruled through the Queen’s Council. The head of the queendom changed based on the season, so though the council ruled together, it enabled a single person to make swift decisions without deliberation when necessary.

To have been standing there for nearly an hour, unmoving—the sheer discipline and strength necessary for such a feat was extraordinary.

“We had hoped the Syovar would leave of its own accord,” Ryn continued in a soft voice. “But it has only gotten more comfortable. Queen Sarren is a formidable warrior, but they cannot remain there forever.”

“It’s the shadowflower.” Allaster gestured at a plant so darkly green, it shone near black. “Syovars are heavily aromiopathic. They communicate through scents in an almost telepathic way.” He crept closer to the balcony railing and crouched down to get a better look at the beast, which had lain its massive head upon its tail and closed its eyes. “Queen Sarren should be safe so long as no one else enters the area. Is this your only garden?”

Ryn almost looked offended. “What do you need?”

Allaster looked to Kasira, expectant, and a wave of alarm spiked through her as the seriousness of the situation settled heavily into focus. Their last mission had been spontaneous and fraught, their training up until this point mostly theoretical. Now, here stood a monarch of one of the six nations, their life sitting firmly in her and Allaster’s hands, and he expected her to take the lead?

If they failed here, if Queen Sarren was hurt, it would severely damage Amorlin’s reputation and its relationship with Ayador. And with Kalthos breathing down their necks, the last thing they needed was to incite the wrath of a second country—or at least, that was what she imagined Allaster to be thinking.

“I—” She caught Allaster’s gaze, expecting to find him regretting his decision, but he only waited. The concept that he believed in her was at once incredibly disorienting and oddly heartwarming. It was also a mistake.

Kasira faced the aide. “We need as many tyvna weed bulbs as you can find,” she said. “Be careful not to crush any when you return with them.”

Ryn nodded and darted back the way they had come, leaving them with the silent Queen and the sleeping beast, and leaving Kasira with Allaster, who had something that looked like satisfaction in the curl of his lips. She didn’t know what troubled her more: his approval, or the way she had reacted to the entire situation—with the concern of an Assistant Librarian.

It was necessary to maintain my cover, she told herself, ignoring the steady thrum of satisfaction in her chest.

Then the garden door swung open with an echoing clang, and a deep voice called, “Queen Sarren!”

The Syovar flicked open one bright green eye.




[image: ]






CHAPTER 23

KASIRA

“SHIT.” KASIRA HEARD ALLASTER’S CALL FOR HER TO WAIT AS IF through a long tunnel as she snapped her fingers. She materialized in front of the Queen. The Syovar lifted its great, dragon-like head, its jagged bottom teeth curling up around its jaw, and studied her with luminous green eyes. A thin trail of smoke rose from its slit nose.

Exhaustion swept over Kasira, and she nearly stumbled. Teleporting within the Library felt like sliding through air; this time had been like wading through waist-high mud, and just like that, her plan to grab the Queen and go fell to pieces.

“Stand very, very still,” said Queen Sarren’s deep voice from behind her.

That, Kasira could do. Bit by bit she relaxed her muscles, elongating her breath silently. She never looked away from the reptilian eyes watching them, didn’t flinch as the creature’s forked tongue shot out to taste the air. She had spent hours hiding in tight places after cons, days doing nothing but staring at a black space. She knew how to be still.

Then the man who had called the Queen’s name drew his sword with the pure ring of vylor steel and said, “Don’t worry, Your Majesty. I will see this beast dead,” and Kasira couldn’t hold back her groan.

The Syovar’s head curved toward the Kalish man, its tongue tasting the air quickly now. The man sank into a fighting stance. He was thick limbed and sturdy, with a cropped blond beard and hard green eyes, and he held his sword well. Under any other circumstance, Kasira might have been impressed—and then the shape of his face settled into her mind, and a pit opened in her stomach.

Lord Morvir Finnodor—one of her old marks.

“Stop!” Allaster commanded. “It can smell your aggression. It knows you will attack. If you would just—”

But Lord Morvir didn’t listen. With a cry, he charged toward the Syovar. The beast let out a violent hiss and reared, its wings spreading in a wide arc. Kasira spun, dragging the Queen into a crouch to avoid the razor-sharp talons of the wing that slashed above their heads. She wobbled slightly, the sudden motion too much for her tired body. The Queen’s hand curled about her upper arm, holding her steady.

“Jump!” they yelled. They both surged up and over the constricting body of the beast, landing in a heap of limbs outside its coils. It lowered its scaled head and slammed into Lord Morvir, flinging him back into a thorny bush. His sword clattered to the ground.

Kasira scrambled to disentangle herself from the Queen, but they placed a subduing hand on her shoulder, their ebony eyes willing her into stillness.

The Syovar rose, its wings spread like a canopy above them, and let out a bellowing roar. Then Allaster was there, clutching palm-sized midnight-purple buds in his hands. He crushed one, dark ink spilling across his skin. The beast’s tongue flicked out, and it cocked its head toward him. He crushed another, holding it aloft, and the Syovar’s wings relaxed.

“Kill it now!” Morvir yelled. He’d disentangled himself from the thorns, his white skin awash in scratches, and scrambled for his sword. The Syovar spotted him and released a low hiss that shuddered along its coiled body.

“Stop, you fool,” Allaster snapped. “Before you get us all killed.”

But Morvir had already recovered his sword and was brandishing it at the Syovar. “If you won’t, then I will. Stay out of my way.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Kasira dove into the magic despite her exhaustion. With a snap of her fingers, she reappeared beside the man, disarming him in one move. Focusing on the stream of magic, she thrust the vylor blade through it, and it vanished. Lord Morvir let out a cry of dismay and scrambled away from her as her strength failed, and she slammed the tip of her sheathed blade to the ground to keep herself upright.

Allaster moved between them and the beast, the crushed tyvna bulbs held aloft in one hand. He waved them, dispensing more of the calming scent, like lavender and aloe intertwined. The beast lowered its great head and furled its wings slightly, tongue lashing out to taste the air.

“Easy,” Allaster said gently.

Kasira heard the soothing lilt of his voice and felt the calming effect of the tyvna’s tranquilizing properties spread through her as it did the Syovar, and she realized that, without meaning to, she had accessed the connection between her and the beast. She felt Allaster there too, working to convince the creature that they were not a threat, and was surprised by the gentleness she found in him. She had known Allaster cared deeply about beasts, but it had been a theoretical awareness.

Feeling it now, the depth of his desire to protect them, stunned her.

“Come with me,” Allaster coaxed it and snapped his fingers. He reappeared on the rim of the domed ceiling’s opening, waving the tyvna bulbs toward the beast. She felt its intention before it moved. Its wings spread, and it leapt into the air, trailing after him. Allaster vanished again, the connection between them fading slightly as he led the Syovar away from the palace.

Which left Kasira with a queen and a very angry Kalish nobleman.

“You,” he hissed at Kasira, regaining his feet. “Return my sword immediately.”

“I don’t know how to do that.” She watched him closely. “I don’t even know where it went, and if I did, I would not return it to you.” She hadn’t had a destination in mind when she had shoved the blade into the magic’s threads. It could have gone anywhere, or nowhere for that matter, a thought that suddenly put teleporting in a stark new perspective.

Lord Morvir surged to his full height. “You will do as I say, you wretched—”

He cut off as his eyes found the Kalish symbol on her uniform, his face contorting with something like a sneer as he realized who she must be. The Morvirs were a noble family from the Kalish capital, which meant he likely wouldn’t know a country family from the northern reaches like Eirlana’s, as she had never gone to court.

But what of Kasira?

It had been nearly a decade since she had conned him, and the role she had played of the bashful, demure daughter of a coastal art dealer was vastly at odds with the confident noblewoman-turned-Assistant she was now. It was Loraya he would likely remember, the elder daughter set on establishing her own business out from underneath her mother’s shadow. Together, Loraya and Kasira had mapped every inch of his estate and security, then returned one evening to pilfer his entire art collection.

There was no recognition in his expression, but there was something, and Kasira knew better than to leave loose ends.

Queen Sarren joined them, and Kasira and Morvir bowed with their fists to their hearts. Ryn hovered anxiously, inspecting the Queen for injuries. “Lady Eirlana, I am grateful for the Library’s assistance,” they said with a dip of their head. “I did not want to see the beast harmed.”

They gave Morvir a pointed look, and he bowed again. “I apologize, Your Majesty, but I simply couldn’t stand by and watch a beast threaten your life.”

“The only threat here was you,” Kasira said tersely, seeking to needle him into giving something away with his reaction. Did he recognize her, or was his behavior that of a man with wounded pride? “You nearly got Their Majesty killed, not to mention the rest of us.”

Lord Morvir’s lips curled in a show of disgust. “Perhaps you have forgotten, Lady Eirlana, but beasts are our enemies.”

“I have forgotten nothing,” she replied, but Morvir only stared at her.

With a flicker of light, Allaster appeared beside Kasira. He’d disposed of the tyvna bulbs, but his cheeks were still flushed from the exertion of teleporting, his hands stained purple with—she blinked. His fingers looked strange, the ends almost pointed. She blinked again, and the image resolved itself. It had only been the last beads of purple ink dripping from his fingertips.

“I led the Syovar to the base of the mountains, far from any nearby towns,” he said with a nod of acknowledgment to the Queen. “I did warn you this would happen, Your Majesty. Syovars are highly active at the height of fall, and the tyvna fields they would normally visit have been nearly decimated by your worsening blizzards. I recommended to Queen Ayel that the fields be replanted when the ice broke.”

“But the ice didn’t break,” informed the Queen. “It would have cost the crown a small fortune to do the work.”

Allaster looked alarmed at that. “The cold persisted through summer?”

“Worse than even the previous year.” Queen Sarren’s face was grim. “If I recall, Lord Allaster, you claimed to know the cause.”

“I didn’t say I could fix it,” he replied darkly, gaze narrowing on the crossed swords symbol sewn on Morvir’s high-collared coat. “That would require the cooperation of lesser minds.”

A ruddy flush mottled Lord Morvir’s face, his chin lifting with a practiced condescension. “Kalthos has been warning of these signs for years,” he said loftily. “The goddess’s patience wears thin. The beasts must be destroyed if we are to divert this course.”

“No, I have been warning of this for years, and your people have been twisting my words for your own gain.” The unbridled anger in Allaster’s voice surprised Kasira. A general air of grumpiness was his natural state, but this was far beyond that. “If you continue culling beasts at this rate, the disasters will worsen. You are children playing with forces you don’t understand.”

“Can one kingdom truly have such an impact?” Ryn asked quietly.

“You are divided by a river, not an ocean, my Lady,” Allaster replied more calmly. “What happens in Kalthos affects us all.”

Morvir straightened with the air of one seeking to wrest control of the conversation. “If I may, Your Majesty, I had an appointment with you over an hour ago. I have urgent business to discuss with the crown.” His eyes flicked contemptuously toward Kasira and Allaster.

“You are here for the week, are you not, Lord Morvir?” Queen Sarren waved a hand. “We will find another time to talk. Lord Allaster, Lady Eirlana, if you would follow me.”

Kasira hesitated. She wanted to tail Morvir and ensure he wasn’t about to pen a letter about the imposter wearing a Library uniform, but it would look suspicious if she didn’t join Allaster and the Queen. Reluctantly, she followed them out of the garden and into a serene sitting room of green marble with round, silken furniture surrounding a low table.

A red kyda crystal the size of her fist sat at the center of the table, radiating a pleasant warmth and heating the room with an efficiency that belied its size and elucidated its demand. Kasira had never seen them used in person until now—Kalthos rarely imported anything with a function too near to magic—but her studies had taught her about the wide variety of crystals and their various applications, from temperature control to mood influencers.

Queen Sarren sank tiredly into one of the round chairs, somehow managing to do so with the utmost poise, and gestured to the other seats. Allaster took one and Kasira the other; she was all too glad to give her tired muscles a place to rest. The seat shifted as she sat, molding to her frame in a way that left her off-balance until it settled.

The Queen smiled at her surprise. “They are filled with coffee beans. We had such a surplus one year, we encouraged new uses. It makes for a comfortable seat, wouldn’t you say?”

Kasira prodded the chair. “I would.”

Ryn swept about the room, preparing cups of a steaming drink she handed each of them. The mugs were ceramic and without handles, and the drink smelled dark and bitter.

“Coffee from the royal fields,” Queen Sarren explained as Kasira took a tentative sip. The bitterness of the drink puckered her mouth unpleasantly, but she withheld her displeasure. Allaster, meanwhile, took two large gulps in a row, seeming to savor the bitterness.

Like to like, I suppose, she thought and sat her drink in her lap as if to let it cool.

“What is it you wished to speak about, Your Majesty?” Allaster asked after he’d drained nearly half his cup. His leg had started bouncing, and Kasira eyed the coffee warily. They drank mostly tea in Kalthos, and upon occasion she’d had a cup of it on an empty stomach and been left jittery. She’d heard coffee was much, much stronger.

The Queen’s long fingers curled about their mug, each one heavy with rings of marble and crystal. The kyda crystals were gorgeous, each one of a different shade. Apricot and rose, cerulean and sage. They each had an iridescent sheen to them when they caught the sunlight, making them glitter like gems.

“While I have no direct proof on the matter,” they began, “I am almost certain Lord Morvir is here to determine where Ayador would stand should a war break out between Kalthos and the Library.”

The subtle changes in Allaster’s posture would have been lost on her weeks ago, but now Kasira saw the way he sat a little straighter and the muscles in his jaw tightened.

“And?” he asked.

Queen Sarren eyed him discerningly. “And it is not this queendom’s practice to immerse itself in foreign wars. We have long been a state of neutrality, a custom we wish to continue. We will not aid Kalthos, but I hope you can understand that, despite your help here today, nor can I pledge my people to the Library.”

“We just saved your life,” Kasira said incredulously. “This is how you repay us?”

The Queen raised their brow, and Allaster hissed warningly, “We are not in the habit of expecting reciprocation for doing our job.”

Kasira scowled back at him, and Allaster’s hackles rose further. “Perhaps you’d like to take a walk in the garden?” he ground out as diplomatically as he could. “Cool down from the stress of handling the Syovar.”

She glowered at him but set aside her coffee and swept from the room, more than happy to let him think she was still worked up from the fight. He would have been suspicious if she had refused to accompany them or asked to leave, which meant she’d had to make him send her away, something that required little effort on her part.

Her body still felt tired and wrung out, but she had strength enough to return to the garden in search of Morvir, only to find it empty. How much of the palace could she search before Allaster found her absence strange?

She slowed beside the spot where the Syovar had been, the white marble singed. Though Syovars carried fire in their bellies, they couldn’t breathe it the way their cousins, the northern dragons, could. Still, as she knelt beside a scorch mark and ran her finger along the marble, the intensity of the leftover heat made her shiver.

Maybe it was her exhaustion, or perhaps her frustration distracting her, but she didn’t hear the boots behind her until it was too late.

A cloth fell over her head as her hands were wrenched painfully behind her, forcing her to drop the sword she’d managed to draw. She kicked back at her attacker, but they shifted aside, shoving her to her knees.

“Bind her hands tightly,” said Lord Morvir’s voice. “She’s ridden with magic.”

“Allas—” Her shout was cut off by a blow to the head. Dizziness overtook her, and she swayed in the grip of the person holding her. Another took her by the legs, and they hefted her from the ground. The world turned, nausea rising in her stomach as she swung precariously in their grip.

“It’s clear,” called a nervous voice, and she tried to focus on what that meant. Morvir and another person holding her, a third scouting ahead. Three, she could do. Anymore and—they released her, and she hit the ground hard. She rolled to get her feet under her, but a boot found her stomach, winding her.

A moment of distant muttered curses, and a door slammed. Then the hood was ripped from her head, taking a few strands of hair with it. She snarled up at Morvir’s smug face, her sword now hanging at his hip. At his back stood an even larger man. The third one was nowhere in sight, likely guarding the door from the hall.

She pushed herself up and back against a wall, the faint silver light from a balestone revealing a large storage room full of crates of fertilizer and shelves of gardening tools. She spotted a sharp-tipped spade propped up on the wall behind Morvir, but there was no way she could reach it before he stopped her. Something very close to panic surged high and tight in her chest, her awareness of the walls and the restriction of her hands only worsening it.

“What is the meaning of this?” she demanded. “I am Assistant Librarian Eirlana Corynth. You can’t just—”

Morvir laughed, the sound rough and grating. “I know Lady Eirlana, you thieving bitch. You are not her.”

Dread, cold and thick as oil, pooled in her stomach. She had thought he’d recognized her as Kasira, but it was Eirlana he knew. She had assumed the two wouldn’t be familiar with each other, but they must have crossed paths at some point.

“What have you done with the real Lady Eirlana?” Morvir snarled.

“Nothing,” she replied. “You’re mistaken.”

He backhanded her across the cheek. Her already fuzzy brain grew woollier, and she shook her head, but that only made it throb. She began to sink inward, the reflex to detach from her body too deeply ingrained. She was bound, trapped, each breath thinner than the last.

“If you lie to me again, I will start taking fingers.” The nobleman crouched before her and withdrew a blade from his belt. “Who are you, and what have you done with Lady Eirlana?”

Kasira forced herself to breathe, to focus on that blade. She had been in some pretty bad spots before, but few of them measured up to this. She was restrained, Allaster didn’t know she was in trouble, and Morvir was looking for a reason to hurt her. She could see it in the gleam of his eyes.

She blinked rapidly, trying to clear her blurry vision, then reached for the stream of magic, but it felt as shaky and unclear as the world around her. Her body screamed in protest, and Lord Morvir, seeming to realize she was trying something, grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her so hard her teeth cracked together.

“If you so much as try magic, I will gut you here and now,” he snarled.

The door opened a fraction, and Kasira’s heart leapt, but it was only the scout poking his head in to whisper, “They’re still talking.” He then retreated back into the hall.

Kasira seized the opportunity. “Allaster will come looking for me. We’re connected. He can find me anywhere.”

Morvir’s lips split into a grin. “And what will he think of an imposter?”

The truth was, she didn’t know what Allaster would do if he discovered she was a fraud. Mages caught breaking the Library’s laws were forced to return their magic and sent to their home nations for punishment. If he discovered her farce and banished her to Kalthos, Vera would send her straight back to Belvar.

She would not go back to a cell.

Perhaps, for once, the truth would save her. It was a risky move, but the only one she had left. “I work for Ambassador Vera,” she said, but no sooner were the words out of her mouth than she knew they were a mistake.

Morvir seized the front of her shirt, pulling her toward him. “What is that traitorous wretch planning?” If he’d been one of Vera’s, or even neutral enough to not want to involve himself in matters above his head, it would have worked, but this man seemed destined to destroy Kasira. He was one of the King’s men, and the King didn’t know what Vera was up to.

Kasira spit in Morvir’s face, and he recoiled. “I’ve convinced Allaster that I hate Vera. He won’t let you take me, no matter what you say. He’ll think it’s a ploy to weaken him.” She didn’t know if that was true, but neither did the nobleman.

Morvir’s eyes darkened, his grip on the knife shifting, and she realized too late that she had just given him a very good reason to kill her. He sprang forward, and Kasira kicked out with both feet, hitting him squarely in the chest. He lost hold of his knife as he flew back into his partner, and they crumpled to the floor.

Drawing a deep breath, she plunged into the web of magic and dragged it into herself. Her body resisted, her muscles screaming with pain, but she only pulled harder until something snapped. Power flooded her body, chasing away the dizziness and pain, and with one burst of strength, she ripped free of her bonds.

Both men were already back on their feet. Morvir had the sword drawn, the other, a pair of Jacari knuckle knives. She pulled a blade from her boot and seized Morvir’s fallen knife.

“I am going to beat my answers out of you, girl.” Morvir lunged, and she swung aside, sending him flying with a boot to his back before facing his partner. The man was quick for his size, but Kasira had magic flowing in her veins.

She dodged his strikes with ease, then slashed his forearms. He dropped his blades with a cry as she spun to avoid Morvir’s downstroke. His sword clanged against the stone floor, and she brought her foot down on his hands, knocking the blade loose.

Just like that, they were disarmed, and suddenly, all she could think about was what would happen if they told someone what they knew. If Vera’s plans were exposed to the King, he would put a stop to them, and Kasira would be left out to dry.

It wouldn’t be the first time she had killed to protect herself.

Hands seized her arms from behind, wrenching them back at a painful angle. She fought the man’s grip, but the magic that had moments ago been flooding through her had started to fade, exhaustion taking its place. Morvir grabbed her sword and thrust it toward her stomach.

It sank through flesh and muscle, down to the bone, but it didn’t touch Kasira. She crumpled to the floor where she had teleported to safety, leaving Morvir’s partner on the other end of the blade. The man let out a wet cough, blood spurting from his lips. Morvir, stunned but not deterred, ripped the blade free with a sickening squelch. The man fell and did not rise.

Morvir spun to face her, and Kasira switched her grip on the small knife. She fought to her knees and, with a flick of her wrist, sent the blade spearing through Morvir’s chest with inhuman strength. It clattered against the stone wall behind him, and he collapsed.

Kasira didn’t move right away. She felt for the wall behind her and, when she found it, buckled against it. Her body screamed in agony, her vision threatening to blacken, and she forced herself to take several deep breaths. Eventually, she swung up onto her knees and grabbed the sword, cleaning it on Morvir’s clothes before sheathing it.

The door clicked open, and the third accomplice peered cautiously inside. Kasira had the sword drawn and raised by the time she realized he was just a boy, his eyes bright with fear.

Shit, she thought. Shit shit shit.

The boy had to know the truth. It seemed unlikely Morvir hadn’t discussed it in front of him before grabbing her. And from the way the boy was staring at her, like he knew what was coming even as he refused to look at the bodies at her feet, made her sure of it.

To be a good con artist, you had to know which lines you were willing to cross before you reached them. That way, you never hesitated.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked hoarsely and prayed he would give the right answer, even if it was a lie.

A beat of silence in which his terrified face turned confused, then, “L-Lady Eirlana.”

“That’s right.” Relief unspooled in her chest, and she pointed to Morvir’s corpse with her sword. “What are you to him?”

The boy’s voice trembled. “His valet.”

“Not anymore.” She pushed off the wall, forcing herself to stand straight. “Tell no one what you saw here, or I will come for you. Do you understand?”

The boy stared at her, and she seized him by the collar. “Do you understand?”

“Yes!”

She released him and strode into the hall.

It was harder finding Allaster than she wanted to admit. Her body was drained from using magic, her thoughts muddied. Each step felt slower than the last, the urge to slump to the floor and let the darkness take her nearly overwhelming, but some faraway part of her knew that if she stopped walking, she wouldn’t start again.

If she could just make it to Allaster, he would know what to do, but she was barely aware of which way she was going. She could only just follow an indistinct feeling that said, This way. She focused on that feeling, holding fast to it with everything she had, and walked on.
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CHAPTER 24

ALLASTER

“I APOLOGIZE AGAIN FOR MY ASSISTANT’S BEHAVIOR,” ALLASTER SAID in Ayadese, accepting a refill of coffee from the Queen.

One cup was more than enough but declining an offer of food or drink in Ayador was akin to spitting on someone, yet another mistake Eirlana had made. He’d seen the face she’d made at the coffee, and he was only grateful it was Queen Sarren in season and not Queen Ayel, who would have taken offense. Both were still better than their predecessors though, whose adherence to decorum had landed Allaster in trouble with Mora more than once.

Queen Sarren gave him a wry smile as they set the pot aside. “She is a spark that melts the snow. It reminds me of Mora.”

The words hurt less than Allaster expected them to, Mora’s name still a brand on his heart. Perhaps because he’d thought the same himself these past few days, Eirlana a steady presence at his side. He’d grown so comfortable with her reading beside him that he often forgot she was there until he heard the flutter of a turning page or the subtle inhale of breath that came every time she stumbled across something fascinating. She came alive with books in a way she rarely did for anything else, and he couldn’t help comparing it to the way she had looked in the Eyrie that night he gave her magic.

As if the very core of her were broken.

He’d seen that look in her eyes before, though never so blatantly as that. Like she was reading words from a script she knew so well, it no longer held any interest for her. It was that part of her that still made him nervous. That didn’t allow him to give her every truth despite May’s worsening predicament and his growing comfort with her.

She was still keeping secrets of her own, which was why he hadn’t wanted her to come with him on this mission. He’d been seeking an audience with Queen Sarren for days now in search of more henolite, and Eirlana had already noticed the increased presence of it on his body. He didn’t need her wondering why he was asking for more.

“I wish I could have answered your request sooner, but the threat of the ice has kept me occupied for weeks,” the Queen said. “Even our most potent heat crystals haven’t managed to thaw it, and the impact extends far beyond the tyvna fields. Coffee, grain, rice—every northern farm has been impacted, and the royal stores are running low.”

“The Library has plenty in reserve. I can release some to you.” Allaster sipped his coffee, doing his best to remain polite without ingesting too much more. He already felt as if he were buzzing in his seat, the roil of magic in his veins growing more painful. “However, the cause of these disasters must be addressed. I understand your desire to remain neutral, but I beg you to consider the consequences. If Kalthos’s war on beasts is left unchecked, these calamities will only grow.”

“Careful, Librarian,” Queen Sarren said wryly. “It almost sounds as if you’re taking sides.”

Allaster inclined his head. “Merely stating facts, Your Majesty. With Ayador the foremost trader among the six nations, Kalthos is dependent on your exports in a way it is not on Amorlin. I’m simply suggesting they might be more open to your concerns than mine.”

“Indeed,” the Queen mused.

With any of the other three rulers, Allaster would have toed a firmer line, but Queen Sarren had always enjoyed this game. They were the most likely of the four to listen to him, and with the rising number of natural disasters across the continent, the opportunity to take action was swiftly dwindling. If he could convince the other nations to pressure Kalthos into slowing its murderous rampage, it could help maintain the balance of magic long enough for the union of Nyelle’s daughter and the Kalish Prince to bear fruit.

Queen Sarren sighed, tilting their head onto their hand. “I will never understand their silly concern for the afterlife. Death is death; we are all equal in it.”

“The Kalish do not see it that way, Your Majesty,” Allaster replied, trying not to let his frustration with the familiar conversation grow. He’d had it with Queen Sarren once already, and with Queen Ayel before that, as had Mora with many an Ayadese queen. Their seasonal gods did not clamor about souls; in death, all returned to nature as one.

It was a common enough refrain across the other realms, where sin held no equal. Only Jacara came even a little close, where they believed those most worthy could return as Revenants to guide future generations. It made it difficult to get any of them to take the Kalish zealousness as a serious threat.

“Mm, so you say.” Queen Sarren let their hand drop. “I will consider your request.”

It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do.

“Thank you.” He inclined his head.

“Your Majesty?” Ryn appeared in the doorway, notebook in hand. “The council is ready to convene.”

“I’ll be there in moment,” the Queen replied, and Ryn bowed before departing. “I’ve begun to worry your Assistant has gotten lost.”

Allaster rose with a quiet scoff. “Knowing her, she probably found some trouble or another to get into.” He wanted to dive into the magic to check where Eirlana had gone, but he didn’t dare access it again so far from the Library. The draw on it was too great, the effect on his body intensifying with every use.

He’d felt the claws tipping his fingers when he’d returned from relocating the Syovar, and even now he could barely restrain them. It felt as though someone were scraping him clean from the inside out, as if, eventually, the magic would burst from his body, the creature it would give birth to discarding him like a serpent’s skin.

Mora had warned him of this. Told him it would worsen over time, its presence an indication he was nearing the end, but he hadn’t realized how badly it would hurt. Mora had borne it as she had all things, alone in her stoicism, when all Allaster wanted was a very stiff drink.

“There is one other thing I’d hoped to speak to you about, Your Majesty,” he said with some effort as the Queen led him back out into the garden. “Last time I was here, you gave me some raw henolite. I was hoping you would have more of it?”

“I’m afraid I gave you the last of our stores that day.” Queen Sarren’s sharp eyes flicked from rings to torc. They had never asked why he wore the jewelry, just like he had never asked about the yellow kyda crystal they always had about their wrist. Each crystal color had a different purpose, and yellow dulled pain. To wear a piece that large for so long, the Queen likely dealt with something both chronic and severe.

Allaster swallowed his disappointment, trying not to let it give way to despair. He’d used the last of his henolite a few days ago. It had been worth coming here despite knowing he’d have to risk using his magic so far from the Library, but if he couldn’t find more henolite, he wouldn’t be able to slow the transformation any longer. Every time he used his magic, he would grow closer to losing himself to it, and Eirlana—

“Perhaps Avaria?” Queen Sarren suggested offhandedly, as if it were the first time they had probed Allaster about the Library’s connection with the ice kingdom. The Queen seemed convinced they were in communication, never quite accepting Allaster’s assurances otherwise.

“The door is still shut,” Allaster replied, as he always did.

“Pity,” the Queen said as they crossed the glass bridge from the garden. “I must admit my curiosity abounds where Avaria is concerned. Do you truly believe the ice kingdom lives?”

It was as common a theory as any other that Avaria’s silence was not self-imposed, but the result of there being no one left to speak. The weather had always been harsh in the north, the possibility of dragon fire a constant threat, and the changing weather patterns only made it more likely the climate had worsened beyond the point of survival. It was quite possible there was nothing left beyond the Terasor Mountains but ash and snow.

“Perhaps one day we’ll find out,” he said as they neared the portal room door.

“Perhaps,” the Queen agreed. “Your Assistant—”

“Is right here.” Eirlana stepped into the alcove, looking very much like she needed to sleep for a hundred years. It didn’t surprise him, considering the amount of magic she had used. What he didn’t expect was the blossoming bruise on her cheek and the way she held herself, as if favoring countless unseen injuries.

“Where have you been?” he asked with a heat that surprised them both.

“Walking,” Eirlana ground out.

His eyes narrowed at her, and she glared back at him with a look that dared him to press her. He’d never seen this side of her, bristling with emotion like a shield. She wasn’t mad at him; she was defensive, curling about herself like an injured beast, and Allaster didn’t know what shocked him more: the sudden urge to comfort her that stole over him, or the one that sought to know the source of her pain so he could crush it.

Queen Sarren’s gaze switched between them before they said, “I have a few new candidate applications for you, Lord Librarian. I will send them after the council has convened. I look forward to your response.”

Allaster broke his staring contest with Eirlana to bow to the Queen, fist to heart, and Eirlana belatedly did the same. Then he pulled open the Library door and stepped through after Eirlana. It swung shut of its own accord behind them, and Eirlana collapsed into his chair. He closed the space between them in one long stride and seized her chin, tilting her face up to the light.

It took every ounce of his control to steady his voice as he asked, “Who did this to you?”

His intensity seemed to still her, and for a moment, he was aware of nothing but the burn of her skin against his, his thumb a brush away from her lips.

Then her hand found his, gently pulling it away. “Morvir struck me after I refused to bring back his sword. The rest is from the Syovar.”

He didn’t believe her. The way her eyes dulled like a candle smothered by its own wax—what wasn’t she telling him?

His fingers curled into his palm, and she offered him her best reassuring smile as she rose to her feet. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing I can’t hand—”

She took one step before her knees buckled, and she collapsed.

He caught her before she hit she ground. “Eirlana? Eirlana!” She didn’t stir, and he gathered her swiftly into his arms, teleporting the short distance to the infirmary. His arrival startled Warrin, who was bent over the counter cleaning tools.

“Saints, what did you do now?” he demanded with uncharacteristic boldness.

“It wasn’t me!” He laid Eirlana on the nearest bed. “I think it’s the magic drag. She used too much and—” He cut off as his words bled together, all too aware of the adrenaline pounding through him, the sheer panic, and what it meant.

When had he begun to care for her like that?

He stepped back as Warrin approached, watching through a haze as the healer checked Eirlana’s vitals. He had to get control of himself. Emotions like this—they were dangerous between Librarians and their Assistants. Eirlana didn’t know the truth about him, about what would happen if he failed to prevent his transformation, a possibility that seemed more likely with every passing day.

He should have told her by now—she deserved to know—but this was bigger than naming her as his Assistant, bigger than granting her magic. For her to know the truth about his transformation, about the responsibility he would hang on her shoulders, he didn’t just need to trust her with the Library.

He needed to trust her with his life.
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CHAPTER 25

KASIRA

THE WALLS AROUND KASIRA CLOSED IN. CHAINS PULLED HER ARMS taut behind her. Dessen stood at the cell door, a smile on his face as it swung slowly closed, cutting off the last sliver of light. The cry budding in Kasira’s throat erupted, and she bolted upright, seeking an escape from that encroaching dark.

Someone tried to seize hold of her, and she threw out an arm, knocking their hand aside. “Lana!”

“Don’t call me that!” she screamed.

The world came into focus around her, the murky cell giving way to a morning-bright bedroom. Her bedroom. Allaster stood over her, his expression twisted into something she couldn’t discern and his arms a bracket around her, as if he’d meant to hold her. For one wild moment, she wished he had.

“Corynth,” he said instead, and it took her a moment to realize that he thought she meant the nickname. She hadn’t known what she’d meant, wasn’t sure why she had said what she’d said. She had been so lost in the nightmare that she hadn’t been thinking, but Corynth wasn’t the name she’d needed to hear.

They stared at each other—him waiting for her to explain, her waiting for him to ask. In the end, she said only, “The nightmares,” and Allaster didn’t push any further than that. Sometimes, she felt like all she was made of was lies.

“This is getting to be a habit.” He changed the subject, nodding to her bed. “I’d prefer if you stopped trying to get yourself killed.”

“How sweet of you.” Kasira sank back against the plush headboard with surprising ease. The pain and weakness she had expected upon waking was absent, her wounds reduced to pale scars like all the rest. The Library’s magic had done its work well.

“It takes months to build up enough stamina to endure what you put your body through,” Allaster chastised her as he sat. He’d pulled up a chair by her bed, his long legs crammed against the side of it. “You weren’t prepared to funnel that much magic.”

“You can do it,” she countered.

“My body is used to channeling magic. It has … adjusted. Yours hasn’t.” He spun one ring around his finger, his leg bouncing rapidly. “Though you do appear to have a natural proclivity for magic. I’ve never seen someone take to it so quickly or so effectively. The fact that you could summon away Morvir’s sword like that …” He eyed her as if he expected her to know the reason why.

“It sure doesn’t feel like that,” she muttered into the blankets. “One teleport and I felt like I had been hit by a Zeras. Everything after that was like wading through knee-high mud while someone set fire to my muscles.”

Allaster’s expression all but trilled, And you deserved it. “Yes, well, that was your body attempting to tell you that you were using too much magic. The same would happen if you tried to teleport too far or summon too large an object. The body can only handle so much.”

So that was why she had been able to keep accessing her magic, but it had been harder and more painful each time. She was lucky she hadn’t killed herself.

“Speaking of only handling so much,” he continued. “I had hoped to start introducing you to the continent’s leaders, but if you insist on insulting them each time I do, you’re going to struggle as Librarian.”

Kasira ran a hand through her unbound hair to push it from her face. “Well, how about you just don’t get yourself killed and then I’ll never have to be Librarian.”

Allaster went incredibly still at that. Then he was up and across the room, pacing from one end to the next. “We’ve been neglecting the foreign policy aspect of your training. It’s important that you be familiar with the leaders of each realm and the delicate political terrain you’ll be navigating. Being Librarian isn’t all beasts all the time.”

“I—what is wrong with you?” He was talking so fast he sounded breathless.

He came to an abrupt halt. “I had two cups of coffee and have had nothing to do but sit here. Now, are you going to get out of bed, or do I need to drag you out?”

The image of him pulling her from the sheets rose unbidden, near enough to make her flush, and she scrambled free of them before the thought could settle. Allaster left so she could get ready. Iylis had yet to show himself, so she summoned her own food from the kitchen, a task that took several tries as the magic failed to respond at first. It felt almost sluggish, a sensation she was fairly confident had nothing to do with her after witnessing Allaster’s own troubles.

After downing a couple slices of toast and a cup of tea, she washed and dressed and met Allaster down in the main library. He was shelving a stack of books when she arrived, his brow furrowed in discontent. A leopard spirit sat nearby, looking castigated.

“Let me guess, more reading?” she asked, wishing now she’d had a cup of that coffee herself.

“What? No. I just needed something to do while I waited. You took forever.”

“It’s been ten minutes.”

“As I said. Come with me.” He quickly placed two more books on the shelf and then spun toward the far door, striding across the room as if the ground might melt beneath him at any moment.

She hurried to keep up. “Why are we walking?”

“So that you know the location of this room.”

She cast him a sidelong glance. “And the coffee.”

He winced. “I would appreciate it if you never let me drink it again.”

They crossed through two rooms and ascended a spiral staircase to a circular tower chamber much like his study. But where she had yet to see proof his office actually had a floor beneath all its clutter, this room was sparse but welcoming. A small fire burned in the hearth, and the walls were adorned with various maps, from individual countries to the continent as a whole. In the center sat a circular table surrounded by familiar faces.

May waved her over, and Kasira took the chair beside her. Allaster remained standing at Kasira’s other side, rifling through a pile of papers placed before his seat.

“I tended to Gievra while you were gone,” May told Kasira. “He’s eating well, but he still won’t leave his enclosure.”

“Thank you. I’ll check in on him after … whatever this is.” She scanned the table, spotting Warrin and Elyae, who sneered at her. There was also an older, bespectacled Jacari mage wearing a brightly patterned scarf bent over a pocket-sized notebook. They lifted their head long enough to give Kasira a curt nod before returning to their notes.

May looked between Kasira and Allaster and released a small sigh. “This is the Library Council. One mage from each nation is elected by their leaders to represent them at the Library. Sans Avaria, of course, and we’ve been sharing the Kalish position. We meet to discuss the state of the continent and Library business.”

Kasira surveyed the faces at the table. She still had no idea who the Kalish spy was, but they had been well informed. If she had been looking to turn someone to her side, she would have started with this council, seeking someone with a weak point she could press. As they had been sharing the responsibilities of the Kalish position, they would all have had the opportunity to encounter Vera.

Allaster laid down his papers, tapping his fingers atop them to a beat only he could hear. “Elyae, will you begin?”

Elyae stood to address the room. “The bodies of Lord Morvir Finnodor and one of his guards were discovered an hour ago in the Crystal Palace. The remainder of his delegation are demanding answers of Queen Sarren. They’re calling it an assassination and are taking it as a sign that Ayador is siding with Amorlin against Kalthos.”

It took all of Kasira’s considerable experience not to react to Elyae’s news. She had been so exhausted and on edge that she hadn’t considered what would happen when the bodies were discovered, and she couldn’t help the little flutter of relief at the realization that this meant the boy had kept his word and not exposed her.

“Send a statement that the Library is not allied with Ayador and express our regret regarding the lord’s death,” Allaster replied with the swift precision of a Malik commander. “And keep me informed. Kalthos is likely to use this as an excuse for further animosity toward us, so it wouldn’t go amiss to drag your feet a bit in facilitating correspondence.”

The tension in Kasira released a little at that. Amorlin often ferried messages between countries, the portal room enabling far faster communication than travel across land, but the slower the investigation unfolded, the better for her. Aside from the boy, there shouldn’t have been anything left to incriminate her, but it reassured her nonetheless.

When Elyae didn’t sit, Allaster raised his eyebrow, and she continued, “I find it highly suspicious that this occurred right after your and the Assistant’s visit to Ayador.”

“Are you implying that myself or the Assistant were involved?”

“Not yourself, no.” Elyae didn’t look at Kasira, but everyone else did. She didn’t need to defend herself though, as Allaster’s response was immediate.

“To question the Assistant Librarian is to question me, Elyae,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument. “So unless you are accusing me of being involved in Lord Morvir’s death, we’ll proceed as if you hadn’t mentioned it.”

Elyae’s golden skin flushed a light pink. “But—” She cut off at Allaster’s level look and dropped grudgingly back into her chair, frowning at Kasira as if Allaster berating her was Kasira’s doing. It had to be clear to her by now that Allaster had chosen a side, so why keep pressing the issue?

Allaster looked to the Jacari representative beside him. “Talthari?”

“It is my turn to handle Kalish duties, so I will confer with His Majesty’s aides regarding the incident, but I fear they might not be receptive.” As they stood up, Talthari removed their spectacles, which left imprints in the dark skin of their sloping nose. “I was informed this morning that Kalthos is refusing to send its tribute.”

A murmur went about the table, and even Kasira knew enough to be surprised by this. In acknowledgment of the Library’s vital role, each country sent a yearly tribute with goods specific to their economy and a small tax. Ayador shipped pouches of kyda crystals or bags of coffee beans; Jacara sent crates of cinderwood or barrels of mylak. Riviair gave them rare herbs and seeds of edible plants, while Miraval shared its latest technological advances.

Kalthos only ever sent barrels of barley.

It was a meager offering, but the Library had accepted it for decades as a sign of peace. To deny that was to upset a status quo centuries in place, but Vera would do more than ruffle a few feathers if Kasira succeeded.

Allaster pressed a hand to his temple, his frustration palpable. He seemed to summon the words that came next from some deep, unending part of himself. “Set up a meeting with Ambassador Vera. Is there anything else from Kalthos?”

“There are reports the quakes have worsened, and another vylor mine has run dry.”

Allaster’s frustration gathered in the set of his jaw. “And Jacara?”

As the meeting progressed, each mage delivering their update—the Riviairens invited them to visit the coastal palace, Ambric requested Allaster to meet him in Spenshire—Kasira began to recognize the patterns of the conversation. She had never been so embroiled in the world of politics as she was in this meeting, yet it was starkly familiar to her.

Like a con, politics relied on a delicate balance of perception, fed by façades, lies, and manipulations. Ayador was mostly indifferent to beasts and so stayed neutral in the matter of the Kalish slaughter. Therefore, if Kalthos thought Ayador was protecting the Library, Ayador would be drawn into a conflict the queendom had spent decades avoiding.

That meant the Ayadese would now be working to convince Kalthos of their lack of involvement, and the Library would have to find a means of pacifying Kalthos after the kingdom’s refusal to send tribute. In contrast, Jacara deeply respected beasts and so had closed trade to Kalthos after long years of negotiation attempts failed to regulate the beast killings. If the Library began entertaining Kalish interests regarding beasts, Jacara wouldn’t stay silent.

Allaster couldn’t give too much to appease Kalthos without increasing tensions with Jacara, but neither could Miraval ignore the Kalish position without risking further attack. Meanwhile, Riviair relied on trading routes through Kalthos for Ayadese goods, since Jacara taxed foreign trade through its roads to such a degree that most Ayadese merchants refused to travel through there. Automatically allying with the Library to prevent a Kalish attack would have ramifications for Riviair and Ayador.

It was a game of give and take where each party recalibrated with every minute revelation about their opponent. But with each piece of news the council gained about Kalthos, it became clearer and clearer that Allaster was losing.
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EVERYONE FILED OUT of the council room at the end of the meeting save Elyae. She cornered Allaster, brandishing a slip of paper as she spoke in a furious whisper. Kasira slowed her steps, anticipation of what was to follow heightening her senses.

She had just reached the doorway when Allaster called, “Eirlana? A moment.”

There was some discomfort in his tone she hadn’t predicted. If anything, she had expected the same smugness currently framing Elyae’s expression, but he actually seemed … upset?

Kasira came back inside the room, affecting confusion. “Yes?”

“I knew you were no good.” Elyae all but thrust the paper in her face. “I told him.”

“You’ll have to be more specific,” Kasira replied evenly. “I’m not very good at a lot of things.”

Elyae slammed the paper down on the table. “I found your message.”


All is proceeding accordingly.



“I’m not sure I follow,” Kasira said, though she did so perfectly. “I didn’t write that.”

“I saw someone take a note out of a book one night, and I’ve seen you heading up to that same area more than once.” Elyae’s satisfaction grew with each word she spoke. “I’ve been trying to catch you since then.”

I know, Kasira thought. Which was why she had let Elyae follow her, let her discover the book she had been placing notes in, though she had long ago stopped using it for her real messages.

Summoning a quill, she rewrote the same four words beneath the original in Eirlana’s left-handed script.


All is proceeding accordingly.



Then she turned the page about to face them. “My handwriting looks nothing like that.” Where hers flourished and spun, the writing on the note was short and choppy. Kasira’s gaze dropped to the small journal in Elyae’s pocket that she carried everywhere. “What about yours?

Elyae recoiled. “What?”

“You’ve been out to get me since I arrived here.” Kasira wove a light tone of exasperation into her voice. “At every step you’ve tried to undermine me, to make sure no one trusts me. Why are you so determined to make it look like I’m the enemy?”

“Because you are!” Elyae turned pleadingly to Allaster, whose expression hadn’t changed. “Listen to me, please. She isn’t to be trusted!”

Allaster studied them both. There came a point in every con where a mark made what Thane had called the cardinal choice. The point at which the mark walked away, toppling the house of cards you had built your ruse around, or committed themselves fully. She hadn’t known for certain when Elyae would accuse her, but the mage was always going to be the question she posed to Allaster.

Finally, Allaster asked, “May I see your journal, Elyae?” She stared at his outstretched hand. He waved it, and the journal materialized in his palm. He flicked it open despite her choked sound of protest, but he only lined up the note alongside the journal.

The handwriting matched perfectly.

Kasira had made sure it would. It helped that there was nothing particularly unordinary about the girl’s writing, or else she might have questioned why a note written in her own hand had been shoved into a random book. She probably hadn’t even stopped to consider it, knowing as Kasira did that she hadn’t put it there.

“I didn’t—that’s not—” Elyae spluttered, staring at the two sets of writing.

Allaster scrubbed a hand along his jaw. “Give us a moment, Elyae.”

“Please, I—” She broke off at a look from Allaster, and in that instant, she seemed so incredibly young. Young enough that Kasira felt a tug of remorse for tricking her this way, for showing her that truth and earnestness were not enough to survive in this game.

How else will she learn? came Loraya’s voice, but the words only made Kasira sicker, because this was not a lesson she wanted to teach.

Elyae retreated a step, her horror melting into an unbridled fury that she thrust at Kasira. “This isn’t over,” she warned, grabbed her journal, and stormed from the room.

“Are we back to this again?” Kasira asked with a sigh. “I told you there was a spy in your midst.”

“And I believed you,” Allaster replied coolly. The energy from the coffee seemed to have left him, and he looked as though he wanted to collapse into his chair. “What I am about to tell you does not leave this room.”

Kasira let her mask of indignation break, replacing it with uncertainty. “What is it?”

With a wave of his hand, a thin silver bracelet materialized atop the note—the one Kasira had placed in the feed shed. “Fen found Elyae’s bracelet in the feed shed, near the grain mix for Benlo. Elyae doesn’t have any feeding responsibilities, so there’s no reason for her to have been in there, unless—”

“Unless she poisoned Benlo,” Kasira finished for him. “She was trying to frame me, just like she tried to instigate me into fighting in the arena, and just like she’s trying to do now.”

It was as if hearing her voice his suspicions finally made them real. Allaster gave a pained grimace, and though she knew she shouldn’t let up, that this was the moment she had carefully orchestrated, the look on his face made her hesitate, if only for a moment.

Then reality came crashing back, and she followed through. “I told you I was the distraction. When you started to trust me, it made sense the real spy would want to cast doubt on me. The more time you wasted trying to prove I was your enemy, the less you would see the real thing.”

“Elyae is not a spy,” he rasped, tearing his hands through his hair until the ends stood up like errant feathers. “She can’t be. She’s as dedicated to the Library as any mage. More so.”

“You don’t know what they promised her,” she insisted gently. “For all you know, she’ll be the next Librarian if she helps them.”

The line landed exactly as she hoped. She wasn’t the only one who had noticed Elyae’s yearning for more responsibility, but Kasira had pressed far enough. The rest was up to Allaster.

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” he said at last. “But I won’t believe this until I have proof of it.”

It was better than nothing. Elyae might still be here, but she had effectively been neutralized. Allaster wouldn’t believe a thing she said now. But more importantly, this had been the last test of Allaster’s newfound trust. He’d chosen Kasira, believed her.

It had taken two near-death experiences and nearly as many months, but Allaster St. Archer, Librarian of Amorlin, trusted her.

That should have satisfied her, should have been nothing more than another step closer to her goal, to her new life.

It should not have left her feeling as if she had carved a gaping hole in her chest.

For earning Allaster’s trust meant only one thing: It was time to move on to the next stage of her plan.




PART III
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CHAPTER 26

KASIRA

WITH HER ALLOTTED THREE MONTHS UNTIL VERA CALLED THE Conclave counting down, Kasira began planning. There were a variety of ways she could convince Allaster to transgress the Library’s laws, from misusing its resources for personal gain to discriminating against individual nations, but she would start small and work her way up, beginning with the other mages.

Over the following weeks, she focused on widening her sphere of influence. Things had changed for her around the Library after the council meeting, as if it had been the final blockade between her and the mages’ acceptance. Those who had still been reticent were more friendly to her now, joining her and May in the main library as they discussed Kalish beasts or inviting her to play games of dice over glasses of mylak by the evening fire.

Which made it easy to begin siphoning their loyalty from Allaster.

They were already frustrated with how distant he had become since Mora’s death, and the more time Kasira spent with them, the more they spoke about it in front of her.

“It’s an O class mission, Car. What’s Allaster need to be here for?” Fen asked, walking beside Carlia on their way back to the soulice door. The three of them had helped relocate a mother Vynan that had given birth to two kits in an abandoned building in a Miravi port town, and Carlia had been muttering about Allaster half the day.

“That’s not the point.” Carlia’s hands fluttered to emphasize her words, the beaded bracelet she wore clattering with a sound like tumbling river stones. Kasira recognized the material for it now, the makhet a liquid silver made solid. All the Jacari mages wore a piece of it, fashioned into earrings or torcs or pendants. “It’s all the other ones he’s refused and more beyond that! When’s the last time you even spoke to him?”

Fen shrugged one shoulder. “He’s never been the social sort.”

Kasira glanced over at the two, and they both quieted. She only smiled, a friendly face and receptive ear. “It’s all right. I’m not sure why he’s been so reclusive, but if there are things I can help with, will you let me know?”

After that, she heard more from other mages whose annoyances with Allaster’s absence were growing, and she placated each of them. Before long, people were coming to her directly. She approved Fen’s endangered species breeding program, gave Warrin permission to take on more shifts in the infirmary, helped May schedule a viewing of a vylor mine for her research. With each decision, she siphoned responsibility from Allaster and May both, divvying up beast care and responsibilities and assigning missions, though a great many of the latter she took on herself.

She visited the Jacari deserts and the southern seas of Riviair. She saw great burrowing Bairna, mole-like creatures with spotted fur that made their homes in Jacari mylak vineyards; red-scaled Lyna lizards as big as her arm that liked to nest in Riviairen hothouses; and iridescent-winged Dorian Birds, whose excrement had a habit of burning through Ayadese tile roofs. And with every mission, the mages came to trust her more and more.

Only Kasira seemed to see Allaster with any regularity, their time together spent at dawn training sessions, during which they worked to increase Kasira’s stamina with magic and to expand her control of her other abilities: summoning items, communicating with beasts, and tracking people inside the Library. For the most part, the magic did as she commanded, but on occasion, it seemed to stutter or pull back before giving way to her renewed efforts.

When she wasn’t with Allaster or May, she was with Gievra, feeding him or talking to him, trying to coax him outside the enclosure. But the Alkatir refused to emerge from the safety of his pen, and their meetings inevitably ended with Kasira lying in the grass outside his gate. It was during one such afternoon that she sensed something in the magic that sent a spike of alarm through her.

With a snap of her fingers, she reappeared in the main library, very nearly tripping over a large, furry body.

“Iylis!” she exclaimed when she had steadied herself.

The snow leopard set down the notebook he’d been carrying in his mouth, which she recognized as his coin collection. There was no one else nearby, and yet Kasira held her breath as he said, “Lady Eirlana. Is something the matter?”

She softened at the sound of her false name. “You’ve been gone for weeks.”

He tilted his head. “I have no idea what you mean.” Then he picked up his notebook and retreated to the hearth, a cup of tea floating in his wake.

Kasira watched him go, torn between concern and relief, before remembering that she shouldn’t feel either. Granted, it made sense in her evolution of Eirlana’s character that she would be worried for Iylis now, but the problem was those emotions were real—and they weren’t the only ones.

She genuinely enjoyed playing cards with Fen and Carlia and teaching May about Kalish beasts; she sought the thrill and challenge of a beast mission the way she once sought a con; and when she settled beside Allaster among a stack of books in the evenings, she forgot, if only for a little while, that it was all a lie.

She was getting comfortable here, and there was nothing more dangerous for a con artist than losing themselves to the person they were pretending to be.

Spotting Allaster reading at his podium, she joined him. “Did you see Iylis?”

“I did,” he replied without looking up.

“And?”

“And what do you think I’m researching?” Allaster half shut the book to reveal the title in gold script: Amorlin: The Founding. “I’ve read this before though, and I don’t remember any mention of Iylis. It talks of the spirits that tend to the Library and refers vaguely to a lead figure that’s likely him, but mostly it’s about Amorlin’s establishment. It doesn’t even talk about how the first Librarian originally connected with the Library’s magic.”

“That makes sense, doesn’t it?” Kasira asked. “You said no one but the Librarian and their Assistant were meant to know that, so I assume it’s not recorded in public texts.”

“It’s not, but this is from my private collection.” Allaster let the book close with a decisive thud. “But this wouldn’t be the first piece of historical information regarding the Library I’ve been unable to find anything about.”

Kasira couldn’t help but smile at the way his brow furrowed in vexation, as though there were nothing more maddening to him than a fact left undiscovered. He pursued knowledge like air, and it had a way of stoking her own curiosity. “Let me see it.” She stepped closer, Allaster’s arm brushing hers when he failed to move quickly enough. She pretended not to notice as he hovered beside her while she turned one page then the next, inspecting the binding.

“There.” She pointed to the inner crease where one page had three extra tiny holes. “This page was resewn into the bundle, and the whole thing reglued into the binding. Someone re-bound this book, likely after removing pages.”

His frown deepened. “How did you know to look for that?”

“I told you: I like stories.” So much so that she had stolen pages from her favorite books and taken them with her, rereading them until the papers became too travel-worn to keep. Of course, that couldn’t be Eirlana’s explanation. “When my parents’ money started drying up, I would reread the same old books over and over again until they needed to be repaired.”

Allaster softened at that, just like she knew he would. “I don’t like this. Someone went through a lot of trouble to erase information about the Library, and I …” He trailed off, his eyes narrowing at something behind her. She followed his gaze to where the sword hung on the wall, its wrapping still fluttering in an invisible breeze.

“What in the Saints’ names …” he muttered, striding toward it.

Kasira hesitated. She had deliberately let the topic of the sword drop upon realizing Allaster couldn’t see it, not wanting to draw his attention to something that knew her real name. If he touched it, if it spoke to him the same way it did her—

With a snap of her fingers, she beat him to the wall and grabbed it by the hilt.

KASIRA!

She dropped it, gasping at the magic that lanced through her. The point struck the ground, the length of the blade teetering. Allaster seized it by the handle before she could react, and Kasira went very, very still. Every instinct told her to run, but Allaster only stared at it with the wide-eyed fascination of one who had found a sword on a wall he’d always known to be empty.

“Did you hear that?” she asked tentatively.

He turned the blade to inspect the tree symbol stamped into the pommel. “Hear what?”

Tucking away her relief, she let satisfaction settle in its place. “Told you it was there.”

“The Library hid it from me.” His attention returned to her at last, his gaze searching. “But not you.”

He offered it to her by the hilt, and Kasira took it reluctantly. This time the blade was mercifully silent, but she could still feel that undercurrent of power in it, the same one that had lured her here that night.

“What is it?” she inquired. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I don’t know.” Allaster leaned around the bookcase shielding them from view from the rest of the main library and called, “Iylis?”

A moment later, the leopard trotted over. When he spotted the sword, he ground to a halt, his tail flaring straight up. “Where did you find that?” He hissed like a cat warning away a foe.

“On the wall.” Kasira pointed at the space the sword had occupied. “You know it?”

Iylis circled them with his back curved defensively. “It’s a relic, much like Lord Allaster’s bow and quiver. An artifact of ancient power.”

Allaster reached for the tip of the wrapping, and Iylis let out another warning hiss. “I will not suffer more secrets about this place,” he told the leopard.

Iylis lifted his snout with an air of distaste. “Fine, do as you wish. You never do listen to me.” He stalked back toward the couch, tail twitching.

“He seems … grumpier than usual,” Kasira noted.

“Someone probably broke a cup.” Allaster began to unwrap the covering, revealing a smooth, metal blade the color of onyx. The curved edge had the sharpness of a beast’s claws, every inch of it as pristine as the day it had been forged. No nicks, no scratches, as though it had never seen battle.

As Allaster removed the last of the linen, the cloth began squirming in his hand. He released it in surprise, and it instantly rewrapped itself about the hilt, pulling taut, save for a scant foot that fluttered of its own accord.

Kasira’s eyes widened with delight. “Well, might as well see what it does.”

Allaster straightened with a frown. “This sword is a highly dangerous magical artifact and should not be—”

She teleported to the arena.

It was empty, the other mages already in the dining hall for dinner, which was probably for the best, considering Iylis had treated the sword like an Ayadese volcano about to erupt. The relic made her uneasy too, but it also fascinated her, and she didn’t know what to make of no longer needing to hide her curiosity.

At the Library, she could be herself—and yet not at all.

Allaster arrived a second later, looking distinctly displeased, which was to say, like his normal self. He crouched to inspect the blade, his own interest clearly getting the better of him. “I’m starting to wonder if the linen is the actual artifact. It’s the only part acting strangely.”

“This entire thing is strange, even by Library standards.” Kasira settled her hand around the grip, stepping away from Allaster to take a few experimental swings. The sword was far lighter than it should have been for a blade of its size, and yet she still felt a heft behind it when she struck. She had the sudden impression that it would cut through anything.

“Do you hear that?” Allaster asked, causing her to nearly fumble the sword. “It makes a trilling noise when you swing.”

A noise that thankfully sounded nothing like “Kasira.” It was only his inability to hear her real name that made her comfortable even exploring the relic. She swung it again, and sure enough, a faint sound trailed it, as if the blade were singing.

“There’s something else about it,” she said. “It’s like what I feel when I use magic.”

“That’s because it is magic.” Allaster summoned his bow and quiver, setting the latter down as he nocked an arrow. “I can assign a purpose to these arrows when I shoot them, like you saw with the Zeras. Simple commands work best, say, fire.” He released the arrow, and it zipped into the near wall. Upon impact, the head burst into a flash of flame and burned out, leaving a familiar scorch mark in its wake.

She thrust a finger at it. “You burned the wall in my room!”

Scarlet tinted his olive skin, and he muttered, “Mora didn’t think I was ready to wield a relic yet and I disagreed, so I practiced in the back rooms.”

She eyed him, trying to discern the emotion that had entered his voice at Mora’s name. “You don’t talk about her much,” she noted. “Your Librarian.”

“She wasn’t my Librarian.” He said it almost defensively, the flush in his cheeks remaining, but it was the ring he spun around his finger that really piqued her interest. Allaster only did that when he wasn’t telling her everything, and whenever she mentioned Mora’s name, his reaction was always severe.

Kasira didn’t know what to make of the emotion that wedged beneath her ribs each time the previous Librarian came up, the way her questions died like salt dissolving on her tongue. Asking them would open doors she wasn’t prepared to walk through. Besides, Allaster might trust her now, but she still had much to learn about him as a person, and understanding that would only make him all the easier to manipulate. But if there was one thing she did know without a doubt, it was that no amount of pressing would get him to do something he didn’t want to.

Allaster cleared his throat. “Anyway, try accessing the relic’s magic the same way you would the Library’s. It should intuitively tell you what it’s capable of.”

Kasira reached into the magic thrumming from the sword, finding it quicker and more frantic than Amorlin’s lazy-river feel. The same way Gievra’s name had materialized in her mind, so too did a distinct knowledge, an urge to simply lift the blade and swing.

So she did.

An arc of sizzling energy spun off the blade, slamming into the far wall in a crunch of crumbling stone. Neither of them moved. Kasira gaped at the blade, which was still emitting a low, whining keen like a struck bell. The edge glowed faintly, then faded back to normal, the song dying with it.

There was a drawn-out moment of silence before Allaster said, “No. No way. Absolutely not. Give that to me.”

Kasira danced away from him. “It’s mine!”

“It belongs to the Library and therefore to me.” He lunged, one arm circling her waist.

She spun in his grasp and leaned back, the sword pinned between them. “You couldn’t even see it for a hundred years!”

At that, he faltered. His arm fell back to his side, the heat of his body going with it. She didn’t know whether it was the simple truth that the Library had chosen her over him for something, or merely that this was a puzzle he couldn’t solve that contorted his face into a grimace, but she felt a spike of pity for him.

“You’re far too good at all of this,” he said at last. “It’s like you were born for it.”

She could have laughed at that. The only thing she had been born for was survival. Her presence here was sheer happenstance, a sequence of events so far out of her control, she no longer knew what it was to hold her life in her own hands.

“A Kal born to wield magic?” She gave him a wry smile. “You might as well say I was born to be damned.”

A cloud of consternation crept across his face. “You still believe that?”

She let the blade drop to her side. “I don’t know what to believe,” she replied and tried to ignore the way her stomach squirmed when she said it. “Anyway, it seems far more likely that I just have a good teacher.”

But even the compliment wasn’t enough to deter Allaster, who appeared to be taking the sword’s revelation as some sign of a personal failing. “I’m not the only one who thinks it,” he insisted. “May’s said more than once that you were fated to come here. I said it was just good old-fashioned politics.”

May had implied the same to Kasira on occasion, suggesting it was her destiny to join the Library, but Kasira had no love for fate or what it insinuated. Was it fate that she had been cast into a life on the streets? Fate that she had watched Loraya die so brutally? Fate that had seen her locked in a space nearly too small to stand in for what had felt like a lifetime?

No. She had no use for empty platitudes like fate.

“It took me weeks to teleport successfully for the first time,” Allaster said wistfully. “I was aiming for the main library and ended up in the Eyrie with a K class creature that would have killed me if Mora hadn’t found me so quickly.”

“I did teleport myself a hundred feet up in the air.”

“On your first try.” He shook his head ruefully. “I don’t know why the magic responds to you the way it does, but … Well, I owe you an apology, Eirlana.”

There it was again—that name. It had meant nothing to her at first; now she couldn’t bear the sound of it. Why did it make her feel so hollow?

“You’ve proven yourself time and time again, and the Library has made itself quite clear,” Allaster continued, his voice soft in a way she had never heard it before. And though the only light came from the ring of windows far above them, it caught in his eyes with a strange radiance, like the silver glow of a balestone.

A distant thought pulled at her, a warning, but she ignored it as he said, “Fate or luck or simple chance, I’m sorry I doubted you.”

Had the space between them always been so narrow, or had he moved? Why did she care where he stood anyway? Her hand curled tighter around the hilt of the sword, and she offered him an effortless smile that took all the acting aptitude she had. “Finally realized how incredible I am, have you?”

His head tilted, one corner of his lips quirking up. “Let’s see what that blade can really do.”

Several hours later, the arena walls were scarred and gouged and partially crumbling, but Kasira could control the strength of the energy arcs the sword released and aim them with relative precision. They soon discovered the relic didn’t have an endless supply of magic. She could only discharge the arc of energy a few times before the edge refused to glow, and she had to wait for it to recharge.

“That blade is physically impossible.” Allaster grunted as he took the force of it on the limb of his bow. They had been using the time in between recharges to spar. “You shouldn’t be able to swing it that fast.”

“Getting slow in your old age?” she teased.

In a blur of movement, Allaster swung behind her and seized the wrist of her empty hand, pinning it behind her back. Just like that, he had her trapped against his chest, his other arm about her throat in a careful caress.

His breath was warm against her neck as he murmured, “You were saying?”

Dismissing the sword, she hooked her leg behind his knee and threw her weight back, plunging them to the ground in a heap of sweat and limbs.

He groaned, dropping his head to the floor. “That was unnecessary.”

Rolling to her feet, she dusted off her uniform. “I win.”

She offered Allaster a hand and he took it, pulling himself up until they were chest to chest, close enough that she could see the faint freckles across the bridge of his nose, feel the cool touch of his rings against her skin. She had the sudden, inane desire to run her thumb along the curve of his parted lips.

Instead she turned his hand, pressing a finger to one ring. She expected him to snatch his hand away. When he didn’t, letting it rest in her palm, their nearness took on a new weight. She looked up into his eyes, still heated from the fight, and lost the words gathering on her tongue. She’d known she had garnered Allaster’s trust, known he no longer saw her as an interloper.

But the way he was looking at her now—it was more than that.

She ought to pull away or else turn it to her advantage. Ought to use every little piece of him he gave her. But in that moment, she didn’t trust herself to speak.

“You asked about the rings …” Allaster began, almost as if he were summoning the words from the very depths of him. “They’re more than decoration. They’re a part of something much larger. I—”

“Allaster?” May’s voice rang through the arena, and the two of them shot apart. The First Mage stood in the entrance, a half smile on her lips that faded when she said, “Ambassador Vera is here.”

The heat in Kasira’s veins cooled into dismay. She had just passed an update to Vera through the new book. What was she doing here in person?

Kasira teleported with Allaster into the portal room, where the Kalthos door was lit. All traces of their earlier moment had faded, and she watched his expression transform into steel before he opened the door.

Ambassador Vera entered with two palace guards at her back, but it was the black-clad figure trailing them that immobilized Kasira like a pinned beast.

A fiendish grin spread across Commander Dessen’s lips. “Hello, Kasira.”
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CHAPTER 27

KASIRA

DESSEN LUNGED FORWARD.

He seized Kasira’s wrist, clamping something metallic on her skin. In a shock of cold, the magic left her, and her knees buckled. Dessen wrenched her arm painfully behind her, his ragged nails cutting into her skin.

“Release her!” Allaster snarled.

Ambassador Vera’s cold laugh echoed in response. “You don’t know whom you defend, Librarian.”

Kasira’s mind couldn’t keep up with what was happening. It didn’t make any sense. Dessen should have been in a cell awaiting sentencing, and Vera—what was she doing?

The Ambassador dug a hand into Kasira’s hair, wrenching back her head. “Allow me to introduce Kasira Vitalis, con artist, convicted criminal, and deserter of the Malikinar.”

The words funneled through Kasira’s head, once, twice, but they refused to make any sense. Every part of her told her to run, but when she reached for the magic, she found nothing. Her power was gone, and she was surrounded by enemies, and Allaster was looking at her as if she had ripped his heart from his chest, and she didn’t know what was happening.

“Allaster—” she began, but Dessen thrust her to the ground. A boot connected with her ribs, sending her onto her back. Dessen freed a knife, holding it to her throat, and seven years of powerlessness pinned her to the spot with a fear so thick it clung to her like swamp scum.

This was it. It was over.

She was going back to Belvar. Back to the cloying darkness, to a quiet so complete, even the sound of her own breathing had been too much to bear.

“Where is Lady Eirlana, you bitch?” Dessen dug the blade into her skin hard enough to draw blood. “What did you do to her?”

They knew where Eirlana was. Knew that Kasira had no idea what had become of the noblewoman’s body. Why make a show of demanding that information from her? She clung to the question, desperate for an anchor in the roiling sea threatening to drag her under. There had to be an explanation for this, and her frantic mind churned in search of it.

Vera had revealed her true identity, but not that she was a spy. Perhaps this was just another move on the board? If she was right, then Vera could be trying to pull her out, or get her alone in order to speak to her. If she was wrong and she turned on Vera, telling Allaster the truth, he would strip her of her magic and title and hand her over to Kalthos.

If there was any rule of the con to live or die by, it was not to give up the game when it appeared that your cover was blown. Acting rashly would only dig her deeper, and her instincts told her something else was happening here. She had no choice but to play it out.

Dessen kicked her again, and she felt something crack. “Where is she?”

“She’s dead!” Kasira screamed, giving the only answer she had and praying it was correct. “All I did was take her place.”

“Enough!” Allaster shoved Dessen back, his magic-enhanced strength sending the Malik flying into the arms of the Kalish guards. Kasira unfurled and staggered to her feet, steadying herself against the wall. She dug her fingers under the cuff Dessen had latched on her wrist and stilled when she recognized the material: It was the same as Allaster’s jewelry.

Somehow, the substance was subduing her magic.

Allaster was staring at the cuff too, his pale eyes wide. “Henolite. How …?”

Dessen’s sneer only grew as Kasira’s fingers scrambled at the cuff. It required a key, and she had nothing to pick it with. Even Loraya’s hairpin she’d left in the drawer beside her bed, thinking it safer there now that she could summon it at will with magic. How complacent had she gotten here that she’d stopped keeping something as simple as a pick on her person?

“Detain her,” Vera ordered her soldiers.

Allaster stepped between them, an immovable wall. “No.”

“Perhaps you didn’t hear me, Librarian,” she intoned. “She is not Eirlana Corynth. I suspected it from the moment I saw her and have been investigating her since. She is an imposter, a fugitive of the law, who rightfully belongs to the Kalish authorities. She—”

“Is the Assistant Librarian of Amorlin and not under your jurisdiction,” Allaster interrupted in a tone that dared Vera to contradict him. “Eirlana Corynth or not, the Library chose her. I chose her, and my authority on the matter supersedes yours.”

Kasira gaped at him. She didn’t know how she had expected him to react, but it wasn’t like this. The rush of warmth she felt at his defense of her turned cold when she realized the truth of why he’d claimed her: He thought that if he let them take her, Vera would replace her with another Assistant, one actually loyal to the Ambassador.

He was only protecting himself.

Is that why Vera had done this? To erase whatever doubt remained in Allaster’s mind that she was the Ambassador’s pawn? It would explain why she hadn’t told Kasira about it from the beginning. Just like with the Zeras, she had wanted Kasira’s genuine reaction. But why take such a big risk when Kasira had already gained Allaster’s trust?

“I think he’s grown attached to her.” Dessen’s laugh shuddered through her. “Perhaps you don’t understand what the Malikinar means, Librarian. Kasira here is a beast slayer.”

Kasira actually flinched. Even without the magic, she could feel Allaster’s disdain. He refused to look at her, but she could see it in the set of his shoulders, in the trembling of his tight fists. Her reasons would mean nothing to him. They meant nothing to her, just as this entire charade shouldn’t. What did she care if Allaster was angry with her?

Vera’s undoing all your work, she told herself. He might trust you aren’t hers, but he will hate you for this.

Lie, echoed back her thoughts.

“Let me make myself very clear.” Allaster’s voice sounded off. There was an undercurrent to it, a rumbling like a gathering storm, and when he spoke, she swore she saw the flash of fangs. “Kasira belongs to me.”

He unclenched his hand to reveal a key, and she realized he must have grabbed it when he shoved Dessen. He tossed it to her, and she undid the cuff. The magic came back to her in a gentle rush, subduing the rising pain in her ribs as bone knit back together.

The look of rigid civility that hardened Vera’s face was flawless. Kasira had thought her an enthusiast of the art of deception, but she realized now the Ambassador was every bit a practitioner as her. “I will consider this a great transgression, Librarian,” Vera warned as though this were not the very thing she wanted. “We will not accept it quietly.”

Allaster ripped open the portal room door to Kalthos. “Kindly get the fuck out of my Library.”

With a wave of his hand, the floor tilted sharply upward, sending the whole delegation stumbling through the open door. He slammed it shut behind them.

The silence that followed their departure was suffocating. It tightened about her throat like a noose until she could bear it no longer.

“Allaster—” She reached out a hand.

He rounded on her at last, and suddenly, she wished he hadn’t. The pain in his eyes cut at something inside her, something that shouldn’t have any room left to feel such things. “I trusted you. Against every ounce of logic and fiber of my being, I trusted you. And this is what I get? A beast slayer?”

“Let me explain.” She reached for him again, but he tore away.

“I’ve had enough of your lies.”

“Then I’ll give you the truth,” she said, and some deep, twisted part of her wished it were not another trick. Wished she could just be honest for once in her life. “Please. I need you to understand.”

Allaster’s entire body shook. She could feel the rage inside him through the magic, could feel it burn—then still. He snapped his fingers and the world turned, refocusing into his study. He went straight for the decanters of whiskey lining the mantel.

He summoned a glass. “You have five minutes.”

It wasn’t enough time, but then again, she didn’t think there would ever be enough. She had asked for this chance, but what could she possibly say? She deserved every ounce of Allaster’s ire. She had lied to him, betrayed him, endangered everything he cared for, and now she was going to do it all again.

Vera wouldn’t have let Allaster claim her if she thought Kasira would reveal her plans, which meant exposing Kasira’s identity was part of her strategy. If Kasira was right, then Vera expected her to be able to claw her way back from this, to mend this broken trust. But Vera underestimated Allaster. This would not be fixed easily, and some part of Kasira wanted to let it break, to sunder it again and again until every piece of it lay shattered at his feet.

But if she told Allaster the real truth, that she had been a pawn of Vera’s all along, he would never trust her. He would turn her right back over to Vera and take his chances with another, and her freedom, her promise, her life—they would be swallowed by the darkness.

She didn’t have a choice.

She didn’t know what she would do if she did.

“I killed Gievra’s mother,” Kasira said at last, relinquishing a different burden. “My Malik unit attacked a pride, and I didn’t realize why the mother hadn’t run until it was too late.”

Allaster snorted derisively and downed the entire drink he’d poured. “You shouldn’t have been there to begin with. None of you should have. But you don’t care about the beasts, just like you don’t care about the Library.”

“You don’t know what it’s like!” Her voice pitched without her permission, and she strangled it back into submission. “I never wanted to be a beast hunter. I’m a con artist, a thief, not a soldier. But I didn’t have a choice.”

The look he gave her told her she was lying to herself if she believed that. Maybe she was. Maybe there was always a choice, and sometimes people just chose themselves; and maybe some choices weren’t really choices at all, but illusions people fed themselves to justify their actions. She no longer knew how to tell the difference.

“I had been in Belvar for three years,” she said. “In solitary. No light. No sound. Nothing, for three years. I couldn’t do it anymore. I made a deal in exchange for entering the work-release program. They sent me to the Malikinar.”

The truth was a con artist’s last resort. Eirlana was gone. The things she was telling him, they were all Kasira, and saying them aloud scared her. These were things she hadn’t shared with another living soul. But if she couldn’t fix this now, her con would be at an end.

“That doesn’t make what you did right.” Allaster poured himself another whiskey.

She gave a mirthless laugh. “Survival doesn’t care about what’s right.”

The world wasn’t built for people like her to live—only to die—and it took everything she had just to refuse it that. The things she had done, the life she’d lived—it had been as much of a choice as the world had given her.

She could have stayed in the orphanage. Become a priestess of Haidra or been funneled into the Malikinar as a child like so many others. She could have bent herself into the shape they wanted like Revna had done all her life, but Kasira had wanted more than that. Only now did she realize that she had simply been forced into a different kind of box.

Something shifted in Allaster’s expression. She stepped toward him, and when he didn’t retreat, she closed the distance. “I took Eirlana’s place because I had nowhere else to go. I couldn’t stay in the Malikinar. The things I told you about Eirlana’s past … They weren’t lies, not really. I did grow up befriending beasts, and people hated me for it. They tried to burn my curiosity out of me.” She bared her hand to him, where the scar spoke of the hot knife that had cut across her palm.

Allaster’s eyes locked on it, staying there until she curled her hand into a fist and pulled it to her chest. “I’m sorry,” she said, and deep, deep down, in a place she refused to look, she knew she meant it, and she knew it did not matter.

The storm building in Allaster’s eyes broke, and he spun, hurling his glass at the wall with a roar. It exploded, sending shattered pieces skittering across the floor as his hands dropped to the mantel, his head bowed between them.

Kasira didn’t move; she barely breathed. She only stared at Allaster’s back and realized she had underestimated him. For all his irritability and arrogance, he cared deeply for the Library, deeply enough that something like this, a betrayal, was not a mere personal slight, but a threat to something larger. This would not be easy to recover from.

“You don’t understand what you’ve done.” Allaster’s voice was hoarse.

“Then tell me,” she coaxed him. “Tell me the truth.”

A bitter laugh escaped him, and he pushed off the mantel, running one hand through his pale copper hair. His curls fell askew, complementing his disheveled clothes, and the henolite torc gleamed against the column of his throat.

She felt the echo of the cuff’s chill against her wrist. If the metal did what she thought, how could he wear those and still perform magic?

“I knew you were lying, but I couldn’t figure out how,” he said. “And I needed you, needed you, to be telling the truth.”

“It wasn’t all a lie,” she said softly, but the words only seemed to cause him more pain.

He shook his head. “Leave me.”

“Allaster—”

He flinched, and she fell silent. He would need time. Time to accept why she’d done what she had, time to understand before she could take his strings in hand once more and play a new song. But as Kasira snapped her fingers, transporting herself back to her quarters, she struggled to understand herself.

She summoned a bag and started packing.

She hadn’t decided to leave, but wanted to be ready while her mind worked. She had told Allaster too much, given too many truths, but everything had been unspooling so quickly, and she hadn’t known what else to do. If she couldn’t recover from this, if her place here was forfeit, she would be better off fleeing through the portal room and using her magic to disappear.

It would weaken eventually, and she would have to keep moving, always moving. Vera was not the type to let such a treachery go.

She would hunt Kasira forever.

Once, Kasira had embraced the freedom of the streets, despite its difficulties. She had slept in damp alleys or watched her toes turn purple from the cold and wondered if she would survive the night, but she’d also had Loraya and, for a time, the safety of Thane and his crew. She had learned a thousand and one things and been a hundred different people. But the truth was, she had spent her life running from, not to. From her past. From her mistakes.

From herself.

We survive, whispered Loraya’s voice. It’s what we do.

What if I want more? The question felt like a betrayal, even locked inside her head. After everything Loraya had sacrificed for her, to doubt her now felt profane. Above all else, Loraya had kept her alive. She would have told Kasira to run away, to protect herself, but for once, just once, Kasira wanted to run toward something. She wanted to be free of her history, free of everything, and if she left now, she never would be.

So bit by bit, she unpacked the bag. Returned her clothes to the sorka and her knife beneath the pillow. And then she climbed beneath the covers and fell asleep thinking about the look of horror on Allaster’s face.
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CHAPTER 28

ALLASTER

THE RIVIAIREN AIR WAS WARM AND LACED WITH THE SCENT OF JASMINE among the graves.

Allaster had always liked the way the Riviairens honored death, their graveyards serving as homes to art and history as much as final resting places. There were headstones carved in mimicry of the lives they marked, others sculpted into the flash of wings or the crook of an oak tree’s branches, the backs inscribed with the history of the deceased’s life, which was more important to them than what came after.

Mora’s was simple, a square headstone engraved with Amorlin’s sigil. Her hometown of Kelmir had wanted to build her a monument honoring her as Librarian and the many ways she had given back to the town, but Mora would have hated that. The idea that her grave could become an attraction for visitors or some sort of shrine had made her purse her lips in disdain and say, “You bury me right, Allaster, or I’ll claw my way out of the earth and hunt you down.”

He’d believed her. There wasn’t much he would have put past Mora. From his first day at the Library, she had seemed like a god to him. Her magic, her knowledge—he’d wanted a fraction of what she had, and she had shared it all freely. In time, he forgot his homesickness, forgot his yearning for the salt air of Spenshire and dreams of dragons, and had become a piece of something so grand, so vast, that it had felt like being part of the ocean or the sky.

Something infinite.

But that had been back when he’d thought nothing could touch her. A time before he came to understand that even gods could die.

Allaster set the simple stone he’d brought on Mora’s grave marker. He was alone in the graveyard in the gathering night, only the sound of the wind through the long grass keeping him company. Now, more than ever, he wished he had her at his side. To advise him, to guide him. Then again, perhaps even Mora wouldn’t know what to do in a situation like this.

“You wouldn’t have gotten taken in by it in the first place,” he muttered. All this time he’d been afraid Eirlana was Vera’s pawn. It had never occurred to him to suspect that she wasn’t Eirlana at all.

“Kasira Vitalis,” he said, the name sharp on his tongue. “Kasira.”

A con artist. A thief. A beast hunter. She was everything she had told him she was and none of it at all, and the worst part was, he was relieved. Relieved because, despite granting her the Library’s magic, there had been a part of him that still wasn’t sure about her. Relieved because he had begun to care for her, and he couldn’t afford for that to happen.

Not when she didn’t know the full truth.

“I don’t know what to do,” he whispered to the wind. “How can I trust her now?”

How could I want to? The question left him feeling hollow, because he did want to. He wanted it the same way he had wanted to wipe away the pain in her eyes when she spoke of Belvar, the way he had wanted their hours spent sparring alone in the arena to stretch until dusk. She had given him something he had once thought impossible, had made him feel alive again in ways he had forgotten, reminded him of the joy of the Library, the wonder.

It was because of those things that this hurt so much, because he couldn’t ignore that, pawn or not, Kasira had deceived him, deceived them all.

Yet the way she had spoken to him just now, the raw emotion in her every word—it had been unlike any conversation they’d had before. There had been something different about her, about the way she had looked at him, as if desperate for him to see her. He’d felt her pain through the magic, even as he’d tried to close himself against it. The urge to reach for her had nearly overwhelmed him despite the ache in his chest, and it persisted even now.

He turned the cuff of henolite over in his hand. How had Vera even learned of it? The metal was his salvation and his prison, a substance once found only in the now-barren ice caves of Avaria. Its uses had faded into history, until Allaster, desperate to stop the curse, had uncovered it. He had hunted down every ounce of it that had trickled across the continent, reforging it into rings and bands, all to stop Mora from becoming a creature she could not control.

But in the end, the curse had consumed her, as it was consuming him, and Kasira—Kasira would be next, and she knew nothing of what awaited her.

Did not, and could not, know, because if he could not depend on her, if she did not have the Library’s best interests at heart, then this truth, this knowledge, it would make him vulnerable. Make the Library vulnerable, and he would never allow that.
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IT WAS DAWN by the time Allaster arrived back in his office to the sound of voices—and cleaning.

Iylis sat in the middle of the room, his tail curled about his paws as, around him, the room slowly reorganized itself. Books were shelved, teacups stacked and vanished to the kitchen, figurines placed on windowsills. He chatted animatedly while a figure dusted the mantel, her dark curls in a loose plait down her back, her militaristic dress a rich sapphire.

“Oh dear,” Iylis said when he spotted Allaster. “He’s back.”

Nyelle turned from her ministrations, the duster hefted like a weapon as if to fend Allaster off should he try to stop her, but he didn’t have the strength. The idea of waging yet another war, even one as small as this, left him utterly exhausted, and the new henolite cuff he had snapped about his ankle had begun to itch.

“And here I was certain you would be moping for at least another hour,” Nyelle remarked with a curve of her lips.

“I do not mope,” Allaster grumbled, dropping heavily into his desk chair.

Nyelle’s too-keen gaze took in his sagging posture, set jaw, and general air of dishevelment and said, “You’re right. It’s much more of a brood.”

Allaster groaned into his hands, then scraped them back through his unruly hair. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Nyelle?”

She released the duster, and it floated exuberantly into the air to return to its duty, courtesy of Iylis. Then Nyelle poured them each a hefty glass of whiskey from the mantel, a sure sign that whatever news she had brought was certainly about to ruin what remained of his spirits, and joined him at the desk.

“Drink this.” She set the glass down in front of him. He downed it, and she settled into one of the armchairs across from him, folding one long leg atop the other. “I’m here on behalf of Ambassador Vera.”

“Does she command you now too?” Allaster asked coolly, wishing he had a second drink.

Nyelle slid her full glass across the now clutter-free desk to him. She always had been able to read him, a thought that made his chest ache. Between her and May, they were the only real allies he had left, and even Nyelle didn’t know of his curse.

May, he thought with a wrenching feeling. Kasira’s deception would impact her too. Allaster had found May presiding over a fresh batch of dough in the kitchen after her return, and he’d listened while she recounted the trip, glad to hear that she and her wife had left things in a better place. But how much longer would Taya really wait?

“I volunteered,” Nyelle replied evenly. “I wanted Vera to know I had not been cowed, and it gave us a legitimate reason to meet. That, and I was concerned that should she deliver her message herself, you might start an international incident.”

“It would not be the first time,” Iylis remarked as he joined them.

“Are you finished with your assault on my office?” Allaster surveyed the neatly organized room, in particular the vast expanse of open space that now existed between the door and his desk. It felt cavernous.

Iylis lifted his head as he sat. “You weren’t here, and I could not leave Lady Nyelle to wait in such a mess.”

“And the rest of the boundless Library we reside in was clearly uninhabitable for her as well?”

“Oh, leave him be, Allaster.” Nyelle pressed a hand wearily to her temple. “Vera is sending you a new mage candidate. He’ll be at the portal door in an hour.”

“Where he’ll stay.” Allaster pitched forward in his seat to snatch Nyelle’s glass. “I’m not letting another beast slayer into my Library.”

Iylis’s tail thumped indignantly against the floor. “Lady Kasira is far more than that.”

“Do you mean a liar, a cheat, and a fraud?” Allaster asked flippantly, though every word scraped at him.

“If I have to answer that, you haven’t been paying attention.”

Allaster groaned, well used to Iylis’s cryptic answers and far too drained to parse them. “The point is, I don’t want another Kalish pawn in the Library.”

“You don’t have a choice.” Nyelle’s voice softened, which was an even worse sign than the whiskey. “Unless you have proof that Kasira was not a part of some ploy by the Library to defraud Kalthos of its choice of candidate for Assistant?”

Allaster downed Nyelle’s drink, relishing the burn. “Of course I don’t.” Meanwhile, Vera had a host of witnesses who would swear that, upon discovering the deception, Allaster had refused to turn Kasira over. He might not have initiated Vera’s scheme, but he’d upheld it, and that gave Vera leverage.

“Saints.” He slammed the glass down hard enough for it to crack, and Iylis’s tail twitched. But the safety of the leopard’s glassware was the least of Allaster’s concerns. This new mage was yet another reason why he’d needed so desperately to trust Kasira. For while the King made peace with the Yadoras, Vera had set her sights on the Library, and Allaster had no doubt she intended to use it as a platform upon which to build herself support, starting with that mage.

Nyelle reached across the desk to squeeze his hand. “We’ll make it through this, Allaster. We always do.” She stood to go, but Allaster didn’t let go of her hand. It had been years since they had been together, decades even, in which Nyelle had found a new partner who had since passed, but she had always made him feel steady on his feet. And with Mora gone and May leaving and Kasira … He had never felt more alone.

But he had ended things with Nyelle, and she had had a full life since then, a partner she had deserved for what time they’d had together, and so he let her go.

“I have a favor to ask,” he said as she straightened. “I need to know everything you can find on Kasira Vitalis.”
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CHAPTER 29

KASIRA

WHEN KASIRA AWOKE, THE NIGHT BEFORE CAME BACK TO HER IN bits and pieces. The sight of Dessen stepping through that door. The hurt and betrayal in Allaster’s eyes. The sound of her name on his lips when he snarled, Kasira belongs to me.

The idea of setting up her foundation again exhausted her to even think about, but she had to get Allaster back on her side. She ran through what she knew of him as she washed and changed: He valued studying and history, but reading a few extra books wouldn’t get her out of this. He had a prince’s ego, and it was likely bruised after discovering he had been fooled, but his reaction last night had not just been pained, it had been almost frantic.

I needed you to be telling the truth.

For all his flippant remarks and reclusive behavior, at his core, Allaster was the Librarian of Amorlin. He cared deeply for the Library, enough that he’d made the decision to keep her here despite knowing Vera would use it against him. Because he thought that letting her go meant giving Vera another opportunity to install a pawn. If she wanted to earn his forgiveness, she would have to make him believe that not only was she still not a threat, but that she cared too.

Settling onto a cushioned stool before the floor-length mirror that now occupied one corner of her room, she worked a brush through the tangles of her hair. The woman reflected back at her was at once familiar and unexpected. The dark shadows beneath her eyes from lack of sleep had faded, and her face had rounded out along the edges from consistent meals and late-night snacks courtesy of the leopards. She sat straight now, where she used to curve in on herself, disappearing slowly with each passing day.

There was a determination in her eyes Kasira hadn’t seen in years.

She ran a finger along the small scar at her jaw, the crescent shape yet another reminder of her time in Belvar. It had been barely a month into her sentence, and she had woken to the sound of a guard in her cell. Only a lifetime of quick hands had let her react fast enough. She broke his fingers; he nearly broke her jaw. That moment felt impossibly far away and yet as close as the damaged skin beneath her finger.

A knock came at her door, and Kasira slipped into the magic, detecting May’s presence. For some reason, facing the First Mage was more daunting a task than facing the Librarian, but it would help to have May on her side before addressing Allaster. Still, the thought of lying to May again turned Kasira’s stomach. She called her in, feigning an inability to meet her friend’s eye that felt all too real.

May perched on the edge of the bed. “So. Kasira, huh?” she asked after a protracted silence. “I think I’ll call you Kas.”

A tentative relief fluttered inside her, and Kasira faced May. “You aren’t angry?”

May’s brown eyes searched hers with the acuity of a blade, and Kasira laid bare her hope, letting May see how much this meant to her—because it did. If May wouldn’t forgive her, Allaster certainly never would. But there was something new in May’s expression, something that bordered on desperate.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

It was not the question Kasira had been expecting. “Why did you do it,” or “Are you on our side,” yes, but not that. She had told Allaster she’d taken Eirlana’s place because she’d had nowhere else to go, but that wouldn’t be enough for the First Mage. She needed something personal for May, something she would understand. Like escaping the darkness of one life for something new, something safe.

“I was in a bad situation,” Kasira finally said. “And I saw a chance for something better.”

May’s edges softened at that, and she folded her hands in her lap. “I would like the full story from you. Allaster was … worked up.”

She told May everything she had shared with Allaster, from Belvar to the Malikinar, culminating with a lie about finding Eirlana’s carriage overturned on the main road, the victim of a beast attack. Only Iylis had seen her arrive with guards and maids in tow, and she had already discredited him, should he suddenly decide to start spouting truths, but it was still a shakier cover than she would have liked. She would have to give the same story to Vera, as it explained how Kasira had known Eirlana was dead, and also the lack of a body—only bones remained.

“I’m so sorry, May,” she finished. “After everything I’ve done, how can you simply forgive me?”

“There is nothing simple about forgiveness.” May’s expression hardened, her words tinged sharply enough that Kasira wondered exactly how upset she was. “It is a choice to forgive, one that must be made again and again until it is second nature. But I believe you, and for now, that is enough.”

Outwardly, Kasira let her genuine relief show, while inside she settled into her new lie.

She was a thief who had always dreamed of the Library and, seeing an opportunity to become a part of it, had seized it without hesitation. She tried not to think about how thin the veneer on that one was, instead focusing on what it meant for her character: She wanted to be here, and she cared for the beasts and the Library. She would be angry at herself for having put it at risk. Desperate to be forgiven.

May crossed to where Kasira sat and laid a firm hand on her shoulder. “I understand now why you said you didn’t belong here, but con woman or noblewoman, you were meant to be Assistant Librarian.”

Kasira released a derisive laugh and stood, pacing across the room. “I don’t believe in fate the way you do, May. I don’t—”

“I’m not saying it wasn’t your choice,” May interrupted with a growing edge in her voice. Not just exasperation, but something more. “I’m saying it was the right one. You are where you’re supposed to be, and that’s more than most people can hope for in life.”

“How can you say that?” Kasira spread her hands. “Look what I’ve done.”

May watched her pace. “I am. At everything you’ve done, not just the parts you want to forget. You’ve done good here, Kas. You were called, and you answered.”

“Called?” She stilled, truly caught off guard. “What do you mean?”

A look of deep wariness filled May’s face. “One day, that man will get his head out of his ass,” she muttered. “Amorlin has never rejected an Assistant because the people who choose to come here, the ones who seek to be a part of it, belong here. There is something in them the Library calls to. Something they cannot ignore. You were called, Kas, and you came.”

That, she did not have a response prepared for. She had always felt a connection with the Library, a curiosity she couldn’t quite suppress. She had thought it her mother’s influence, but May was making it sound like something more. Something destined.

Don’t be a fool, she told herself. You aren’t destined for anything.

“A lot of good my being here has done,” she forced herself to say when the silence had stretched too long. “I’ve only gotten in the way.”

May shook her head vehemently. “He won’t admit it, but Allaster needs you. The Library needs you.” It was the desperation in her voice that made Kasira at last understand: May wasn’t just trying to convince Kasira, she was trying to convince herself. Kasira had always assumed May’s determination to make her and Allaster get along had been for the good of the Library, and while she still believed that was true, she was starting to think there was more to it.

“That said,” May added, “if you lie to me again, I will melt your knives.”

Kasira made herself laugh, but inside, she wondered exactly what May wasn’t willing to do for the Library. Wondered what it felt like to be so assured in your path that your feet could find their way in the dark. What it meant to have not only a home, but a purpose that extended further than the next day, the next con.

She wondered what it was like to stay.
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THEY WENT TOGETHER to Allaster’s office.

The Librarian was scribbling furiously on a piece of paper at his desk. The early afternoon sun slanted in at his back, alighting in the copper of his hair and making the henolite on his body glimmer, but Kasira barely glimpsed him before someone else captured her attention with the force of an earthquake.

A young man stood before Allaster’s desk bedecked in royal Kalish blue, the cloth gilded through. He was tall and lanky, his long, blond hair neatly plaited. With bright cerulean eyes and a narrow, pale face, he resembled some kind of bird, until he smiled. Then his lips thinned, and his teeth were bared, and he was the wolf she remembered.

Thane Ryarch.

It took all of Kasira’s self-control not to react, and even then, she had to swallow back a strangled noise as she stared at him. Suddenly, she was sixteen again, drawn into the shelter of his familiarity, of the safety his presence had once meant. For all Loraya had gone through at his hands, for all Kasira had wanted to leave in the end, her time in Thane’s crew had been some of the most stable, secure years of her life. Without him, she wouldn’t have become someone capable of infiltrating the Library of Amorlin.

Without him, she would never have ended up in Belvar in the first place.

“Kasira?” The sound of her true name on Allaster’s lips shattered the spell. He was looking at her with the same level of consternation he’d afforded Eirlana upon her arrival at the Library, and it bothered her more than it should.

“Who is this?” she asked as steadily as she could.

“Thane Ryarch,” Allaster said, and his voice was only mildly warmer than the tips of the snowcapped Endia Peaks. “Our newest Kalish mage.”

Thane sketched a bow, then rose with hungry eyes on Kasira. “Lady Kasira.”

Kasira’s mind spun through options of how to play this. Thane didn’t know she was responsible for his capture—unless Vera had told him. But if Vera wanted them to work together, she would have a vested interest in withholding that information. Which meant Thane would be angry with Kasira for leaving, and pained over Loraya’s death—but not murderous.

She had to get him away from the others and assess the situation as quickly as possible.

Allaster gestured to May. “This is First Mage Airamay Selvera. She’ll be your guide.”

May inclined her head the barest degree. She held none of the warmth she had extended to Kasira her first days here.

“My handler, you mean?” Thane drawled. “At least she’s a pretty face.”

Something not at all like a smile split across May’s lips. “That will be your last inappropriate comment in my presence, Mr. Ryarch, or else I’ll delight in discovering several creative ways by which to permanently end them.”

He made a tsking noise. “Any harm befalls me, and you’ll only make Kalthos’s case of misconduct stronger. You’re stuck with me, love.”

Like a Sylver Cat shaking off the morning frost, Kasira shuddered back into character. “Should we see exactly how badly we can hurt him before that’s true?” She leaned toward May, their ease and proximity a clear message to Thane: He was the outsider here.

“You have my permission to dispose of him if he steps out of line,” Allaster remarked offhandedly. Thane actually paused at that, his eyes narrowing.

“Airamay will show you to your room,” Allaster said, and with that, he signed the letter he had been drafting and vanished with it.

“Lovely fellow.” Thane’s eyes slid across them in a way that made Kasira want to pluck them out. He had never hidden the way he evaluated people. He treated cons like games, played them for fun as much as to win, and that made him dangerous.

Kasira stepped between him and May. “I’ll show him, May. It’ll be quicker.”

May looked reluctant to leave them alone together, but Kasira gave her a reassuring smile, and she relented with a nod. Before May could change her mind, Kasira seized Thane’s arm and teleported them away.

They appeared in the northern rooftop garden, one of four at each of the cardinal points. It was old, old enough that every fence, statue, and bench had been overgrown with green, resulting in a labyrinth of flowers and vines. At its center, a sydara vine draped over a now-engulfed trellis, its thick vines spiraling out into thinner ones, each delicate enough to snap and yet easily holding up a thousand tiny flowers, each in pastels of every color—and all decoys, distracting from the rows of snapping spiked mouths underneath.

“Why are you here, Thane?” she demanded against the backdrop of the roaring falls.

“It feels good to hear you say my name again.” His accent was rife with the long vowels of northern Kalthos, and Kasira ached at the familiarity. She had nothing left of her old life save Loraya’s hairpin, but here was something known, a piece of herself she hadn’t shed, and she was drawn to it more than she wanted to admit.

Only then did Kasira detect the glint in Thane’s eye, and the feeling shattered. Because she knew him down to his marrow, and in that moment, she was certain—he knew she had betrayed him.

She tried to move away, but his knife was already at her throat. Thane might have only been a few years her senior, but he had always been faster than her. Still, she had the magic of the Library now. She could disarm him, vanish into thin air—but she would learn nothing that way.

“I didn’t have a choice.” She let her voice tremble.

His laugh was the grating of gravel in his chest. “Don’t play the coward now, Kas. You simply chose yourself, as you always do.”

Except that wasn’t why he was angry. What really scraped beneath Thane’s skin was that she hadn’t chosen him.

“Do you know what they do with people like me in Belvar?” She didn’t respond. Thane never wanted an answer to his questions; he just wanted to make you sweat. “When your crimes amount to a death sentence, your life becomes expendable. They toss you to the beasts for the wealthy’s entertainment. Win, you live. Lose—well, you were dead already.”

She’d heard of the beast fights. Knew that when she had given up Thane, he would likely find his way there. She had hoped the beasts would win.

Thane smiled that lupine smile and retracted his knife. “But of course, I can’t kill you. Our mutual freedom relies on your success.”

Kasira darted back, her hand going to her throat, where a thin bead of blood tracked down her skin. “Why did Vera send you?”

“Simple.” Thane flicked her blood from his blade. The sydara vine crept across the stone, smothering the drops, and he eyed the plant with distaste. “Because I know you.”

“So you’re here to keep an eye on me.”

“You know the game, Kas. Always have a back door.” His gaze tracked over the rest of the ancient garden with growing disdain. “I’m the good Ambassador’s contingency plan.”

Which meant Vera didn’t trust her.

She must have seen something that worried her in the portal room last night. Why else would she rely on another delicate deal with a convicted criminal rather than seed a pawn loyal to her? Thane was the only person alive who knew Kasira, the real Kasira, well enough to effectively spy on her. Not to mention he had the skills necessary to infiltrate Amorlin, handle an asset, and play a role.

“What did she promise you?” Kasira asked, but Thane only made a tsking noise of disappointment and shook his head. She had known he wouldn’t answer that one, but she was establishing her groundwork, relearning his patterns. Like the way he couldn’t stand still.

As if on cue, Thane approached the rooftop railing, peering out to the arching falls. Shadows gathered in the corners of his mouth as he muttered, “How far we’ve fallen.”

“You deserve it for what you did to Loraya,” she hissed.

“What I did?” Thane spun back to face her. “Gave her, and you, a home? A family? What do you think happened to all those other orphans I had taken in? Did you think about them when you condemned me?”

No, she hadn’t. She hadn’t thought past anything more than her own survival, her own need to see sunlight again, and a burning desire to ruin the man before her. But she thought about them now, too late. She was always too late.

“You thought Loraya was so perfect. Infallible. You would have done anything for her.” Thane delivered each word like a well-timed blow. “Tell me, Kasira, do you know what a Silas Toad’s skin is coated with?”

“I don’t—”

“Of course not,” he cut in. “You used to tell everyone the story of what Loraya did at the orphanage the night the two of you ran away, never realizing the full extent of the lengths she had gone to, to protect you.”

“What are you talking about?” Thane had always spoken in riddles and halves, his words not quite the truth, but close enough to keep you invested. She knew it, and yet she couldn’t pull herself out.

A smirk split across his lips. “A Silas Toad’s skin is poisonous. One touch, and you asphyxiate in minutes, like that poor priest whose pillow our dear Loraya put it in.”

“She—Loraya wouldn’t—” Kasira sputtered. This wasn’t the kind of lie Thane would tell; it was too easy for her to verify. It sent her memory reeling. The Loraya she had known had been so very careful, planning everything out to the tiniest detail to ensure no one got hurt. She was the one who curbed Kasira’s darker impulses, who kept her grounded.

Had that Loraya ever existed at all?

“They would have shipped you off for heresy, sent you to the Malikinar, or worse.” Thane lifted a casual shoulder, but she could see the resentment simmering underneath. “Loraya was a cold, hollow bitch playing at life, but she never would have let that happen. You were her precious little Kasira, the light she would save from the darkness. That future you dreamed of together? She only ever did it for you. And how did you repay her? You got her killed!”

“Because of you!” Kasira snarled, and it left her breathless. These weren’t emotions she had allowed herself to feel in years, but her time at the Library had loosened her hold on them. She’d had to reveal pieces of herself she’d never wanted to see again, and it had made her vulnerable enough that she trembled as she said, “I was trying to get her away from you.”

“You were trying to keep her for yourself. All you ever thought about was yourself.” Thane’s anger petered out into a settling frost. “It’s the reason I wanted you out of the crew.”

Kasira recoiled. “What?”

“Oh, she didn’t tell you that either? Perhaps she didn’t trust you with everything after all.” He bared his teeth in a feral grin. “You were becoming too obstinate. Refusing to do what I told you. Challenging me in front of the others. I wanted you out, but Loraya convinced me to let you stay.”

All this time, Kasira thought she had been trying to protect Loraya from Thane, but it was Loraya who had been protecting her. Because people didn’t leave Thane’s crew. At least, not with their throats intact. Thane had seen Kasira as a challenge, and Loraya knew that if they ran, he would hunt them down.

Thane leaned back against the railing, spreading his arms along the top. “How ironic it is that our survival now depends on each other once more. I can only hope you’re far less sloppy with me than you were in Ayador. Didn’t I teach you not to leave loose ends?”

A chill descended through Kasira. Morvir. The boy she had left alive. But he had stayed quiet, he had—

“What did you do?”

Disappointment darkened every corner of his face. “What you should have.”

“He was a child!”

“Exactly!” Thane launched off the railing, and she backed away. “And like a child, he couldn’t keep his mouth shut, and now two people are dead instead of one.”

The boy had told someone. He had told someone, and it had gotten back to Vera, and she’d had them eliminated. Then she’d denounced Kasira publicly so that anyone who whispered about the imposter Assistant would think her a true cheat and not the Ambassador’s pawn, tallying another mark against Allaster in the process. That was why Vera had done all this.

Because of Kasira.

Thane snorted contemptuously. “You’re soft, Kas. You’ve always been soft.”

Soft. Selfish. It had been so long since she had faced someone who knew all the worst parts of her, and now somehow, she was supposed to work with him. He had unraveled her so easily, even after years apart.

He leaned toward her as he asked, “What will you do now, Kasira, without Loraya here to save you?”

“I don’t need Loraya to run a game,” she snapped. “My next move is already in place.”

“Mm, Vera told me. It’s cruel, even for you.”

Vera had told him her plan? Did she trust him that much, or did he simply have Vera convinced he and Kasira would work together? Either way, Thane wanted Kasira to know the power he held over her. That he was in communication with the woman who held both their leashes, and he wouldn’t hesitate to strangle Kasira with them. He was working an angle of his own, and if she didn’t figure it out before the pieces fell into place, he could ruin everything.

One breath, another, and she sealed away every ounce of the emotions Thane had torn free. Down, down, down, where they couldn’t get in the way. She couldn’t afford to let emotions rule her. She was so very close to getting everything she wanted, and Thane had the power to bring it all crashing down around her.

When she looked at him again, she was not the teenage girl he had manipulated like clay, but a woman who had faced the darkest parts of herself and kindly told them to fuck off. “So what’s your plan?” she demanded. “To follow me around all day? Allaster will grow suspicious.”

“Which is why I’ll also be stirring up resentment among the other mages.”

Allaster expected Thane to be up to something, so up to something he would be—in full view. That way, Allaster would never suspect to look for something else at play. But there was something else here, even more than just Thane keeping an eye on her. Something Kasira was missing. She hated not having all the pieces to the game, but she didn’t have a choice except to keep playing.

She met his gaze as she said, “If you ruin my bargain here, I will kill you.”

“You play your game, Kas, and I’ll play mine.” Thane turned to go. “May the best con artist win.”
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CHAPTER 30

KASIRA

MAY ANNOUNCED THE TRUTH ABOUT KASIRA’S IDENTITY TO THE mages the next morning, leaving out only her role in the Malikinar. Most took it better than Kasira expected, the last of their concerns over her Kalish heritage waning with the news that she was no friend of Vera’s. It would take time for them to settle back into the level of comfort they’d had with Eirlana, but she would show them Kasira was no different.

Only Elyae watched her with a silent rage. Kasira expected the girl to say something, but she only stared Kasira down until everyone else had left, then followed suit. After the fiasco in the council chamber, she hadn’t been a problem, but the revelation of Kasira’s identity was as likely to set her off again as soothe her. It proved she wasn’t a pawn, but it only made it clearer that she had tricked Elyae into incriminating herself.

Kasira spent the rest of the week doing everything she could to undo the damage of her lie. She went on every beast mission, spent hours in the paddocks, and made a point of expanding her circle from just May, Fen, and Carlia to include other mages. It meant sharing more of herself than she would have liked. Of her time in Belvar, cons she had run. But when she realized the stories enthralled many of them, she leaned into the opportunity, making them as daring and dramatic as she could.

All the while, she felt the press of Thane’s eyes on her, observing, evaluating, looking for a weak spot. When he wasn’t watching her, he was working the mages too. At first, their expressions reflected the same animosity they had once felt toward Kasira, but whether it took hours or days, Thane eventually wore them down.

She couldn’t deny that he had an allure about him, not to mention the skills to manipulate it. He was attractive, intelligent, and perceptive—all the things that made a con artist most dangerous—and his marks were bursting to be heard. She had all but set them up for Thane to pluck.

“He complains, mostly,” Carlia told her over cups of hot spiced cider by the fire in the Gold Room. Carlia and Fen were playing a card game while Kasira perched on the arm of Carlia’s deep-backed chair, watching her slowly take all of Fen’s coin. “Laments the Library’s favoritism toward Miraval and how little Allaster is around. I think he’s just looking for an ear to talk off.”

It would look that way to someone who didn’t realize what Thane was doing. He wasn’t just complaining; he was seeding. Thoughts, emotions, opinions. Bit by bit, he would tend the negative emotions festering in the mages’ hearts, offering them sympathy and a chance to be heard. With each conversation, he would drive a wedge between the mages and Allaster, turning each of them into a possible witness against him at the Conclave.

Just like Kasira had.

“He’s awfully interested in you.” Fen drew a card from the deck, unconcerned by the Talowell nibbling on their belt, and discarded another card.

“Me?” Kasira feigned surprise, but she had known Thane would use these chats to gather information about her. The questions about Allaster were only a distraction, a means of keeping himself entertained. It was her he truly was after.

Carlia laid down her hand with a triumphant grin, and Fen groaned, tossing theirs facedown, which the Talowell promptly started chewing on instead. Snatching up her cider, Carlia reclined smugly in her chair and said, “He asked a lot about what you do at the Library, so we told him the usual Assistant stuff. He didn’t like hearing about your work with the beasts. Made a face and everything.”

Fen laughed as they gathered up the cards to shuffle, gently disengaging one from the little beast in their lap. “I did enjoy that face.”

Reports from the other mages were similar, solidifying Kasira’s suspicion that Thane was looking for signs she had lost sight of her goal, that she had gotten too comfortable in her new life. He would find them too, for she had played her part well. Warrin told him Kasira was a dedicated Assistant, wonderful with beasts, and devoted to her studies. Another said she got along well with Allaster despite his irritability, that she was the only one the Librarian really spoke to.

With each word of kindness they spoke, they built Thane’s case against her, and she could do nothing to stop it without undermining all the progress she had made.

Kasira took her concerns to Allaster, who stared straight past her as she explained what Thane was doing. He’d avoided her the past few days with such exactness, she had begun to doubt he’d ever been trying to before.

“Vera’s sent a con to counteract a con,” she finished.

May was at Allaster’s side, her arms crossed over her stomach. Neither had said a word since Kasira finished speaking. The heat of the study was quickly turning oppressive, the fire flaring high as if in response to the dark cloud gathering on the Librarian’s face.

“The mages are loyal to Allaster,” May said at last. “A simple conversation with this man can’t undo that.”

Kasira gave her a sympathetic look. “It could if they thought they were protecting the Library.” May started to protest, but Kasira pressed on. “Think of it from their perspective. They don’t know who Thane is or what he’s trying to do, only that Allaster has been reclusive, and that’s putting it mildly.”

When Allaster wasn’t busy with political meetings or training her, he kept largely to himself in his study or among the library shelves, allowing Kasira and May to run the day-to-day of the Library. He had lost touch with the people he needed most. From the look on his face, he knew that, but there was more to it. Something that had him spinning one ring around a finger, a faraway look in his eye.

“What exactly are you saying, Kas?” May asked tiredly.

“I’m saying, Thane is conning them. Each and every one of them whom he can get to speak to him. If I were him, I would be telling them Allaster doesn’t care about them. Playing on his absence to mean he’s selfish and remote. I would use it to plant the idea Allaster doesn’t care about Amorlin at all, until they start to wonder if it wouldn’t be best for him to go.”

She met Allaster’s gaze. “I know a con when I see one.”

“I’m sure you do,” he muttered, and she couldn’t hide her flinch. He leaned heavily back in his chair. “What do you suggest then?”

“Deny him access to them,” she said. “Assign him busywork. He’ll have no choice but to complete his duties, or else you’ll be within your rights to relieve him of his position, and even Vera won’t be able to claim prejudice.” It would also slow down his gathering evidence against her, hopefully long enough for Kasira to regain Allaster’s trust and complete her mission.

“How do I know you aren’t working with him?” Allaster asked.

She bristled. “Because I’m not.”

“How convincing.”

May looked between them, her brow furrowed in consternation. “I am only going to say this once. Despite current appearances, the two of you are not only adults, but upon occasion, even display a mild amount of intelligence. Sort this out, before your disagreement proves fatal to us all.”

Allaster’s jaw shifted. “That is exactly why I want nothing to do with her. I can’t trust her, and I can’t afford people I can’t trust right now.”

“Trust me or not,” Kasira replied stiffly. “But I’m on your side, and you need everyone you can get right now.”

At last, Allaster looked at her, his eyes sharp as vylor steel as he retorted, “I need nothing from you.”

Those words struck harder than they ought to have. Her instinct was to fold it all away, but she needed Allaster to believe she truly cared about her position, about him, so she didn’t waver when she said, “I’m not going anywhere. You made sure of that when you told the Ambassador to fuck off. So you can keep pushing me away like you have everyone else, or you can let me help you.”

With that, she teleported to the Eyrie. She knew by now that the more she pressed Allaster to do something, the more suspicious he would become and the more he’d resist. She was better off making her point and then giving him space to reach the conclusion himself.

Taking a deep breath of crisp air, she approached Gievra’s pen, where he lifted his head curiously. Things between them had settled into something of a truce over the past few weeks. At the very least, he didn’t thrust his wings into the ground defensively or hiss at her any longer. She had gone through half the Library’s feed stores bribing him to that point, and it reflected in his health. His wounds had healed into scars, his missing eye obscured by new feathers. He even held his once-injured wing comfortably nestled against his back, the splint removed.

As had become a habit of hers, she delved into the magic, establishing a link between them. The Alkatir cub had a naturally calming energy that she sought whenever the pressure in her chest grew too great. She settled on the grass outside his enclosure and let the sounds of the Eyrie and the gentle pulse of his energy lull her as her mind spun through possibilities of how to earn back Allaster’s allegiance.

She couldn’t simply chip away at him like she had before, not with time whittling down and Thane watching her every move. If she wanted Allaster back on her side, she needed something big, something he couldn’t doubt.

And if there was one thing she knew about Allaster St. Archer, it was the lengths he would go to, to protect the people he cared about.

“Kas?” May’s soft voice carried easily in the quiet Eyrie. She had a basket over one arm, the scent of freshly baked bread making Kasira’s stomach growl. May settled beside her on the grass, moving slowly so as not to startle Gievra.

“What are the odds that Allaster sent that as a peace offering?” Kasira asked dryly.

“About as likely as him apologizing.”

Kasira sighed, sitting upright. “He’s more stubborn than an Alkatir.”

“Tinder and spark,” May reminded her, and Kasira’s lips curved in a wry smile. It felt a lifetime ago that May had said that to her, and like before, here she was, playing peacemaker.

“I’m sorry for putting you in the middle of this again,” Kasira said and meant it. Regardless of her goal, she didn’t enjoy distressing May, and it wasn’t the First Mage’s responsibility to sort things out between them.

May was silent for a moment before she said, “Let me be very clear. I care for both you and Allaster, but that isn’t the only reason why I continue to facilitate your relationship. My duty as First Mage is to aid the Assistant and Librarian in defense of the Library, and I’m nothing if not good at my job. Please don’t minimize that by making it just about you.”

Kasira winced. “That’s fair. I apologize.”

May smiled and offered her a warm bun, which she accepted gratefully. It was light and fluffy and tasted of cinnamon and clove, and Kasira promptly devoured it, licking the icing from her fingers. “At least now I understand what it was like for Allaster when I first arrived,” she said once finished, reclining in the grass. “It’s terrible keeping track of everything Thane does.”

May chuckled as she picked apart a bun. “At the very least, Allaster thought you were cute.”

A flush erupted across Kasira’s face, catching her off guard. She wasn’t a fool. There had been moments when Allaster had looked at her in a way that stilled her. Moments where she had wondered if there was something between them, something she could use. But she had dismissed it as too fragile, too unstable. For if there was any part of Allaster that felt that way about her, there were twice as many that would never act on it.

It was an element of the con she had never been good at. Playing on people’s romantic feelings. Relationships had always been different for her than most people, which was to say she had never really had one outside of whatever had existed between her and Loraya. It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested; it was that she didn’t know how to navigate the complex web of emotions and intimacy that came with it. Physical touch came with expectations, and it didn’t leave room for explanations like, This is suffocating me, and I’m not sure I want this.

When people touched her, they mistook her stillness as acceptance, when in truth, she retreated into a place so deep inside herself her body no longer felt her own. A place she had only begun to navigate before Belvar, one that needed connection before intimacy. After, she had done everything she could to avoid that connection, reducing herself down to the need to survive.

Don’t lose sight of that now, coaxed Loraya. Guard your heart, Kasira.

But for once, the sound of her old partner’s voice didn’t comfort her. It had felt off ever since Thane’s revelation, like a string out of tune. Kasira had spent the past few days poring over a thousand memories under a new light. The times Loraya had defended her, protected her, the way she had always put Kasira’s needs first.

Loraya had taken Kasira under her wing, taught her how to survive, but it had been Kasira who reveled in the con, Kasira who belonged on the streets. Loraya had always seemed meant for so much more, and Kasira had wanted to give her that. She still did. But if what Thane had said about the priest was true, if Loraya hadn’t told her Thane had wanted Kasira out of the crew … What other pieces of her friend had Kasira missed?

May was looking at her oddly now, and she knew she had let the lull last too long. Forcing a smile, Kasira asked, “What about you? How do you feel about all of this?”

May looked contemplative, her fingers playing with her marriage bracelet. “I think tensions around here are mounting. Even I’ve been a little high-strung myself.”

“You?” Kasira propped herself up on an elbow. “You’re the most levelheaded person I know.”

“Or perhaps just the best at projecting it,” May replied with a shake of her head. “There’s something I haven’t told you yet, Kas. I—I’m leaving Amorlin. I’m returning to take over my mother’s bakery. Not right away. I don’t feel right doing it now with the Library in the state it is in, but soon.”

The wistfulness in May’s expression, the longing—they were familiar, the look of someone who wanted something they had been denied for too long. For how long had May wanted to leave, but remained because Allaster and the Library needed her? Kasira thought of the bitterness in May’s voice in conversations about Kasira and Allaster, how desperately she’d wanted them to work things out, and knew she ought to let those feelings lie. She had set her anchor well enough with May; there was no need to press further.

And yet she asked, “What’s wrong, May?”

The question seemed to startle the First Mage, as if she were unused to hearing it. Her eyes clouded with emotion, a tear tracking down her cheek that she wiped away. “It’s my wife, Taya. She wants me to come home, but I have a few things left to tie up here. She doesn’t understand though. She thinks I’m choosing the Library and my research over her, but I—” She cut off, visibly restraining something.

“I love her, Kas,” May said. “More than anything. I don’t want to lose her.”

Kasira had known that Allaster’s antics were grinding on May’s nerves, but not why. Nor had she realized how heavily it was weighing on May. Protecting the Library was the First Mage’s job, and she had done it well, but in that moment, a part of Kasira wanted to protect her. It made her wish she could have known May in another life, at a cottage by the lake.

What would happen to May when all of this was over? Would she still retire if the Library fell into Kalish hands? Would her wife understand if she didn’t?

No, Kasira thought. She would never abandon this place if it needed her.

Struck by a strange sensation to do something, Kasira placed a hand over May’s. “It’ll be all right,” she lied. “Allaster just needs a little time. He and I will figure things out, and you’ll be back in Riviair baking bonbons in no time.”

May laughed, and it took years off her face. “You don’t bake bonbons.”

“I don’t even know what a bonbon is.”

May smiled and squeezed her hand. “I’ll make you some sometime. They’re delightful.”

Kasira only smiled, wishing it could be that simple.
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DESPITE HIS DISGRUNTLEMENT, Allaster took Kasira’s advice, assigning Thane basic work to keep him occupied, tasks like cleaning that he couldn’t sabotage and that kept him away from the beasts. Thane accepted the redirection with an ease that only made Kasira more nervous. No countermove, no attempt to weasel his way out. It made her feel as though she had dodged a Relin without realizing there was a Zeras hidden in the brush.

When Allaster still hadn’t come around by the end of the week, Kasira decided to force the issue. She had given him time enough to brood, and the longer it took for them to reconcile, the more Thane could build a case against her.

It was time to put the next piece of her plan into play.

Sensing him in the arena, she teleported there and was greeted by the sound of thudding wood. Allaster occupied one corner, driving his staff over and over again into a practice target. He had stripped down to his pants, sweat glistening along the muscles of his back.

For a moment, all she could do was stare. Not only at him, but also at the ferocity in his every move, the fury. She could feel it through the magic. His pain, his despair—because of her. She had threatened something he cared desperately for. It was an emotion Kasira knew so little of, one she hadn’t felt since Loraya. But she felt it now, like a half-forgotten memory. He had a way of doing that to her.

Making her remember.

Allaster’s barrage came to a sudden end with a strike so powerful, it cracked both target and staff in two. He had thrust the remaining piece of the weapon into the dirt with a snarl and summoned a replacement before he noticed her.

“What do you want?” he asked.

Trying not to focus on how the muscles of his arms strained against the henolite bands, she summoned her own staff. “Maybe if you hit me instead of that target, we’ll actually get somewhere.”

He grimaced. “You’re blunter as yourself.”

“As myself? You think this is another persona?”

Allaster lifted his staff in a fighting stance. “That’s the problem. I’ll never know.” He lashed at her, and she caught his strike, turning him aside with the force of his own blow.

“Ask me whatever you want, Librarian,” she said. “I’ll answer honestly.”

The next attack came from the side, and she blocked that too. His eyes tracked her movements, narrowing on her now-right-handed grip. She offered him a joyless smile and grasped his staff, holding him in place. He leaned his full weight against her, forcing her to flood her body with magic to hold him up.

“You said you loved beasts as a child, and it set you apart,” he said. “Truth or lie?”

She nearly laughed at the question. This was a game she could play.

“Truth.” She shoved him back and snapped her staff toward his head. He ducked, then struck her in the gut. The air fled from her lungs, and she fended him off with a weak counter he scoffed at.

“You were never nervous around the beasts; it was all a ploy to convince me you were Eirlana,” he said through heavy breaths. “Truth or lie?”

“Lie,” she exhaled, then drew another deep breath. “The priests at the orphanage destroyed what little curiosity I had for them, and the Malikinar did the rest.”

Allaster drew up from his stance. “The orphanage?”

“What, you thought I became a thief to escape my loving home?” She laughed mirthlessly, showing him her scarred hand. “It was a priest who burned my hand for bringing the injured Talowell home. Right before he made me drown it.”

There was so much more to that story. Loraya coming to her in the middle of the night with a plan to get revenge, and the truth of what her friend did. Their bid for freedom and return to the streets before Thane found them. These weren’t pieces of herself she wanted to give. They were meant to remain safely tucked beneath the armor of her personas, but this was unlike any job she had done before. She had no alter ego, no crafted backstory.

There was only her.

Allaster brought the low end of his staff up in a swift arc, catching her off guard. She braced for the impact, but it never came—he’d pulled up short, the staff’s tip resting beneath her chin. “Where did you get that scar on your face?”

She gazed down at the staff, remembering that night in Belvar, and thought for a moment that she would just let him strike her instead. There were some things that belonged to her. That darkness was one of them.

“On a beast hunt,” she lied.

Allaster lowered his staff with a look of disgust. “How many have you killed?”

“It’s better if I don’t tell you.”

They looked at each other then, the Librarian and the beast slayer, and in that silence, she read a thousand things behind Allaster’s pale gaze. But there was one that rose above the rest, one she should have been relieved to see, but only made her heart sink: It was how desperately he wanted to believe her.

It was the look of a man who was drowning. She had only to hold out her hand.

Then his face scrunched in confusion. “Elyae?”

She turned as the girl stumbled hastily into the arena, her uniform stained crimson with blood. “Spenshire is under attack.”
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CHAPTER 31

KASIRA

ALLASTER REDONNED HIS SHIRT AND TELEPORTED HIMSELF AND Kasira to the infirmary, where Warrin was tending to an injured Ambric with a look of desperate focus.

“What happened?” Allaster demanded.

“Kalthos,” his brother wheezed, before breaking into a coughing fit.

Allaster held a cup of water to Ambric’s lips, helping him drink as Warrin tore the cloth away from the High Mage’s injured leg, revealing a deep cut. “This will need stitches,” he warned, his directness surprising her. She’d barely heard a word out of him since arriving, but he looked entirely in his element here. Ambric reached for Kasira’s hand. “The Ryveren.”

She went cold at the name. As a child, she had heard as many stories of the Ryveren as she had the Library. Falder Zardoc had established the band of outcasts and fugitives after deserting the royal army, the bloody atrocities they had committed as an organized militia now legend. They recruited from the streets, taking kids with nowhere else to go. Her Malik unit had passed through a town hit by them not six months back.

There had been nothing left but corpses.

“The Kalish government would never employ them,” she told Allaster. “There’s a bounty on Zardoc’s head fit for a king.”

“And I’m sure Vera will be counting on everyone to come to that exact conclusion when people start asking questions.” There was a flat edge to Allaster’s voice, but it was the cold emptiness in his eyes that prickled her skin. “This is a message for me. Vera said I would regret claiming you, and this is her response.”

He was wrong. This was a message for Kasira. She had told Vera to send soldiers to Spenshire, to take hostages without hurting anyone, not to send butchers who would kill without a second thought. But this kind of cruelty …

This was Thane’s doing.

He must have given Vera the idea when she told him of Kasira’s plan. Was he trying to get under Kasira’s skin, to force her to slip up? Knowing him, he had probably done it purely for the pleasure of ruining her move and watching her squirm. She knew what she was supposed to do next. She was supposed to convince Allaster to go. But this wasn’t the simple intervention she had planned to get him back on her side. The Ryveren were butchers.

This would be a bloodbath.

The debate on Allaster’s face told her he thought the same, and so it was with growing apprehension that she sought the words to push him over the edge.

“You mustn’t go,” she said and watched the resolve settle in his eyes like a noose slipping about his neck.

“I agree,” Warrin said as he cleaned the blood from Ambric’s wound and began to stitch the flesh together. “This is a political trap.”

Allaster thrust out a hand, and his bow and quiver materialized. “It is an assault on my home, and I will not stand by and watch it done.”

Of course you won’t. It was one of the things she admired about him, and it would be his undoing.

Kasira summoned the relic sword. “I’m coming with you.”

She thought Allaster would deny her, his anger still too raw, but he only slung his bow across his back and said, “You’re the Assistant Librarian now. You’re subject to the same laws I am. If they come after me, they’ll come after you too.”

“I know.” She swept past him before the doubt worming in her heart could writhe free. “Now hurry. The Ryveren work quickly.”

They returned to the portal room, where Allaster ripped open the Miravi door to reveal a dark-paneled study that would have looked cozy if not for the overturned furniture and blood trailing from the entrance to the portal. Panicked voices resounded from the hall, and the scent of smoke filled the air.

“Stay close.” Allaster nocked an arrow, and Kasira hefted the relic blade, its faint humming almost tangible.

Wherever they were, Allaster was familiar with it. He led her along a broad curving hall toward a vine-covered archway that opened to the outside. Someone screamed, and a servant tumbled through the arch. She tried to regain her feet, but a hulking form swept down its sword, decapitating her a second before Allaster’s arrow caught him through the neck.

Allaster didn’t even stop to watch him die.

Kasira kept to his side as they skirted corpses and emerged into a garden courtyard fraught with chaos. The white stone was dyed red with blood, dismembered bodies spanning the walkways as fires consumed the planters. Beyond the courtyard, a wide staircase descended into a square that on any other day might have been picturesque. Small cerulean and lavender buildings with white-painted signs. Elegant spiraling towers wrapped in ironwork.

Ryveren mercenaries cloaked in the slate gray of beast-scale armor clashed with the town’s forces. Civilians fled their homes as they were set ablaze. And beyond the town was the glittering midnight blue of the impassive sea, which watched Spenshire’s destruction in silence.

What had Vera been thinking accepting Thane’s proposal? Had she thought she could control the Ryveren, that this wouldn’t unspool into carnage?

Allaster assessed the square. “They’re overwhelming the town guard.”

There were two Ryveren for every guard in pale green, and the guards were falling quickly. The Ryveren were brutal, disemboweling people and hacking at limbs with cool efficiency.

“The Ryveren are bandits first, mercenaries second,” Kasira told him. “If they sense the tide turn, they’ll abandon the town with whatever they’ve already stolen.”

Allaster nocked another arrow, and maybe it was the coastal sunlight glinting off the white stone, but his eyes looked pure silver as he said, “This doesn’t have to be your fight.”

This was the second time he had given her a way out. Was it only that he didn’t trust her, or was it something more? She thought of the way he’d looked at her in the arena before Elyae arrived, as if she were a salvation he didn’t deserve, and in that moment, she wanted so badly to break down the last of the wall between them.

But seeing him now, with Kalish blood darkening the hem of his uniform and his bow a trembling threat in his hands, she knew it was a future she couldn’t have.

Not after what she had done.

“Haven’t you figured it out by now?” she asked, and the words came as if from another’s lips. She could feel the magic flooding into his body like water into a pool, and she drew it into herself as well. The relic sword emitted a hawklike cry, turning the heads of the fighters. “I’m not that easy to get rid of.”

She charged down the stairs, slamming into two Ryveren who had been coming to investigate the new arrivals. Her blade clove clean through the nearest one’s leg, sending him tumbling to the stone with a scream. The other caught her downstroke with his own sword, but with the strength of her magic in her veins, his arms buckled, and her blade caught him across the chest. A second strike was all it took to put him down permanently.

An arrow whizzed past her ear, and she spun in time to catch the falling corpse of the Ryveren whose knife had been inches from her back. Then Allaster was past her, engaging another mercenary at the base of the stairs. She shoved the body away and surged onward.

Kasira had always been a good fighter. When you grew up on the streets, you learned to defend yourself. But more than that, you learned what your body was capable of, and hers had been capable of quite a lot. Her training alone would have made her a formidable foe, but when combined with the magic in her veins, her opponents hardly stood a chance.

The bloodbath she had anticipated became entirely one-sided as she and Allaster cut through the Ryveren. Just as quickly as they had entered the battle, it was over. The fighting dwindled, the remaining Ryveren fleeing. The man Kasira was dueling thrust his dagger at her as a distraction and bolted across the square. The surprise of the action resulted in her only wound as she reflexively caught it by the blade, slicing her hand.

She turned the knife over. “This is good vylor steel.”

The clang of weapons echoed nearby, and she lifted both blades, but it was only Allaster engaging a redheaded woman who had yet to realize she had been abandoned. The fighter was good, her skill evident with every block and counterstrike of her sword. Against a normal opponent she might have won. But Allaster was not a normal opponent.

He brought his bow down, the sharpened tip slicing her across the thigh, then back up, catching her across the stomach. When he pulled back to strike again, the woman turned, and Kasira saw her fully.

Revna.

Kasira moved before she had time to think. She flung the dagger, knocking Allaster’s bow off target. Then she was between them, her arms outstretched. “I know her,” she exclaimed to his bewildered expression. “She’s a friend.”

“Kas?”

Kasira turned slowly, taking in Revna’s freckled face and unruly red curls. Her white skin showed evidence of faint bruising, the color having turned yellow-green with age, but it was the X branded into her neck that turned the adrenaline pumping through Kasira’s veins to ice.

The brand of a traitor dishonorably discharged from the Malikinar.

Revna’s lips parted as recognition blackened into fury. With a roar, she tackled Kasira to the ground. They fell hard, the cobblestones knocking the air from Kasira’s lungs. Allaster lurched toward them, but Kasira held up a hand. He drew up short but didn’t lower his bow, an arrow nocked.

“You left!” Revna screamed, her hands fisting in Kasira’s uniform. “You left, and they blamed me.” It was all the story Kasira needed. No one would employ her now. The Ryveren was how she had stayed alive, something Kasira couldn’t fault her for. Not when Kasira knew the cost of survival.

“How could you?” Revna’s voice broke. “I thought we were friends.”

“We were,” Kasira whispered, and so they had been, in the only way she could be friends with someone after Belvar. In silence. In presence. She hadn’t been capable of more than that. She didn’t know what it meant that she felt like she could be now.

Revna’s grip loosened, the strength draining from her. She looked tired and careworn, nothing like the vibrant woman Kasira had known, whose laugh had carried across the camp and who always had a quick word at the ready. What did Kasira expect? The Malikinar had meant everything to Revna, and Kasira had taken it from her.

“Is this what you left for?” Revna twisted Kasira’s uniform in her hands. “Blasphemy and magic?”

“It’s not like that.” Kasira’s hand closed around Revna’s wrist, and the girl jerked back as if she had been burned. She scrambled to her feet, backing away. Allaster moved as she did, offering Kasira a hand up. She took it, but her attention stayed squarely on Revna. The hurt in Revna’s eyes, the betrayal—it had broken her.

Revna trembled with fading rage. “Everything I’d worked for,” she breathed through clenched teeth. “My father wouldn’t even look at me.” This was as far from the future he had wanted for her as she could get. Her entire life she had striven to become what he’d asked, been the dutiful daughter at the expense of her own autonomy, and Kasira had gone and set the whole thing on fire.

“Rev, I—” But Revna had heard enough. With a shake of her head, she turned and fled after the rest of the Ryveren, the only people she had left thanks to Kasira. Only when she had disappeared between two sandstone buildings did Allaster relax.

“What was she talking about?” He looped the bow over his chest.

“It’s none of your business.”

“Kasira—”

“I said no!” She rounded on him. “I had a life before you, before any of this, and you are not entitled to it just because you don’t trust me.”

Allaster’s jaw set, and she practically saw him dig his heels in. “What happened to asking you anything?”

She snorted, the lie so easy on her lips. “Maybe if I thought for a second you were telling me everything, I would do the same.”

Ignoring his bewilderment, she surveyed the square, then stalked toward one of the injured Ryveren. A thin-faced Kalish man with rough-hewn features, he had propped himself up against a building wall, grimacing. His leg was a bloody mess, but he would live. Assuming he cooperated.

Allaster followed, his face set in an impassive mask. Kasira gestured at the man. “Captain Falder Zardoc, the Librarian of Amorlin. Librarian, the former leader of the Ryveren.”

Zardoc spit blood onto the ground. “Former?”

Kasira gestured to the square, which now consisted only of town guards and civilians tending to the wounded. “Do you see anyone coming back for you?”

He winced. “What do you want?”

“The truth.” Allaster nocked a warning arrow. “Were you hired by the Kalish government to execute this attack?”

The captain evaluated them with shrewd eyes. It was a look Kasira knew well. “Let me guess. You were promised that if you were captured, you would be freed and taken care of?”

Zardoc spread his hands as if to say, What can you do?

“Captain Zardoc,” Allaster began in a voice that prickled the back of her neck. “You attacked my home and nearly killed my brother. I don’t care what the Kalish offered you, because unless you start talking, you won’t make it to a Miravi jail cell. You’ll return to the Library with me, where I will show you exactly which creatures spurred every nightmarish legend your people have until you beg for a death I will refuse to grant.”

The mention of the Library made the Captain’s already pale skin turn chalk white. He looked to Kasira, as if expecting her to rescue him, but he had not been a part of her plan. None of this had, and if she had the opportunity, she would make Thane pay for it.

“I would do what he says.” She stepped back to give Allaster space to loose his arrow. “You’ll get no help from me.”

Zardoc let his head tip back against the wall. “They offered us reinstatement. A full pardon. These people”—he gestured at the still corpses and wounded Ryveren—“they just wanted a second chance.” Revna’s face flashed in her mind, but Kasira pushed it away.

“Who made the offer?” Allaster demanded.

“Ambassador Vera Helsen.”
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CHAPTER 32

KASIRA

THERE WAS NO PLACE FOR GUILT IN A CON.

Kasira had taken from people with lifetimes more than her, people like Morvir, who would happily cut her down and leave her to the worms. People like Thane and Dessen. She had done what she’d had to in order to survive, and she had never apologized for it.

Watching Allaster standing at the top of the stairs overlooking the battered courtyard drew more than an apology to her lips. It drew questions like, Why do you look as if you’re drowning in regret? and Why does this hurt me as much as it hurts you? Questions that had no place in this job, in her future. But as she watched medics tend to the wounded they had helped relocate, and townspeople emerge from their homes to share food and company, the guilt only grew.

This had never been her intention, but Vera had taken Kasira’s threat and turned it into a full-blown massacre. Thane might have warped her plan, but Kasira was the one who had given Vera the idea, the one who had told the Ambassador that no matter what Allaster said about impartiality, he desperately missed his home.

Kasira was responsible for the look of abject pain in Allaster’s eyes, and if she could do it over again, if she could take her plan back, she would.

Truth, she thought and braced herself against it. Because there was no room for thoughts like that if she was to survive.

They stayed long enough to ensure the town had the medical supplies and resources it needed before returning through the door in the manor. Kasira didn’t ask, but she had deduced the building was Allaster’s childhood home, the study with the portal door his old bedroom—there had been a glass figurine of a leopard in the window.

She wondered what life had been like for him in those precious few years before his parents had whisked him away to the Arcadamium. It must have been strange returning each summer from studying to find his brother another year older and his friends another year closer. If he’d even had any friends. She could not imagine him as anything but the prickly Librarian he was now, even as a child.

They found Ambric fast asleep in the infirmary, where Kasira was surprised to find May presiding over him, Warrin having apparently needed a moment to himself. She reported that Ambric’s injuries were serious, but not fatal, and that he would be fine to return home in the morning. Apparently former mages healed well, a side effect of the magic that once ran through their veins.

“He’s remarkably resilient,” May pointed out when Allaster only stared wordlessly at his brother’s wan face.

“He’s a tough old bastard. Always has been.” A faint smile tugged at Allaster’s lips. “When we were kids, he pulled me out of a riptide. Dislocated his shoulder doing it. But I was so scared, he carried me all the way home. He couldn’t use his arm for months.”

May hesitated a moment before saying, “Did you see the Kalish door was alight when you returned? It’s the castle.”

“How do you know?” Kasira hadn’t noticed the door, but she’d never detected any difference in the lights besides the color that indicated beast class.

“The Library knows,” May replied. “You need only touch the symbol to learn which soulice is hailing us.”

Kasira glanced at Allaster. This time, she couldn’t blame a trick of the light on the strange color of his eyes. Impossible as it seemed, the blue had leached from them entirely, leaving behind a ghostly steel reminiscent of Iylis. Combined with his grim expression and the blood flecking his olive skin, he looked downright terrifying.

She followed him into the adjacent room, bracing for what was to come.

Vera entered the portal room like a queen gracing her court, her sharp eyes taking in their disheveled states. She reminded Kasira of a vulture, both with her long neck and the way she circled them, scavenging for morsels she could tear into.

“Oh dear,” she observed mockingly. “Did your last mission go awry?”

“Do not play games with me, Ambassador,” Allaster snarled, and his anger echoed in Kasira. Vera had twisted her plan into a slaughter, made her culpable in the deaths of innocents. “You hired the Ryveren to attack my home.”

Vera pursed her lips. “That claim is entirely false, as is, I’m sure, the one regarding your supposed defense of a Miravi town using Library resources. What happened to maintaining neutrality, Librarian?”

“It is within the Library’s purview to defend one nation against an attack from another in the interest of peace.”

“Perhaps.” Vera folded her arms behind her back. “But it is not within your purview to defend them against unaffiliated bandits. It suggests extreme favoritism from someone meant to be impartial. What will the other nations think?”

Vera knew exactly what they would think. They would question the Librarian’s ability to remain neutral, question whose side he was really on. He would lose their trust—exactly as Kasira had intended.

She hadn’t been entirely sure if Allaster would take the bait. He and Ambric clearly disagreed on a lot, but there had been something about the way they argued that reminded her of her and Loraya bickering. The brothers loved each other, even if they were at odds, and Allaster protected the things he cared about.

“I will simply tell the truth,” Allaster ground out.

His answer seemed to delight Vera. “I have a hundred witnesses putting you at that battle. What do you have?”

“Zardoc.”

She paused in the arc she had been tracing before the Kalthos door, lifting a brow. “A mercenary’s word against mine? Besides, I think you’ll find him rather mum on the subject.” Her insinuation hung heavy between them. They had left Zardoc under Miravi supervision; the Library didn’t take political prisoners.

“He is safe in Spenshire’s jail and under guard.” But even as Allaster spoke, Kasira could see his resolve weakening. Vera wouldn’t say such a thing if she couldn’t make good on it.

The Ambassador only smiled.

Allaster grit his teeth like a man holding back a breaking dam. “I have Kasira’s word.”

Vera’s laugh was short. “The word of a thief. You’ve been outmaneuvered, Librarian.” Her gaze sharpened. “Unless, of course, you’d like to bring this matter to the Conclave?”

The last of Allaster’s determination wore away, leaving only bitter acceptance. “What do you want?”

“What I have always wanted,” Vera replied haughtily. “Equality. You have a Kalish mage in your midst whom you have yet to grant magic to, and as the only representative here of his country, he should be assigned to the council.”

“Absolutely not.” Allaster’s voice brooked no argument.

“Allaster—” Kasira began, but he silenced her with a look. Her protest was only an act, the sort of response he would expect, but it still chafed at her to watch him play into Vera’s hands. He had to know that he was doing it, had to feel the steel trap closing around his throat, and yet he didn’t waver.

He would rather the Conclave come for him than grant Thane power to harm the Library.

Vera’s eyes narrowed, her hands tucked placidly behind her back. “Very well, Librarian. Assistant.” Then she was gone, the Kalish door shutting in her wake.

Allaster collapsed into his chair. Kasira dismissed the relic blade, then summoned them both a drink. Allaster accepted his with wary resignation, then downed the whole thing. Kasira winced and gave him hers too.

“Do you think she’ll call the Conclave?” she asked.

He pressed the cool glass against his temple. “I don’t know. She has enough evidence to warrant it.”

“How had she already heard of the attack?” May emerged from the infirmary.

“Thane,” Kasira said without hesitation, playing her next move. “I bet he knows who the spy is and is using them to communicate with her. Do you have any suspects besides Elyae?”

May grimaced. “Elyae is not a spy.”

Allaster ran a frantic hand through his hair. “I can’t ignore the evidence, May.”

“It is extremely circumstantial.”

“Which is why I haven’t actually accused her of anything.”

Kasira held up her hands to calm them. “I have an idea on how to confirm their identity.”

Allaster tipped his head back against the wall. “A con?”

“Actually, yes.” Ignoring his startled look, she continued, “It makes sense the spy would be someone close to you, and with how little you interact with the other mages, that suggests it’s probably someone on the council. Vera is clearly gathering information against you for the Conclave. If we tell everyone at the next council meeting that you intend to do something she can use against you, they’ll want to take that information to Vera, and the only way to do that is through the portal room door. If we watch the door, we’ll have them.”

May and Allaster were both staring at her by the time she finished.

“Is this what goes on in your head?” Allaster asked at the same time May said, “No wonder we had no idea.”

There were times during a con when your body simply refused to cooperate. This was one of them. Kasira felt her cheeks go hot with embarrassment, an emotion she hadn’t thought herself capable of anymore. To be embarrassed required you to care what someone else thought of you.

“Is that a yes or a no?” she demanded.

Allaster downed her drink. “Yes.” He set the glass on the floor and stood. “I’m going to check on my brother.”

As he and May returned to the infirmary, Kasira collapsed against the portal room wall, the last of her adrenaline fading. Without it, she felt vacant, a fragile shell imitating life. She let that feeling subsume her, too afraid to look at what lay beneath, and closed her eyes for one moment of perfect, uninterrupted peace.

Then she felt him.

Not through magic, or by sound, but from the way her skin prickled in familiar warning.

“You look a little on edge, Kas,” Thane said softly. “Bad day?”

Her eyes flashed open, and she seized him by the arm. She teleported them both to the northern garden, flinging Thane as hard as she could into the railing. He rolled off it with a grunt and turned to face her, but she already had a knife at his ribs.

“I ought to gut you here and now,” she growled.

“By all means,” he said with a laugh. “Hand Vera the final nail in your precious Librarian’s coffin.”

“He is not—”

“Stop lying to yourself, Kasira!” Thane surged forward against the knife, knowing as well as she that she couldn’t kill him. “Why else would you be here threatening me? For your dear love of a backwater town you’ve never set foot in before today?”

Kasira’s hand trembled, and she spoke each word very carefully. “You interfered in my con. You sent me into a situation I wasn’t prepared for.”

Thane laughed again, sharp and loud, and shoved away her hand. She tracked his every step back to the railing, thought about what it would feel like to send him hurtling over the edge. He leaned his hands against the railing, staring out through the waterfall’s mist at the burst of color in the darkening sky as if it were a beacon.

It was there only for a moment, that longing, before he snuffed it out.

Kasira stiffened, flashing back to the first morning after her release from her cell. How she had simply sat at the edge of her Malik camp and stared at the horizon for hours as the dark brightened into day. She had watched every sunrise and every sunset with a fervent dedication the priests would have lauded, her entire world strung about that light.

She understood Thane’s yearning, well enough that she began to wonder if there was another way she could approach this. They had been family once, after all, and they had the same goal. If they could work together instead of as enemies, they could both get what they wanted.

“I … am sorry, Thane,” she said. “For what I did to you.”

When he looked at her, his blue eyes softened by the gathering dusk, she could almost see the man who had pulled her and Loraya off the streets, given them a home. A family. For a while, he had made her feel safe for the first time in years.

Then he’d taken it all away.

Slowly, Thane came toward her, and she made herself look hopeful and open and not as if she was struggling not to flee. He extended a hand, cupping her face. “What is it, exactly, that you think you did to me, Kas?” His voice was so very soft, almost broken, and she wondered how much of it was real. How much of her betrayal had truly hurt him and not just his ego?

“I took away your freedom,” she replied. “Your network. The woman you loved.” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “I took away your power.”

“That’s right.” His nails curved against her cheek, and like a layer of frost melting to reveal what lay beneath, his eyes turned clear and pitiless as the moon. “And if you think a false apology and a little shallow comradery will make me forget that, you are a fool.”

Kasira flinched back, leaving Thane’s hand hovering in midair.

“Don’t try to con me, Kasira,” he warned softly. “I taught you everything you know.”

She gritted her teeth. Not everything.

“I’ve been watching you, and I know what it looks like when you’ve lost yourself to a performance.” He leaned toward her, and she retreated against the sydara. It rattled, reaching out thin-stemmed flowers between them. “By the time I’m done with you, Vera will throw you in a hole so dark and deep, you’ll forget your own name.”

Kasira refused to let her expression shift. “My mission is to blend in. I can hardly do that while balking at everything around me. Allaster never would have accepted me as his Assistant had I not performed as admirably as I have.”

Thane brought his hands together in a mock clap. “You always have an answer, don’t you? Come now, Kas, I’ll give you one more chance. Admit now that you’re in too deep. Tell me that you’ve lost your way, that you need my help, and I’ll listen. I won’t tell a soul. Hell, I’ll even help you.”

He spread his hands magnanimously. “But I want to hear you say it.”

Some part of her wanted to. Wanted to hand him her burden like she once had, to have someone, anyone, who knew the truth of her. But that was the danger of people like Thane. They made you feel seen, known. You lost yourself in them, until you could no longer see a way out.

Once, she wouldn’t have been able to recognize that. She would have cloaked herself in him, mistaken control for safety. Perhaps it was what Thane had done to Loraya, or perhaps it was months of spending time with Allaster, a man who brought out pieces of herself she had thought too deeply buried to ever find, but she could see it now.

“I’m going to make you regret ever coming here,” she promised, and vanished.

She reappeared in her room, her exhaustion weighing her down. It took the last of her strength to trek to the bathroom, which had attached itself to her bedroom in recent days. A bath was already waiting, the lavender-scented air a balm to her singed nerves, and she climbed carefully inside. The blood sloughed from her skin in pools of red, and she scrubbed until the last of it flaked away.

She stared at it. Stared and thought of how dead Revna’s eyes had been, as if something vital had been leached from her. Her father would never take her back, ashamed of a failure that wasn’t even hers. All her life Revna had striven to prove herself to him, dedicating herself to the Malikinar and Haidra’s light, and now she had become something more detestable to him than a beast.

She had become a criminal.

In the silence, Kasira at last let herself crumple beneath the weight of everything she had done. Of what she still had to do. Between Allaster’s refusal to accept Kalish mages and subsequent denial of magic to Thane, his shielding of Kasira, and the attack on Spenshire, Vera had enough evidence to call the Conclave, and Kasira’s deadline was fast approaching.

Her time here was coming to an end.

The wave of thoughts numbed Kasira’s mind, and soon the water had gone cold. The taut skin of her scars ached as she dried and dressed, each motion more distant than the last. By the time she had finished and reached for the magic, she had transported herself before she had even considered where she was going.

She reappeared in the Eyrie to find Gievra rolling on his back in a patch of dirt he’d freed of its grass. When he spotted her, he turned upright and brought one wing to his beak, cleaning his feathers. It was the most nonchalant greeting she had ever received. Between it and the steady thrum of magic pulsing toward her, she might have actually thought he was happy to see her.

It took her three tries to summon his dinner from the shed, the magic less than cooperative, and she was about to toss a piece of meat inside when another urge struck her. She checked for Thane’s presence and, finding him far enough away, clambered over the fence and dropped inside the pen. Gievra watched her with his one curious golden eye as she took a chunk of meat and proffered it to him.

Slowly, he rose to his feet and edged a little nearer. She didn’t move, encouraging him closer through the magic connecting them. This close, she realized just how much bigger he had gotten in the past few weeks. Fully raised, his head reached her shoulders, and she was by no means short. Where his ribs had once protruded there was now thick muscle coated in luxurious white fur, save the few places where his scars had prevented regrowth, and he had begun to develop a crown of black feathers on his head.

Please don’t eat my fingers, she requested as he lowered his head to sniff the meat. Then, with the utmost care, he took the piece in his beak. The moment he had it, he threw back his head and downed the bite whole. She laughed as he trilled, the sound half rumble, half avian cry, and she fed him the rest of what was in the bucket, after which he stuck his head inside to ensure she wasn’t hiding any.

“That’s it, you bottomless pit.” She turned the bucket upside down. “I’ll be back with breakfast in the morning.”

She expected Gievra to retreat upon finding the food gone, but he only cocked his head in consideration. Feeling a little reckless, she reached out a hand, sending soothing pulses along their connection. She almost didn’t believe it when her fingers sank into the thick fur of his shoulder, soft and supple as Verentula silk. She ran her hand back and forth along his neck, and he leaned into her with a low whine.

Then something snapped.

Gievra bolted, disappearing inside his hut with a hiss. Kasira spun, expecting Thane, but found only Warrin watching her from beside the shed.

She hopped back over the fence. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

Warrin ducked his head with a wince. It made him look so much younger, and suddenly his beard felt an obvious attempt to age himself, though his sheer size did that well enough on its own, perhaps a bit unfairly. There was a smattering of iridescent dust on his clothes and hands that suggested he had been working.

“Do you need something?” she asked more gently.

His lips parted, then shut, his hands fisting at his sides, his uncertainty so at odds with the surety he’d shown in the infirmary. When he finally spoke, it was in halting starts and stops. “I—You. Spenshire. Are they okay? Was anyone else hurt?” His voice was so soft, she had to strain to hear him.

“Allaster and I handled it,” she replied carefully. “There was some damage done to the town, but nothing irreversible.”

“And the people?”

It was in the way he asked it, as though he at once had to know but also couldn’t bear to hear her answer. “You know people there, don’t you?”

“I was raised there. Ambric is my great-great-grandfather.”

How hadn’t she seen it before? The tall frame, the aquiline nose—Warrin could be Ambric’s younger self. Which also made him Allaster’s distant nephew. Perhaps that was why she had never considered it. He didn’t show Warrin any sort of favoritism, but she supposed, knowing Allaster, he wouldn’t for the sake of fairness or propriety or something boring like that. Perhaps she could change that, turn Warrin into yet another mark against the Librarian.

“My family lives there,” he said. “In the manor the portal leads to. My parents—”

“Are fine,” she assured him. She and Allaster had met with the lord and lady of the house before they’d left. Allaster’s grandniece was a kind-faced woman who had brought them tea and cookies.

Relief swept through Warrin, but the tension didn’t leave him. “Was this because of Allaster?”

The bitterness in his voice surprised her. Her instinct told her it was a thread to unravel, but after the events of the day, she didn’t have it in her to pull. “I think you should talk to Allaster about that. He’s with Ambric in the infirmary. Do you want me to take you there?”

He nodded, and she transported them both to the portal room, though Kasira didn’t follow him into the infirmary. She only leaned back against the wall with a heavy breath, content to let it hold her up for a moment.

“What are you doing?” Allaster stood in the hallway. He was still in his bloodied uniform, though he’d unbuttoned it, and his hair was a tousled mess. There was a lack of focus in his eyes that told her the flush in his cheeks wasn’t from heat, though the glass held between two ring-laden fingers made that clear enough.

“I brought your nephew,” she replied, scanning him openly as she walked toward him. He held himself still beneath her gaze, as if aware of every line her eyes traced. She reached out, slowly enough that he could have stopped her, and pressed a finger to the torc around his throat. It sucked the heat from her skin, and she felt her magic pull away. “Why do you wear this?”

His free hand closed around hers, rough and calloused and warm. “You ask too many questions.”

Her eyes tracked his touch. “You never answer them.”

“And yet you keep asking.”

She lifted a shoulder. “I told you. I was curious once. Perhaps I am again.”

He turned her hand over, revealing the scar marring her palm, and brushed his thumb along it. It was such a gentle motion, so entirely at odds with the storm settling across his brow. She wanted to smooth it away.

Eye to eye, hand in hand, the heat of him radiating from his skin—she thought, for one wild moment, of telling him the truth. Of damning the consequences and risking everything, if only to carve away that exhaustion that lived in every line of him, to absolve herself of the blood now coating her hands.

Your precious Librarian, Thane had called him, and she suppressed a shudder.

If she told Allaster now, with his trust already broken, it would be the end of everything. Her life at Amorlin, her freedom, her future. Her dream of the cottage would die alongside what remained of her soul, because she would not survive in Belvar’s darkness. If she ran, would he let her, or would he hunt her down for what she had done to him, for breaking him twice?

In the end, he released her, sliding back into the shadows of the hallway.

“Thank you,” he said. “For coming with me today.”

Then he was gone, and she was alone.
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CHAPTER 33

ALLASTER

AS ALLASTER RETREATED INTO THE INFIRMARY, THE TOUCH OF Kasira’s hand still imprinted on his own, he couldn’t shake the disquieting feeling that she had been about to tell him something important. Perhaps another truth she had kept hidden from him, something he couldn’t fairly fault her for.

Maybe if I thought for a second you were telling me everything, I would do the same.

She had been right, of course. He hadn’t told her the full truth. He wanted to, but more than anything, he could not. Not until Nyelle returned with the information he sought.

Not until he knew for certain.

Ambric looked up from his conversation with Warrin as Allaster reentered. Summoning two drinks, Allaster handed one to his brother, who sat up in his bed to take it.

“You’re not old enough to drink,” Allaster said to Warrin’s questioning look.

“I’m twenty-one, Uncle,” Warrin replied stiffly, and Allaster blinked at him. Was he really? When had that happened?

“But your kathiel—” Allaster began.

“Was four months ago.” Warrin’s fingers curled into the loose cloth of his uniform, his cheeks flushing a deep crimson. Kathiels were the closest to religion the Miravi got, an age ceremony that symbolized the transition to adulthood, when Warrin would have chosen a patron saint to guide him in his endeavors.

And Allaster had missed it.

Had they even invited him, or had he lost track of it in the chaos of everything else? He couldn’t bring himself to ask.

Ambric rubbed his temples. “Warrin, will you give us a few moments alone please?”

Warrin’s shoulders drew up as if he were preparing to argue, but in the end, he only brushed past Allaster out of the room. Allaster wished he could follow, but it was long past time for this conversation with his brother. Pulling up a chair alongside Ambric’s bed, he crossed his legs at the ankle and sipped his whiskey, waiting.

“You know,” Ambric said eventually, “I still haven’t gotten used to it. The way you look.”

“That makes two of us.” Every day when Allaster looked in the mirror and saw the same face staring back at him, it left him disquieted. “It doesn’t feel all that long ago that I was desperate to reach your height.” Ambric had always loomed so large to him. He remembered clambering on ledges and perching on countertops, only so he would be at his brother’s level.

Ambric snorted in amusement. “You surpassed me soon enough.” His laugher faded as quickly as it came, the double meaning behind his words draping across them both. Once, they had dreamed of chasing dragons together, before fate plucked Allaster from his family and his home and set him on a new course.

From that day onward, every step forward took him farther away from Ambric, who had always looked at Allaster as if he were leaving him behind. Even when Ambric came to the Library as a mage, their reunion had been short-lived. Before long, everything between them became that same push and pull they seemed unable to escape. It was after one of their fights that Ambric had retired, giving up his magic.

“Illiza’s piano was gone from the foyer,” Allaster said, his sister-in-law’s name soft on his lips. She had been a mage just like them, her life extended by magic, but she had died nearly two years ago.

Ambric’s expression darkened, his cheeks reddened from the whiskey. “I moved it when she passed. If you came home more than once a decade, perhaps you would have known that.”

The blow struck true, and Allaster downed his whiskey. He had meant to visit, but so much had been happening at the Library—Mora’s transformation had just begun—that he had never found the time. Lately, it felt as though he never would, and stepping foot in Spenshire today had been a stark reminder of that.

So much more than Illiza’s piano had changed since the last time he had visited. The town had installed new windmills to grind grain, and the aqueduct system from the capital had finally reached their shores. His grandniece had even built a cinderwood hearth in the Jacari style, the artifact’s magic keeping the house warm despite the coastal weather. Each advancement, each change, made him feel ever more disconnected from his home. As if every time he turned around, it moved a little further away, marching along without him.

As it should.

A Librarian wasn’t meant to think of their home after they reached Amorlin. They weren’t meant to be having painful familial conversations as old as the sea they longed for. His duty was to Amorlin and the beasts, and no matter what lies Vera spun against him, he would see it through until the end.

“I’ve been busy,” Allaster said at last and watched his brother’s expression twist.

“And I haven’t been?” Ambric demanded. “You’ve always thought your time more important than mine, just like everything else in our lives. No matter what I accomplished, I was always in your shadow.”

Allaster’s hand curled around his empty glass. There was truth to what Ambric was saying, in the way people had treated him. As children, even their parents had favored Allaster, though Allaster had done everything he could to make up for that. When he came home from the Arcadamium, it was only ever Ambric he sought, as if he could love his brother enough for three.

“You know I never wanted this,” he whispered.

“Yes, poor Allaster, the martyr.” Ambric’s tone turned acidic. “Given everything you could ever ask for on a silver platter. Tell me, brother, how difficult it’s been being handed everything. Tell me how hard you’ve had it.”

Allaster should have known better than to give Ambric alcohol; it only ever brought out this side of him. But he had hoped, for once, to share a drink with his brother, not as Librarian and High Mage, not as two boys who’d had a lifetime of expectations wedged between them, but as the brother who had once saved Allaster from the sea and the little boy who’d climbed on countertops just to be nearer to him.

Ambric swallowed the last of his liquor and let the glass thump on the table. When Allaster only watched him in silence, some of Ambric’s frustrations receded, and he took a steadying breath. “What are you going to do about Ambassador Vera?”

Allaster slumped deeper in his seat. “That remains to be seen.”

Ambric studied him intently, and Allaster tried not to squirm beneath his gaze. When it softened, Allaster only worried more.

“You’ve always been in your own world,” Ambric began gently. “So high above the rest of us. But you’ve been pulling away more since Mora died. I know you blame yourself, Allaster, but it wasn’t your fault.”

It was an offering, a hand outstretched. A chance for Allaster to close the distance that had opened between them, if only a little. All he had to do was reach out and take it.

In the end, he only offered his brother a broken smile. “I wish that were true.” He stood, watching Ambric’s face fold with disappointment, and told himself it was for the best. Because no matter what became of Vera, of Kasira and Thane, of the Library, he knew what fate awaited him. Ambric had always seen him as competition, sought to outpace Allaster at every turn, but he probably never thought he would outlive his little brother.

And now, because of Vera, Allaster would be leaving everyone he cared about in a time of turmoil and danger, and with every day that passed, every move that Vera made, there was less and less he could do to protect them. The sound of Spenshire’s screams still echoed in his head, the sight of bodies strewn about the floor like fallen leaves. Broken and dying. He had felt so helpless, even as he and Kasira had driven the Ryveren back.

How many more would die in the Ambassador’s crusade? How many beasts would she sacrifice to her insatiable goddess?

“Allaster?” Ambric asked uncertainly, and suddenly Allaster became aware of how tightly his fists were clenched, of the press of fangs beneath his lip, of the prick of claws. When he met his brother’s gaze, there was a look in it he had never seen before.

Fear.

Something inside him cracked, and he retreated a step, trying to corral the rush of emotions inside him. But it was like a storm unleashed, and he could no more contain it than capture the wind. “You deserved better than me, Ambric.” His voice trembled, his magic melding with his anger, but it was not toward his brother.

“I’m sorry.” With a snap of his fingers, he vanished—and reappeared in the Gold Room.

Thane was lounging on the arm of one of the great chairs, chatting with two mages over glasses of mylak as if they were the oldest of friends. But one look at Allaster, at the fury and violence brimming beneath his skin, and the mages left.

Thane sighed, setting aside his mylak. “I was quite enjoying that conversation.”

“Turning more of my people against me?” Allaster stalked toward Thane, who folded one leg over the other, propping his elbow on one knee to rest his chin upon.

“You’re doing that quite splendidly on your own,” he replied, and Allaster bristled. He could understand why the mages listened to this man. There was something disarming about him, about the way he watched you as if he had never seen anything so interesting. That kind of attention could be intoxicating were there not something so foully insidious underneath.

Thane gestured after the departed mages. “We were merely talking.”

Allaster pulled up before him. “About how you sent bloodthirsty mercenaries to attack an innocent village?”

Thane’s brow furrowed for a brief moment, and then his eyes widened with delighted understanding. “Oh, good show,” he murmured to himself.

“Is this some sort of game to you?” Allaster demanded. “People died!”

“People always die!” Thane surged to his feet, but Allaster held his ground. “In fact, it’s one of the few things you can truly count on them to do. Save for you, of course, Librarian.” He spat the epithet like a curse, that familiar flair of Kalish derision lining his every feature.

Allaster barked a laugh. “Is that why you’re doing this? Don’t tell me you’re a devotee of the church. They wouldn’t let you step a foot inside, your soul be damned.”

“You know nothing of damnation,” Thane said lightly, but Allaster read the darkness underneath. It permeated every part of him, every word. Cast his eyes in depthless shadows, a look Allaster had come to know all too well.

Whatever Thane had come for, there would be no dissuading him from attaining it.

Allaster stepped closer, forcing Thane to tilt back his head to look up at him. “I don’t believe for a second you’re only here as Vera’s pawn. Whatever it is you are after, I won’t let you have it.”

The shadows encroaching over Thane softened, and he let out a quiet laugh, pressing a hand to his heart. “You wound me, Librarian. You trust the other thief in your midst just fine.”

“Leave Kasira out of his.” Allaster’s voice barely crested over a growl.

“Oh, but she’s the heart of it,” Thane pressed. “You denied Kalthos its rightful place at the Library by claiming her. You must truly care for her to do such a thing. I wonder what you might do if something were to happen to—”

In an instant, Allaster had Thane up against the wall, a clawed hand around his throat. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me, so let me be very clear.” The shadows about Allaster shifted, the air thickening with a charge. “There are horrors beneath this Library you cannot begin to fathom, holes I could dump you in so dark and deep no one would find your bones for a thousand years.”

The magic burned beneath Allaster’s skin, the pain heightening his senses. He could feel Thane’s fear in the pulse of his heart, smell it in the air. The con artist had gone incredibly still beneath his touch, even as his pale skin flooded red from lack of air.

“Threaten my Assistant again”—menace coated Allaster’s every word—“and I will show you the meaning of hell.”

He released Thane, turning to leave as the man drew a ragged breath, reaching for his raw and bloodied skin.

“You can’t touch me,” Thane rasped. “Not truly. Vera would have your head.”

Allaster paused, glancing back over his shoulder. “Not before I have yours.”
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CHAPTER 34

KASIRA

ALL TRACES OF ALLASTER’S DISHEVELMENT WERE GONE WHEN Kasira saw him the next morning. He kept checking his reflection in the council room window and running a hand through his neatly curling hair as they waited for the others to arrive for the meeting.

He hadn’t said a word about their interaction the previous night, and she hadn’t decided yet whether or not to broach it. Intoxicated Allaster was an entirely different beast, and she didn’t think challenging him on things he had said or done while drunk would work in her favor.

“Are you sure about this?” His voice broke her train of thought. He was still staring out the window at the paddocks below, fidgeting with one henolite ring.

Kasira reclined in her chair. “Yes. And stop playing with that ring—it’s an obvious tell.”

He glanced down at his hand, making a small sound of disgust. “How am I supposed to trust you when this is what you do?”

“That’s exactly why you should trust me. We’ll have the spy in hand by the night’s end.”

That only made his expression grow more consternated, but he was prevented from responding by Warrin’s arrival. The two of them shared a strained look, reconfirming Kasira’s instinct that something festered between them. Perhaps she didn’t even need to interfere; Warrin’s disgruntlement would do her work for her. After all, if even his own family had grown bitter toward Allaster, the rest of the mages were more likely to follow suit.

The others trickled in until they had all taken their seats around the table, and Allaster began the meeting. Elyae informed them the Kalish delegation that had been sent to investigate the death of Lord Morvir and his associate had arrived in Ayador, and Queen Sarren had requested the Library be available to answer questions.

Then Talthari stood with a gilded letter perched between two makhet-ringed fingers. “King Carthur has extended an invitation to the Librarian and Assistant to join the celebration of his son’s engagement at the end of the week.”

Allaster grimaced and looked to Kasira, who felt much the same. It had just been revealed that she was a con artist who had taken Eirlana Corynth’s place as Assistant Librarian. This invitation could either be a sign of goodwill and forgiveness or a trap laid by the King. Either way, declining it would not only be insulting, but look as though they had something to hide.

“Accept it,” Allaster said with the air of a man who would rather do anything but. “What about the quakes?”

Talthari set down the invitation and straightened their spectacles. “They’ve gotten worse. The town of Vengar was nearly completely destroyed by the last one. We sent aid as Lady Kasira instructed, but we are stretched thin between here and Miraval.”

Allaster’s brow furrowed. “Miraval?”

“Several towns along the northern coast were hit by powerful winds and rain.” Warrin leaned over his arms to look pointedly at Allaster. “They’re still dealing with the flooding now on top of what happened in Spenshire.”

Kasira watched Allaster’s face work through the realization that these things had occurred without his notice and that she had been the one to handle them instead of him or May, that the mages clearly trusted her. His expression settled somewhere between annoyance and deep misgiving, which only grew when Kasira spoke.

“Miraval was meant to send aid to its coastal towns,” she said. “Has it arrived yet?”

“Yes, but much of it was redirected to Spenshire soon after,” Warrin answered, his hands flexing in his lap. Yet another pain she was responsible for. The hurt was beginning to feel endless, but at least she was in a position to alleviate some of it.

“Pull some of the mages from Vengar and send them to Miraval,” she instructed Talthari. “They should be well enough along by now that Vengar can spare them, but keep us updated on their progress.” Talthari and Warrin bowed their heads, and Talthari progressed to their Jacari update. Meanwhile, Kasira pretended not to notice Allaster’s stare. She wanted her delegation to seem natural, and that meant doing it without the expectation of his attention.

After the others finished their announcements, Allaster addressed the table. “As you know, we have a new Kalish candidate with us. He is highly unqualified and was let into Amorlin under troubling circumstances. I have reason to believe he means the Library harm, and as such, I’m looking for evidence to have him dismissed. I would like everyone to keep an eye on him and to keep this among ourselves.”

There was an edge to his voice, and despite her earlier warning, he did not stop playing with his ring. She didn’t know if it was that, or the self-castigating look edging its way onto his face, but in that moment, she realized: Allaster St. Archer was a terrible liar. Given his decades of embroilment in political machinations and what she admitted was, in truth, a respectably clever mind, she had just assumed that he could do it.

I have not, nor will I ever, lie to you.

She had thought he was being dramatic when he told her that, but he’d meant it. Looking back, he had avoided her, ignored her, and refused to answer questions, but he had never outright lied to her, and this was why.

He couldn’t do it to save his life.

“Is that why you haven’t granted him magic yet?” Talthari asked. They were the mage Kasira knew the least about and the most likely to be the spy as Kalthos’s current representative, but it was also within their character to ask such a direct question.

Kasira spoke up before Allaster could bungle things further. “We accepted Thane as a sign of goodwill, but he’s underqualified. We want to be sure he’s comfortable around the Library before giving him the additional responsibility of magic.” Aside from May, the others didn’t know about the threat of the Conclave, and Allaster wanted to keep it that way, which meant they couldn’t know the truth about Thane’s arrival.

“This has to be some kind of joke,” Elyae ground out, and Kasira knew she didn’t mean Thane. It must have sounded terribly ironic to her, hearing the criminal she detested talk about an unprepared entrant to the Library who couldn’t be trusted. When Allaster only gave Elyae a look of mild exhaustion, she pushed back her chair and left.

“Meeting adjourned,” Allaster said, and the others followed suit, leaving him and Kasira alone. He was already up and staring out the window again, as if looking for an answer in the foliage below. She leaned back against the table and folded her arms, waiting.

When he finally spoke, his voice was subdued. “How long have they been coming to you for things like that?”

“Since after the first council meeting you brought me to,” she replied. “May has effectively been both First Mage and Assistant for months. I wanted to take my share of the work, and you’re always shut up in your office or buried behind a pile of books. No one felt comfortable interrupting you when May and I were available instead.”

Allaster leaned his forehead against the glass and closed his eyes. “The disasters are spreading. It used to be limited to the quakes in Kalthos, then the blizzards in Ayador. Now storms in Miraval? It’s only a matter of time before whatever’s happening becomes irreversible, and I don’t know how to stop it.”

She pushed off the table to join him at the window. “You should talk to the King at the engagement party. If he’s willing to marry his son to a Yadora, he’s likely willing to hear you out, and you’ll have better luck when he’s not surrounded by nobles with ulterior motives whispering in his ear. Find out what he wants, then convince him the only way he can have it is by listening to you.”

He stared at her, as if unsure whether he was disgusted by the ease with which she suggested the plan or impressed by it. Around Loraya and Thane, talking like this had been normal. She had never shared her cons with someone who didn’t play the same games, never had to stop and think about how it sounded to someone who didn’t look at every interaction as something to be crafted and controlled.

This was the first time had she ever felt self-conscious about her ability to lie so easily, and she didn’t know what to make of that. Didn’t know what to make of any of the conflicting emotions that always reared their heads around him.

You’re so close, Kas. Loraya’s voice stirred at the back of her mind, but Kasira pushed it away, as unsure of it as she was of everything else.

Allaster drooped against the window frame with a sigh, his lean body curling like a question mark. “I don’t understand. It shouldn’t be this hard. The proof is right in front of them, and yet they refuse to listen.” He rolled to the side, settling into the curve of the bay window. “This should be the only problem anyone cares about, and yet only Riviair and Jacara truly listen. None of the rest of our problems will matter if our world is in ashes all because Kalthos wants to burn its ecosystem to the ground in the name of some invisible goddess.”

She settled down beside him, their arms brushing in the narrow space. “Will it truly get that bad?”

Allaster gave a breathless laugh. “If they continue at this rate, yes. If they somehow manage to remove me from the Library … it will be so much worse.”

[image: ]

KASIRA BARELY NOTICED Gievra taking the pieces of dried meat out of her hand. She sat with him in his paddock, the bucket of treats trapped between her feet as her mind turned.

The quakes had been a part of her life in Kalthos for years, and though they had grown more frequent recently, she had dismissed them in favor of more immediate problems like surviving the day. Even when Allaster told her about the impact beast hunting was having on the world, Kasira had thought it a distant problem, something for the Assistant who came after her to worry about. But if she succeeded at the Conclave and left with her freedom, the next Librarian would still be Kalish, and they would only make the problem worse.

“He’s only supposed to get a handful of those a day, not an entire bucket.”

Kasira looked up to find Allaster watching them impassively from outside the pen. It had only been a few hours since they saw each other last, but he looked twice as haggard, leaning against the railing as if it were the only thing holding him up.

She glanced into the empty pail as Gievra cleaned one paw in satisfaction. Shrugging, she sent the bucket back to the shed with a snap of her fingers. “Some days you need a bucket. You should try it.”

“That would require me to have an appetite,” he muttered. “Are you ready?”

Kasira gestured to the pasture. “I thought we might stay here instead. We can keep an eye on the portal room through the magic.” For that was how they had laid their trap: By announcing to the council that Allaster intended to get Thane dismissed, they had provided the spy with news to share with Vera. If their plan progressed, they would catch the culprit delivering it through the portal room door, which they were most likely to do after everyone had retired for the evening.

Allaster frowned but sat down beside her in the paddock. “Remind me again why this requires both of us.”

“It doesn’t, but seeing as you don’t trust me, I want to be sure you witness this for yourself,” she explained. “And seeing as you’ve never run a con before, I’m here to make sure you don’t ruin it.”

“How hard can it really be?”

She raised an eyebrow with an amused scoff. “Tell me a lie.”

A faint blush rose in his cheeks, softening the edges of his face. “It’s not—I don’t mean—”

“You can’t.” A smile curved her lips, then faded. “Most people can’t. They feel guilty or foolish or obvious, and they usually are the latter.”

Allaster’s gaze shifted from her, his fingers curling in the long grass. It was nearly as blatant a tell as the way he spun his rings. Her words had touched on something, something he wasn’t going to share with her. A wall existed around the Librarian, one nearly as thick as her own. Most of the mages she had spoken to remembered a very different man before Mora’s death. One every bit as forthright and studious, but who didn’t spurn the company of others. This Allaster had become a stranger to them, and he didn’t even seem to realize it.

“Tell me how you do it,” he said without looking at her.

“What?”

“Lie like that.”

She laughed, leaning back on her hands. “Why? Thinking of running your own game?”

When Allaster failed to share her amusement, she sobered. Loraya and Thane had always been the ones instructing her. She had never had to teach someone else, and there was a part of her that didn’t want to tell him. It wasn’t that she thought he would turn the skill against her; only that, with him, she liked knowing she only ever got the truth, even if she had to work for it. But despite his mood, this felt like Allaster was … trying.

“The first question you always ask yourself is, what does your mark want?” she explained. “Take the Kalish King, for example. He wants to eliminate threats to his power. It’s why he’s marrying his son to the Yadora heir: so that they become allies instead of rivals. If you show him how the imbalance of magic will impact his grip on the throne, he’ll be more inclined to listen to you.”

“That sounds like a good argument, not an elaborate scheme.”

She shrugged. “A lot of cons are about convincing your target to give you what you want by giving them what they want. Not all of them end with your mark losing.”

“Like you did to me,” he noted. “You wanted to become Assistant Librarian, so you gave me the Assistant you thought I wanted.”

“Was I wrong?” She tilted her head.

Allaster was quiet for so long she didn’t think he was going to answer. When he finally spoke, she didn’t know if his words were for her or himself. “No one should have to live like that.”

Her initial reaction was to defend what she was, to say she hadn’t been forced into anything. She liked the thrill, the challenge, liked pitting her wits against another’s, and unpacking each mark like a puzzle to be pieced together. But if she’d had the chance, would she have chosen this life? If she had truly been born Eirlana Corynth, who would she have become?

May would say she had been destined for the Library. Loraya would tell her their lives were theirs to live, and they could do anything. Thane would laugh and say she was what she made herself and nothing more. Kasira didn’t know what she believed.

If life dealt in destinies, what did hers say about her? A girl fated to tell lie after lie until the truth became a distant memory.

And if the world was truly open to her like Loraya had believed, then what was she doing here, betraying Allaster with every breath?

Perhaps, in the end, all a person really had was the choices they made. Perhaps the most elaborate con of all was believing you could be anything more than what the world made you.

“I became what people wanted of me because who I am has never been enough,” she said quietly, thinking of Revna, of the husk she had become. “Not if I wanted to survive.”

That was why this mattered to her so much, why she was willing to betray her own heart to do it. Because if she succeeded, if she finally earned her freedom, for the first time, her life would be hers to control. She could be whoever she wanted.

She could live.

A soft brush against her hand surprised her, and she looked down to see Allaster’s finger against her own.

Truth, she thought, the word more painful than ever before.

Then he sat forward abruptly. “Someone’s there,” he said at the same moment that she detected a shift in the magic. “It’s—no. It can’t be.”

I’m sorry, she thought, and they both snapped their fingers.

Kasira sought the person in the portal room so that when she appeared, she barreled straight into them. Elyae shoved her off with a sound of surprise, looking between her and Allaster in confused alarm. It was Allaster’s anguished expression that struck her though.

“Elyae,” he bit out. “What are you doing in here?”

The girl swallowed hard, but for all she had tried to outmaneuver Kasira, she didn’t have the same ability to lie. “I was meeting someone. They promised me information on Kasira.”

“You had information for them, more like,” Kasira cut in. “Who’s your contact? Were you on your way to Kalthos, or were you just going to send a message?”

“What are you talking about?” Elyae recoiled, seeming to realize there was something larger at play here. “Is this about me being a spy again? It’s not true!”

Allaster was quiet, and Kasira took the chance to swoop forward and pluck free the paper she had planted in Elyae’s pocket when she’d appeared. She opened the note and read, “Allaster intends to get Thane dismissed, even if he must orchestrate it himself. He’s instructed the others to keep an eye on Thane. Should I do anything?”

Elyae snatched the paper from Kasira. “I didn’t write this. I wasn’t going to—I don’t—” Her face ran through a complicated array of expressions, settling at last on indignant rage.

“You,” she hissed at Kasira. “This is your doing!” She lunged, but Allaster caught her around the middle and spun her back toward the wall.

Elyae rolled off it, her dark eyes flashing. “She is a liar and a fake, Allaster. She conned her way into her position. She doesn’t deserve it!”

“But you do?” Kasira closed the distance between them. “Is that what the Kalish promised you if you spied for them? The position of Assistant Librarian?”

Something close to laughter spilled across Elyae’s face, and she looked to Allaster, whose expression was marble-still. “And you?” she asked hoarsely. “Do you believe this too?”

Allaster closed his eyes for a brief moment before he replied, “I believe you were asked a question.”

Elyae’s mouth snapped shut, and she turned with a yell, driving her fist into the wall. It fractured in a spiderweb of cracks, her knuckles leaving smears of blood in their wake. Allaster slid in front of her before she could strike again.

“Elyae, please—” he began, but her laughter rose over him.

“I should have known better.” Her voice pitched. “I defended you when the others criticized you, but you don’t care about any of us anymore. You barely show your face except to deal with her.”

“Is that what this is about?” Allaster asked in exasperation. “I didn’t pay you enough attention, so you turn around and betray me to Kalthos?”

Elyae shook her head, stepping back until she collapsed against the far wall, her face glistening with sweat. “I’m done explaining myself to you.”

Allaster ran a hand through his hair, sending the curls askew, and stared down at the mage as though she might suddenly make sense. But Elyae kept her silence. “Very well,” he said heavily. “Elyae Valim, you are relieved of your position.”

Elyae got up and approached Allaster like someone no longer in possession of their own limbs. Kasira knew the look of someone trying not to break. She had seen it in her own face every day after Belvar. The girl was stronger than Kasira had given her credit for, and it was that strength, that leadership, that had made her the perfect target.

It was why Kasira had lured her to the portal room with the promise of information, although the mage was no longer a threat to her. Elyae was loyal to the Library. So loyal that when the news of her banishment broke, the other mages would talk. They would ask what Allaster was thinking, would whisper that maybe Thane was right, and maybe Allaster wasn’t fit to be Librarian anymore. And when Elyae arrived home, and Queen Sarren demanded to know why she had been rejected, the girl would spin a story of injustice that would poison the Queen against Allaster come the Conclave.

Allaster held out a hand. He had explained the process to Kasira, that magic could not be taken, only given. Elyae would have to return it willingly, and without access to the pool, it was Allaster she surrendered it to. She touched the tip of her fingers to his palm, and in a flash of silver, something vital seemed to leave her.

She didn’t say a word as Allaster opened the Ayadese portal and she stepped through, the door closing with a resounding thud. The note fluttered to the floor in her wake. Allaster picked it up, then dropped into the chair and buried his face in one hand.

“I’m sorry, Allaster,” Kasira said into the thickening silence. “I know you didn’t want it to be her.”

“I didn’t want it to be anyone.” He peered at her between his fingers. “I wanted you to be wrong.”

Then he was gone.
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CHAPTER 35

ALLASTER

“I REFUSE TO BELIEVE THIS.” MAY TOSSED THE NOTE ATOP ELYAE’S bracelet on Allaster’s desk. He left it there, staring at it as if it might offer up some new secret. He hadn’t expected May to condemn Elyae, but her utter resoluteness only made him feel worse about the decision he’d made.

“There is nothing Elyae cares about more than the Library.” May sank into the chair across from him, equal parts incensed and exhausted. He was starting to think it a permanent state for them both. “There must be another explanation.”

“Then by all means, give me one.” Allaster fiddled anxiously with a ring. Elyae could be hot-tempered and rash, but he could not have imagined her a traitor before now. He’d recruited her to the Library himself after she had helped him and Mora on a beast mission in Ayador. She had been only fifteen, her parents dead for less than a month.

Now, he couldn’t stop thinking about the look on her face, as if he’d stripped her very soul from her. Perhaps he had. The Library was everything to her, as it was for him. Spy or not, she would have had its best interest at heart.

May pressed her fingers into her temple. “You should return the bracelet. It was her mother’s.”

“I will.”

They were quiet then, the crackle of the fire the only sound. Allaster tried to focus on it, to narrow his thoughts down to that single noise, rather than the maelstrom inside him. So much had unraveled so quickly. Thane, Spenshire, Elyae—what had begun as shifting snow had turned into a full-blown avalanche, and he didn’t know how to stop it.

“So,” May began through a heavy breath. “Does this mean you trust Kasira now?”

Allaster groaned, dropping his head into his hands. He didn’t know how he felt about Kasira Vitalis. Half the time he was convinced she was every bit the dedicated mage and the rest he swore she was picking through her words like puzzle pieces, searching for the best fit. All he knew was that he couldn’t stop watching her do it.

“I’m trying to,” he said at last. “But until I hear from Nyelle, I can’t risk it.”

“Why not?” May’s voice shook with an uncharacteristic fervor, and he looked up to find her brown eyes pinning him to the spot.

“Because she could ruin everything, May,” he said slowly. “The Library—”

“Fates above!” May leapt to her feet. “Stop saying that. You’re not the only one who cares about the Library, and you are not just the Librarian of Amorlin. You are a person, one who has been little more than a corpse this past year, and now someone shows up who you’ll actually talk to, who makes you act, if only for a moment, like the man I used to know, and you tell me you can’t trust her because of the Library?”

Her hands came down on the edge of the desk, and it was all he could do to stare at her as she snapped out, “Admit it, Allaster. You’re afraid of losing her.”

She was right. He knew it the moment she said it; he had been afraid of losing her for some time. Every day he kept the truth from Kasira, every day they spent together, it became harder and harder to voice. He had tried. Once. And then his mind had pictured the horror sprouting in her woodland-green eyes, imagined the way the perfect bow of her lips would twist, only for Vera’s arrival to save him from the choice.

He had told himself he withheld the truth because he didn’t trust her, had promised May he would do what needed to be done once Nyelle collected the information he sought, and it was true—but he also couldn’t deny that there was a part of him that just didn’t want to lose another person he cared about.

Because he did care, and it was going to break him.

“It doesn’t matter what I feel,” he croaked out at last. “Only the Library matters.”

“Yes,” May hissed through clenched teeth. “You’ve made that perfectly clear.”

Allaster flinched, the heat of May’s anger like a brand against his skin. She had every right to be furious with him, but he had made the mistake of putting his personal desires before the Library once before and had nearly seen it destroyed.

He would not do it again.

“I’m sorry, May,” he said softly. “Is Taya …?”

May closed her eyes. “She’s given me until the month’s end.”

He nodded. “I’ll figure this out before then,” he promised. “One way or the other.”

May was quiet for a moment in which she picked at the dried dough along her fingers. She must have been baking when the leopard spirit he’d sent had found her, trying not to think about the con unfolding mere rooms away.

Eventually, she drew a slow, deliberate breath and retook her seat. “The news about Elyae will not go over well. Kasira was right that the mages already feel distanced from you, and this will only further that. You can’t keep avoiding them while Thane weaves lies for them.”

Allaster’s hand curled into a fist. “I’m trying to protect them.”

“They don’t understand that. To them, you just don’t care. They gave you space after Mora, but now …” She trailed off, perhaps recognizing there was no sense in saying what he already knew. What they both knew.

Mora had been Librarian for over a hundred and twenty years. Everyone here had been personally selected by her, had lived and worked alongside her as a friend and mentor. Her death had hit them all hard. But they didn’t know what he did about how she had died, and they never could. Not if the Library was to survive what was to come.

So May and Allaster carried that pain alone. He gave it its own chamber in his heart and held it close, a reminder of why he did what he did, of why he kept himself apart.

Because soon, they would lose him too.

“It won’t be much longer,” he admitted. “It’s getting worse, May.”

She regarded him with unguarded sorrow, and he restrained the urge to tell her not to worry. They were past such hollow platitudes. They had promised each other the truth long ago, when Mora’s body was not yet cold.

“You have to tell Kasira.” She said it so simply, as if the words would not condemn them both, wouldn’t shatter everything he had worked so arduously to hold together.

As if they weren’t the very reason he could never act on what he felt.

“I will,” he agreed. “Soon.”
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ALLASTER REMAINED IN his office long after May departed, until the flames of the fire died into embers and went cold. It felt as though everything he had worked for was slipping through his fingers, and he was running out of time to mitigate the damage. How long did he have left? Days? Weeks?

He could feel the beast writhing beneath his skin, feel its desperation to take over. When Mora had turned, the transformation had torn her apart, body and mind. There had been nothing left of the woman he had known for over a century.

There would be nothing left of him.

His office door clicked open, and he sensed Nyelle before he saw her. She approached him with a file in hand and set it softly on his desk. “Everything I could find on Kasira Vitalis.”

He took the folder reluctantly, already regretting his decision to ask for it. The idea of fully placing his trust in Kasira still left him unsteady, but after what had happened in Spenshire, this felt less like due diligence and more like a betrayal. But he had told May he would share the truth of his curse with Kasira, and if he was going to do that, he had to know.

Flipping open the file, he flicked quickly through the sparse pages within. There was little about her before her sentencing to Belvar, and the information after talked only of her time in the Malikinar until she deserted. But he found what he was looking for on the last page, the knowledge slotting into place like a book onto its shelf.

“She worked for him,” he said. “Thane.”

“She did.” Nyelle eyed him carefully, before taking her customary chair. “But she also turned him in. Whatever existed between them before, I highly doubt it survived that.”

“I would like to believe that, but you didn’t see the way she looked at him.” It had been the look of someone who had found something familiar in a sea of strange. And the way he had spoken of her …

Whatever story existed between them, it was still being written.

A sly smile quirked Nyelle’s lips. “If I didn’t know better, I would say you sounded jealous.”

Allaster shut the folder with a scowl. “It’s a good thing you do know better then.”

But did he?

Unbidden, he thought of their sparring sessions, of the moment between them in the portal room after Spenshire, when she had left her hand in his. She probably thought he didn’t remember, but his skin was branded by her touch, and if he was honest with himself, that was the very reason he hadn’t called off Nyelle’s search.

Because his emotions were clouding his decisions, and that was not a mistake he could afford to make.

Nyelle gave him an almost pitying look. “You should know that Ambassador Vera is making quite a show of campaigning against Kasira at court. She’s painting her as a con artist and a thief who’s stolen Kalthos’s rightful choice for Assistant. She’s blaming you for not turning her over.”

“I can’t, even if I wanted to.” Not without giving Vera the opportunity to plant a pawn who would become Librarian after him. “She knows that.”

“If you agreed to relieve Kasira of her position, it would go a long way toward weakening Vera’s claim against you,” Nyelle pressed, ever the diplomat. She had always been the counterweight to Allaster’s emotions when they were together, a tension that often caused the arguments that inevitably led to the end of their relationship. “It would also do me a fair turn to be able to claim I persuaded you.”

Allaster’s grip tightened around the file, nearly folding it in two. “She is the Assistant Librarian of Amorlin, Nyelle. For better or for worse.”

Nyelle lifted a hand, her fingers brushing along his jaw in a familiar gesture that still sent a tremor through him. “Fine. Keep her if you must, but don’t lie to yourself about why. You’ve never been any good at it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He averted his gaze, but Nyelle only tilted his chin, forcing him to look at her.

“You used to look like that when you thought of me.” Her hand fell away, leaving Allaster to stare at her in wide-eyed objection. But he said nothing.

She was right. He never had been a very good liar.

Nyelle’s smile turned forlorn, then disappeared. “You should know that there’s something else in that folder. The day Kasira was reported for desertion is the same day Ambassador Vera visited her battalion.”
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CHAPTER 36

KASIRA

THE NEWS OF ELYAE’S BANISHMENT SPREAD SWIFTLY THE NEXT DAY, and Kasira fielded as many questions as she could, wanting to control the narrative. The more guilty Elyae looked, the better she appeared by comparison, as both the target of Elyae’s attention and the one who exposed her.

“She didn’t have any explanation at all?” Fen asked, slowing their shuffling. Kasira had joined them and Carlia for a game of cards as was their habit in the evenings, the Gold Room empty save for the three of them and the Talowell. Iylis had brought them cups of tea and a plate of lavender biscuits, but no one had touched them, and the tea had long gone cold.

Kasira feigned disappointment. “Nothing. She just let Allaster send her home.”

Fen’s shoulders drooped, and Carlia wrapped an arm around them. “Maybe we should call it an early one tonight?”

Fen nodded, and they both bid Kasira good night. She watched them go with an empty smile, sliding deeper into her armchair, hoping it might swallow her whole. Lying to them had been more difficult than it should have been, her hesitance growing with every word, but she only had to last a little longer.

“Careful, Kas,” came a low voice. “That’s starting to look like regret.”

She closed her eyes, forcing her emotions out with a breath, and when she opened them again, Thane was in the armchair across from her. There was a fervency behind his blue eyes that startled her, and she almost reached for a blade, but he only dropped a folded piece of paper onto the low table between them. She didn’t have to open it to know what it was.

Elyae had been a little too easy to frame as the spy and certainly had the motivation for it. So after the mage’s banishment, Kasira had left a note for the spy in their book, knowing that if it disappeared, that meant the spy was still here. Apparently, they weren’t the only two who knew about it.

“A respectable effort,” Thane mused. “But your hunt ends here. Any future communications you have will go through me.”

Kasira didn’t respond. She only fed the note to the fire and left.

A somber air settled over the Library over the next few days, the disgruntled whispers about Allaster growing unchecked. Many of the mages Elyae had been training with thought her dismissal unfounded; others simply saw Allaster’s general absence as avoidance. Kasira danced a thin line between hearing their concerns but not assuaging them. Bit by bit her entrenchment grew, shouldering Allaster gradually out like a sydara sapling smothering the roots of its fellows.

At the week’s end, Kasira donned Eirlana’s least restrictive dress for the Prince’s engagement party. A soft rose-gold gown embroidered with a waterfall of silver stars, it clung tightly in the bodice before rippling about her hips. The most daring aspect was the cut that ran to just above her knee, matched by the slits of the flowing wrist-length sleeves.

She admired the dress in the mirror, her dark hair in a braided crown courtesy of May. This was not of a Kalish design—Riviairen, perhaps? She hadn’t expected this little bit of rebellion from Eirlana, whose family would have balked at their daughter dressing in the style of a people who lived symbiotically with beasts.

After securing several hidden knives about her body, she snapped her fingers to join Allaster in the portal room.

“There you are. We’re going to be la—” He cut off at the sight of her. A flush crept into his cheeks, his gaze lingering long enough that she had to admit May had been right: Whatever his animosity toward her, a part of Allaster looked at her in an entirely different light.

She had dismissed it because, despite that part of him, Allaster didn’t want to like her. Didn’t want to trust or rely on her. Because she was Kalish or a con artist, she didn’t know. All that mattered was that she had been a fool to let it go unexploited for so long, even if the idea of pulling those strings felt like a betrayal of another kind.

She returned his flustered gaze with an evaluating look of her own. He’d traded his Librarian’s uniform for an ankle-length coat of deep teal that split at his hips over a pair of dark pants tucked into black boots. The coat had two rows of golden buttons linked by filigree chains, the collar and sleeves adorned with feathery swirls of gold and celeste, and it split at the collar to exhibit his henolite torc. Her eyes followed the curve of the collar down past the hollow of his throat to his chest, and she tried not to smile when his blush deepened.

“You clean up nicely,” she told him.

“Where did you even get that dress?” he asked weakly.

“You say that like you think I stole it.” When he only stared at her expectantly, she sighed. “It’s one of Eirlana’s. Now, shall we go?”

Allaster straightened his already pristine cuffs, as if seeking something to do with his hands. “I don’t like leaving Thane here unsupervised.”

“May is watching him. What would you rather do? Toss him in a cell?”

“It crossed my mind.”

Kasira swept past him to the Kalish door. “He would be a fool to test her.”

“Still.” Allaster paused with his hand on the door. “The plan here is to get in, be seen, and get out. The less time May has to spend dealing with him alone, the better, and I have no interest in drinking fancy wine and making small talk with the Kalish elite.”

She eyed him. “And here I thought you had a taste for mylak.”

“It’s people I have no taste for.” He pulled open the door and strode through, leaving Kasira to grin at his back.

The door exited into a courtyard void of anything but green. The bushes were neatly trimmed into identical shapes in identically sized stone beds, the walkways laid in an equilateral grid, and beyond them rose the castle. Square and rigid, it was largely uninteresting to the eye save for the delicate filigree designs around the windows made of vylor that glinted iridescent in the sunlight.

How much of the precious resource had been wasted on decoration, she wondered, and how much would be again if May truly discovered a connection between beasts and natural artifacts like vylor? That knowledge could prevent a war, stop Kalthos from coveting Jacara’s makhet, but it also meant returning a weapon to Kalish hands. A weapon used to kill beasts.

They would just find another one without it, she thought.

Before he could protest, Kasira linked her arm with Allaster’s. She felt the muscles of his arm stiffen but swept him onward through the tide of conversing guests, not allowing her thoughts to dip below the surface. She had only to make it through this night, and tomorrow, Vera would call the Conclave.

“Lord Allaster St. Archer and Lady Kasira Vitalis,” announced a voice above the gentle rush of string music.

Heads turned with their every step as they made their way to the center of the courtyard. Octagonal in shape, it had paths splitting out from each side and a raised platform in the center. King Carthur sat upon it on a throne, light glinting off his golden crown forged in the shape of rising flames. Allaster led them up the steps, releasing her arm to bow deeply, Kasira following suit.

“Your Majesty,” Allaster greeted. “Thank you for your invitation.”

“Librarian.” The King nodded. “Assistant. You’ve been causing quite a stir in my court. My cousin is calling for your head.”

Kasira rose from her bow. “Hopefully not too loudly, Your Majesty.”

Allaster flashed her a warning look, but the King only laughed. Kasira had never met him, but she had been around enough of his court as part of various cons to glean what sort of man he was. The capital nobles dismissed him as a figurehead, bordering on foolish, who was easily swayed by the whims of his courtiers. He enjoyed being treated like anyone else—to an extent—and he had no great love for his cousin, whose strong political stances had always made him look weak.

“Is Ambassador Vera about?” Kasira surveyed the gathering.

The King flicked a dismissive hand. “Engaged by other matters, I’m afraid.”

More like she refused to attend. Vera was sending a very direct message by boycotting the engagement party: She did not support this union, and anyone who did was no ally of hers. It was no coincidence that tomorrow she intended to call for the Conclave to be held.

“Perhaps we can talk later, Assistant.” The King’s voice boomed as another arrival queued at their backs. “I would like to hear more about how you came to be at Amorlin.” She and Allaster bowed again and descended the platform from a staircase on the left.

Allaster seized two glasses of wine from a passing tray and handed one to her. “Do me a favor and don’t open yourself to interrogation by someone who could petition to have you removed from your position.”

Kasira sipped her wine. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were worried about losing me.”

“Then it’s a good thing you do know better.” The words lacked any bite now that she understood their source, and she only smiled at him. He frowned back at her. “Why were you asking after Vera?”

“To prepare myself should we run into her.”

Allaster’s grip tightened on his glass. “Do you have something to discuss with her?”

This time, Kasira didn’t miss the edge in his voice. It was a good thing Allaster was such a terrible liar; it made it impossible for him to subtly gather information.

“What are you accusing me of now?” she asked wearily.

He studied his drink as he spoke. “You worked for Thane, and Vera was at your Malik camp the day you deserted.”

Kasira took the surprise that threatened to unravel her and repurposed it into indignation, letting her affront buy her time. “Have you been looking into me?”

He eyed her over his glass. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”

“I thought we were past this.”

He snorted, taking a large draught of his wine. “I don’t know if we ever will be.”

Kasira gritted her teeth, becoming aware of the eyes and ears around them, the quiet whispers. To anyone watching, it would look as though something were amiss between the Librarian and his Assistant, and they wouldn’t be wrong. She ought to twist it to her advantage, to paint a picture of strife and weakness, but in that moment, all she could think about was the way he was looking at her, as if begging her to give him a reason to trust her.

She wanted to. Oh, she wanted to. But more than that, she did not want to lie to him again.

A reckless impulse surged within her, and she held out her hand. “Dance with me.”

Allaster clutched his wineglass closer. “I think not.”

Kasira set her drink on a nearby table before seizing his hand. Allaster stared at the point of contact unblinkingly. “Let me rephrase that,” she said. “This party consists of two types of people: those who support the Prince’s union and those who don’t, which can effectively be translated to allies and enemies. And they’re all trying to gauge the same thing: the strength of the Library. From their perspective, you got a worthless liar in place of a trained Assistant, Ambassador Vera wants both our heads, and the King has yet to listen to a word you have to say about beasts and the balance of magic.”

Allaster was still staring at his hand in hers. “And us dancing helps us how?”

“It presents a united front. It quashes any rumors that the Library is divided or disrupted by my arrival. It makes us an ally worth having instead of the prey Vera wants us to be.” And it let her forget, if only for a moment, what was to come.

A complex web of thoughts worked its way across Allaster’s face, ending with a sigh of deep resignation. “I truly despise these games of perception.”

“Good thing I love them then,” she said and dragged him to the dance floor. He finished his wine and set the glass on the tray of a passing server, then allowed her to position him for the dance, despite looking as though he would prefer to be anywhere else.

He stared at her hand on his hip and his hand on her shoulder and said, “You have this backward …” But the music was already starting, and she tugged him along through the first few steps before he wrested control, flicking her hand free and dropping his own on her hip. She half considered letting it stay there. She was far too aware of his touch, the heat of his fingers burning through her dress as if nothing separated their skin.

Allaster was a good dancer—so was she—but with the two of them struggling over who would lead, their dance grew to resemble more of a battle. He threw her so roughly into a spin that she dove into the magic for support, using it to pull herself back toward him with strength enough to drive her elbow into his ribs. He wheezed, hand tightening about hers with magic-enhanced force, and then she was pushing him backward with every step, the lead reclaimed.

“You didn’t answer my question,” he grunted as they passed through a turn.

“You didn’t ask one,” she returned, but he only stared at her. “Fine. Yes, I worked for Thane, but that was a long time ago. And if Vera visited my battalion, that’s news to me. I was already gone.” She drove her shoulder toward him, forcing him back a step. “The Paratal was doing a circuit of Malik camps, you know, and the two are never far apart.”

Allaster used her momentum to pull her through, spinning so she was the one going in reverse. He moved her so easily, and she finally let her body flow at his direction, finding a rhythm with surprising ease. The dexterity of his hands combined with the way each movement rode the edge of control brought a flush to her cheeks she prayed he dismissed as exertion.

“Why isn’t anything ever simple with you?” he grumbled.

She looked up at him from beneath her lashes. “Perhaps because you insist on looking for knives where there are only outstretched hands.”

“Poetic.”

People were staring at them now. Their strength, agility, control—they were beyond anything those watching them could imagine, and the crowd gaped in open wonder. Kasira’s face was caught halfway between a grin and a grimace, the same determination reflected in Allaster’s. By the time the music swelled to an end, Allaster pinning her against his chest with one arm, they were both panting heavily.

“What message, precisely, did that send?” he growled in her ear.

It sent a shiver down her spine, and she spun out from his arm before she could make another poor decision, clapping with the rest of the bemused crowd around them to cover her sudden fluster. “You wanted to be seen.” She nodded to the dance floor as they walked away. “There wasn’t another couple within five feet of us.”

There was a flush to his olive skin, his hair twice as disheveled as usual. Her fingers itched to sort it back into place. “And?” he pressed.

“And to most of these people, the Library is a faraway place of faraway magic capable of turning people into toads—”

“I told you—”

“I know,” she said, and the tenderness in her voice softened him in turn. “But they don’t. Let them see exactly what fucking with the Library will get them: us.”

Allaster gave her a bewildered look bordering on admiration. But whatever words hovered on his lips were swallowed back when a woman appeared at their side, executing a swift bow with a fist to her chest. When she rose, Kasira recognized her from Ayador as Queen Sarren’s aide, Ryn.

“Librarian,” she said. “My Queen requests a moment of your time.”

Allaster ran a hand through his hair, brushing the tousled curls back into place. “We should go when I return,” he told Kasira, before following Ryn.

Kasira snatched up another glass of wine and made her way through the crowd, seeking space to think. That dance had not been part of the con. It had been selfish and reckless, and though she didn’t think it would have any bearing on the final outcome of the Conclave, it had imprinted itself on her in a way that left her breathless.

She emerged at the edge of the crowd, where an older woman held court among a group of laughing nobles clearly hanging on her every word. The woman’s crimson gown clung to a curvaceous figure, layers of sheer fabric making up the bodice in the Riviairen style. The delicate gold needlework brought out the bronze tones in her brown skin, her dark eyes traced in golden paint and a matching circlet set in her gray-speckled hair.

The woman spotted Kasira and disentangled herself from the courtiers with a quick word, approaching quickly. Kasira put the dance from her mind and settled back into her persona, her curiosity budding.

“Assistant,” the woman greeted Kasira warmly with a dip of her head. “I am Nyelle Yadora. I had hoped we would get a chance to talk.”

“Did you?” Kasira returned the small bow, mind already turning. Lady Nyelle was one of Allaster’s few allies, which made her a valuable source. “And what is it you hoped to speak about?”

Nyelle offered Kasira her arm. “Why don’t we walk?”

Ah, so it was that sort of chat. Accepting her arm, she allowed Nyelle to lead her from the crowd to a more secluded area of the garden, where great white trellises coated in climbing vines obscured them from view.

Nyelle released her with an evaluating gaze. “You look lovely.”

“As do you,” she returned, and waited. She would not be the one to betray her hand first.

Nyelle smiled as if she knew exactly what Kasira was doing. “I have to say that when I heard of what you had done, I was worried, but in truth, I think you have been good for Allaster.”

First-name basis, Kasira thought. Exactly how close were these two? “I’m not sure he would agree,” she replied. “In fact, I think he would prefer not to deal with me altogether.”

“He would prefer not to deal with anything at all, but here we are.”

At that, Kasira afforded her a smile. “You seem to know him rather well.”

“Better than most, though we haven’t seen much of each other as of late.” She offered a shrug whose nonchalance Kasira didn’t believe for a second. “Does he still drink too much mylak and forget to eat?”

Kasira recognized what Nyelle was doing: She was trying to establish an anchor between them via a shared sense of exasperation with Allaster’s eccentricities. Through it, she could extract information from Kasira under the guise of casual conversation. It presented the woman in a new light—not just a source, but a potential threat.

“Lady Nyelle,” Kasira replied evenly, “if you want to know how Allaster is doing, just ask.”

A small smile curved her lips. “Forgive me. I haven’t yet decided whether to take you at your word.”

“At least you’re direct in yours.”

“Sometimes too much, I’ve been told.” Nyelle clasped her hands before her and nodded down the path. “Let’s keep walking.” They took a turn about the outskirts of the garden, looking like nothing more than two women conversing.

“Allaster is … troubled,” Kasira told her after a moment. “And I have a feeling I only know the tip of it. He’s keeping something from me, and it’s weighing on him. To answer your question: No, he doesn’t eat, and yes, he drinks too much mylak.”

Nyelle eyed her curiously. “You’ve shared all of that very freely.”

“I know you aren’t his enemy. I know the look of someone who cares for another.” She was not above using Nyelle’s own tactics against her. If Allaster refused to tell Kasira what was happening, and May was too loyal to him to do it herself, then the next best thing was an ally with a vested interest in Allaster succeeding, but removed enough that they might not feel the same personal attachment.

Nyelle made a considering sound and rounded to a stop in front of Kasira. “I have what I came for. I sense you have questions of your own?”

Kasira had clearly passed a test of sorts. Had Nyelle been feeling her out as a threat? She clearly cared about Allaster, and as his only ally in Kalthos, perhaps she was the source of his information on Kasira’s past.

“You asked me how he is,” she began. “Do you know the cause of his distress?”

The noblewoman’s hand strayed to a brooch on her dress—pure gold and carved in the shape of three rising flames: Haidra’s mark. “I wish I did.” Her gaze followed Kasira’s to the brooch, and her fingers curled about it. “You must be wondering why I wear this if I’m a beast sympathizer.”

“I’ve never cared for the term.”

Nyelle laughed lightly. “I like you, Kasira. Tell me, what do you know of the religions of the northern reaches?”

“They are the source of the goddess’s word.” At least, that was what Revna had always told her, upholding the notion like a banner of honor. Thane had spoken of it too, with the sort of bitter reverence born of someone who resented their belief. Despite her mother’s roots in the area, Kasira herself had never visited, her childhood contained to the capital.

“Indeed. But if you travel north, beyond the swamps to the base of the Terasor Mountains, you will find a very different story being told.” She gestured to a nearby bench cocooned by shrubs, and they sat. “I pray to Haidra every night, but mine is not the goddess these people know. In the northern cities, beasts are seen as sin, the same as here, but they are seen as sins to be appeased, not destroyed.”

Kasira frowned. “Appeased?”

“We make offerings to them, committing good acts to counteract the terrible ones that birthed them.” Nyelle spoke with a fervor that rivaled Vera’s, the sort of conviction that came only from unwavering belief. “Haidra’s beasts are her children, each creature a piece of her light that breaks off when a sin is committed and returns to her once it has been appeased. Killing beasts is a mockery of that belief.”

Kasira tried to wrap her mind around the idea that the capital’s entire religion had false origins. “But how did it get so twisted?”

Nyelle gave her a grim smile. “The world has a way of stripping away what it doesn’t find useful about a thing instead of taking it for what it is. As Haidra’s light spread south, where the Isherwood swallowed the land, and beast attacks were common, people began to blame the creatures for their misfortunes, a sentiment my ancestors used as a platform to gain power. In the end, they lost the throne to the Ralks, and now here I am, trying to undo everything they stood for. But this battle will be lost before it begins if Allaster isn’t prepared to fight.”

Kasira should have used that moment to plant a seed of doubt. If Nyelle thought Allaster weak, she might withdraw her support from him. It was exactly what Kasira had warned him against when they’d arrived at the party, and it was exactly what Vera would have wanted her to do.

So when instead she found herself saying, “Allaster will protect the Library with his life,” without a shred of doubt, it left her disquieted.

Nyelle bowed her head. “I believe you,” she said and rose. “One of the King’s aides is approaching, and I have a feeling she isn’t here for me. Until we speak again.” She departed as Kasira rose to face the approaching aide.

And came face-to-face with Revna.
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CHAPTER 37

KASIRA

KASIRA’S OLD MALIK PARTNER WAS BEDECKED IN KALISH ROYAL blues, the golden crossed swords stitched atop her breast. Her face looked healthier, fuller, and her brand had been tattooed over by the same symbol as on her clothes—a royal pardon.

“You made a deal with the King,” Kasira said.

The smile that cut across Revna’s face made Kasira’s skin crawl. “It seems we’re both in the habit of bargaining with royalty.”

Already Kasira’s mind was seeking an escape. She could easily avoid Revna and return to the Library unimpeded, but she didn’t know what she would be running from. Had Revna approached her independently or as a messenger of the King? She was one of the few people who knew Vera and the Paratal had visited their Malik camp before Kasira left, and it sounded very much like she knew exactly what that knowledge was worth.

“What do you want?” Kasira asked.

Revna’s face twisted into a snarl. “I want my life back! The one you took from me.”

“I never meant—”

A sharp laugh cut her off. “Do you think I care what you meant to do, Kas? You knew how important my position was to me, to my family. My father—” She broke off, her eyes filling with a distant pain. “Everything that happened to me is your fault. All so you could go play at having magic.”

“The Library isn’t what you think, Rev,” Kasira insisted. “Magic, beasts, none of it.”

It was the wrong thing to say—she knew it even as the words left her lips. But it was also the truth, and some part of her could not lie to Revna any longer. That was twice now that her instincts had failed her. What sort of con artist refused to lie?

“You think I’ll believe a word you say?” Revna hissed. “Don’t forget I know exactly where you come from, Kasira. You’re not a mage. You’re a thief and a liar and a fraud. I should never have shielded you. You deserved every word of their judgement.”

Kasira didn’t defend herself. It didn’t matter what Revna thought of her. Didn’t matter what anyone thought. Caring about that was a luxury for people who stayed. People who built relationships with others to make them last, not who crafted them to fit a story, a goal. If she wanted to survive, if she wanted her life back, she couldn’t afford to care.

So then why did Revna’s words needle at her?

“I’m sorry,” she said, feeling a sharp twinge of emotion in her chest. “I truly am.”

“Your apology is too late.”

Kasira’s blood chilled the same way it once had before a beast. “What did you do?”

Revna swept a hand toward the castle. “The King wants to see you.”

In that moment, Kasira understood. This was how Revna had gotten her pardon: She had exchanged it for the knowledge that Vera had visited Kasira at their camp. Vera’s story that Kasira was a random criminal who had infiltrated the Library of her own accord wouldn’t stand up to the revelation that she and Vera not only knew each other, but had met directly prior to Kasira’s arrival at Amorlin.

The King knew his cousin was up to something. The boy Kasira had spared in Ayador had died for nothing.

Calm down, she told herself. The King can’t touch you. As Assistant Librarian, she had diplomatic immunity. The King would have to call the Conclave to have her tried, and if he intended to do that, he wouldn’t waste time speaking with her first. It was with that certainty that she followed Revna.

The two guards at the castle doors didn’t stop them or even check Kasira for weapons, which she supposed was a benefit of her position. Revna led her through a low-ceiled entrance hall to the first room on their left. The windows overlooking the garden had been curtained shut, and the King sat on one of two opposing couches with a glass of wine in hand.

King Carthur gestured for her to sit. “Assistant, good of you to join me.”

“Your Majesty.” She bowed, realizing now that when he’d said he hoped to speak to her later, he was setting the stage for this encounter. If anyone discovered them meeting, the excuse for why was already in place.

She sat, and Revna took up position at the King’s back, arms folded behind her. A messenger and a guard then. How much of herself had she bargained away to fix what Kasira had broken?

Whatever she had to, Kasira thought.

“I’ll get straight to the point, Assistant,” the King said. “It’s come to my attention that you’re working for my cousin.”

When Kasira didn’t respond, the King gave her an expectant look. She raised her brow, seeking a little of Allaster’s imperiousness. She had power here—if she could figure out how to use it. “Was there a question in there, Your Majesty?”

His lips twitched. “What is the nature of your relationship with Vera Helsen?”

“Nonexistent.” She made a point of not looking at Revna.

“Lying to me, however adeptly, will not go well for you.”

He is not the fool his courtiers have made him out to be, Kasira thought as she weighed her options. She had a feeling the King was playing a game of his own: By acting the mark, people spoke more freely around him, thinking he wasn’t a threat. They didn’t realize that he was aware of every move they made.

King Carthur set aside his drink. “I have no great love for my cousin, and I know she wants more power. She has been that way since we were children. Always seeking another foothold above the last. There is only so much higher she can ascend before she becomes a problem for me.”

“She’s waiting for you to reveal what you have on her, Your Majesty,” Revna said when Kasira remained silent. “She’ll keep letting you talk until you do.”

Genuine surprise flitted across Kasira’s face. She hadn’t realized Revna had paid that much attention to her behavior at camp, hadn’t realized how much her Malik partner knew her. Kasira had thought of her time in the Malikinar as temporary, a means to an end, but it had been much more than that to Revna.

The King grimaced. “Very well. I know that my cousin and Paratal Helvarin visited your battalion for the sole purpose of meeting with you. Shortly thereafter, you deserted the Malikinar, apparently to take Eirlana Corynth’s position as Assistant Librarian. I believe those two events to be connected, and any attempt you make to tell me otherwise, I will consider a lie.”

The King was building up to something, illustrating her precarious position before revealing what he wanted, but she would not divulge the truth about Vera until she understood the full implications of her situation.

“Your cousin made me an offer, but I declined it,” she replied, stalling for time. “She wanted me to take Eirlana’s place at Amorlin as her spy. I decided to take it for myself instead. Which is why she exposed me once she found out.”

The King rose to pace along the curtained windows. “Did she tell you what she wanted you to discover at Amorlin?”

“She did not.”

“I see.” He paused, pulling back a curtain to peer out into the garden beyond. “I would be careful aligning yourself too closely with her. My cousin thinks she’s smarter than she is.”

“In my experience, Your Majesty, most people do.”

A crooked smile bloomed on the King’s lips. “I’d like to offer you a bargain of my own.”

Kasira’s gaze flitted to Revna, seeking some indication of where this was heading, but the woman only stared back at her with the icy stillness of a predator. However things went with the King, Revna would be a problem.

“If the rumors are to be believed,” King Carthur continued, “my cousin is attempting to gather enough evidence against the Librarian to call the Conclave. I don’t care who reigns over Amorlin and supporting the Conclave would help balance out this Yadora marriage business with many of my courtiers. But I’m not in the habit of letting my cousin’s plans come to fruition, and knowing her, she did not reach this point in a, shall we say, appropriate manner.”

He faced Kasira, bright eyes calculating. “I would like you to bring me incontrovertible proof of her illicit activities.”

Kasira kept her expression impassive, even as her thoughts warred. The King would let the Conclave proceed and take the credit for it himself. Either way, the Library lost. Either way, she lost the Library. With Vera, at least she had the certainty of her safety. Or as certain as she could be in a game where she held so little power.

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, however I got here, I am still the Assistant Librarian of Amorlin, not a royal’s spy.” She stood to leave.

“If you refuse, I will tell the Librarian of your meeting with my cousin.”

Kasira stilled, and that was all it took for a smile to grace the King’s lips. “I thought you might not like that. I have a feeling your business with Vera goes deeper than what you’ve claimed, but even if it doesn’t, I can’t imagine you want to give up your position, and I know for a fact Allaster St. Archer isn’t the forgiving sort.”

Kasira knew that too. She was still trying to get Allaster to move past Vera’s revelation. Their trust was tenuous at best right now—it wouldn’t survive this too.

Revna was looking at her strangely now, as if she saw something she didn’t understand. Unsure of what her expression had betrayed, Kasira molded her face back into a blank mask.

“If I do this, I want your word that you won’t pursue the Conclave,” Kasira said carefully. “And I want my criminal record expunged and enough coin to start a new life.” The same things Vera had promised her.

The King regarded her coolly. “High demands from a woman without any bargaining power.”

“You need me to get that proof,” she countered. “If you expose me to Allaster, I won’t be able to do that.”

“Indeed.” The King returned to his couch and glass of wine. “I will give you one of those things, Assistant. You may go.”

Kasira snapped her fingers, appearing in the courtyard. Her heart beat in time with her racing thoughts, searching for a solution that didn’t end with her in a prison cell. If she told the King the truth, he would put a stop to Vera’s plans, and her bargain with the Ambassador would be void. Vera would reveal her to Allaster, and she’d lose her position as Assistant. She would lose him. She’d have no choice but to run, her life nothing but a series of escapes once more.

She could use her one request of the King to ask for immunity, but where she believed that Vera would likely keep her word, she did not think the same of the King. He wanted to eliminate the threat against him, and Kasira was a part of that. Vera might be safe from his hand, but the pawns in her service would not be.

“You look like Iylis when someone breaks one of his cups.”

She spun at Allaster’s voice. Somewhere between leaving her and now, he must have found several refills of wine. His cheeks had a light flush to them, and the top button of his coat had been undone, revealing the long column of his throat.

“Why do you always seem to lose a button every time you drink?” she deflected.

He looked from the empty flute in his hand to the offending button. “I ran into Lady Nyelle.”

“What does she—oh.” It occurred to Kasira, not for the first time, that Allaster was much older than he looked. He’d had an entire lifetime before meeting her. Still—Nyelle?

“You and Lady Nyelle?” she asked. “But I thought—Mora.”

A pained look crossed his face. “I loved Mora, but not in that way. I think May always had more of a romantic interest in her than anyone else, but she soon met Taya.”

“You’re much more talkative when you’re drunk.”

“I am not drunk.”

Ever so gently, she pressed a finger into his chest. Allaster swayed, then shifted back a step to keep his balance. Scowling, he seized her hand and pulled her toward the soulice door. She let him, trying to keep her smile from crumbling as she thought of the choice before her.

More than one set of eyes followed them through the garden, whispers trailing like cloaks in their wake. Allaster seemed as aware of them as she was, his shoulders rising closer and closer to his ears as he bristled.

“Do you need something?” he finally snapped at a particularly obvious set of gawkers, and there was something in the way he said it, about how his hand tightened on hers, that left her feeling untethered.

When had that defensive ire of his gone from being directed at her to being pointed outward around them both?

Allaster wrenched open the soulice door and released her hand as he crossed through. She followed, letting the door swing shut behind her. They had barely entered the portal room before he cast her one last, inscrutable look and vanished.

In the space his absence revealed, something caught her eye. A silver bracelet with a crescent moon charm rested just at the edge of the hallway to the infirmary, as though someone had dropped it on their way through. Except May would never be so careless with it, and—Kasira stopped, the stark sight of blood on the bracelet’s edge turning her cold.

She dove into the magic, seeking her friend’s energy, but found nothing.

May was gone.
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CHAPTER 38

KASIRA

KASIRA’S MIND SPUN FURIOUSLY. IF MAY HAD BEEN INJURED, AND Kasira couldn’t sense her—No, she thought. She’s not dead.

There was only one person who would have done this.

She snapped her fingers on instinct, reappearing in front of the sydara vine on the northern rooftop garden. Thane stood at the railing looking out at the gathering dusk. He didn’t even bother to turn when she arrived, though he had clearly been waiting for her.

“Where is she?” Kasira demanded, magic already flowing through her veins.

Thane tapped one finger against the balustrade. “Why does it matter? These people should be nothing to you.”

“Answer me.”

Thane faced her, leaning back against the railing. “Oh, you really do care for this cursed place, don’t you? Tell me, does it bother you knowing you’ve betrayed your own people to become a whore of the Library?”

“You misunderstand me.” In a flash, she was before him, her hand on his throat fueled by magic-enhanced strength. She forced him back over the barrier, far enough that he could feel the empty air of the hundred-foot drop below. “It wasn’t a request.”

Thane’s fingers clutched at the railing, his eyes flaring bright with fear for the briefest moment before his expression emptied. He was good; she expected nothing less of him. One of his hands clasped hers where she held his throat, nails digging into her skin. “You misunderstand me,” he growled back. “My purpose here was to ascertain your loyalties, and I would use every tool at my disposal to do so.”

Her eyes caught on a branching pattern of ridged skin at his collarbone, where it dipped below the neckline of his tunic. His eyes followed hers, and he brought his other hand to his collar, tugging it down to reveal pale skin raked with scars. “Do you know how many of them I killed? Perhaps as many as you. They used me in Belvar, and they are using me now, but this time, I stand to turn a profit. I will not go back there.”

Kasira searched Thane’s face, desperate for a tell, a flicker, anything to give her a way in. But Thane wasn’t just good—he was telling the truth. The fear deep in his gaze had nothing to do with hovering over a hundred-foot drop; he was terrified of Belvar, and he would rather die than return there. Just like her.

Which meant he was willing to do anything to see his bargain through. Even kill the First Mage of Amorlin.

Snarling, she wrenched Thane from the railing and shoved him back toward the garden. She had to get ahold of herself, but she felt like she was unraveling. Between the threats of Vera, Thane, and the King, everywhere she turned, there was a weapon pointed at her.

Thane laughed, one hand rubbing at his throat. “I truly don’t understand your attachment. What is this place but another prison?”

She recoiled. “What?”

“I could see it in your eyes,” he hissed. “When I said I wouldn’t go back. That fear—you feel it too. How long did they keep you in the dark, Kasira?”

Too long. Until the barest wisps of light pained her eyes, and the feel of it on her skin was more powerful than a drop of water after a long drought. When her voice had finally failed her, and the stories she told herself were no longer enough, Kasira had descended into a depth inside herself she had never fully emerged from. A dark, quiet place where no one could truly see her, lest they see too much.

“Beasts are a stain upon this earth,” Thane said bitterly. “With every step of progress Kalthos takes forward, those creatures drag us back. Our time, our energy, our funds—they all go to defending our people against them. To surviving. There is nothing left for the rest of us. Nothing left to build a new future.”

He spoke with the zealousness of the Paratal before a vast crowd, his congregation under his sway. There was truth in his words. Truth in how Kalthos had been restricted by its war against the beasts, truth in how the people had suffered. More than one child at the orphanage had lost their parents to beasts; more than one would have died beneath their claws themselves by now.

Thane leaned in close. “Your fascination with them is the reason there was no one there for you after your parents, Kasira. The reason your life begins and ends in darkness.”

A shiver traced the length of her spine. Suddenly, she was ten years old, the faces of the fervent priests surrounding her. Sinful, they called her. Dangerous. A threat to herself and others. Her curiosity would see her dead; her dreams would damn her immortal soul. Better to lock them away, to lock herself away. To be what her people wanted of her, a flower in a garden, not a beast in the brush.

In the darkness of those memories, Kasira made a vital mistake: She forgot how well Thane knew her. Everyone had something. Something so raw and so personal that if you picked at it, it came apart in a bloody mess.

Thane knew hers intimately.

“Loraya would be so disappointed in you,” he all but crooned in her ear. “You broke the first rule of the con.”

His voice turned deadly quiet. “You forgot the lie.”

He was right.

When you lived a lie long enough, eventually it became the truth, and the truth was that Kasira loved this place. She liked the strangeness of the Library and its many secrets. She liked sitting by the fire with Iylis and eating lunch with May and sparring with Allaster. She even liked mucking out paddocks and how the beasts came running to the fence to see her each morning and the way the sunset played across the mist thrown up by the waterfall.

And what of me? came Loraya’s voice, softer than before. What of our dream?

Your dream, Kasira thought. Not mine.

For so long, Kasira had carried Loraya’s death like a sin to be absolved. She had built Loraya up into something unattainable, draped her in guilt and absolution, as if by fulfilling their promise, Kasira might somehow undo the damage she had done. Every choice she had made since accepting Vera’s bargain had been in service of that oath, but to what end? Had the woman she had been paying penance to ever existed at all?

You were her precious little Kasira, the light she would save from the darkness. Thane’s words came slithering back. That future you dreamed of together? She only ever did it for you.

All this time, Kasira had been pursuing this dream for Loraya, but that future Loraya had imagined, that house by the shore—Kasira didn’t want it. Not anymore. She wanted beasts and magic and adventure. She wanted a library full of books and a fire to read them by. She wanted to visit far-off places, to map uncharted magic, to grow comfortable and rooted in a place where she was known.

The Library was her home, and she could not let it go.

But the King and Vera had backed her into a corner, leaving her with an impossible choice, and the King’s ultimatum had made it painfully clear: She couldn’t con her way out of this. Either way, she lost. Either way, the people she cared for would be hurt. And she did care for them, no matter how deeply she tried to bury it. The King wanted her to choose, him or his cousin, but in the end, she would have neither.

She would choose the Library. She would choose May and Iylis and Fen and Carlia and Gievra.

She would choose Allaster and pray that he would choose her too, one last time.

“You’re right,” she said. “I care about the Library, about the beasts.”

It felt like a chain coming undone, the possibility opening up before her. She would find a way to reverse the damage she had done. A way to ensure Vera’s case against Allaster at the Conclave failed, even if it meant revealing her con. She had only to hold Vera off long enough to reach a solution, to convince the Ambassador that whatever claims Thane made against her were false.

Except Thane was looking at her in a way she knew too well. It was the stare of a hunter before his trap, watching it close about his prey.

“I had truly hoped it would not come to this,” said a voice.

A cloaked figure stepped out from behind the sydara vine trellis, lowering their deep hood with white gloves. Ambassador Vera stared back at Kasira without expression, clasping her hands at her waist with the poise of a priest prepared to hear her sins.

Kasira had fallen for Thane’s con.

He had known all along that she cared for the Library. He’d manipulated her emotions, tricked her into saying the very words that would damn her, and ensured Vera was there to hear them. Kasira had been so frantic about May that she hadn’t stopped to check the rooftop for another’s presence.

Her fury grew molten at Thane’s satisfied grin, but she withheld it, desperate to keep her mind clear. There had to be a way she could twist this. A means of ensuring she didn’t lose everything again.

“Don’t worry, Kasira.” The softness of Vera’s voice would have been almost comforting were it not colder than the mountain snow. “I have a new bargain for you. I need your testimony at the Conclave. If you refuse and the Conclave fails, I will take the Library by force, and I will make sure every person you have forged a connection with here spends the rest of their lives in a windowless cell, save the Librarian.”

There was no life in Vera’s eyes as she said, “Him, I will kill.”

Kasira’s mind reeled back to her vision of Amorlin from when she had drunk from the pool, to the sight of a Kalish flag unfurling along the Library’s face and a battlefield drenched in the blood of people who had become her friends. Vera had sought to take control of Amorlin quietly, to add its power to hers and eventually challenge her cousin for the throne, but if her choices were between taking it openly and not having it at all, she would do what she had to.

“That was not our agreement,” Thane snarled, stepping toward Vera. “You swore that if I proved her disloyal, her life was mine.”

Vera dismissed his furor with a glance. “It appears that my cousin may be more aware of my plans than I originally thought. It’s even more vital now that the Conclave succeeds, and I need Kasira in place afterward to deal with the fallout.” Her gaze shifted to Kasira. “And if you so much as think about taking my cousin’s offer, I promise there won’t be a stone left standing of this place when I’m finished with it.”

Thane drew a slow, deliberate breath. “I am not someone to break bargains with, Ambassador.”

“You will do as you’re told, or you’ll be returned to Belvar,” Vera replied, and in that instant, Kasira understood the Ambassador’s true weakness: She was far too used to her power, to the authority it granted her.

She did not expect to be disobeyed.

Thane’s knife was in Kasira’s gut before she had time to process where it’d come from, an uncomfortable pressure her body couldn’t understand. Then came the pain. She gasped, stumbling back, and the knife tore free with a sickening squelch. Her hand pressed to the wound reflexively, hot blood sliding between her fingers. He slashed again, faster than he had any right to be, and caught her across the thigh. The knife bit to the bone.

“Stop!” Vera surged forward, but Thane was quicker. His elbow caught her in the temple, and the Ambassador crumpled.

Thane rounded on Kasira. “Stupid girl,” he chided, inspecting the blood-coated blade. “You always thought you knew better than me. I told Loraya you were too clever for your own good, but she didn’t listen. She couldn’t see through her love for you.”

Kasira dropped to one knee, her mind flipping and turning and oh hell, it hurt so much. The blade was serrated; it had torn her insides apart with one strike. And her leg—she couldn’t make herself look. He knew his craft well; he’d opened an artery. She reached for the magic with fumbling, invisible fingers, but it felt a thousand leagues away.

Thane flicked her blood from his knife and advanced on her. “It’s your fault Loraya died. Your fault she’s gone, and I will exact that pain from your flesh.”

“You’re not the only one who loved her!” Kasira screamed, groping for one of the knives in her belt. She barely had it out before Thane smacked it to the ground. She felt the sydara vine at her back, felt its leaves rustle and inch outward, reaching for her.

“Don’t delude yourself, Kasira,” he growled. “You aren’t capable of love. It’s too in your nature to deceive.” He lifted his knife to beneath her chin, tilting her gaze up to his. “Go on. Tell me one true thing about yourself.”

Kasira grit her teeth. The pain had settled, leaving her numb, but her mind couldn’t catch up. She could barely find the words.

Thane chuckled quietly. “You are made of lies. There is nothing real about you.”

“I care about the Library,” she croaked out. “About Allaster and May.” And Gievra and Fen and Carlia and Iylis. “I care, and it doesn’t matter, because no matter what I feel for them, I don’t—I’m not—”

“You’re not worthy of them.” Thane’s smile turned saccharine, and she shuddered. She had refused to acknowledge how she felt because she didn’t truly think herself capable of such love. Thane was right—she could no longer tell what was real inside of her and what was a con, and the Library deserved someone better than that. Someone who would take care of it, not someone who ruined everything she touched.

“Oh, Kasira.” Thane shook his head. “They won’t even miss you when you’re gone.”

Her vision blackened, the truth of his words more painful than any blade.

Then something tore at the edge of the magic, a force clamoring for her attention, like a beast trapped in a cage. She reached for it, clung to it, familiar and cool as an evening breeze.

Gievra.

The beast’s call came back through her mind. Kasira thrust out a hand, knocking aside Thane’s arm. She spun away, but the edges of her vision were already darkening with blood loss. The pain had lessened, a sign she knew wasn’t good.

If she could just get ahold of the magic, if she could raise her numb fingers—Thane slashed down with the blade, and it caught her across the chest. She crumpled as he stood over her, her blood dripping from his knife.

The scent of night-blooming jasmine reached her, a cool breeze caressed her face, and then her vision was full of white.
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BETWEEN FLASHES OF light, Kasira saw another world. A glimpse of a sharp blue eye, a flash of near-white hair, the edge of a hard-clenched jaw, before the vision shifted to another woman’s face. She wore a silver chain around her neck, a star and dagger charm at its base. Kasira stared hard at that charm, something telling her that if she looked away, if she so much as blinked, she might never see the stars again.

Kasira, came a voice, distant as the sky.

Kasira, rebounded her thoughts.

What makes a life?

She came to in bits and pieces. A flash of copper, the touch of soft hands. A ruffle of disgruntled feathers. Then pain. A sharp, sundering pain in her chest and her stomach and her leg that engulfed her until her breath seized.

“Kasira?” Allaster’s voice cut through the haze. “Breathe, Kasira. Just breathe.”

It sounded so simple, and yet the drag of air she pulled into her lungs was nearly too much. She forced it back out, and the tightness holding her throat closed went with it, her chest easing as the pain settled into something manageable.

Her eyes flickered open.

Hazy shapes resolved: May, alive and standing at the foot of her bed, chewing on a nail. Gievra peering over May’s shoulder with one burnt-golden eye. And at her bedside, Allaster pressed so close his knees were crammed against the mattress, the torc at his throat bobbing with his relieved sigh.

He sank into a chair. “I thought you were going to stop trying to get yourself killed.”

She swallowed against her dry throat. “I thought you didn’t care,” she croaked back, expecting him to scowl at her, if not remind her of the thousand ways she had screwed up. But he only stared at her with an intensity that stilled her.

It was then that she realized how much of a mess he was. His curls looked as though he’d run his fingers through them a thousand times, his rings crammed to the knuckles and his eyes hollow pits.

“What happened?” she whispered into the silence.

“We found you bleeding out in the north garden,” May replied softly, and Kasira realized that her eyes were red from crying. “Thane …”

“He tried to kill me.” The memories came flooding back to her: the plunge of the dagger into her gut, the feeling of her blood spilling between her fingers. “He tricked me into thinking he’d done something to you. I couldn’t find you. Are you okay?”

May touched one hand to her head, where a vicious cut swelled with bruises that had already begun to heal. “As well as could be expected, considering,” she replied. “Someone ambushed me in the portal room. When I came to, I was in the catacombs.” She brushed three fingers down the back of her forearm, gooseflesh rising on her skin.

“But I couldn’t sense your energy through the magic.” Kasira struggled to sit upright, and Allaster lunged forward with his hands on either side of her, as if expecting her to fall apart. They stared at each other a moment, his face now inches from hers, before his fingers sought her pillow to adjust it.

He cleared his throat, slumping back into his chair. “The catacombs are steeped in ancient magic. It blocks most other energy signatures.”

Kasira forced out a breath, the heat in her cheeks fading. “Is that common knowledge?” she asked, and he shook his head. So the spy had been a part of this too, then. Which meant it wasn’t Elyae. Was it Talthari then, or another mage altogether? Were they the ones who had attacked May and let Vera through the portal room door?

Vera.

Kasira dove into the magic, but there was no sign of the Ambassador. Surely if she had been there when May and Allaster arrived, they would have said something. The spy must have let her back out through the portal room, and Thane—Kasira’s brow furrowed. She couldn’t sense him.

“Thane?” she asked.

“Is dead.” May shifted uncomfortably. “Gievra killed him.”

The Alkatir lifted his head, beak tilted to the air. Kasira gawked at him in utter stupefaction. He must have broken free of the Eyrie and come to her aid. He’d finally left his pen—to save her. She couldn’t reconcile that with the guilt clogging her chest, couldn’t process the sense of loss spiraling through her. What did she care if Thane was gone?

He was my last tie to Loraya. Her fingers curled into the sheets. My last tie to my past.

“There’s more.” Allaster slung one long leg over the other. “Someone already reported Thane’s death to Kalthos. Vera is claiming we killed him because we didn’t want a Kalish mage. She’s invoked the Conclave.”

The Ambassador’s threat came swarming back to her. If Kasira didn’t testify at the Conclave, she would destroy the Library. The royal army might be under the King’s command, but the Malikinar’s loyalty lay with Vera, and they outnumbered the mages ten to one. But if Kasira obeyed, if she unseated Allaster, they would all live, and she would be in a position to protect the Library and its mages as much as possible.

Had this been Vera’s final move? Had she intended to have Thane killed all along and pin his death on Amorlin?

“How long do we have?” she asked.

Allaster’s face was grim. “A week.”

A week before the fate of the Library was decided by people who knew nothing about it. Vera had a trove of evidence on her side: Allaster’s refusal to admit Kalish mages, Kasira’s impersonation of Eirlana, their defense of Spenshire against the Ryveren. And now Thane’s death. If Vera succeeded, she would oust Allaster, then use Kasira to take control of the Library. Add that to the mages’ turning tide of sentiment and the influence of Elyae’s banishment on Queen Sarren, and it seemed impossible Allaster could ever win.

“Even if the Conclave votes in Vera’s favor, surely you don’t have to abide by it,” she said, seeking another way out. “Magic can’t be taken. What can they do if you won’t abdicate?”

“Plenty,” Allaster replied, and in that one word, she saw endless depths. The nations could unite against the Library. They could imprison Allaster, bury him in a cell so dark and deep and far from Amorlin that his magic would mean nothing. Or they could simply execute him and be done. Even Librarians were not immune to blades.

Something loosened in Allaster’s expression, and he softened, looking as though he wanted to say more. In the silence, May let out a frustrated sigh. “Come, Gievra. The children must speak.”

“May,” Kasira called as she turned to go. “I’m glad you’re all right.”

“And I you,” May replied, before shooting Allaster a pointed look and leading the Alkatir from the room. Kasira reached into the magic between them, ensuring Gievra felt her gratitude before the door closed.

Carefully, she propped herself up higher against the pillows piled against her headboard. “What did she mean?” Kasira asked. A muscle flexed in Allaster’s jaw as he shifted it, working around words as if they were rocks. “Any day now.”

He gave her a flat stare and said, “You are insufferable, do you know that?”

“Years of practice.”

At that, he smiled. A real smile, not the bemused smirk he so often directed at her, and it tugged at something in her chest. At the part of her that had unraveled too many truths today to simply tie them neatly back together.

“I owe you an apology, Kasira,” he said, and there was something about the way his mouth shaped her name that sent a shiver running down her spine. “When your identity was revealed, I was angry. And hurt. I’ve never been great at seeing past my own judgements, and I couldn’t see that, although you lied to get here, you stayed, even when you had every opportunity to turn your back on us when things grew dangerous. I’m sorry I couldn’t see that sooner.”

Kasira stared at him, at the curve of his long neck and the tendrils of copper curling along his forehead and the depths of his kohl-lined eyes, and felt something inside break. She wanted to scream, to rage against the world that brought her here, to tear apart the confines of her life that led her into lie after lie, loss after loss.

I became what people wanted of me because who I am has never been enough.

Perhaps May was right, and their lives were set from the day they first drew breath, their destinies carved in bone and steel. Perhaps she could never be anything more than the con artist she had become, destined to weave one falsehood into the next, until she ensnared herself in her own web.

She wanted so badly to find a way to keep all of this. Her freedom, her position, Allaster. But the moment he discovered she had lied to him again, it would be over. He wouldn’t defend her to Vera a second time, not when it turned out Kasira had been working for her the entire time. But she didn’t think she could go through with this anymore.

It wasn’t just him. It was May and Fen and Carlia and Gievra and Iylis and the Library. It was about feeling as though she belonged somewhere for the first time in her life.

There had to be a way out of this, another move on the board. She had only to keep playing, to keep moving forward. She had only to remember who she was, and yet, the more she thought about it, the more certain she became that in the end, she wouldn’t have a choice.

The press of warm skin against her face pulled her from her spiral, and she descended into stillness, into the curve of Allaster’s hand against her cheek. “I thought I’d lost you,” he said quietly, and the ache in those words nearly undid her.

She steeled herself against it and forced a smile. “Well. This might be my most successful con yet. I infiltrate the Library, pose as your Assistant, very nearly royally fuck up everything, and yet here you are, apologizing to me.”

Allaster shook his head slowly, his hand sliding to the bed, leaving her yearning for its warmth. “You never cease to surprise me.”

She patted his hand lightly. “You’re welcome. You need a surprise or two, or else you’ll turn into those dusty old tomes you read so often.”

His eyes tracked her hand with a sudden intensity, and she became entirely too aware of the lines of white scars on his skin and the way his palm had turned up slightly, as if to cup her hand in his.

She ought to pull away. She knew that. Yet she didn’t move.

“There’s something I have to tell you,” he said, and her hand tightened on his to silence him. She didn’t deserve whatever truth he wanted to give her, not when he didn’t know what was to come.

“Not yet,” she said. “Tell me when this is over.”

Allaster studied her openly, an emotion she couldn’t place in his too-bright eyes. But he only nodded, his fingers closing around hers as she said, “Until then, we fight.”




PART IV
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CHAPTER 39

KASIRA

THE MOOD IN THE LIBRARY SOURED WITH THE NEWS OF THANE’S death and the Conclave, furtive looks and quiet murmurs abounding as the seeds Thane had planted blossomed in his wake. Some took the coming Conclave as validation of their concerns about Allaster, others as fuel for their indignation at Kalthos’s discrimination against beasts. By the week’s end, the Library was split firmly in half.

Kasira tried not to think about it as she helped prepare for the dignitaries’ arrival. Each country had a room dedicated to their leaders for longer visits, and while they and their staff would be allowed to come and go as they pleased through the portal room, they all had agreed to stay at the Library should the Conclave’s deliberations extend through the night.

So it was that, with Iylis’s help, Kasira corralled the leopard spirits into completing basic tasks: dusting, changing sheets, bringing fresh towels, anything to keep her mind off the upcoming trial. May tried to help, but Kasira badgered her into resting for another day, her skin still bruised from Thane’s attack though the magic had healed it considerably.

It had done the same for Kasira, her wounds healing within the first couple of days, but the soreness and memory of the pain remained, and she found herself creeping along the Library’s halls like a spirit prepared to flee at any moment. It had been a long, long time since she had misread someone that gravely. She had known Thane was angry at her, known he blamed her for so much. But she had thought him as conflicted as she was, thought them still tethered, however tenuously. In a way, that had been true, but what had bound them had been far darker a thread.

Thoughts of him, of Loraya and Revna, consumed her dreams, and by the morning, she often found herself in the Eyrie seeking Gievra’s steady presence. The Alkatir was deep in adolescence now, the feathers of his crown a lustrous silver tipped in obsidian and his shoulder near the height of her head. She no longer lay in the grass outside his pen, but curled up with him inside it, her back resting against the warm fur of his ribs. His breathing was slow and methodical, a rhythm she let carry her away, until she felt the presence of another.

When she opened her eyes, Iylis was sitting beside her. Two cups of chamomile tea steamed between them, alongside a plate of chocolate cookies. The leopard didn’t speak, only surveyed the vast expanse of the Eyrie without expression, his tail swaying idly.

Gievra cracked open his one golden eye, lifting his massive head to sniff at the cookies before he noticed Iylis staring at him. Oddly, he didn’t pursue the food, only tucked his head back upon his paws as if chagrined and closed his eye.

“Iylis,” Kasira greeted the leopard uncertainly.

“Do you feel it?” he asked absently.

“Feel what?”

He didn’t reply, but his tail twitched more wildly. Slowly, Kasira sat up with her legs crossed, facing him. There was something off about him, more than just his behavior. He seemed almost … less here, like the leopard spirits when they turned incorporeal to pass through the walls. Whatever was wrong with the Library’s magic … It was getting worse.

“Iylis,” she began, “I’ve been wanting to ask you something.”

“Yes?”

“You knew my name,” she said. “Even before Vera revealed it.” It had been bothering her for weeks, and it seemed harmless to ask now that Allaster knew the truth. Come tomorrow, she might not have another chance.

“Did I?” the snow leopard asked. “I … don’t remember. I fear I don’t remember a great many things.” She could tell it cost him something to admit that, and the urge to comfort him stole over her. She placed a hand on his shoulder, and he lowered his head to nuzzle it.

“I fear something terrible is coming, Lady Kasira,” he said softly, and the words sent a shudder through her.

“The Conclave—”

“No.” His voice grew fainter. “Something much, much worse.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. Didn’t know if she even had a right to try. After all, so many of the Library’s problems, Allaster’s problems, were because of her, and tomorrow … tomorrow she would ruin everything, one last time.

“Kas?” She turned at the sound of May’s voice by the fence. “Allaster wants to see us.”

Kasira started to say goodbye to Iylis, but he was already gone.

Unsettled, she picked up the cups of tea, leaving the cookies for Gievra, and joined May outside the pen. She looked twice as worried as Kasira felt, and Kasira handed her one of the teacups, which she wrapped her hands around as if seeking its warmth.

Then Kasira teleported them to Allaster’s office to plan.
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THE DAY OF the Conclave dawned like any other, if any other day was to determine the fate of the magical epicenter of the six realms. A new uniform had appeared in her room that morning, similar in style to her first uniform with the same four strips of cloth hanging from the waist, but the loose-fitting pants were black and the shirt a stiffer brocade. An enlarged version of Amorlin’s sprawling tree had been sewn in bright silver thread across the chest.

After breakfast, she prepared to join Allaster in the portal room, where the Library representatives would soon arrive to welcome their dignitaries. His plan was simple: target Queen Sarren of Ayador and Arch Minister Cernos Abvaro of Riviair. He was confident in the support of Ambric and Guild Master Arraidia Vezar from Jacara, the latter’s grudge against Kalthos rivaled only by Allaster’s own.

He wanted Kasira to find out how they were feeling and to lay a groundwork of support for him. In truth, she would be doing the exact opposite. She would have to be subtle, but in the end, Vera wanted these people to vote against Allaster. And if Kasira wanted the Library to survive, she had no choice but to ensure that happened.

Allaster was waiting for her in the portal room when she arrived. He too wore a more formal version of his uniform, the threads done in gold, and there was a weariness to him she had come to associate with the nights he drank. She wanted to ask, but the council representatives were filing into the room, and he peeled away to begin giving everyone last-minute instructions.

Each representative was dressed in traditional clothing from their home nation. Warrin was draped in a scholar’s robes, while May wore a two-piece outfit of gold and green that bared her midriff. Talthari was swathed in folds of brightly patterned cloth that wrapped about their thin body, their dark skin dusted with silver. Kyda crystal bracelets clacked on Fen’s wrists as they fidgeted with the sleeves of their silk dress—sans Talowell—having been chosen last minute to replace Elyae as Ayador’s representative. Only Carlia remained in her Library uniform, having volunteered to handle escorting the Kalish.

The Jacari door came alight first, the symbol a broad-faced hammer. Even though Arraidia’s support was all but guaranteed, like with all dignitaries, first impressions mattered. Kasira took up a position at Allaster’s side, her shoulder brushing his, and felt him still.

The game would begin the moment the dignitaries crossed through that door.

“Any last questions?” Allaster surveyed the faces before him. Warrin, looking young and nervous. May, steadfast and unyielding. Until at last, his silver gaze found hers. It was no easy feat to stare resolutely back at him. To give him a nod of reassurance while inside she fell apart.

Talthari opened the Jacari door and in swept Arraidia Vezar, Guild Master of Jacara. Tall, with broad shoulders and muscled arms beneath dark skin, Arraidia’s face was a sweep of prominent, handsome features, her raven-black hair tied in a long tail down her back with a series of midnight-green ribbons.

Among the bright colors of her patterned dress, one adornment stood above the rest: a pair of silver makhet gloves encasing her hands as lithely as the finest silk.

As Master of the Guild, Arraidia’s hands were protected at all times, though both of the crimson-clothed guards at her back had an identical pair of gloves at their hips. They looked inconspicuous enough, but Kasira knew those gloves could hit with the force of vylor and mold into far more dangerous shapes.

Arraidia’s dark eyes swept the room with stark efficiency, before she touched two fingers to her bright red lips in greeting. “Librarian,” she said, her voice a crackling fire.

Allaster returned her greeting. “Guild Master. May I introduce Kasira Vitalis, Assistant Librarian of Amorlin.” He gestured at Kasira, who also pressed two fingers to her lips.

Carlia had taught her some basics of the Jacari language the past few days, which a past Librarian had described as both the most beautiful and most difficult in all the six realms. The three Jacari clans had spoken disparate tongues, and though each relied heavily on tones, one had also been largely gesture based. After the clans united under the Vezar family, a new language developed from the other three, a mix of verbal and physical communication.

“It is an honor to meet you, Guild Master.” Kasira pressed her fist over her heart at the word “honor” then brought it open faced toward Arraidia.

“And you, Assistant.” The Guild Master swept her gloved fingertips across Kasira’s palm with a small bow of her head. Her hands were large, her gloves tied shut at the wrist with thin makhet filigree chains. As Guild Master, Arraidia held all the secrets of makhet work and would be an accomplished smith herself.

Talthari moved to Arraidia’s side. “If you will follow me, Guild Master, I will show you to your room.” They pressed their hands in supplication at Arraidia’s title, and the procession set off down the hall.

Allaster let out a small sigh. “One.”

The other arrivals followed a similar pattern, each door coming alight at the country’s allotted time. Queen Sarren and Ryn entered next with their guards, the Queen’s dress a masterpiece of Verentula silk and decorative brocade, with a corset-like bodice covered in crimson kyda. They came bearing a pouch of coffee beans for Allaster, and he gave them a small tome on Syovars in return, which earned him a small smile from the Queen before Fen led them away.

Allaster handed Kasira the bag of coffee beans. “Put that somewhere I can’t find it.”

Kasira shook hands with the elderly Arch Minister Cernos of Riviair and the Minister of Beasts next. Both were short, brown-skinned men with shaved heads and the paws of the feline Kilari Bloodpanther marked on their palms. Done with a special ink that faded after two years—the time each Minister served before elections—it made it easy for Riviairens to identify their officials in public should they seek to petition them.

May had just escorted them and their guards away when the open book symbol of the Miravi door came alight. Warrin opened it, stepping aside as Ambric entered. He was alone, his long silver beard braided down his chest and tied with a sapphire pin. He wore a slightly more embellished version of his usual dark robes, the cuffs embroidered with silver threads, but it was his face that bore the starkest of changes.

He looked as though he had aged a thousand years.

“Brother,” Allaster greeted him tentatively. “You haven’t been responding to my messages.”

“So I haven’t.” Ambric’s voice was hoarse and tired. “I have a country to run and don’t have time to squander on my little brother’s every whim.” He didn’t wait for Allaster’s response before striking off down the hall, leaving Warrin to race along in his wake. Kasira swallowed back her questions. She had known Allaster had been trying and failing to connect with Ambric since Spenshire, but Allaster had written it off as his brother’s attempts to remain neutral.

That had not felt neutral to her.

The crossed swords of Kalthos came alight, and Allaster’s exhaustion redoubled. Then he cracked his neck and faced the door. “Let’s get this over with.”

Carlia exchanged wary looks with Kasira before she turned the handle. Ambassador Vera swept in, dressed in the pure white and muted gold of the church, followed by two Malik. She didn’t spare her breath on pleasantries. “Take me to the Glass Room,” she ordered Carlia. “I wish to prepare for the proceedings.”

Carlia inclined her head, her tone irreverent as she said, “Your Excellency, if we may wait for the King to arrive?”

As if on cue, King Carthur entered with his own palace guards. Two royals—two different sources of protection. Kasira had suspected that Vera had the loyalty of many Malik, but to display it so brazenly by requisitioning them as her own personal guard? No wonder the King was so concerned about her rising power.

The cousins exchanged dour looks before Carlia led them from the portal room. Neither of them so much as looked at Kasira.

“How long do we have until the proceedings begin?” Kasira asked Allaster.

He fell back against the nearest wall, looking careworn. “Until noonday. Many of the dignitaries will make their way to the Glass Room before then. Lay what groundwork you can and get an idea of how everyone is feeling.”

Kasira flashed him a smile she didn’t feel. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

The Glass Room was aptly named. With three walls of floor-to-ceiling stained glass portraying everything from onyx-winged dragons to snow-white Alkatir, the room was awash in colorful light. On the very top floor of the Library, it was the final room before the natural stone cavern of the mountain, beneath which rested the old Library and catacombs. A finely detailed map of the six nations took up the back wall between two entrance doors, and tapestries depicting the countries’ sigils hung from the ceiling above a round table of thick wood.

Kasira gave herself a moment without Allaster’s presence. A breath in which to center herself on her task, to become the version of herself she had been only weeks prior: a woman who wanted only to do her job and take back her life, no matter the collateral damage.

She would need that woman to make it through the next few hours.

For rather than garnering support as Allaster wanted, she would remind each of these leaders exactly what they had to lose if Vera did not win, and she would do it all with a smile on her face. She had no other choice, and yet the thought of it made her sick.

In Belvar, she had coiled around herself in the darkness. Even the smallest flicker of emotion had scorched her like a flame. It had become so much easier to let herself go numb. The day she had finally stepped free of that cell, so many things had followed her from the dark. The anxiety was the worst. Her chest grew so tight there wasn’t room for her lungs, the pressure in her stomach like a fist. There was no controlling her thoughts or her body when it happened, and so the easiest thing had been to seal it all away.

To feel nothing—like death.

But in death, the bones of things became exposed. She could no longer pretend there was nothing inside of her. After feigning life for so long, at some point, she had actually begun to live, and if she wanted any chance at protecting those she had come to care about, she would do what must be done, even if it meant losing the Library. Losing May.

Losing Allaster.

Truth, she thought; then, more wryly: What would you think of me now, Loraya?

Ambassador Vera was already in the room, going over notes in a far corner. Kasira skirted the room to avoid her and approached Arch Minister Cernos, who was enjoying a refreshing iced herbal drink by the nearest window with the Minister of Beasts, who had introduced himself in the portal room as Minister Iglacia.

She smiled at each of them as she approached. “Are you enjoying the mural, ministers?”

“It’s truly a work of art,” Iglacia replied with a nod of respect.

“The work of a Riviairen mage, no doubt,” said the Arch Minister. He had a round, serious face, with a wide nose balancing a pair of wire-framed spectacles. Allaster had described him to her as earnest and steadfast, a reasonable mind, who took great pride in his country and his place at its head. Alongside Queen Sarren, he was one of Allaster’s greatest concerns, as he had a tendency to view matters like this in terms of business. If Allaster’s position as Librarian threatened Riviairen trade, the Arch Minister would be far more likely to oust Allaster.

“Indeed,” Kasira agreed with a dip of her head. “Her name was Liava Neras. She was at Amorlin nearly three hundred years ago. Liava is responsible for all the stained glass in the Library, as it was her personal mission to, quote, ‘bring a touch of life to the place.’ Apparently, she found it quite drab.” She winked at them, earning a small smile from Iglacia.

Cernos only lifted his chin higher. “Do not presume to quote my own history back at me, Assistant.”

“Of course.” Kasira bowed her head, and the sudden deference seemed to put Cernos off-kilter.

His dark eyes narrowed at her. “You are not quite what I expected, Lady Kasira.”

“Oh?”

He set aside his empty glass. “Ambassador Vera painted you as uncouth, an insult to the Library’s legacy. She said you were a criminal and that the Paratal has condemned your soul.”

Kasira had assumed that Vera would have done her own work among the other dignitaries, but as usual, the Ambassador hadn’t deigned to inform her of it. “The Paratal also sleeps in a room of four white walls and thinks artistry a distraction from the divine.”

“Then you are not in fact a criminal?” Cernos asked, refusing to be deterred.

She didn’t let her smile falter. “I am the Assistant Librarian of Amorlin, Your Excellency.”

“But you were not the chosen candidate,” Cernos pressed. “It is illegal to impersonate the Assistant Librarian, though the ability to prosecute that lies only with the Library. What is it about you that convinced a man like Allaster St. Archer to forgive such a transgression? Are you sleeping with him?”

Kasira’s mask nearly broke at the directness of the question, and she had to give Cernos credit. Whether he meant to or not, asking questions like that was a good way to gather information: You learned a lot by how someone responded. Which was why Kasira let her expression falter between unease and embarrassment. Just enough to let the Arch Minister think that, perhaps, he was correct.

“Allaster accepted me as Assistant because I am well suited for the role, Your Excellency,” she said. “A relationship of that nature would be inappropriate, particularly with things as they stand.”

“Meaning?”

Kasira’s gaze slid to the Malik at Vera’s back. “The Conclave, of course. I must be impartial. I have no desire to provoke the Ambassador’s ire further.”

Iglacia exchanged a knowing look with Cernos, who crept closer to Kasira. “Are you suggesting Ambassador Vera intends to take this matter further if the Conclave fails to convict?”

“I can’t pretend to know the Ambassador’s mind.” Rumors of war between Kalthos and the Library had abounded for months, and for Riviair, whose was a peacetime economy, there could be no worse outcome.

Cernos looked ready to press, but Iglacia briefly laid a hand on his arm. “I think that’s enough,” he said softly. The small touch had a transformative effect on the Arch Minister, who all but sighed audibly.

Kasira filed that little tidbit away for later and nodded at the Arch Minister’s empty glass. “Another, Your Excellency?”

As the other dignitaries filed into the room with their Library representatives, Kasira moved smoothly from one group to the other, laying similar foundations. With each lie and half-truth she told, she retreated a little deeper into herself, allowing the words to come on reflex. It was the only way she could avoid thinking of Allaster. The only way she could shift favor away from him, one word at a time.

May and Allaster were the last to arrive, and Kasira slid immediately to their sides. “Arraidia is on our side, but I can’t be certain of Cernos or Sarren. Though, I’m fairly sure Cernos and Iglacia are in a relationship, which, last I checked, isn’t permitted between Ministers. We could—”

“We’re not using it against them,” Allaster cut her off with a shake of his head. “We play this fairly.”

She had known he would say that but provided the information nonetheless to make it look as though she were trying. It would be suspicious if she didn’t offer him anything useful.

The room quieted suddenly as Talthari approached a podium at the forefront. As the mage who most recently had been representing the accusing kingdom, they would be responsible for overseeing the proceedings. “It is now noonday,” their smooth voice called across the room. “Please take your seats, and we will begin.”

There were eight chairs around the central table, six for the dignitaries and two for the Library, and several rows stretching toward the glass windows for the Library representatives and the dignitaries’ guests. A chair also rested beside the podium, occupied by Vera. Kasira took her place at Allaster’s side.

Once everyone had settled, Talthari unfurled a paper that they read from. “I now commence the third gathering of the Conclave, so called by Ambassador Vera Helsen of Kalthos, who levies against Allaster St. Archer, Librarian of Amorlin, the charges of misuse of Library resources and gross favoritism.”

This speech should have been a relief to Kasira. She had done what she had set out to do, completed one of the most legendary cons in the world. Yet with each word Talthari spoke, her dread only grew.

“We will begin by hearing from Ambassador Vera, to whom the Librarian will be permitted to respond at any point,” Talthari continued with a decorum Kasira respected. She was fairly certain they were on Allaster’s side, yet they clearly acknowledged the Conclave’s authority. Would the other mages reject the Conclave if Allaster lost, or had she and Thane sown their discord too well?

“I would remind the rest of the room that all others are required to absorb the presented information in silence,” Talthari said stoically. “Disturbances during the Conclave will not be tolerated, and offending parties will be asked to leave. At the end of the presentation of information, the council of dignitaries shall have as long as they need to deliberate and vote. A majority is required to convict.”

They allowed the parchment to refurl. “Let us begin.”
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CHAPTER 40

KASIRA

VERA WASTED NO TIME.

She spread a series of papers atop the podium, her blue eyes two piercing lights set upon her audience. “It is no revelation to those gathered here that Kalthos has been protesting the Library’s favoritism against and negligence toward our kingdom for months. In the course of Allaster St. Archer’s short tenure, Kalthos has sent the Librarian no fewer than fifteen mage applications, all of which were denied without consideration.”

Allaster stood, and Vera paused with a curl of her lips. It was his right to provide counterevidence to any point she made, and she had no choice but to allow him to speak. With a wave of his hand, a stack of folders appeared on the table, the over my dead body labels blacked out.

He flipped open a file and began to read. “Rendrik Dellos. Retired Malik. No further experience.” He tossed the file back atop the pile and picked another at random. “Deklin Arksen. Ten. Young enough not to be involved in the Malikinar himself but descended from a family of honored hunters.” He discarded this one too.

“Eventually you grew more subtle.” A file from the bottom appeared in his hand, and he read, “Hyla Havloc. A rancher from northern Kalthos with a, quote, ‘love of animals.’” At this, Allaster actually rolled his eyes. “Reportedly studied at the Arcadamium for two years under Professor Navdanya. A strange enough move for a woman of her background, but stranger still, when I asked Navdanya about Hyla, she swore she never had a student by the name.”

Vera’s jaw worked. “Kalthos lacks the proper infrastructure to train mages for the Library. We should not be penalized as a result.”

“Neither should we.” Allaster sent the files away with a wave of his hand. “The work done at the Library is delicate, vital, and not for the faint of heart, Ambassador. I would never forgive myself if I admitted a mage unprepared to face its difficulties.”

Kasira actually had to smother a smile. Allaster might not be able to lie, but he was particularly skilled at eviscerating someone while simultaneously remaining diplomatic.

Vera hardly looked deterred. “Very well. Then perhaps you can explain why, weeks past, you responded to a call of aid from your brother, High Mage Ambric St. Archer, at which point both you and the Assistant Librarian took up arms in defense of a town in Miraval?”

“Simple,” Allaster deadpanned. “It was under attack.”

Vera plodded on as if reading from a script. “Library law prevents the intervention in a country’s internal affairs, including using Library resources to defend against rebellions and criminal activity.”

“Then it is a good thing Spenshire was not under attack by an internal force.” Allaster let his gaze wash over the gathered dignitaries as he spoke. “I’m sure some of you are familiar with the Ryveren, a group of mercenaries that has been plaguing Kalthos. We have reason to believe they were hired by the Kalish government to attack Miraval with the intention of pressuring me into granting magic and authority to their spurious Kalish mage.”

Vera lifted her chin. “Your evidence?”

Kasira knew what came next. Knew, and did nothing to stop it, even as her heart twisted.

“I have the testimony of the Assistant Librarian.”

All eyes fell on her, and she bore them without expression as Vera let out a short laugh. “Ah, yes. Let us speak of Kasira Vitalis. The thief who stole the candidacy from Kalthos. We believe the Librarian hired her to take Lady Eirlana’s place as Assistant Librarian in order to deny our right to select a candidate.”

“Your evidence?” Allaster spat back in mimicry.

Vera’s smile was nothing short of cutting. “I would point out that the Librarian rather effectively just explained he doesn’t accept unqualified mages, both for their safety and the safety of the Library, and as such, I cannot see why else he would have allowed someone so untrained to take the position.”

The Ambassador had woven her trap well. Allaster had no choice but to tell the truth as he saw it: that Kasira had conned her way into the Library without his knowing. It wouldn’t paint him in a favorable light, as it would mean admitting he had been tricked, but it was better than everyone thinking he had known she wasn’t Eirlana from the beginning. Not only would that make it seem as though he’d accepted an untrained candidate after refusing to do so for other Kalish mages, but it would lend credence to Vera’s claim that he’d done it intentionally to defraud the Kalish.

Then Allaster said the words that damned him. “I call the Assistant Librarian to testify.”

Kasira made her way toward the podium, aware of every set of eyes that followed her. She had run through this moment a hundred times. Knew every word that stood between her and the end of this nightmare. She didn’t want to speak a single one.

Allaster thought she would lie for him. Thought she planned to twist Vera’s words with every skill she possessed, until the dignitaries didn’t believe a single one. He didn’t realize that Vera had been waiting for him to call Kasira forward. Didn’t realize how much more condemning it was when your own witness testified against you, for he had no reason to suspect she would.

Vera peered at her from the podium. “To your knowledge, did Allaster St. Archer have a bias against Kalish mages?”

Kasira did not look at Allaster as she answered. “Yes.”

“To your knowledge, did he knowingly risk both his own life and yours in defense of his home, despite knowing the attackers were an unaffiliated mercenary group?”

“Yes.”

Satisfaction bloomed across Vera’s face. “And finally, did he hire you to con your way into the position of Assistant Librarian?”

This time, Kasira forced herself to meet Allaster’s pale gaze. To witness the confusion melding into stark, sharp understanding as she said, “Yes, he did.”

A murmur danced across the room, forcing Talthari to restore order. But Kasira watched only Allaster, who even in the midst of enemies, couldn’t stop the look of pain etching itself through every inch of him.

“Why?” he mouthed, staring at her with those too-bright eyes. And as he waited for an answer she could not give, she knew unequivocally that she had given a piece of her heart to this place, and it was breaking.

Talthari managed to call the room to order, and Vera wasted no time in capitalizing on Kasira’s testimony. “Allaster St. Archer has been discriminating against Kalish interests from the day he took his position as Librarian.” She paced before the podium. “We have months of documentation of his refusal to admit applicants, his denial of meetings with our delegates, and open support of our political adversaries to the detriment of our kingdom.”

She let the words hang for a moment, as skilled an orator as the Paratal she propped up. “The Assistant Librarian herself witnessed his execution of each of these crimes, including hiring her to take the position of Assistant. And lastly, we have written testimony from Ambric St. Archer about the attack on Spenshire.”

Kasira expected Allaster to defend himself, but he’d collapsed into his chair, still staring at her as if he expected her to explain everything, as though if he only gave her a chance, she would make it all make sense. But she had nothing left to give him, no lies left to spin.

“The Librarian believes he can do whatever he wants.” Vera clasped the edges of the podium in each hand. “He thinks he knows best, better than any of you. He exercises his power without consideration for the impact it has on our homes.” This, for Ambric. Kasira had told Vera of the High Mage’s frustrations over his brother’s refusal to negotiate, how the consequences falling on Miraval had driven a wedge between them. Allaster may have come to Spenshire’s aid, but to Ambric, he was the reason it had even needed saving.

Vera’s voice rose above the crowd’s growing murmurs. “We will not rest until he has been removed from the position he so openly desecrates.” This, for Arch Minister Cernos, who was so afraid of the outbreak of war.

“Vote to remove Allaster from his position as Librarian before his whims shift toward you.” For Queen Sarren, who by now would have heard Elyae’s tale of a leader who refused to listen and had unfairly sent her home.

This was where Kasira expected the Ambassador’s speech to stop, the blows dealt.

It didn’t.

“Allaster St. Archer is dangerous.” Vera’s voice took on a fervor fit for the Paratal before a vast crowd. “Dangerous to the Library and to us. To that end, I levy a third charge: the murder of Kalish mage Thane Ryarch.”

Kasira’s head snapped toward her. This hadn’t been part of the plan. In fact, in their communications prior to today, Vera had said she intended to keep mention of Thane out of the Conclave so that Kasira’s name wouldn’t be sullied by what had happened. After all, once Allaster was removed, Vera still needed Kasira to be able to take his spot as Librarian.

“We were told Thane’s death was the result of a beast attack on an untrained mage,” Vera continued. “In truth, that beast was set upon Thane by the Librarian himself because Allaster believed him to be a spy, and his death was passed off as an accident.”

This was a very different accusation. Vera didn’t even have to prove it. If Allaster was found guilty of the other charges, he would be relieved of his position as Librarian and lose with it all its diplomatic protections. He would be turned over to Kalthos to face trial for Thane’s murder, where Kasira had no doubt he would be convicted.

He would be condemned to death.

Vera took her seat to the stunned silence of the Conclave. Kasira knew she needed to also, but she could not bring herself to take a single step toward Allaster. Could not even bear to look at him. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Vera had lied. She might let the rest of the Library go unharmed, but she had never intended to relinquish Allaster. He was too great a threat to her.

Talthari retook the podium unsteadily. Their face was slack, and they gripped the wood as if to hold themself upright. “Lord Allaster,” they called shakily over the whispers of the crowd. “Your response?”

For the first time since she had known him, Allaster St. Archer was speechless.

At his back, May’s expression was a thunderstorm of anger and disbelief. Fen held Carlia back in her chair, their own face slack with shock. All Kasira wanted was to tell them it was going to be okay, that they didn’t have to worry.

Lie, screamed her thoughts. Lie lie lie lie.

Talthari looked as though they didn’t want to speak, but forced themself to say, “In light of the new accusation, the rules of the Conclave demand the accused be restrained until the verdict is delivered.”

Allaster stood, and more than one set of dignitaries’ guards tensed. But the Librarian only pressed his wrists together and held them before himself. Two mages who had been standing at the entrance came forward to bind his hands, a move more damning than any of Vera’s arguments. Kasira and Thane had done their work well, and it made her heart ache to see.

She expected to see the same pain on Allaster’s face, but he didn’t so much as react, made no move to run. It was his silence that terrified Kasira. The way he seemed to have broken down to his core.

He didn’t look at her as the mages led him away.

The council followed Talthari into an adjacent room, where they would begin deliberations. The remaining crowd broke into smaller groups, some throwing furtive glances in Kasira’s direction, other voices already rising into heated debate.

Kasira fought to control her quickening breath, anxious claws tearing into her chest. May started toward her, and Kasira fled into the magic.




[image: ]






CHAPTER 41

KASIRA

KASIRA WENT TO THE NORTHERN ROOFTOP GARDEN, SEEKING THE fresh air to clear her head. It was easy to look out over Amorlin’s grounds and pretend nothing had changed. The beasts still milled about their paddocks, and the Seven Veils cut a glittering swath between emerald banks, each oblivious to the world turning over around them. Here, with the tranquility of the Library surrounding her, she could tell herself everything was okay.

“Lie,” she whispered and collapsed onto the bench. The sydara vine rustled a greeting at her back, and she wished it would swallow her whole. She deserved no less.

No part of her had thought this would be easy. Standing before that crowd to condemn Allaster had been one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do. The way he’d looked at her—it was so different than the last time he’d discovered her lie. Then, he’d been angry, but he had expected it. This time, he’d truly thought she was on his side.

I am, she thought desperately, her heart tearing.

Not for the first time, she wondered what her life would have been like if she had truly been Eirlana Corynth. Would she have gone through with Kalthos’s plans, or would she have fallen in love with this place like Kasira had?

Would she have fallen in love with Allaster?

You are not capable of love, said Thane’s voice. You are made of lies. There is nothing real about you.

He was right. He had always been right about her.

She gave herself another moment in the sun. Relished the brush of it against her skin, the way it chased away the shadows. For so long she had been afraid of Belvar’s darkness. Though she had been freed from its walls, she had never truly escaped it. It followed her into her dreams and back into her waking moments, driving every choice she made. She had been so very close to breaking free of it. After this, she didn’t think she ever would be.

“The least you could do is face him.” May’s voice startled her to her feet. The First Mage stood at the edge of the alcove. Exhaustion had been carved into every part of her, but she held herself tall nonetheless. Only her eyes betrayed her pain.

“How could you, Kas?” May’s voice trembled.

“It’s not what you think,” she replied before she could question the need to defend herself. There was nothing she could say that would matter now.

“Then tell me what it is.”

Tell me one true thing about yourself.

Even now, her reflex was to lie. It came so easily to her. The truth was much harder, and it would damn them all.

I’m doing this for you, she wanted to say, but knew it would fix nothing. Let May hate her if she must, so long as she was alive to feel it.

May turned away. “They’ve locked him in a cell in the catacombs.” She didn’t wait for Kasira to respond before departing.

Visiting Allaster was not part of her plan. She remained on the rooftop for nearly an hour debating it, aware that at any second, the council could break from its deliberation to deliver the verdict, and she might not get another chance. She didn’t even deserve this one. But May was right: She owed him this, at least.

The mages who had arrested Allaster stood guard at the catacombs’ entrance, and one of them led her to his cell and unlocked it. They remained outside when she entered, the door closing in her wake. He sat with his back against the wall, his long legs drawn up toward his chest. The links of the chains encircling his wrists disappeared into his lap, his copper hair curling down over his eyes. She didn’t move any closer.

“So this is how your story goes.” In the silence of the cell, his voice rebounded, so different from the silence of Belvar that had swallowed sound like the Isherwood. “You don’t understand what you’ve done. Being Librarian—you don’t want this, Kasira. It’s a curse.”

“So am I,” she replied.

He lifted his head, the pain in his face nearly too much to bear. “I trusted you.”

She closed her eyes. “Trust is a magic trick. You never really knew me.”

How could he, when she barely knew herself? Truth, lie—there was no difference, not with her. None of her was real.

None of this is.

A muscle feathered in his jaw, the fury overtaking the endless hurt. “How long have you been working with her?”

“From the beginning.” She watched him bury his head in his hands. “She approached me in my Malik unit. Told me that if I could infiltrate the Library, earn your trust, and ultimately convince the Conclave to vote against you, she would erase my criminal record, end my sentence, and set me free.”

“Let me guess,” he muttered into his hands. “If I bring this to the Conclave, you’ll produce proof that I’m lying?”

“Letters written in your own hand to me. A second mage who will testify to everything I’ve said.”

He lifted his head. “Another spy?”

“The only one.”

It took a moment for that to settle. His head dropped back against the stone. “Elyae was innocent.”

“Elyae was a problem. I needed her out of the way, and I needed you to trust me.”

“Clever,” he murmured. “Always so clever.”

She wanted to turn away, knew that every emotion flitting through her was plain on her face, but the least she could do was look at him, no matter how much it hurt. “I didn’t have a choice. If I refused, Vera would have sent me back to Belvar. This time for good. I couldn’t—I couldn’t go back there, Allaster.”

The torc bobbed along the long column of his throat. “I would have helped you.”

“You would have chosen the Library, like you always do,” she said quietly. “Like you should.”

“You don’t know that.” And it was the raw ache in his voice, the tenderness, that broke her. She retreated for the door, desperate to get out, but his words stopped her. “Is it worth it? Worth my life, Gievra’s life? They’ll want his head too, you know, for Thane. Is it worth the soul of the Library and the devastation that will come next?”

“I won’t let either of you die,” she promised.

He laughed, loud and sharp. “Is that where you draw your line?”

But that was what Allaster didn’t understand, what Kasira herself had only just realized. She had no line. She would do whatever she had to, even if it meant having him look at her that way, as if he didn’t even have enough left in him to hate her.

“My life for theirs, isn’t that what you taught me?” She forced the words out even as her throat closed. “I’m doing what I must to protect the Library, Allaster. You just got in the way.”

A strange look came over his face then, as if the pieces of a puzzle he’d been wrestling with had finally slotted into place. “You’re lying,” he said slowly.

“I’m not—”

“You are.” He was watching her with a new intensity now, his silver eyes locking with hers as he climbed to his feet. “What I can’t figure out is why.”

Kasira fought the urge to retreat, mentally resetting her stance, her face, anything about her that might have made Allaster doubt her, but his expression only grew more certain. It was as though a veil had been lifted, and the way he was looking at her, like he truly saw her, trapped her heart in throat.

The cell door opened, and one of the mages entered. “The deliberations have completed. The verdict is in.”
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ALLASTER WAS LED back to the Glass Room in chains, where the dignitaries had already retaken their seats at the great oak table. The quiet murmur of conversation among the crowd grew silent when they appeared, and Kasira could feel May’s gaze on her, though she refused to meet it.

Talthari stood at the podium, their wizened face troubled. “The council has reached a decision. In the matter of stripping Allaster St. Archer of his position as Librarian on the grounds of repeated discrimination against an individual nation’s interests and gross misuse of Library resources, the council has voted three to two in favor of Kalthos.”

The room exploded into an uproar, but Allaster remained impossibly still. Everything in her wanted to reach for him, to apologize, but her touch was poison. She knew that now. First, the Talowell, then Loraya and Thane, Revna, and May—she ruined everyone close to her. She always had.

Talthari’s voice rose above the tumult even as it shook. “Lord Allaster will be released into Kalish custody to undergo trial for the murder of Thane Ryarch.”

Allaster’s cool voice cut through the noise. “I have a right to know the division of votes.”

Talthari bowed their head. “In favor of the Kalish plaintiff voted the leaders of Kalthos, Riviair, and Miraval.”

Utter betrayal filled Allaster’s face. “Ambric?” His brother stared forward, his thick fingers interlaced so tightly, the olive skin had turned white. “Ambric, look at me!” The room shuddered with Allaster’s voice.

Ambric’s gaze finally snapped to Allaster. Energy crackled about the Librarian, invisible to everyone but Kasira, who felt the magic gathering around him, saw it tracing through Allaster’s veins. It pooled in his shadow, tugged at the ends of his hair, and spiraled about his throat. It spread great wings at his back and blotted out the balestone lights above.

“Subdue him, Assistant!” someone cried.

Kasira didn’t move. Her bargain did not include what came next, but more than that, she did not think she could. This was magic she knew nothing about. Magic Allaster had never said he had. She had seen glimpses of it, thought she had imagined the wings spread across the bed the day he caught her mid-fall and the claws tipping his fingers in Ayador, but it was clear to her now that whatever this was, it was not the same magic she knew—and he was losing control of it.

The Malik had drawn their swords and were edging closer, alongside the Kalish palace guards. Queen Sarren’s sentries were closing in from the other side. Even the Jacari guards had slipped on their makhet gloves, the living metal forming spikes along the knuckles.

“I had to do what was best for my people.” Ambric’s hoarse voice barely rose above the panicking crowd. His face had paled, but he stared resolutely back at his brother. “You would not treat with Kalthos, you would not even listen! And it is Miraval that paid the price. Spenshire. My family, Allaster!”

“I am your family!” Allaster roared.

Ambric sprang to his feet. “You are the Librarian of Amorlin! You gave up your right to family when you took this position. You were given everything, Allaster, everything! Do not blame me because you decided to throw it all away.”

Slowly, the darkness receded, slinking back into Allaster’s shadow like a wounded animal. The room ceased its shaking, the air clearing of the growing pressure. The Library settled, leaving behind a man who looked more ancient than the catacombs below his feet.

“For you,” he said quietly, and Ambric reared back. “I threw it away for you.”

In that moment, Kasira saw their story laid bare between them. The older brother who had lived in his younger brother’s shadow, who had spent his life pursuing him to the ends of the continent, had ascended to the greatest Miravi heights as High Mage, and had still never felt like enough. And the lonely, five-year-old boy who had been stripped from his family, had watched them die one by one across the decades, who had wanted nothing more than his brother at his side.

She had done this. She had broken all of this.

“Take him,” came Vera’s order, and her Malik seized Allaster by each arm. “I want him locked away until we’re prepared to transport him to Kalthos.”

She swept from the room, and Kasira snapped her fingers, teleporting herself to Allaster’s office. Her office. She was Librarian now, at least for as long as it took Vera to phase her out and take control of the Library. Then everything would change.

She leaned back against the desk to await Vera, forcing each breath out more slowly than the last. She had to keep control of herself.

The Ambassador glided into the room with her Malik. She barely spared her surroundings a glance, lifting a folded envelope. “One royal pardon, as agreed.” She tossed it onto a haphazard pile of books that teetered with the movement. “You’ve been absolved of all the crimes you were sentenced to Belvar for, your sentence considered served.”

Kasira waved her hand, and the envelope appeared in her palm. She tore it open, reading each word of the document, seeking the signature at the bottom that made it legitimate. It was real. It was done.

She was free.

“There is one problem, of course.” Vera studied her nails as she spoke. “Free or not, I need you here, under my command, until my control of the Library is complete. As we agreed.”

“And if I refuse?” Kasira tilted her head.

The Ambassador’s lips thinned in a smile as the Malik gripped their hilts. “You have worked so hard to protect this wretched place. Would you abandon it now?”

When Kasira only stared at her, something shifted in Vera’s expression. The barest hint of a crack that only widened when she demanded, “Do you understand me, criminal?”

“Perfectly,” Kasira replied evenly. In fact, she understood better than Vera likely did herself. The Ambassador saw herself a pious woman, her blasphemy delegated to lesser souls with the self-assurance that the sins they committed were for the good of the church. That was how she justified things like Spenshire, like hiring a con artist to lie on her orders.

It was why Kasira had trusted her to keep her word, even as the Ambassador compromised herself again and again, and why she knew that at the end, Vera would have a way around their bargain. One final trick.

“This was always going to end here,” Kasira said. “From the moment you offered Thane my life.”

Vera’s eyes narrowed. “And yet you performed your side of the bargain anyway?”

“I didn’t have a choice. I needed to stall you.”

At that, the crack became a rift, revealing Vera’s uncertainty. “Stall me?”

“Until I had the means of protecting the Library. You could have taken what I had given you already and gone to the Conclave without me, but you don’t like to lose, do you, Ambassador?” Kasira sat back on the desk. “You see, you made a crucial mistake: You fucked with the people I care about.”

In the beginning, she had truly wanted what Vera offered her: absolution and a chance to start anew. But with each day she spent in the Library, Kasira had come to realize that, for the first time in her life, she felt as though she was exactly where she was supposed to be. She wanted to stay up into the twilight hours reading beside the fire with Iylis, to have lunch with May and Gievra in the Eyrie, and go on missions to far-off places. She wanted to learn everything there was to know about magic and artifacts, to ask Allaster why he so rarely smiled.

For once, she wanted to stay.

“And yet you saw the Conclave through.” Vera was beginning to betray her unease now. “You had Allaster removed.”

“I made a bargain with the one person more powerful than you.” Kasira waved a hand at the tapestry in the corner. It lifted off its rod, crumpling to the floor to reveal May standing in the very hall Kasira had once fled down. The Library had opened it again at her request, the magic rising to aid her like a long-lost friend.

Vera’s confusion lasted for as long as it took the contingent of Kalish guards to flare out around her, followed by King Carthur.

The King appraised Vera’s growing apprehension. “I have to give you credit, cousin. It was a cunning move. Control of the Library is about the only thing that could have garnered you enough support to take my throne.”

Vera retreated a step, her Malik guards edging forward. “I meant to take the Library in your name, as a gift to celebrate the Prince’s union.”

“The union you’ve publicly rejected and spat upon?” Carthur scoffed. “Come now, Vera. You’re better than that. Try again.”

A flush erupted through Vera’s pale skin, and it only darkened when Kasira summoned a piece of paper and said, “This is a confession written in your hand. I’ll need time to forge the signature and seal from the pardon you gave me, but it will be hard for you to refute this, coupled with the witness of the King and his guards.”

Satisfaction bloomed across the King’s face. “Arrest her.”

The palace guards descended on Vera, whose Malik moved to defend her. They were drastically overwhelmed by the number of palace guards, and with so little room to maneuver, the King’s people made quick work of them. The Captain had soon secured Vera, her hands bound behind her back.

“Take her back to the palace,” King Carthur instructed. “I’ll handle her later.”

Vera’s distress settled into a cold calm. “I will make you both regret this. Do not think it’s over.”

Kasira only looked to May. “Will you escort them?”

She hadn’t been sure May would show. Hadn’t been sure she would even read the letter Kasira had materialized on her seat before the verdict was read, let alone abide by it. But there was no one else she trusted to collect the King and bring him up the secret passage.

For a moment, May only surveyed her, a quiet chill to her expression that made Kasira’s heart ache. But in the end, she walked to the head of the group once the soldiers had rounded up the wounded Malik and led them from the room.

Swallowing down her emotions, Kasira faced the King. “It’s your turn to hold up your side of our bargain, Your Majesty. Rescind Kalthos’s claims against Allaster and call off the Conclave.”

King Carthur regarded her shrewdly. “Clever. I told you that you could only have one, and you chose the Library, but you got your pardon from my cousin nonetheless.”

“Something Vera and I have in common,” Kasira replied. “I don’t like to lose.”

The King smiled, his remaining guards closing ranks around him. “How unfortunate. I have no intention of calling off the Conclave. Allaster St. Archer is highly unpopular among my supporters, and it would be rather beneficial for me to take credit for Vera’s work here. I can find someone else to forge a confession.”

But Kasira only studied her nails. “Not even if it means forfeiting the marriage between your son and Lady Nyelle’s daughter? Lady Nyelle won’t stand for Allaster’s removal.”

The King snorted. “By the time Lady Nyelle can do anything about this, the Librarian will be under guard on Kalish soil, and the Prince wed.”

“Is that so?” Nyelle stepped in from the hall Vera had just been escorted down, several house guards of her own in tow. Although the woman had responded to Kasira’s letter with confirmation that she would arrive as requested, the relief Kasira felt at seeing her was immeasurable. She was the only person capable of pressuring the King into compliance, and his bewildered expression betrayed it.

“Lady Nyelle,” he ground out.

“Your Majesty.” Nyelle curtsied with a poise even Kasira couldn’t emulate. “Shall we continue with this farce, or would you like to skip to the part where you keep your word?”

“I can assure you, Your Majesty,” Kasira added quietly, “I make a far more formidable ally than enemy. Just ask your cousin.”

The King’s hands folded into white-knuckled fists, and she could practically see him digging in his heels, refusing to be bested. Perhaps she had underestimated his pride, and he truly would risk his son’s union to be victorious here today.

Nyelle must have seen it as well, for she withdrew a folded note from her pocket. “You should know, Your Majesty, that I’ve been informed of the cause of our vylor shortage.”

“What?” The King looked toward Kasira, clearly expecting a trick, but even she didn’t know what Nyelle was up to. “How?”

“It was a topic of research by the First Mage.” Nyelle held the paper up between two fingers, the King’s eyes tracking it. “She discovered the cycle of the ore’s development and what’s disrupted it, and she shared that information with me.”

Information that would make the Yadoras even more powerful, more wealthy, while the King’s influence waned—unless he cooperated. It was brilliant. May was brilliant, and Kasira only wished that she were there to see the understanding unfold across the King’s face. The resignation as he turned to Kasira and said, “Very well, Assistant. Do you intend to drag the entire Conclave back here for this matter?”

“They haven’t left,” Kasira replied. And with all the magic she could muster, she snapped her fingers, transporting herself, King Carthur, Nyelle, and both contingents of soldiers back to the Glass Room.

A few gasps of surprise greeted them. Many of the dignitaries were gathered by the far door, currently barred by Fen, Carlia, and Talthari. From the look of the guards, things had been growing heated, but the mages had held their line. First May, then Nyelle, now the others—they had all helped Kasira, trusted her, despite what she had done.

“What is the meaning of this?” Arch Minister Cernos demanded, advancing toward her.

“There’s been a change in plans.” Kasira looked to the King.

With a sigh, King Carthur addressed the crowd. “Kalthos withdraws its vote in favor of expelling Allaster St. Archer from the position of Librarian. We also rescind all of our accusations, including that of Thane Ryarch’s murder.”

The gathering exchanged befuddled looks, muttering among themselves.

“I want nothing more than for Allaster to maintain his position.” Arraidia’s voice rose above the rest. “But the Conclave is over. You would have to submit for a new trial.”

With a wave of her hand, Kasira produced a sheet of paper. “Actually, by Library law, the Conclave is not over until every nation has cast its vote. That law was amended when Avaria retreated into seclusion: The ice kingdom’s vote is forfeit, if there hasn’t been contact from it in the current year.”

She held up the paper for everyone to see. It bore a simple message of greeting to Allaster, a request to reestablish connections and, in the bottom-right corner, the Avari royal seal of a dragon’s head, which Kasira had taken and altered slightly from the dragon whistle in the artifact room. She handed the letter to the Arch Minister.

“Feel free to verify its legitimacy yourself,” she continued, knowing they had no hope of doing so. “Until then, kindly get the fuck out of my Library.”
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CHAPTER 42

KASIRA

KASIRA WENT STRAIGHT TO ALLASTER.

By the time she teleported to the catacombs and reached his cell, May was already inside, the chains slipping from Allaster’s wrists to coil heavily on the cold stone floor. They both looked at her silently when she entered, a wariness in their eyes she didn’t know how to navigate. It wasn’t that she was unused to being looked at like that—it was that she didn’t know what to do when all she wanted, more than anything, was to make it stop.

“May told me what happened,” Allaster said at last. Kasira had never seen him look so tired. His hair was a tousled mess, his wrists red from the manacles, and he leaned against the wall as if it was the only thing holding him up.

The First Mage looked between them. “I will inform the others of what has happened.”

“May,” Kasira called, and she paused in the doorway. “Thank you. Your knowledge of the vylor mines saved us all. What was the connection?”

“Calisks,” she replied. “Small, burrowing serpentlike beasts that live in the walls of Kalish mines. Their scales can reach searing temperatures and contain a substance that scrapes off when they squeeze through the narrow tunnels they create. That substance combined with the heat of their scales transforms the natural iron into vylor.”

“Calisks.” Kasira breathed out a laugh. “The miners think they’re pests. They set out traps for them.” A practice they would have to halt if they had any hope of restoring their mines. Kalthos would have to go from hunting the little creatures to protecting them, and to ensure they did, May had given that information not to the King, but to Lady Nyelle.

“Yes,” May said softly. “You told me. It was that knowledge that led me to investigate them.”

There was a depth to May’s words that rang with a quiet sadness, and Kasira bowed her head. “I owe you an apology too, May.”

May’s fingers curled against the doorjamb. “You can apologize to me once you truly understand what you nearly did,” she said and left.

It took everything in Kasira to meet Allaster’s gaze. “Can we talk somewhere else?” she asked, all too aware of the narrow walls. “I can’t stand to be in here.”

A wry smile curved his lips. “So that, at least, was the truth.” He led her from the catacombs before he snapped his fingers, and the world turned. They appeared in his study, his sharp eyes taking in the amplified mess from the earlier battle. There were bloodstains on the floor.

He dropped onto a couch, and she hovered at the edge of the space. “You said you were working for Vera from the beginning,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And when she revealed your identity, that was just part of your plan to incriminate me.”

“Yes.” She didn’t bother explaining that had been Vera’s idea. It didn’t matter. Every choice the Ambassador had made was as much Kasira’s responsibility.

His jaw shifted. “Why?”

“I didn’t—” She stopped herself, swallowing back the words. I didn’t have a choice. But she had, and she had chosen not to trust Allaster. She had chosen to handle everything herself, to do what she thought was best for herself and no one else. Because if she didn’t, if she didn’t choose herself, no one would.

“Because,” she began again, “I don’t know how to do anything else but lie. I’m—I’m broken, Allaster. The things that are wrong with me … I don’t know how to fix them.”

Never in her life had she felt so exposed as she did in that moment beneath his silver gaze. Not even at the orphanage, when her truth had made her different enough that she had been treated like a beast herself. What was it about feeling vulnerable that scared her so? She could play a thousand roles, don a hundred different faces, and never once feel out of place.

Perhaps that was the problem. She was so used to being someone else that she no longer recognized herself. She had cloaked herself in lies and falsehoods, built them into an impenetrable armor so strong, nothing could get through. The trouble was, armor didn’t only keep things out—it kept them in. She had buried her truth so deep she had forgotten it, and now the idea of exposing it, of laying it bare before another’s eyes, terrified her.

“You’ve been one thing for so long you don’t know how to be another,” he said quietly. “It was easier to just keep making the same choices.”

“You sound familiar with the concept.”

He didn’t smile, only ran an agitated hand through his hair. “And the Conclave? Why go through with it if you only intended to undermine it?”

“Because Vera threatened the Library,” she replied. “If she couldn’t take it through the Conclave, she would have taken it by force and ensured that you and May didn’t survive. I needed her to succeed. It was the only way to trick her into betraying herself before the King.”

Kasira had never relied on external players in a con before. Thane had taught her that. But then he had tricked her with Vera on the rooftop, and she had started to wonder if there weren’t a better way to play this. After she had healed enough, she had gone straight to the portal room to send the letters to Lady Nyelle and King Carthur with her plan.

Allaster’s sigh was a thousand feet deep. “I suppose you couldn’t have told me about your plan and had it work. I’m a terrible actor. Vera would have seen straight through me.” She winced, and his face grew resigned. “You thought of that, didn’t you? Of course you did.”

“Vera could have turned the Conclave against both of us,” Kasira said. “The only reason she didn’t is because she intended to use me as Librarian to facilitate her takeover of the Library.”

“Naturally.”

Silence pooled between them. For once, she had nothing to say, no story to tell. The truth didn’t need adornment and crafting. It was bare and it was stark, though it was never simple. She only prayed that it was enough.

“I can go, if you want,” she said when she couldn’t take the quiet any longer. “I’ll give you back my magic and leave.”

Still, he said nothing. Only sat with his hands clasped atop his knees and stared at the rings on his fingers as if they might offer some answer he could not reach. He spun one, and she watched it turn with her breath a fist in her throat.

“What made you change your mind?” He broke the silence. “Why did you choose the Library?”

She quivered, the question touching on the rawest parts of her. “You asked me once what my dream was. I lied when I told you I didn’t have one.”

His lips quirked. “I know. I’ve known every time you’ve lied to me, though I didn’t realize it until that moment in the cell.”

She recoiled. “But … why?”

“Why did I let you stay when I didn’t trust you?” he asked. “Because when you told me you cared for the beasts, when you told me you wanted to look after Gievra and that you loved reading and were fascinated by the Library, you weren’t lying then.”

His words sank in slowly, settling in all the empty places inside her. In a way, Allaster had known the real her all along.

Tell me one true thing about yourself.

“I don’t remember my family.” The words took something from her to say, but she said them anyway. “They were killed in a fire when I was very young. There was a picture on our wall. It’s one of the few things I do remember. A cottage by a lake. It gave me a sense of … peace. On the streets, when things were at their worst, I would think about that painting. It got me through Belvar. I think I spent my whole life trying to find that peace, and I finally did. Here, at the Library.”

With you.

And it had scared her, like it always scared her when she got too close. Becoming a mage had been a faraway dream, a reverie so far out of reach that, when the world beat it down inside her, she let it stay there, coiled in the dark. She was a con artist, not a mage. A thief and a liar, capable of nothing more than what her nature made her.

She did not deserve this, but she would not turn away from it. If Allaster would let her, she would make herself worthy of it every day.

“I stayed because I care about this place.” Kasira’s voice softened. “I care about you.”

Truth, beat her heart.

He looked at her then, a grief she couldn’t explain laid bare in his gaze. The crackle of his voice startled her with how raw it was. “You are not the only one who’s lied.”

Kasira stilled. “What?”

He ran a hand through his hair. Looked at her out of the corner of his impossible eyes. “If you stay here, you’ll die.”

Her eyes searched his, finding them depthless and full of shadows. There was no threat in his words, just a starkness that chilled her. “I don’t understand.”

He pushed off the couch with the sigh of a settling wind. “How could you?” he said, his back to her. “I’ve kept it from you since you arrived.” His hands worked at something she couldn’t see, the clink of metal cutting through the hiss of the fire. “But if you’re going to stay, truly stay, you should know the whole truth before you decide.”

She shifted aside to see what he’d placed on the mantel—his henolite rings. His back was still toward her, the cloth of his shirt spread tight across his broad shoulders. “There is more to becoming the Librarian of Amorlin than protecting beasts and navigating politics. The Library grants us immense power, but it comes at a cost.”

His fingers went to his ears, removing the earrings one by one. With each piece he peeled away, the last of the copper color leached from his hair, each strand turning snow white before her eyes. A black spotted tail appeared, his olive skin growing faint wisps of silver fur. When at last he faced her, his eyes were huge and silver, the irises slit like a cat’s. Her breath caught, but no matter how much she stared, she couldn’t bring her mind to accept what her eyes were seeing.

“It’s the magic,” he rasped. “It changes us.”

He tore away the last of the henolite from his body, leaving only the torc at his throat, and from his back sprouted two midnight-black wings.

All those times she had thought he was being vain, all the times she had caught him examining his reflection in a mirror—he hadn’t been admiring himself; he had been looking for changes, for cracks in his disguise. Flickers like the shadow of wings, the curve of claws. This was why he wore the henolite. This was the magic it had been suppressing.

Allaster was becoming a beast.

Slowly, carefully, Kasira gathered herself and approached him. Allaster withdrew, but with the mantel at his back, he had nowhere to go. He wouldn’t look at her, the fear in his eyes too heavy a burden to carry alone. She ran one finger along the curve of a wing and felt him shudder, then lifted her hand to cup his face. He relaxed, just the slightest, and leaned into her touch, the layer of fur soft beneath her fingers.

“You’re still you,” she said softly and heard his breath seize.

“You don’t understand,” he rasped. “The more I use my magic, the longer I hold it, the more it will consume me. Eventually, I will become a beast in every way, but feral—wrong. I won’t remember myself or the Library. I won’t remember you.”

Her hand fell away, her horror growing with each word he spoke. “There is a final test each Assistant must pass before they can succeed their Librarian. When I’m too far gone, when the beast consumes me”—he met her gaze—“you must kill me.”

Kasira recoiled, but Allaster’s clawed hands clasped hers, holding fast. “Listen to me, Kasira.” It was her name—her real name—on his lips that stilled her. “This is the fate of all Librarians. The magic corrupts our bodies, turning us into wild beasts with minds only for devastation. I’ll destroy the Library and everything in it in my rampage. I’ve seen it before.”

“Mora,” she breathed. The last partner he had cared for, who had not died in a beast mission gone wrong. Like the Librarians before her, Mora had been overwhelmed by the magic, leaving only a rabid animal behind. Mora had stood before Allaster, as he stood before Kasira now, and asked him to kill her—and he had. As had every Assistant before him.

This was why he spent so long engrossed in his books, why he left so many missions to the other mages. Because he was running out of time. Out of options. He had placed himself in a silo so that when the time came, when the mages lost him like they had lost Mora only a year before, they would not have to suffer again. No wonder May had been so determined to see Kasira and Allaster reconciled before she left. All this time, May had been carrying the burden that belonged on the Assistant’s shoulders—the dark truth of the Library’s magic.

“I tried to save her. I thought I could get through to her. But all I did was get people killed.” Allaster pulled her hand to his chest, trapping it against the frantic beat of his heart. “Mora told me before I connected to the Library’s magic. I knew what fate I’d accepted. I denied you that chance, and for that I am sorry. But no one else will be able to do it. I need you, Kasira.”

His words rattled her to the core, and she ripped her hand away. “No.”

All her life she had taken from people. All her life she had left them behind. And now the one time she chose something other than herself, the one time she stayed, she was being asked to destroy it. To lose everything.

She wouldn’t. Not again.

“There has to be another way,” she implored. “I’ll find another way.”

Allaster’s hands dropped to his sides, shoulders curving with defeat. “What can you find that I and several hundred years of past Librarians could not?”

“I found the sword, didn’t I?” Kasira protested. “I will figure this out too.”

A harsh laugh scraped from Allaster’s lips, his fingers knotting in his hair. “You make it sound so simple. But this isn’t some puzzle for you to unravel, Kas. It isn’t one of your games. You cannot outsmart this.” He spread his claw-tipped hands, baring his transformation as if it might drive her away. “I will become a monster, and you—”

She kissed him.

His protest died on his lips, his surprise softening into something warmer. Her hands cupped his face, her fingers curling into the silken fur as his arms encircled her. She could feel the strength coiled beneath his skin, the Library’s magic coursing through both their veins in a heady rush that made her dizzy.

She held fast to him like driftwood in a raging sea, desperate to impart to him what words could not. Words were her weapons, her shield. They were the means by which she kept everyone at arm’s length, even herself. She cloaked her heart in them, too afraid to look at what lay beneath. But some things were too big for words. Some things built and built and built in you, no matter how frantically you tried to press them down, and it was that feeling, that pain and desperation and hope, that she clung to.

They broke apart, her chest heaving and his olive skin flushed beneath the dusting of silver fur. His wings had curved about them in a sheltering embrace, leaving only a faint glow of firelight.

“I would have thought,” she whispered against his lips, “that you would have learned by now not to bother telling me what I cannot do.”

He stared down at her, one arm curved across her back, holding her flush to him. She could feel the erratic flight of his heart in his chest, sense his desire like the heat of a flame. She held his silver gaze, unwavering. He had given up long ago. Accepted his fate. But she had not, and she would drag him from that darkness if she had to.

She would protect him, even from himself.

Perhaps he saw it on her face. Perhaps he could read her the same way she could him, for a smile quirked up the corner of his lips, revealing the curve of a single fang.

“Very well.” He nodded once. “But you must promise me that if we fail, if I start to fade, that you will do what must be done.”

“I promise,” she said, and for the first time in her life, she meant it.
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CHAPTER 43

ALLASTER

ALLASTER FELT AS THOUGH HE HAD SHED A WEIGHT CENTURIES IN the making.

Since the moment he became Assistant Librarian, and Mora had told him the truth of what awaited them both, he had feared the day she would lose herself to the beast. When it finally came, she was chained to a wall in the catacombs, her body changing outside her control. She had begged Allaster to kill her, and he’d refused, thinking he and a handful of trusted mages could contain her.

He’d only gotten them killed and nearly died himself.

In Mora’s place, he’d known he would get an Assistant he could never trust—except he did trust Kasira. After everything she had done, all the lies she had told, he would have thought himself incapable. But he’d thought himself incapable of many things before her. He’d never thought he would laugh again, for one. Never thought he would look at someone and feel a yearning so deep it had become a part of him.

When Kasira looked at him, he felt invincible.

Mora had warned him against this. Told him it never ended well when a Librarian and their Assistant grew too close. How could it, when one was destined to kill the other? He wanted so badly to trust that they would find a way to subvert the curse, wanted to tell himself that this was not Kasira’s most elegant lie yet.

Perhaps, for a little while, he could just let himself believe it.

“How did you bear it?” Kasira’s voice was rough with an emotion he couldn’t place. She was staring at the fire now from where they lay curled together on the couch, his magic bound in henolite once more. He wanted to draw the tension from her like poison from a wound, to take back this responsibility he had hung about her neck, but it was too late.

This was the only way.

“Mora.” Kasira breathed her name like a secret, and it sent him reeling as it always did. Through memories he’d locked in a pit so deep and dark it felt lifetimes removed. The day Mora had first connected him to the Library’s magic; the hours he spent mastering the artifact bow under her guidance; their first beast mission to Riviair, where he’d nearly gotten himself killed by a Kilari Bloodpanther protecting her cubs.

The day he’d put an arrow in her heart.

“I don’t know,” Allaster said at last, fingers toying absently with Kasira’s long hair. “I think, in the end, I just didn’t have another choice.”

The Library needed him. Even if all he’d wanted was to flee as far away from what he’d done as possible, he’d had a responsibility to stay. A duty he had sworn himself to and could not turn his back on. But there were times when the pain pulled him down so deep, he wanted to let himself drown.

He released a bone-weary breath. “Sometimes, I think all a person can do is learn to live with the choices they’ve made. To spend your life wondering about what-ifs … It’s no life at all.” He felt Kasira tremble against him. Just once, but enough for him to notice the way her nails were digging into the palms of her hands, her head bowed low.

He’d told her that he had known every time she had lied to him, and he’d meant it. Because what he’d realized in the confines of that cell was that when she truly felt something, when it was a part of her, it was too big to contain. For all she had been through, all she had suffered, there was a life in her that would not be snuffed out. A passion that reminded him of the person he had once been, instead of the jaded hypocrite he had become.

What tore him apart was that he didn’t think she saw it—and he could not be the one to show her.

Their kiss had been a mistake. A moment of weakness he wanted to indulge in again and again. It had been selfish of him, knowing what he asked of her. A pleasure he couldn’t allow himself, no matter how badly he wished to. Because no matter what Kasira believed, or how big she dreamed, this only ended one way.

With her sword in his heart.

TO BE CONTINUED IN

A SANCTUARY OF BEASTS

SPRING 2027




AUTHOR’S NOTE

THERE IS SOMETHING INHERENTLY MAGICAL ABOUT LIBRARIES. Whether it be that they are full of little stacks of paper capable of transporting you to new worlds or the vast wealth of knowledge contained upon their shelves, libraries have long been cornerstones of communities. Which is why, in many ways, Amorlin is an ode to my love of libraries, of stories, and of magic. I can’t wait to share more of Kasira and Allaster’s story with you in book two, which will contain a recap of all of the adventures from The Library of Amorlin. In the meantime, mind your dishware, have a cup of tea, and support your local library!
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

THESE SUGGESTED QUESTIONS ARE TO SPARK CONVERSATION AND enhance your reading of The Library of Amorlin.

1. The book opens in the midst of a beast hunt that Kasira actually wants no part in. How is Kasira forced to compromise herself throughout the story in order to survive? How would have you handled being in her situation?

2. Throughout her life, Kasira has approached every person and relationship through the lens of a con artist, breaking them down into motivations she can use. How else does her tumultuous past affect the way she treats people and herself? How does this change throughout the course of the book?

3. Discuss the ways the Haidrin religion developed in response to geographical and environmental circumstances, and how it was weaponized. Compare this to how the other nations treat beasts and magic. What circumstances have influenced the way that you think about the environment?

4. The ideas of nature and balance play a large role throughout the story. In what ways do they contribute to the larger environmental themes of the book? How does the theme of environmentalism intersect with those of government and responsibility?

5. The mages of Amorlin dedicate their lives to the study and protection of beasts, often carrying those roles out into the world with them when they leave. Would you want to be a mage of Amorlin? If so, what aspect of the magical world would you focus on?

6. For both Kasira and Allaster, life didn’t turn out the way they expected or hoped. How does each of their character arcs mirror the other’s? In what ways do they force each other to reexamine their philosophies and approaches to life? In what ways do they reinforce each other?

7. To keep suspicion off of herself, Kasira sets Elyae up to take the fall as Vera’s spy. What did you think of the arc Kasira and Elyae’s relationship takes? How do you think it will evolve in the sequel?

8. Loraya and Thane were both mentors in Kasira’s life who play a large role in how she responds to her situation at Amorlin. Compare and contrast the impacts they had on her development, and the ways in which she changes in response to them.

9. Of all the beasts, which one is your favorite, and why? If you could create a magical beast, what would it be like? What role would it play in the ecosystem?

10. At the end of the book, Allaster gives Kasira an impossible task. How do you think Kasira will respond? What would you want to see happen in the next book?


OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




cover.jpeg
{

._\

“A spellbinding
reminder that wonder,
once lost, can always

be found again.”

—ADRIENNE YOUNG






OEBPS/images/chap.jpg





OEBPS/images/pvii.jpg
R
23

4

D
2

i






OEBPS/images/pt1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pt3.jpg





OEBPS/images/pt2.jpg





OEBPS/images/pt4.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap5.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
UIBRARY
OF
AMORIN

EREWHON

an imprint of Kensington Publishing Corp.

erewhonbooks.com





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





