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To the twins born in blood,
and the ones born in heart and soul.
And to the ones who haven’t found their doppelgänger yet:
May you remember there’s someone out there just like you.
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IT IS SAID the king is the only living soul without a twin. Ha! I’m living evidence they don’t know nothing. I haven’t met nobody who looks like me since my mum died. And she bore a mild resemblance to me at best.
Name’s Waruu. Enemies call me Rude. And everyone else, well, I won’t mention what they call me in case any ladies are present. My country, Twinsbane, is some people’s heaven and other people’s hell. I’m pretty good at making it more the latter than the former, but I’m not going to brag because I learned the knack from the best of devils.
“That little demon stole my watch!”
Perfect timing. I hop down from my perch atop the mango cart. The merchant bursting out of the shop looks a bit like one of the mangoes—if you cut it in half and gave it crossed eyes and stubby legs. He would probably nab me right here and now if I didn’t point to his vest. “Oh, you mean that watch?”
He glances down and gapes at the silver chain dangling from the pocket on his slippery, silken tunic.
The good thing about Twinsbane is there’s always a duplicate of something somewhere else. And, fortunately, he doesn’t know this duplicate is a fake. Yet.
“G’day!” I pat his shoulder and charge down the stone streets, the real watch jingling inside my shirt.
“Stop that boy!” The merchant’s voice echoes in the distance, a little late in my unappreciated opinion, but the Sons of Night aren’t known for their brains. They don’t need them. But we Sons of Day do. It’s how we survive.
One, two, three . . . Right on cue, two Night soldiers rush out of Matey’s Moonlight Tavern, followed by one whose beard is covered in frothy ale. Their midnight blue uniforms darken the rows of crisp, clean cottages and perfectly trimmed hibiscus bushes.
Come and get me.
I catch Beerbeard’s gaze, his black eyes without a single ray of light. The Nightmen’s presence used to send chills up my spine that would last for hours. Not anymore. My hand goes to the sun-shaped necklace underneath my shirt and all fear fades.
I dart past them and out to a two-way street teeming with donkeys, wagons, and—best of all—tripping hazards. Slowing down, I check over my shoulder. The Nighties are far behind. At this rate, they’ll never catch me. Not that anyone ever does. Lucky for them, this once I’ll let them—but not till I have my fun. And, by scorchers, this is going to be a burning beaut.
“Move out of the way!” The people clear the street for the Nightmen in time for me to fill it. I yank a barrel of avocados toward the feet of my beloved fiends, littering on their spotless stone pavement. Law number two I’ve broken and counting. You’re welcome.
In sync, the Nighties topple, one forward and the other backward. Phase one of fun complete.
Beerbeard stumbles over one of the fallen soldiers. “You’ll pay for this, you Brightie!”
I pause, half tempted to lunge into the shadows. I’ve never been caught before, and when I am, it’ll be by the sheer grace of the Light if I make it out in one piece. My calloused hands rub the dark marks on my wrists that have been there since I was nine. The scars will never fade, and I won’t let them. Because I need them to remember the promise I made to Mum on her deathbed: I’ll free us from their shadows.
And I never go back on a promise.
Making sure the soldiers see where I’m headed, I duck into an alley. The familiar stench of spoiled food and human sweat wafts toward me. I welcome it with a deep breath. I’d take it any day over the suffocating eucalyptus perfumes and soaps the Nighties wear at the expense of our labor.
I round the corner that looks exactly like the one on the other side of town. Almost.
My toes embrace the toasty dirt that’s so unlike the cold stones on the opposite half of the city. Weeds brush against my feet, creeping along the open verandas and huts. Colorful fabrics flap in the wind. Orange. Yellow. Blue. A woman with a sunbeam bandana hangs her laundry. Her tight, thin frown forms hard lines on her face. Don’t know her, but I flash her a smile as I careen past. Her expression warms and softens.
Beerbeard jumps out in front of me.
I skid to a halt. He was just behind me. He can’t be that fast. I blink for a second. His clothes are mismatched patterns of vibrant colors, and his beard’s a lighter shade of brown. He gives me a gentle nod, his soft blue eyes so unlike the sharp navy of Beerbeard’s.
He’s the man’s twin, a Son of Day.
A sword clangs at the other end of the alley. The real Beerbeard marches in with the rest of his men. He wrinkles his nose and covers his face with the collar of his shirt, scanning the growing crowd.
The man resembling Beerbeard leans in. “You’re one of us, son. We’ll protect you.”
If they try to help me, I will get away. My heart sinks. I anticipated a lot of obstacles, but not this. “Thanks, mate, but no thanks. I can handle it,” I say, but instead of backing off, he steps between me and Beerbeard.
“This boy is wanted for stealing. If you interfere, you’ll be charged with aiding and abetting a criminal.” Beerbeard puffs out his chest, the silver outline of the moon stitched there on his tunic.
The lighter-haired Beerbeard belts out a laugh. “As if we aren’t considered criminals already? One of us Brighties could look at you the wrong way, and you’d throw us in gaol.”
“Stand aside, or I’ll strike you for contempt.” Beerbeard’s face reddens.
Normally, I’d tell him that scarlet is quite becoming on him, but I have more important matters at hand. Like trying to finagle my way out of well-intentioned help. I could hand myself over, I suppose, but that won’t benefit my new friends any, and even I won’t stoop so low as to let them Nighties nab me this easy. Will have to lead the soldiers away from here somehow.
The Not-Beerbeard only guffaws louder. “Go on! Have your men jab their spotless little blades into my gut. I want to see the blood draining out of your face when I take your last breath away with mine.”
Beerbeard’s face changes from red rose to white daisy.
“Deny it all you want, you son of a black night, but our lives are connected, and there isn’t anything you can do about it.” Not-Beerbeard scrapes dirt off his pants and flicks it at his double.
I consider running off while they’re all occupied, but I’m betting they’ll fight anyway. Unless I give them a reason not to defend me.
“I can still wound you without hurting myself.” Beerbeard flexes his bicep.
“That’s what I’m excited about.” His twin grins. “Come on, mates.” He picks up a plank, and other rough-looking men join him, all carrying clubs and axes.
It pains me to see such courageous men taken down, but it has to be done. I reach for the two boomerangs strapped to my knapsack. I’d hoped to use them on the Nighties, but alas, necessity calls. The warring parties advance. I fling both boomerangs at the soldiers. My new friends cheer—till the boomerangs swoop back at them. One knocks the lead man out, and my bladed one slices into another’s arm.
“Sorry about that, mates,” I say sincerely, retrieving my weapons. “I know you won’t believe me now, but I’m only doing this to help you . . . to help us all.”
Before they can grab me, I dash off, a lump forming in my throat as I return my bloodied boomerangs to my straps. Brilliant job, Waruu. The very people I’m trying to help, I hurt. But I gotta give myself credit for distributing the pain fairly at least.
I bump into someone. A lady with golden hair and a light blue shawl sprawls on the ground. From the tears in her clothes and marks on her cheek, I know she’s a Daughter of Day.
“I’m so sorry, ma’am.” I pull her up gently and quickly. “Haven’t injured you, have I?”
She grasps my hand loosely, but I hold her firmly, and her grip becomes tight and strong. She touches my cheek, gazing straight into my eyes. “What are you running from, lad?” She asks the question with such earnestness that not answering feels like it could break my heart.
A crate overturns. The soldiers’ clumsy clomps approach. I let her go and sprint down the street.
“Don’t you touch him!”
My heart stops at the same time as my feet. That’s her voice. I can barely force myself to turn. She’s raising her hands and planting herself in the soldiers’ path, trying to protect me as the others did.
Not her. Why her?
My insides chill.
Beerbeard shoves her aside like he’s swatting a mosquito. Even crumpled on the ground, she gropes for their boots—a last effort to save me. Please, don’t. A soldier kicks her hand away and she cries out.
My game has gone too far.
May the Light forgive me.
I storm toward the soldiers, easily plowing Beerbeard over. I then race to the woman’s side and, under the guise of kissing her bloodied hand, quickly say, “Go to Singing Sunlight Tavern. Ask for Sydnee. Tell them Waruu sent you. He’ll help.”
“Gotcha, you larrikin.” Beerbeard rips me away from her.
“’Bout time.” I snort.
Beerbeard slaps my face with all the force of his bulk. I don’t flinch, which only makes him glare harder. “You aren’t worth the life of a two-finned eel that’s been cut up and left to dry in the desert.” He drags me along with him, cursing everything from my mum to my dad to my vile breath.
I’ve been called worse all my life. “That’s the best you can do?”
“When you get to the penitentiary, you’ll know what my best is!”
“Fine. You win.” I hide the smirk tugging at my lips. Thanks to his help, I’m one step closer to the king and his so-called impenetrable fortress.
And one step closer to our freedom from these black-hearted Nighties.




A KING IS purported to have the ability to do whatever he pleases. Seems I’m the only person who comprehends that.
“Your lunch, Your Majesty.” Aalinta sets a tray beside me on the organ.
“Is that donkey fodder? You know I can’t digest that.” I thump the keys, jostling the stew and splattering one of my bodyguards. He wipes the broth off his shirt and flicks the chunks of beef back into the bowl.
“If my temperament vexes you, you have my permission to leave.” I scowl at him and, like everyone, he doesn’t pay any more heed than the other three bodyguards hovering around me day and night. Sometimes I wonder whether they’re actually people or empty suits of armor with neither souls nor brains.
Aalinta smooths out the wrinkles in her orange skirt. “But, Sire, you need your strength. After all, you’re still a growing—”
“You needn’t remind the king of his age!” I abruptly rise from the organ and strut across the marble floor. Having been crowned king of this doubly forsaken country at age eight, I have never ceased to be discredited by my subjects for my youth, despite the seven years that have passed. The remark is worse coming from someone like Aalinta, who is nary a month older than I. “And who granted you permission to speak to the king?”
Aalinta’s mouth opens as if she’s going to object, but she closes it. At least she understands her place, even if no one else does.
I glare through the massive windowpanes at the land bequeathed to me. A sixteen-legged crab spider crawls across the glass, sucking the life out of the beetle trapped in its net. Farther out, mist rises from the rainforest below, blocking the village from view. Not that I need to see it. I know what’s down there. Only more savage beings like the spider on the window.
Surely my parents could have done better than this.
“Do you wish me to fetch you something else?” Aalinta blinks, her aquamarine eyes playing in stark contrast to her dark skin. She calmly cleans the stew off the organ, seemingly waiting for me to answer.
“Don’t bother. I am going to the Great Hall.” I adjust my black velvet gloves and stride to the door.
My bodyguards exchange glances, and though they don’t utter a word, I know they’re thinking, But Brissbane said . . .
“I care not what he said.” I take the liberty of answering their unvoiced protest. “After all, I mustn’t disappoint the lords who are hoping I will remain absent for once.”
“The political jargon would only bore you,” Brissbane had insisted, which I knew translated to: No one wants to hear your opinions. Thus, Brissbane promised to handle matters on my behalf.
Brissbane never handles matters on my behalf. And I’m not letting him start now. Much less during the biannual meeting of the Lords of Twinsbane that could forever alter the fate and structure of our society.
I march down the stairs, my guards sprinting after me. At the bottom, two servants cease dusting a vase. They don’t bow until I reach them, the motion barely more than a clumsy nod. I refuse to acknowledge them as I head out to the open walkways and serrated cliffs that cut into the railing.
Inhale, exhale. The fresh, salty air that lacks the stuffiness of the castle hallways soothes my senses. I’m unlikely to encounter any servants out here, aside from the gardener who tends the moonlight lilies, which is how I prefer it. If the decision were up to me, all the servants would do their cleaning at night while I’m sound asleep. Then they wouldn’t be nettled by my presence.
“Good morning, young Daccias.” Joee, the master gardener, smiles lopsidedly and lifts his akubra off his receding hairline. He’s one of the few servants who stayed on after my parents died. Once, in a fit of boyish rage, I threw a pot of Mother’s favorite orchids down the mountainside. The next day, I found the pot repaired and the flowers replaced.
My pace slows and I give him a quick nod.
“Looks like you’ve got the weight of two worlds on your shoulders.”
I pause by the orchids, plucking one and crushing the petals. “These flowers look like they belong in a grave. Please, take them away.”
“Of course, Majesty. I’m sorry they displease you.” Joee carries the pot out of sight.
“Thank you,” I mumble, swerving toward the ornate double doors that display the sun on one side and the moon and stars on the other. The doorkeeper jumps up from his slouched position.
“You’re . . . here.” He gulps and edges in front of the door as if he’s trying to bar my entry. And he probably is.
“That’s the least of your worries.” I push him aside and thrust the latch open.
“Doubles have been tethered to one another for years, unable to live out the fullness of their lives by the unfortunate death of their twins.” Brissbane, the head of the council, has his back to me as he stands in the center of the room. The afternoon sun gleams through the skylight and creates a golden halo atop his gray hair, which the devil in me would happily shave off if I had a blade.
All twenty-two officials gawk at me from the rows of benches, each side a reflection of the other. On the right, eleven Sons of Night sit in the exact same places as their Day doubles on the left side of the room.
Brissbane continues his opening speech. “Our honorable king, Daccias Tyriaan the Third, still being underage and lacking in experience, has decided to refrain from joining the proceedings. He has granted me authority to act on his behalf.”
Oh, he has, has he?
“Bravo!” I clap, making Brissbane whirl out of his sunny halo. “Have you finished spouting your lies, or shall I wait for more?”
“Daccias—King Daccias,” he corrects himself. He still can’t form the habit of calling me by my proper title. “Forgive me. I must have misunderstood your intentions.”
“You did not misunderstand. You just didn’t listen.” I ascend to the silver throne that glows too brightly in the invading rays of sun. I take the massive seat that seems ten sizes too large, despite how I’ve grown over the years. “What idiotic proposal is first on the docket today?”
No one speaks.
“Oh, so we’re discussing more than lunacy.”
“Do you believe you’re being fair, Daccias?” Brissbane looks to me, pronouncing each word carefully and slowly, like he does when he wants me to think a matter through. “You haven’t heard our recommendations, and you’re already dismissing them. Please, these men have come a long way to present their concerns to you. Show them a little respect, and I’m sure we can work out something that will satisfy everyone—”
“The king can say whatever he wants. So silence that rambling trap of yours.”
Brissbane’s mouth shuts up, but I’m certain his thoughts have not, considering how stiffly his jaw is clenched.
“Now, if anyone has something intelligent to say, I should like to hear it before my foot falls asleep.”
A tsunami of murmurs washes over the left side of the room, where the Day representatives sit. On the right side, the Night officials frown, my brashness a smudge on their polished silver tongues.
Finally, Lady Eleenor rises, the one and only Daughter among the council’s Sons of Day. Also one of the few ladies who wears trousers instead of a dress. An orange tabby rubs her boots, its eyes the same luminescent green as its owner’s. Eleenor swings her long curls over her shoulders and loudly clears her throat. “The people are suffering.” She stares straight into my eyes. “And we all know the solution.”
Not a lord stirs. The whole room seems to await my response.
This is the reason they’re all here. Not to discuss the sundry laws and wherefores that only veil what this meeting is about. What every meeting has been about since the day I took the throne.
The Separator.
The potion entrusted to me that’s believed to cut off the ties between Sons of Day and Night.
“The separating tonic has been around for centuries, and it can give us the freedoms we all want. No longer would we have to worry about one double dying because their twin took a turn for the worse.”
I lean back against the throne, the celestial designs poking into my scalp. Most uncomfortable. “I gave you my answer to that precise set of words last year and the year before that, but I can remind you of it since your memory seems to be lacking in retaining properties.”
“I don’t need reminding, Your Majesty.” She moves out from the benches and offers a forced curtsy. “But someone outside of this court can present our plight better than I can, if the king were to find it in himself to muster a sliver of kindness to allow it.”
What insanity will this suggestion bring?
“Begging your pardon, but this disregards protocol.” Lord Harrison, Eleenor’s double, rises. Though having a double of the opposite gender is rare, it does happen occasionally. Like Eleenor, his dark curls protrude in all directions, but the physical similarities end with his beard. The small white dog at his feet releases an ear-piercing yap, which causes Eleenor’s cat to hiss.
“Whoever said I cared for protocol?” I nod to Eleenor, the Night officials shaking their heads in disapproval. “Proceed,” I say, mostly out of morbid curiosity.
Eleenor gestures to the doorkeeper. An almost bald woman limps in with a cane that screeches across the floor. A new tactic to garner my sympathy? They will have to put on more outlandish performances than this.
Brissbane rushes over to guide her by the elbow. “Your Majesty, the people have respectfully requested an audience with you. This lady has been chosen to present their petition.”
All eyes are riveted on me. I can guess what she’ll plea, so why listen? Still, I should preserve some respectability, if only for my own sake. “Very well.” I wave her over. “But be quick.”
Brissbane lets go of the woman, and she curtsies, her legs shaking.
I yawn, but after a scowl from Brissbane, I stifle it and straighten my posture.
“Oh, dear King, thank ye so much for granting me this hearing. In all the years, there has never been a member of the royal line so kind, merciful, and—”
“Cut the flatteries. We all know you don’t mean it.”
That triggers whispers on the Day side. I catch my name alongside “feral dog.” How unoriginal. After all of their practice, I would think they could coin a more unique term.
“It be as the king wishes.” The woman narrows her eyes, her legs no longer quivering. “I get to me point.”
I roll my eyes, and this time I don’t care if Brissbane disapproves. I doubt this peasant’s point is worth getting to.
“I be an old woman now, and I long to live out the rest of me days in peace. I found out me double has been in a serious accident and is likely to die before next week. I therefore humbly ask that ye be kind enough to let me test the tonic. See, I got nothing to lose. Either way, I may die, but at least this way, I know me death won’t be in vain if it helps me people be free from their other halves.” She bows low, and a few give a clapping ovation, Eleenor and Brissbane the loudest.
Brissbane climbs the steps to the throne and leans close to my ear. “It’s in your best interests to concede to her request. It allows us to safely study the Separator’s properties before giving it to the public, and it’ll help you garner the support and undying love of the people.”
I don’t want their undying love. Nor anyone else’s. And no argument from Brissbane can change that. Before she waddled into my castle, I had already made my decision.
“No.”
“No?” Brissbane echoes, followed by the others as if I had spoken a curse word.
“Have you lost your hearing? My answer is no! N-O!”
I unfold myself from my seat, and Brissbane and the woman back away. “But, Your Majesty, this woman will perish if we don’t have the Separator. Will you just let her die?”
Both sides of the committee look to me, their faces pleading for the tiniest bit of sympathy. Many of them have been affected one way or another by the connection doubles share. Lord Oliveer lost his grandmother. Lord Cooper’s wife almost died when her twin was thrown from a horse.
Something inside me twinges. Sympathy? Guilt? I know not what it is, but it makes my head ache. I turn away. I won’t give in. Not to them. Not to anyone. Why should I care? They’ve done nothing for me. “If she wants to save her life, let her nurse her double back to health.”
“You can’t do this to us. Will you let your own stubbornness stand in the way of what the whole kingdom wants?” Eleenor is nearly shouting.
“It does not matter to me what the people want.” I move past the woman and the council members.
“A few years ago, you refused to give the Separator to us, and many paid the price. I won’t let you do it again.” Eleenor lifts her knife, the rest of her group standing and yelling so many different words, I can’t differentiate between their curses. Waste of insults, if you ask me.
“Please, members of the court!” Brissbane leaves his sunny halo to insert himself between me and the officials, but they won’t even listen to him.
I motion to my closest and largest bodyguard. “The king requires your sword.” I hurl the blade into the middle of the court. Unfortunately, I miss Eleenor.
That ends their bickering.
“I am not here to listen to your slander.” I cross my arms, and each side shoots a glare my way. They never wanted me as king. But here I am, and they will have to deal with the consequences. “The meeting is adjourned.”
“You may think ye can get away with this, but not even the king is above morality!” The woman’s cane clatters into the pillar beside me. “Do ye think, because ye have no twin, that ye are exempt from such a fate?”
Gasps envelop the room. I turn. Many lords rise from their seats, their expressions tight and eyes wide.
“Your threats and fears hold no power here. No matter what anyone says or thinks, the king will not let you have one drop of the Separator. Now or ever.”
The woman cocks her head. “Someday yer selfish, dark deeds will catch up to ye. Won’t be long now before yer bodyguards will be looking for new employment.”
Her words seem to linger, clinging to every furnishing and pillar.
“The king alone is entrusted with safeguarding the tonic. Do you really want to destroy your only chance of obtaining it by killing the one person alive who knows its whereabouts?” A deathly silence wraps around the room, and the woman’s face whitens. I thought as much. As long as I possess this knowledge, they won’t dare touch me.
And that’s how I plan to keep it.
“Gentlemen, you are all invited to join me for the banquet of the Festival of Day and Night this week, as always.” I take hold of the doorknob. “Be sure to come. The cook makes a delicious roast.”




“NEED A REST? Dragging a scrawny kid must be awfully tiring.” I flash Beerbeard my most angelic grin, but this time he don’t slap me for talking. He sets me down, keeping a firm grip on my shirt.
Ahead, a hoard of villagers blocks the gateway that leads up to the deceased King Langhorne’s castle. I don’t have to guess what the commotion is all about. The current king gave us a no. Again. I doubt yes is even part of his vocabulary.
“What you make of it?” a soldier asks. I nicknamed him Black Eye because of the dark rings under his eyes.
Beerbeard shrugs. “I don’t mess much with the king’s business. I hear they’re having some kind of official meeting up there.”
“It’s the Biannual Meeting of the Twinsbanian Districts. They’ve been having them for years, mate.” That earns me a swift kick in the shins.
“You think it means trouble?” Black Eye furrows his brows as shouts and voices rise.
“Anytime there’s a group of Nighties mixed with a group of Brighties, it’s trouble. I’d better see what it is.” Beerbeard shoves me at Black Eye and disappears into the masses.
“That son of a black night can’t treat us like this just because he don’t got no double like the rest of us!”
“It’s not fair our lives have to be tied to these dark-hearted Nighties!”
An official-looking man in a velvet cape steps up on the gate podium above the crowd, and Black Eye moves closer to listen.
“I know this is all very upsetting, and we’re sorry, but the king’s made up his mind, so there’s no sense having a fuss about it.”
I’m shoved forward with the thrust of the crowd, out of Black Eye’s grasp. If anyone has a worse time staying caught, it’s me. I drop to the ground and work my way past hairy legs and sandals. The man on the podium’s gone, sucked into the people’s groping hands with the force of a human hurricane. Where’d Black Eye go? His dark boots should be a cinch to find amid the colorful rags of the Brighties, but boy, it’s a lot of feet to sort through.
There.
I grab a black boot, but it’s too small. An unfamiliar man glances at me, his hand wrapped in a cloth as if he’s been in a brawl, but the strange part is that it’s covered in black stains. A woman shrieks, and a kick rams me into the gate. My sides throb. What’s going on? I try to stand, but the people racing by keep me from going far. The crowd jerks away. Finally, a clear view—
The man with the injury lies on the ground. Not moving. Barely breathing. Blood oozes from his hand, but it’s abnormally dark, almost black. Scorchers, is he dead? My sides throb the longer I look. I can’t stand the sight of it. If he’s dead, somewhere else another man is dying with him. What’s he doing now? He’s probably going about his day like always. No warning, just a stabbing pain in his heart. And then gone. Without any time for his family to hear his last words.
“What’s wrong with the man?” a woman whispers as soldiers file in.
“We’ll take care of this. Now go home, the lot of you, before I arrest you for disturbing the peace!” a soldier orders, the crowd backing away.
I don’t. I have to know if the man lives. If his double lives. But with my first step, I’m yanked away.
“Thought you could escape from us again, did you?” Beerbeard shakes me, but I can’t take my eyes off the man, and any witty response is lost. Beerbeard pulls me toward the castle gate as two soldiers drag the man away.
“Got a prisoner for you. Caught stealing this.” Beerbeard lays the watch in front of the gatekeeper and pulls out the silver crescent moon that identifies him as a soldier. The gatekeeper grunts and grants us passage up the long stairway to the castle carved out of the Langhorne Mountains, named in honor of the first king who built this impenetrable fortress. Betting my doublins on it, King Langhorne must have been a man who valued privacy and security. With only one way up through a narrow pathway, few have dared to defy the royal abode. Until now.
I grin to myself. It’s a crazy plan, I know. Maybe it’ll all be for nothing. But I’ve got to try. Because if it works, the Separator will be ours.
Instead of fully ascending to the castle, Beerbeard jerks me down a thin stairway covered in moss, where an iron door as black as his soul awaits. Small, circular windows of darkness dot the mountain wall where the dungeon is carved. On the cliff above us, a long drawbridge leads straight to the castle and army garrison.
Never could figure why royals always have their prisons situated right under their castles. Mighty dumb idea, if you ask me. You’d think the royals would want their offenders as far from them as possible. Seems like chaining a murderer under your bed. But if they want to be idiots, it’s their prerogative. And my advantage.
Beerbeard raps the door so hard some of the rust flakes off.
“What?” A man with slick hair and reeking of sweat cracks the door open. Heat and smog emit from within.
I nearly gag.
“Another thief-y, huh?” Sweaty Face grins at me before Beerbeard relays the charges. I suppose if you’ve seen enough criminals, you’d get pretty good at guessing who done what.
“Let me ’ave ’im.” Sweaty Face grabs the hair on top of my head and drags me inside, then he slams the door closed.
Darkness encases me. My throat constricts. Heat blazes through the shadows like the heat of midday at midnight.
Run. Run. Run.
I push against the force grasping my neck. Howls from below whisper warnings. Like the ghosts of those who were once here.
You will never escape.
I clench my fists, and my eyes finally adjust to the thick darkness.
“What he steal?” Sweaty Face snatches the watch from Beerbeard, and I’m reckoning he isn’t giving it back to the owner anytime soon.
“Petty theft? Either twenty days in the clinker or twenty doublins, which is it?”
“What a merciful display of justice.” I choke out a laugh. “To be tried and found guilty without a trial.”
“Beasts like ye don’t need no trial.” Sweaty searches me, while Beerbeard hands him my boomerangs and knapsack. Sweaty dumps the contents on the table. My life’s possessions consist of stale bread, a blanket, rope, two doublins, an extra pair of trousers, and a knotted brown sack. He shoves it all in a drawer and locks it. Beerbeard grunts a g’day as Sweaty seizes my arm and drags me down into thicker darkness. With my free hand, I feel the walls. Jagged and hot. I brush a lock and wood panels. A door. Raspy, deathly breathing comes from inside. Breathing that doesn’t even sound human.
The howls hiss again.
Run. Run. Run.
A final warning.
I force my feet forward. I didn’t come this far to let a little pain stop me. Heat sears my hand, and I jerk away from the wall. Or a lot of pain either.
Sweaty Face halts at a cell and reaches for his keys, but fumbles around in his trouser pockets.
“Looking for these?” I lift my free hand, jangling the metal hook.
“Why, you little—”
I push him into the searing wall and break free, pounding back up the stairs.
“Prisoner loose!” he shouts between curses.
Just as I break into the warden’s office, two guards come running up the steps. Thank the sun I have a good memory and reach for the right key. I swing the door open and slam it shut, just as they both crash into the room.
They are soon charging outside in scorching-hot pursuit.
Oh, if they only knew I was still inside. I congratulate myself, crawling out from the shadows and unlocking the drawer that contains my possessions. Grabbing them, I hunker back down as Sweaty thuds past, then I proceed to the last place they’ll ever think to look—straight into the heart of the dungeon.
A scream pierces the air.
My sweat turns to ice. That shriek sounded like death. But I continue through the darkness until I reach the cell I’m looking for. Lucky number twenty-two. I unlock it as quietly as possible and close the iron door behind me. The soles of my feet begin to burn like coals. The heat grows. Burning, burning, burning. I can’t stand it much longer. Each prisoner is supposed to have a bed of hay. Where is it?
I make out a lump and dive for it. The hay offers some relief, but not as much as I hoped. Guess I’ll have to make do with my little corner of hell this side of toasty. Always wondered if the rumors were true about the dungeons being made of the remains of a burning star. Now I believe it.
I pad a hunk of hay around my feet and tie it with a loose string from my pants before surveying the window. It’s big enough to fit my head and shoulders through easily, no bars either. The steep drop down the mountainside is better deterrent than any iron bars. Directly above, the drawbridge sways, just as my buddy Sydnee described it from his time in the clinker. “Could have swung up that thing if I hadn’t been chained,” he told me, but he wasn’t fool enough to try it. Nobody would be. Except me.
“First offense?”
I whirl around at the sound of a hoarse voice. I’m alone. I’ve heard stories of men going crazy in this place, but I haven’t been here long enough for my brain to be playing tricks. Besides, I’m too smart for any old mind games.
In the darkest corner, a chain leads to a blanket, and a chalky foot peeks out from the shadows. I release the breath I was holding. “First one nabbed for.”
The man lets out a belly laugh that makes the shadows of the room lighter.
I have no idea who my fellow captive is, but I like him already. “How long you been in for?”
“Seven years, six months, five days, and four hours.”
My throat tightens again. That was the year King Daccias the Tyrant was crowned king. The year everything changed, and definitely not for the better. His father, Light rest his soul, had planned to release the Separator to us that year, but then he died and left us with a fool of a boy to run the country in exchange. Rotten deal, if you ask me. His stubborn refusal has cost more lives than I can count. Including Mum’s.
“What did you do, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“My crime? Not keeping my big mouth shut.” He laughs again, but this time it’s dry, not genuine.
Movement passes the door’s window. We quiet, the jailer trudging by. Once he’s out of sight and earshot, the prisoner begins talking again.
“You’ll never make it.” His voice deepens. “Trust me, other prisoners have tried to escape, and they’ve only ended up in a worse place than before.” He coughs roughly and can’t seem to stop.
“You all right?” I creep to him and, for the first time, see him. He seems unearthly, like I’m looking at a skeleton on sunback country and not a living soul. His face is red and gaunt, lips cracked and swollen like his hands and feet. Is this what they’ve done to him? A mug of grimy water rests in the corner. Not much, but it’s better than nothing. “Here.” I gently lift the cup to the man’s lips.
“No, I must save it.” He carefully pushes it away. “It’s all the water I get for today.”
That’s it? I stare into the half-empty mug, then back at the man’s worn face. Surely whatever he’s done isn’t enough to deserve this kind of treatment. Even death would be more merciful than this. But it’s illegal. Because they would kill his double if they killed him. Which is just one more incentive for me to succeed tonight.

Moonlight filters through the window, and I guess it’s close to midnight. Breakout time. I check to make sure no one’s near, then I steady myself. Remember how you practiced, Waruu. I let out a breath and swing. The boomerang wraps around the cables of the drawbridge. First try. Scorchers, I’m better than I thought.
A couple tugs. ’Bout as safe as she can be. I pull myself halfway through the window, trying not to think about the death drop below or how crazy I am to try this. One, two, go!
But the rope gives out, and suddenly I’m plummeting headfirst. The rope tugs and I’m pulled back into the cell, onto the floor by my fellow inmate’s feet. The other end of the rope is in the inmate’s hand, and by suns, he’s grinning. He has a lot more strength than I would have given him credit for.
“You’re a thoroughbred idiot, you know that? But you might stand half a chance.” He helps me up and pulls the rest of the rope in. I grin back at him, swing the boomerang again—and miss. I keep trying.
“Atta boy! Keep at it!”
Finally, the boomerang wraps securely around the cables, but I hesitate. I came here to help the Sons of Day. All of them.
“What are you waiting for, lad? Go!”
“Not until you can come with me.” I toss him the keys, but he immediately hands them back and shakes his head.
“Don’t tempt me. It’s too late for me now, and if I go with you, you won’t stand a chance.” He waves his hand. “Go. Be free. It’s enough for me to know I finally did something good with my life.”
I have no idea what he means, but I look him in the eye. “I’ll be back to free you someday, I promise. And I don’t take promises lightly.”
Reluctantly leaving him behind, I grip the rope and climb. Once the rope stops swaying, I listen for any sound of movement above. Silence. I pull myself higher so I can scope the area. There’s only a narrow ledge extending from the gateway. It’ll have to do. I edge along it, maneuvering myself around to sturdy ground. A figure stands to the left, but he isn’t looking my way. This is going to be doubly easy. I sprint past him, diving into the shadow of the rock walls. No place to go except higher. I ascend the steps, taking in the view few people have ever seen.
King Langhorne’s castle.
The crescent shapes on the spires resemble miniature stars against the silver moonlight, the rest of the structure a towering black mass ready to swallow me whole. Behind it, a waterfall bares its white teeth. The moon rises behind the peaks, a glowing eye over the monstrous building.
I dart between the shadows, and the chill of the stone steps begins to reach to my bones. I rub my arms to keep warm, though the air isn’t that cold. Behind every bush and tree, the presence of something sinister seems to lurk.
Thump!
A door swings open and a couple of guards clank out.
Hide, but where? Spying a massive pot of flowers, I hunker down behind them.
“You see all that food the king passed up again today?” The taller one pulls off his helmet.
“How could I miss it? He nearly threw the fish on my breastplate,” the short one says as I slip behind them, making my way to the door they emerged from.
“Of all the jobs in the kingdom, we guard an infant king with a weak stomach!”
The short one halts. “You hear that?”
I freeze. I haven’t made a noise. Sure of it.
“Nah, a two-tailed rat, probably. Let’s go.”
“What if someone’s trying to assassinate the king?”
“How could they sneak in here? Besides, it might do everyone good if someone rid us of the royal nuisance. It’d save us a lot of laundry.” The tall one rubs a spot on his shirt as they disappear around the corner, and I rush inside. I lean against the doorframe to give myself a chance to breathe. That was too twinning close. One wrong move, and I’ll be back in that cell—and this time with no way of escaping. Calm down, Waruu. Nothing you can’t handle.
I give myself a mental pat on the back, walking across the endless hall and avoiding the octagonal patches of moonlight shining through the massive windows. I stop for a moment by a door and risk a peek.
Oops. I jump back into the shadows before the sleeping beaut wakes and sees me peering in. Even a smart fellow like me’s bound to make one mistake. Wonder which lord he is. Can’t be the tyrant. Too old and peaceful looking. Not that I can know for sure, though, seeing as hardly any of the common folk have ever gotten a look at him and no one likes him enough to erect any statues of the bloke. And the treasuries would riot if anyone suggested putting his dumb face on a coin. He could be faceless for all we know. Still, I bet I’d recognize the tyrant if I saw him. I’ve imagined his face plenty of times. Hair black. Eyes the color of midnight. Skin pale and a spidery grin spreading across his hollow cheeks.
He’s said he’ll never give us the Separator. Let’s see if he’s so adamant when my blade is pressed against his back.
“You can’t kill me.”
“Oh, no? Well, nothing’s stopping me from slicing off a portion of you, Your Majesty. What you think about that?”
I move on to a staircase leading to a large single door with two men guarding it. This has to be the king’s quarters. Now, to find a way inside without alerting the guards. Maybe the room has a window or balcony I can scrabble up. I pass through a door I hope will lead to the outside, but instead, rows and rows of books surround me. Stacked twenty doublics high. The moonlight drifting in from the large balcony windows makes their spines shine silver. A balcony. Just what I’m looking for. I glance to the left and my heart pounds.
Someone’s in the room.
I freeze for half a second before my dumb noggin realizes it’s me. A mirror hangs on the wall directly across from where I stand. Letting the adrenaline get to you, Waruu, I mock. I stick out my tongue at myself. My reflection doesn’t move. What? I blink, stepping closer to the mirror that’s actually a painting.
A painting of me.
I touch the black-textured background, my eyes moving to my stoic face. My double?
From the tawny hair to the thin build, even the freckles on the face are identical to mine. A Nightie’s skin, hair, or eyes are always darker than their Day twin’s, even if only slightly. This portrait is like looking in a mirror. But why would my double have a portrait in the king’s library?
I read the inscription on the plaque beneath it.
King Daccias Tyriaan the Third, painted February 10th, year 1122
Blazing burning scorchers!
He has a twin.
My heart lunges into my throat.
I’m the king’s double.
“Who’s there?” A melodic voice asks—a girl’s. A small figure stands by the shelf a few rows down. She steps closer, and the next second, a giant book’s flying at my noggin. “Intruder!”
I duck out the window to a balcony. I leap over the rail, and bless the sun, another balcony’s below. I land hard but on my feet. Something thwacks my shoulder, and an arrow whizzes by. So much for a perfect plan.
Three guards pound out of the door to my left. Exactly the direction I want to go. Definitely not happening how I plotted this scheme weeks ago.
I’ll have to improvise. My specialty.
I point past the new balcony. “He went that way!”
They glance long enough for me to dash past them.
“Hey!” they holler.
Too late. I whirl onto spiraling steps going upward.
“Halt in the name of the king!” A soldier runs to the top of the stairs, arrow aimed at me.
Twang! I duck down. An arrow grazes my shoulder, ripping my shirtsleeve. Too close. I finger my boomerangs. A soldier is poised and ready to shoot again. He looks me up and down and hesitates for a moment. “It’ll be easier if you surrender now.”
“Thank you for the opportunity.” I slide out the boomerangs. “But I’m afraid I must disrespectfully decline.” With a swift swing, I knock the arrow from his hands and catch the boomerangs as they fling back at me.
I jog past him and out onto the thin path leading to the waterfall. He shouts at me, but rushing water drowns out his words. Water droplets spray my hair and face. The cool spray is refreshing after the frolic, and if I had half a mind, I might have taken a bath in the water for fun. But now isn’t the time for fun.
Because this time I don’t intend to get caught.
Water rushes down the rocks like I’m in a thunderstorm, and my foot slips. A steep drop hungers for my dangling flesh. I tremble slightly. King Daccias the Second and his queen met their end here. Tale goes they were out taking a walk when they were apprehended by an extremist group and shoved to their death.
I have to slow my pace. I carefully pull myself up and place one foot in front of the other.
The soldiers are climbing the stairs and moving swiftly. They’ll be here in a minute. And my path’s ended. It’s just me and the raging waterfall.
I reach out my hand, letting the water sift through my fingers. I can’t risk being caught, not now. Not when I have the power to change our world.
I hurl myself below.




I CAREEN INTO
an alley, the sun burning through my shirt. Sweat seems to boil atop my skin. My feet hit mud as screams come from the other end of the alley. I don’t need to hear what they’re saying to know who they’re after—me. A watch drops out of my hand and slides across the ground, creaking and expanding until it morphs into a castle. I’m standing on the edge of the walkway, except I’m not, because I see myself falling. No, that isn’t right. I’m not falling. I’m swinging.
From a rope.
Cheering rings in my ears. “King Daccias is dead! We’re free!”
I sway, lifeless and pale. No one bothers to take me down. My body is left to rot, and buzzards strip away my flesh.
I kick the blankets off my perspiring torso and gulp water down my dry throat. It was almost as if the council implanted that dream in my head so I’d change my mind about the Separator.
Pity I’ll have to disappoint them.
I slide my bare feet across the floor, rubbing my arms against the chill. On the balcony, I watch the moon ascend. The village slumbers peacefully, so unlike this morning. The world seems different at night. A blanket of serenity covers the land and protects it from the strife of the day. A cluster of stars sparkles. I haven’t seen this constellation before. I sketch out the shape in my notebook. On paper, it’s merely dots. But in the heavens, it’s a king.
Historians believe the Sons of Day are descended from the sun, and the Sons of Night from the stars. I doubt such a theory. I have about as much stardust in my veins as that village out there has positive opinions of me. The stars hold something far more fascinating. What it is, I have yet to learn.
Perhaps it’s the answer to everything.
Movement turns my attention downward. A shadow slips outside, a group of clanging men behind it.
“What’s all the commotion?” A voice yells from the room where Lord Cooper is staying, one level beneath mine.
I burst into the hall. Half my army stands outside my door, looking like a flock of two-toned hens who’ve lost their eggs and don’t know how to find them. “Your reason for disturbing me at this hour had better be good.”
McCay, the captain of the guard, salutes me. “There’s an intruder, Your Majesty.”
My stomach twists along with the dinner I shouldn’t have eaten. I didn’t expect the Separatists to carry out their threats so soon. “Where is he now?”
“That’s the trouble. We don’t know. He couldn’t have gone far.”
“Your incompetence never fails to impress me,” I say. “Who was he?”
“We don’t know that either. It was dark, and we only caught glimpses of him. He was probably an adolescent, from the size of him.”
“A boy?” I frown and sit on the edge of the hall table to think. They sent a boy? The arrogance. I should at least warrant a full-grown man. “What did he come for? How did he evade security?”
“A prisoner—who the guards have yet to find—escaped this afternoon. I suspect it was him. He could have been hiding near the castle, waiting for a chance to flee, or . . .”
“Or what?”
“Nothing.” McCay focuses on the shadows in the distance. “Just a speculation.”
The doors from outside swing open and in marches a young soldier.
“Did you locate him?” I bark.
“In a manner of speaking . . .” The soldier glances between me and McCay. “He jumped off the waterfall, sir.”
“He what?” I bellow. “If you’re joking—”
“I promise you, I witnessed the stunt with my own eyes. He was standing on the edge, staring into the water, and he jumped straight into it!”
That’s all I need to hear. I storm out.
“Your Majesty, where are you going?”
I don’t answer and they all follow me, each one mumbling to himself about what a fickle mind I have. “Everyone leave me alone,” I order my bodyguards, waving them off. “I need to think.”
“Brissbane will have our heads if we leave you unattended!”
“If I’m suddenly attacked, I’ll scream my head off, and you can finish the job yourselves.” I cross my arms, waiting for my company to depart. Once they’re out of sight, I release a breath and make a break for the waterfall. Mist sprays my cheeks, and if I close my eyes, I can almost imagine I’m on the edge of the sea instead of a cliff. The thunder of the water reminds me of Father, his bones buried somewhere below. On the other side, a statue of him poses valiantly with a dyad sword in his raised hand. Stone children clutch his cape to symbolize his protection of the less fortunate.
I double-check that no eyes are watching, then slowly inch down to the small ledge below that’s barely visible. It’s just long enough to fit the length of my foot. For several minutes, I edge along, gripping the wall so I don’t repeat Father’s watery plunge. Finally, the ledge broadens and I enter a tunnel.
The darkness makes seeing what’s ahead impossible, but I don’t bother to light a torch. I could navigate the familiar path even if I were blindfolded.
How could the boy have known about this passage? Only descendants of the royal line possess the knowledge. I’ve told no one, nor have I given any indication of where it might be.
If he were to discover the location of . . .
My head pounds, and my heart pumps wildly.
He can’t have found it. I won’t allow it.
A long walk later, I reach the spot and press the glittering tiles. A door opens and I step inside. The Separator is still secure. For now, at least. I let out a sigh.
I lift the vial with the swirling golden liquid. The glass glitters like a sea of stars, pure and bright. A single drop of this could sever the ties between a thousand doubles. A few of my ancestors believed the Separator was a privilege reserved for kings alone, and they attempted to destroy it to prevent commoners from obtaining the tonic. One king tried to burn it, but the potion would not melt. Another endeavored to bury it at sea, but it bobbed up and floated to shore. Others poured out the substance, but the vial refilled itself, replacing what had been used. No matter their tactics, the tonic could not be destroyed any more than people’s hunger for it.
I set the bottle back and close the door, but when I turn, I trip and the gravel grates through my gloves. My hands shake uncontrollably as I pull one off to reveal the scars that I let none see. The Separatists are only trying to scare me so I’ll give them what they want. They won’t dare assassinate me . . . will they?
The nightmare I had tonight brands an image of my hanging body onto my soul with searing precision.
Forcing my hands to stop trembling, I push myself up and back the way I came. I always presumed they’d dare not touch me as long as I withheld this knowledge from them, though a part of me wonders:
What if this is my fate regardless of which path I choose?
Once I reach the waterfall again, I check my surroundings. I can’t let anyone see me exit this sacred hiding place, not even Brissbane. I creep to the ledge. Father’s statue gazes down at me. “Let Brissbane handle the council meetings,” he’d say. “Stay in your bedroom. It’s too risky. You’re in way over your head.”
Before long, I’ll drown.
Just as he did.
“The king is alone?” Brissbane has arrived with the guards, sword in hand. “What’s the meaning of this?”
“Don’t you know? You seem to know everything else, including what I should and shouldn’t do.”
“I’m only looking out for your well-being, Daccias, just as your father asked me to.”
“You must have poor eyesight then, because I was nearly murdered in my bed tonight.”
The wrinkles in Brissbane’s forehead indicate he’s worried about me. Likely story. No one frets over me. He spins to the nearest soldier. “I want all the watchmen doubled during the night, and triple the guards on all the key points.”
The men move to leave, but I lift a hand. Brissbane can’t tell me what to do, even if he is right for once. “Keep the number of guards the same for now. I’ll provide further orders in the morning after I’ve had time to reflect.”
Brissbane sucks in a breath and blows it out. “You act like you want to be assassinated. You’re all we have, Daccias. Once you’re gone, there’s no one left to take the throne.”
“At least that will guarantee you won’t lay your hands on the Separator.”
Brissbane turns to the cluster. “May I have a word with the king alone?”
The guards head inside, and Brissbane studies me for two minutes as if I’m a statue. I remain still, not squirming. I can stare him down as well as anyone.
Brissbane almost smiles, his rough exterior softening. “You know, not everyone in the kingdom is against you.”
“If you’re referring to the rats, I’m already well acquainted with them.”
Brissbane shakes his head—whether in disdain or humor, I can’t tell. “Your father made me promise to look out for you and the kingdom if anything were to happen to him. And you’ve certainly been making me work hard ever since.” He chuckles, then promptly stops when he catches me glaring at him.
“For once, please listen to me. Your father was a good man and king. We can’t afford to lose you too.” He lifts his head to Father’s statue. Even though he’s a distant cousin of Father’s, they could have been brothers. From his determined chin to his impressive build to his penetrating eyes, his presence is like a living painting of Father.
He puts a hand on my shoulder, and I immediately recoil. He’s lying. Just like everyone else. He can’t mean that. “Your concern is touching,” I remark, following his gaze. “But I’ll decide what the country can afford to lose.”
“I suspected you’d hold that view.” He sighs heavily. “But you’re wrong. We need you to free this country.”
I stay where I am as he makes his way down the path.
“If you ever need anything, remember, I’m here,” he says, leaving me in the darkness of my thoughts. I return to the castle, where my bodyguards are waiting.
What does Brissbane want from me? My kingdom? Gold? Prestige? Is he here to help me—or ruin me?
I open the door to my room and instruct the guards to remain outside. The last time someone offered to help, he went behind my back to glean private information and attempted to bribe me into allotting him more land. When I refused, he slandered my good name, though it mattered little at that point what people thought of me—they’d already called me a dictator and a fool.
Father trusted Brissbane. But he trusted everyone. And he paid the price for it.
Does Brissbane seek some kind of information from me? Like where I keep the tonic? Some blotch from my past?
“Sire?” A voice softly calls. Aalinta steps in with a tray and a pitcher. “I heard what happened. I thought you might enjoy a spot of warm milk. I know how these things upset your stomach so.”
She gently guides me to my desk chair, but I slump on the edge of the desk instead. Bad posture, Brissbane would say. My back will grow all crooked, and I’ll be a hunchback for the rest of my life. So be it. Perhaps my soon-to-be assassin would have pity on me and spare my life.
I snort. Pity? For me? What a joke. About as likely as Father rising from the grave to take back the throne. I don’t need their pity, nor would I accept it, even if it would save my life.
“I thought you might enjoy this as well, to help you sleep.” Aalinta sets a book in front of me. The Adventures of Twinn Lawyer. My favorite. Or it used to be. The words hold no meaning now. The frolics in stories are mere fairy tales. A taste of something better that only reminds one how bitter life is.
“I don’t want it.” I shove her hand away.
The pitcher clatters to the floor, and Aalinta scrambles to tilt it and slosh the milk back with little success.
For a moment, all I can do is watch her while a pang expands across my chest. I pick up a cloth and bend down to remove the pitcher from her hand. “I’ll take care of this. You’ve cleaned up enough of my messes for one day.”
“It’s no bother, really. Here, let me help you.” She reaches for the cloth I had seized from the dresser.
I grip the fabric, scrubbing the floor much harder than necessary. “I can do this on my own.”
“You don’t have to. I want to help.”
“Will you just let me be!” I shout so loud, I’m surprised by the strength of my own outburst.
Aalinta’s lips tremble, and she backs away.
For who knows how many times, I’ve spoken again when I should have kept my mouth closed. “I apologize. I shouldn’t have . . .”
Aalinta glides out before I even finish. Perhaps it’s for the best. I fling the cloth on the floor and go to the balcony, slamming the doors behind me.
I don’t want her—or anyone—near me.
I pace for a while, letting the day’s events sink in like an anchor that’s pulling me down to the blackest depths of the ocean. A few minutes later, I retreat to my room, bumping a lump by the door. A stack of books. I glance around. Books adorn the bed, tables, and chairs. A note is attached to the one on my nightstand, and next to it is a fresh pitcher of milk.
I hope you’ll enjoy one of these.
—Aalinta
I blindly select a novel and slosh milk into a mug, then let it trickle slowly down my throat. For a brief second, my churning insides calm and I tell myself tonight was a fluke. A freak accident.
But that only causes the acid in my stomach to churn.
The moment I convince myself they won’t stand a chance against me is when there’s a small possibility that, somehow, they might actually succeed.
And all I know is I must try all the harder to make sure they don’t.




“WHAT DO YOU make of it?”
“Say a prayer for his soul. He’ll need it where he’s at now.” A row of figures departs, marching down the pathway.
Here lies Waruu, a Son of Day. A tramp, an orphan, and otherwise a gentleman. Rest in Light and peace.
I salute myself and pay tribute to my very much alive body before I ease along the ledge where I landed and climb back up. Slinking through the shadows, I grin. This entire excursion was my worst failed plan ever.
And I couldn’t be more happy about it.
Because now, for the first time, we have a chance to succeed.

The scent of broiled fish and sea salt, wafting along the breeze, grows stronger with each step I take through the rainforest. Flames crackle. The twang-twang of Banjoo’s guitar fills the air with a steady, haunting beat. “The Ballad of Day and Night.” I can still remember most of the lyrics.
The Darkness of Night, the Light of Day,
Each one different, yet the same.
Bound by evening and tied by morn,
These enemies forever war-torn.
The Day raises its ax and the Night its sword;
Neither can win this everlasting war.
The Light has slayed the Dark, and the Dark has struck the Light,
No blow goes unforgiven in this celestial fight.
Each wound double-sided, each injury matched as one.
Each demanding a price the other can’t pay.
The battle rages, yet the chains remain;
Neither one separated from the other’s pain.
Years go by, and not a star does change,
For the truth that frees only evades.
But one day the Sun, in its course, shall win,
Repaying back the Moon’s shadowing sin.
In that day the Light will reign,
And the land will be scorched by the Sun.
At that note, the first ray of sun breaks through the vines, but ghostly shadows still cling to the trees and rocks, not ready to let go.
I jump over a log, and four-winged butterflies scatter into the air. “No worries, m’lady, just me.” I pick up the one on the ground and tuck her back inside the log before entering our little home on the edge of nowhere—and in the middle of everything that could kill us with one bite. They call this place Faantuum Rainforest, the name meaning “dead ones,” but believe me, haunts are the least of our worries.
A double-tailed snake slithers around my feet. One of our many venomous neighbors, if you don’t count the sixteen-legged crab spiders or the two-shelled, poison-tipped tortoises.
Still better company than the Nighties.
I pass by our official unwelcomer, ol’ Cunningham, a stuffed fire-breathing crocoduuble that’s scared away many a prying Night soldier.
“Morning, Waruu!” Burnee perches cross-legged on a tree stump, counting coins.
I flip a couple of doublins into the pile. My contribution to the stash, on behalf of the Nighties I snatched them from. Not much to keep the Separatist cause going, but we won’t be needing donations much longer.
As I’m weaving through the rows of tents and lean-tos, Victooria rushes in front of me, along with three other children—two I recognize and one I don’t. The gang probably picked up another stray who lost a parent to the death of their twin. I was there once. Probably be slaving away in a mill right now if they hadn’t taken me in.
Directly ahead, a pan sizzles with a fresh fish just for me. A thing of beauty to my famished stomach. I reach for the bowl of chow.
A hand grabs my collar, pushing me against a tree.
“Mornin’.” I grin, but Sydnee don’t return it. As the leader of our band of Day Separatists, we sometimes call him Stormy ’cause his eyes are as deep blue as an ocean, and right now, about as turbulent as one too.
“Gone all night again, I see?” He puts a hand on his belt, his coat swinging back to reveal his bright blue shirt and a dagger poking out of his boot.
“Decided to visit a sauna. Did my young bones good.” I wince, blood trickles down my arm from where the arrow struck me.
At the sight of red, Sydnee releases my shirt and scurries to his hut. In two shakes of a snake’s tail, he’s out again, sleeves rolled up, toting all sorts of herbs and bottles. He knows a lot about medicines, poisons, tonics, potions—you name it, and he’ll know it. If he can’t cure something, then nobody can.
“Battle wounds, huh, Ruu-Boy? Thought you was too sly to be caught?” Banjoo whistles as Sydnee slaps some foul-smelling yellow stuff on my shoulder that burns worse than the walls of the prison.
“These aren’t wounds. They’re . . .”
“Oh, sure.” Sydnee leans forward, his stubby gray beard shining in the firelight. “Just like that burn on your foot is a tattoo, huh?”
I draw my feet back, but Sydnee is already smearing more stuff on them. I wrinkle my nose. “Do you have to, Sydnee? I feel fine, and that stuff smells like spider perfume.”
Banjoo strums his guitar, his blond hair flopping in his face. “Oh, Sydnee, Sydnee, weaving his web like a spidey!”
“Keep it down, or I’ll do my magic trick and make your guitar disappear.” Sydnee’s deep voice rumbles.
“The man’s only having a bit of fun,” I add. “Even if it is a bit annoying.”
“I heard that!” Banjoo hugs his guitar as if to protect it from incoming insults. Never once has he gotten a scratch on the instrument or let anyone touch it, which is more than I can say for him with the long scar running down his cheek. He lays his guitar to the side but pretends to play the cords. “Sydnee, oh, Sydnee, spinning, spinning, spinning . . .” he whispers loudly.
Sydnee swipes the guitar and holds it behind his back. “Don’t mess with a magician.” He extends both hands, guitar gone.
“Okay, okay, don’t go having a whinge! What’d you do with it this time?” Banjoo scrambles up, vainly searching the air behind Sydnee.
“Do with what? I don’t see anything, do you?” Sydnee winks at me, both of us knowing it’s hidden in the bush by his feet. Banjoo disappears in anxious pursuit. Sydnee finishes binding my foot and shoves a plate in my hand. “Eat before you grow any skinnier.”
“Your wish is my command.” I obey, plopping down on the nearest rock. The fish tastes warm and soothing, a bit of home on a plate.
Sydnee rests his thick hands on his knees. “So, what really happened last night?”
I swallow the final morsel of tender meat. “I found out something. Something that’s going to help us big time.”
His wrinkled face smiles gently. I’m not sure he believes me, but he listens, and that’s what matters.
I lean back, watching his face flicker as the embers die. Even in the shadows, I can make out the tattoo on his left upper arm. Two swords fighting. One black, the other white. The black one broken. The white blade whole and strong. Someday that tattoo will be on my arm, when I’m old enough.
“Sydnee.” I set the plate aside. “What’d you say if I told you the king has a double?”
“The king doesn’t have a twin. It’s not possible. Ever since King Langhorne used the Separator on himself, no king has had a Day double.”
“What if the effects have worn off over time? That’s possible, right? It’s been two hundred years since King Langhorne used the Separator. That’s a scorching long time for things to change.”
“That’s not how the Separator works.” Sydnee stands and gathers his bottles and herbs. “I’ve studied every book I can find. The effects are permanent. It doesn’t matter whether it’s been two hundred or two thousand years.”
“You know that for certain? No one has ever seen it tested.” I follow him to his tent, where he deposits his supplies on the small table with a thud.
“Why does it matter so much?” Sydnee holds my gaze, waiting for me to continue.
I breathe deeply, every fiber of me ready. “Because I’m the king’s double.”
Sydnee chuckles. “Good one, Ruu. You had me believing you for a minute there. But that’s as possible as the sun rising when the moon’s shining, and besides, you’ve never even seen the king. Almost no one has.”
“Oh, but I have,” I say, and with that, I tell him everything—from my plan to sneak into the castle, to my ingenious escape and discovery. Out of breath from talking so fast, I stop.
Minutes seem to pass. Why isn’t he saying anything?
“Ruu, we’ve been over this before,” Sydnee says tersely. “You can’t go off like this on your own. It’s not safe, and you’re still young and inexperienced.”
“I’m not that young,” I protest.
“Bad things happen when you play with fire. You get burned.” Sydnee rubs his neck, the tip of a scar showing above his shirt. I haven’t seen it very often. He usually keeps it covered. He doesn’t like remembering about his time in gaol. But the one time I did see it, I’ll never forget. A long, dark mark down his spine. Deeper and thicker than a whip scar. “I know,” he says slowly. “I tried convincing the king once, and I paid the price. I’ll not see the same happen to you. Whatever you saw, you are mistaken.”
He knows I’m not making this up, I can tell. But he won’t admit it. It’s like he’s holding back something he doesn’t want me to see. Maybe fear.
“I know what I saw.” I hold his scrutinizing gaze. “And I think you do too.”
“The king doesn’t have a double. And he never will. Understand?” Sydnee leaves me alone in the tent, my heart thumping heavily with a truth no one will accept.




THIS MIGHT BE my last night in my bed. Morning sunlight streams through the windows and casts a long shadow. Lorikeets whistling in an annoyingly cheerful manner remind me I have yet another day to endure. If I live that long.
I slip on my trousers, leaving my crown untouched on the nightstand. If anyone wants to kill me, they will have to go through my bodyguards first. That is, if my bodyguards aren’t the ones planning to assassinate me, which isn’t altogether unlikely. I pull on my boots, waiting for Aalinta to deliver my breakfast as she always does. Five minutes. Nothing. Aalinta is never late. She’s probably raging mad at me too.
Like everyone else.
I stretch and walk to the balcony. Beyond the village and the rainforest, the ocean crashes against the shore, strong and unconquerable. It doesn’t care what one person says or does. It won’t bend its will for a moment, for anyone or anything. I long to walk along the shore, but Brissbane insists I stay in the castle. It’s safer, he claims. I doubt anywhere is safe now.
Father sometimes took me to the coast, when he and Mother weren’t attending balls or other social affairs. Once, I almost drowned. I waddled too close to the edge, and the tide sucked me down, down, down. I didn’t know how to swim, but I wrestled against the water as it tried to strangle me with its slithery hands.
And I rose to the surface. Even the ocean could not beat me.
And neither will they.
I put on my black vest and push the door open into the empty hall. The visiting lords must still be asleep in the spare rooms. In a repeat performance of yesterday, I burst into the Great Hall. No council lords, only a couple of servants dusting, and Brissbane sitting on a bench, examining a stack of papers. Of course he’s up early.
“Your Majesty.” He stands abruptly. “I didn’t expect you. Pardon the mess.” His typically straight stance is crooked because one of his legs is bent and bandaged. As a master swordsman, few could wound him. Anyone adept enough to tackle him could take down all four of my guards in one swing and still have all their fingers, limbs, and hair follicles.
“You or the room?” I nod to the array of papers, then to his leg. “What happened to you?”
“Oh, this? It’s just a minor scrape from the tussle in the town square this morning. Some of your subjects were none too happy about your decision yesterday, and since they couldn’t access you, they settled for me instead. That calmed them down for a bit.” He chuckles, but I do not.
“You ought to put some sunleet leaves on the wound. It will relieve the pain,” I grunt, slouching on the bench, though Brissbane sits perfectly straight. Maybe I ought to take posture lessons from him . . . if I cared about that, which I don’t. “Any more news on the intruder?”
Brissbane unwraps the bandage on his leg and pulls out a new cloth from his vest. “He seems to match the age and size of the escaped prisoner. I was able to get a description of him from one of the wardens. Brown hair, thin, medium skin, about your height. But that could describe almost anyone. Even you.”
I study the lacerations on his leg, each one a prophecy of the trouble to come.
“I want every available man deployed to Kingsland and all searches for this boy called off.”
Brissbane leaps to his feet and explodes. “You can’t be serious. This is insane!” His face contorts, then he lowers his voice. “I’m sorry, I spoke out of turn.”
“You spoke your mind. I won’t fault you for that.” I can tell from his heavy breathing that he’s trying to hold his tongue. “You have something else you’d like to add?”
“Tensions are already running high, and leaving your castle with limited men, especially during the Festival, could . . .”
“Make me a target?”
“You said it, Daccias, not I. Perhaps it would be best if you skipped the ceremonies this year and let someone else take your place.”
If they want a target, I’ll give them one.
“Every Night King since Langhorne has lit the candles in the tower. I’ll not be the first to break the custom.”
I start to leave, but Brissbane reaches for the door handle, looking straight into my eyes. “I sense there’s something you’re not telling me. As your second-in-command, I need to know your plans to do my job. You can’t carry all this on your own. Let me help you. Your father trusted me with his deepest secrets.”
“Not all of them.” I jerk the door loose from his grip and stride onto the walkway.
“Daccias.” He steps behind me, and I halt, but not for him. A crowd forms around the castle gates, even larger than yesterday.
“You told me you calmed the people down.”
“What?” Brissbane now sees where I’m pointing. He runs a hand through his perfectly combed beard.
For once, I know something before he does, which would have been a satisfying feeling if I, too, weren’t agitated about the recent course of events.
I hurry ahead of him at a pace he would deem unseemly for a king, yet he says nothing.
As I draw closer to the gateway, screams and shouts grate against my ears. A soldier runs to me. He looks in worse shape than a fish dragged through the mud and left to dry in the desert. His left eye is swollen, his lips bleeding and red. His right hand clenches his left. But that’s not what’s strange. His wide eyes glint with fear.
I wait for the man to catch his breath. “What is your message?”
“Yesterday, when the riot broke out, a commoner known as Jackee tried to disarm one of my men. In self-defense, a soldier gave him what should have been a light blow to the head. But Jackee seemed to take it abnormally hard and was incapacitated all of yesterday. Today, he was found lying dead in the street.”
This can’t be the reason. Killing a man, even accidentally, is a serious offense, but the soldier would be disturbed about this fact, not afraid. “What else?”
“His body . . . I can’t even explain it.” The soldier’s wounded hand twitches. “It was like he was dying from the inside out.”
Something about that vague description triggers an image in my mind I can’t shake. “And where is he now? Has anyone examined the body?”
“We’ve transported him to the military morgue temporarily. The doctor is coming to assess him this afternoon.”
“I’d like to examine him.”
The soldier seems to falter slightly.
“Is there a problem?”
“No, of course not, sire, but . . . it’s not a pleasant sight.”
“I witnessed my parents’ innards spilling out after being impaled by craggy cliffs, Soldier. Do you truly think I’ll be frightened by a decaying corpse?”
He inclines his head. “As you wish.” He gestures for me to proceed, and I walk ahead of him, past the barracks and to the morgue. Brissbane follows at a distance—even he, in all his nosiness, isn’t anxious about visiting a corpse. Nor am I. When one is king long enough, observing horrors becomes part of the position.
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” The soldier props the door open for me, and I’m hit with the overwhelming scent of flesh rotting in the sun, but another odor floats in the air too. A mixture of charcoal and smoke, like the building is aflame, though it most certainly is not.
“The man’s death wasn’t your fault.”
“I wasn’t referring to him.” He softly closes the door behind us. “You were only eight when the king and queen passed, correct?”
I needn’t his sympathy. “So?”
“No child should have to see what you saw that night.”
“You’d be surprised by the many things I shouldn’t have seen. Now, are you going to show me the man or not?”
“Over there.” He points to a table in the shadows.
Two ashen faces stare at me. No, it’s one that’s split in half. I lift the blanket off his leg. Dried, blackened blood stains his skin. My own blood chills. His body hisses, his white skin cracking and breaking apart.
Every muscle in me tightens as if I’m fracturing too.
This man died from something far deadlier than any wound.
“Take him away immediately.”
“I will as soon as the doctor arrives.”
“You take him away now. Do what you want with his remains. Burn them. Bury them. I don’t care. But whatever you do, let no one near him except those who have already had contact.”
The door creaks open, and light filters in as Brissbane stands in the frame. His gaze locks upon the body. He doesn’t need to speak for me to recognize the words forming on his tongue. He knows what happened, and so do I.
Everyone will soon.
And once word is out, the whole kingdom will be groping for my neck . . . unless I give that one order. But I won’t. For anyone or anything.
I brush past Brissbane, my heart thundering.




THE WHISTLING AND crashing of the wind and waves plays a majestic beat. My tawny brown hair blows into my eyes, but I don’t care. Silvery moon gulls soar above the incoming ships. From the cliff’s edge, I swing a boomerang at the vessels, but it whirls back to me before it nears them.
I rub my eyes, which should be tired from staying up all night gazing at the expanse in front of me. No way I can rest right now. All I can do is remember. I almost feel Mum’s soft touch around my shoulders, hugging me and bringing me close. My hands curl around the sun necklace, the only belonging she left me that the Nighties didn’t confiscate.
“What are you running from, lad?” That woman in the streets who tried to protect me reminded me of Mum too much.
Mum shouldn’t have died. Not yet. Not that way. The doctor said she would have lived a long life if only her Night half hadn’t passed away. I wasn’t even there when she drew her last breath. When I left to explore the seaside, she was singing, laughing, and full of vibrant energy.
I’d have given anything to hear one last word, feel one last touch, see one last smile.
One last anything.
Death is hard, by scorchers, but this was different. It was like I was cheated out of something that should have been mine. As if Mum had stored a box of treasures and mementos for me to remember her by, only for them to be washed out to sea where I could never recover them.
I walk down the slope to the shore and pick up a fractured shell that’s more intact than my memories of her. Twisting it around in my fingertips, I hurl it as far as I can into the ocean, along with the rest of my stolen memories.
Somehow, I have to make Sydnee listen. Because I won’t lose him too.
A man on the docks ahead waves his arms at the ships, welcoming them to the mainland as usual. “Stay away!” he screams, his voice almost lost in the wind.
Either he’s confused about what hand signals mean, or something’s scorching wrong.
Running to the docks, I call out, “Hey, mate, what’s up?”
Flushed and panting, the man wipes the sweat off his forehead. “Just received news from town. There’s been an outbreak of the Midnight Plague.”
I don’t believe it.
He didn’t say that.
It’s not possible.
The disease hasn’t broken out since King Langhorne’s reign over two hundred years ago. Only a few hundred people survived.
The wind and sand bites my skin. This can’t be true. Because if it is, I’ll have to relive Mum’s death all over again.
I bolt in the direction of camp. Run. Breathe. Run. I rush past the low-hanging branches, the rainforest snapping and creaking. I don’t care how much noise I make, I have to get there as fast as I can.
I will not lose my family to some ancient disease. Not while I’m still alive.
Through the trees our tents come into view. A welcome sight, but not for long. People race back and forth, the tents flapping. News must have already reached them. Wailing and shouting travels through the rainforest, memories of Mum’s corpse resurrecting in my mind.
“Sydnee!” I yell, his name burning my throat. He’s standing by a table, a map spread out in front of him and a steaming mug holding down the curling edges.
“Whoa there, Ruu-Boy.” Banjoo grabs my waist as I ram into the table, knocking the mug over and dissolving the entire island of Moonsdale.
“The king has to give us the Separator now, right?” I gasp for breath.
Sydnee’s chest heaves as he stabs a knife right in the center of Twinsbane. “No announcement has been made yet, but we aren’t hopeful.”
How could the imbecile do this to us? No, scratch that. I know how. Because he did it once already.
Mum was nothing to him. And so are we. We’ll all die before he’ll hand over the Separator.
“Have the rest of our guards meet me in the armory,” Sydnee instructs Banjoo, who darts off with a dagger secured at his hips.
Something’s up. And it’s big. “What’s going on?”
Sydnee folds the map of the city and tucks it inside his coat. “We’re inviting the tyrant to afternoon tea.”
My lips twitch. “Ah, but I’ve heard he doesn’t like tea.”
“He will by the time we’re through with him.” Sydnee dumps what’s left in the mug onto the grass and strides off toward the edge of camp.
“When do we leave?” I follow him.
“You don’t,” Sydnee informs me. “The rest of us depart at dawn.”
Blazing scorchers, I must be deaf in one ear because this is the second time today I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You need me!”
“I need you where I know you’ll be safe.” He turns around and puts his hands on my shoulders. “Waruu, I had a son once, about your age. When his double came down sick, I had to do something. So I tried to forcibly persuade the king to give me the Separator. Little good it did me. My own partner sold me out and I was thrown in gaol for the crimes he helped commit.” His grip tightens. “I never got to see my son before he died. I won’t lose you too.”
I can’t look him in the eye. “You know I’d do anything for you, Sydnee, but . . .” What can I say? Not yes. Maybe I’m making a grave mistake—the worst decision of my life, probably. But this is something I’ve got to do. A promise I have to keep. And I never go back on my word.
Not even for Sydnee.
I lift my head to meet his eyes. “I need you where I know you’ll be safe. I need Banjoo and Victooria and Burnee and the whole kingdom—safe. If you hold the king hostage, every Nightman from here to Kingsland will be out searching for you. And when they find you—and believe me, they will—we’ll lose any chance we had to save the people we love. Don’t say the king doesn’t have a double, because I know you believe me. This is the answer we’ve all been looking for. If I take the king’s place, no one will realize he’s missing. Then we can force the king to hand over the Separator, or at the very least, I can search for clues in the castle.”
“You have no idea what you’d be getting yourself into. The punishment for switching places with a double, even an unimportant one, is severe. Let alone the king. It would be worse than treason, Ruu.” His voice is quiet.
“Well, if I’m caught, he can’t kill me. If he does, he’ll kill himself.”
“That’s right. Instead, they’ll take you and break you, every bit of you, until you’ve nothing left. You’ll wish they’d kill you—anything to stop the pain. You might even try to kill yourself, but they won’t let you—because they can’t. So they’ll make the life you live worse than death.” He takes his hands off my shoulders, the reality of his words hitting me. That unearthly scream from the dungeon shrieks inside my head. The face of the man from the cell haunts me.
“And that’s not even the worst of it. You are the perfect pawn to force the king’s hand. All it would take is a deadly injury to you, and anyone could convince the king to hand over the Separator to save his own life. Waruu, there are people who would kill you just to get what they want.” The sound of my full name on his tongue signals how serious he is.
I turn over my wrists to the scars that mark the day the soldiers tried to tear me away from Mum. As I tuck the necklace back in my shirt, I remember the words she once said to me. “You, dear Waruu, are destined for something great. Either for salvation, destruction, or idiocy, and I haven’t decided which yet. Maybe all three.”
Mum was teasing, but she was right. This is why I was born. “I’d die alone a hundred times if that’s what it takes to save my family.”
“I know your heart’s in the right place, but just because where you’re going is good, that doesn’t mean the path you’ve chosen to get there is right.” Sydnee looks at me long and hard. “This here—we aren’t merely a unit of men. We’re one body that cares for each and every member. That’s what makes us strong. But you’d be going in alone, with little to no help from us.” Sydnee’s eyes glisten as he shakes his head back and forth. “I can’t sign onto this plan. It’s too—”
“Risky, I know. But it’ll be even more dangerous if I do it without you,” I say, my voice rising. “Tie me up, gag me, and throw me in a pit, and I’ll work myself loose. Put a guard over me, and I’ll sneak past him. You can’t keep me from my destiny.”
“Destiny, huh? Next thing you’ll be telling me you’re the chosen one.” Sydnee crosses his arms, rubbing his cheek on his sleeve.
“I mean it, Syd. I’ll go on this mission without you—but I don’t want to.” My eyes search his, begging him to listen to his heart rather than his worries.
“You’re set on this crazy scheme, aren’t you?” Sydnee’s expression is hard as stone, but slowly, a wry smile spreads across his face. “We’d better start planning if we’ve got a king to catch.”




THE RIOTERS DISPERSE, barely more than ants from my view on the castle balcony. Let them tear up the gateway and the stairs if they believe it will do them any favors.
Brissbane walks in, his hair ruffled as if he’s been down there with the rioters, though I know he hasn’t. Been in the loo ripping his hair out strand by strand over my unreasonableness, most likely. “The people are still awaiting your orders, Your Majesty.”
I lean against the balcony, pretending to be interested in the palm leaf flapping below.
“Haven’t you anything to say?”
“I already said it.”
“You could have at least considered it, Daccias!” Brissbane groans. “Maybe we could have worked out some kind of—”
“You know I don’t compromise, Brissbane. Unlike you.”
My words must have hit their target because Brissbane doesn’t respond. From the day he became second-in-command, he’s been taking the job seriously. Too seriously. I would dismiss him if I had a credible reason to do so. As is, he has the entire council backing him, and I doubt I could remove him without incurring more uproar.
“Compromising doesn’t make you weak.”
This time, I don’t respond. Father compromised. Sons of Night and Day alike were pleased with the “Golden Age of Twinsbane,” as the history books call his reign. I pluck off part of a palm leaf, examining it pensively. Even the plants seemed different then. Greener, fuller. Not a single drought, hurricane, earthquake, or riot interrupted his rule. He was the king destined to bring peace to this divided country and give the people the freedom they all seek.
Until I came and wrecked it for him.
“My mind’s made up,” I say.
“Is it?” Brissbane’s voice mounts in frustration. “The power you wield isn’t a privilege, it’s a purpose. One that means much more than that crown you leave on your nightstand to collect dust.”
Brissbane may be the one talking, but those sentiments belong to my father. He’s been gone for nigh seven years, and his eternal echo still cries words I can’t forget. Nor anyone else, it seems.
“Hear me out. I admit it’s scary to think of some of the complications this separating tonic could cause, which is why the Night Kings have safeguarded it for so long. Even your father had doubts and wondered if he was making the right decision. But I have an alternative proposal. Let the Separator only be administered to those whose doubles have contracted the illness. This will eliminate the threat of war and murder among the two sides.”
“No. And don’t force me to say it again.”
He blows out an exasperated breath. “A king should heed the counsel of his advisers, but you refuse to listen to any of them. Not even your fellow Night brethren.”
“I listen quite often.” I glare at him. “Just not to stupid suggestions.”
“Do you call the lives of everyone in the kingdom a stupid matter?” he snaps. “This isn’t like before. The Separator is the only cure for the disease.”
“You can’t verify that,” I retort.
Brissbane crosses his arms. “King Langhorne is the only person known to have used the Separator, and he survived when the plague swept through the rest of his household. His own accounts attest that he believed the tonic kept him safe.”
“You think I haven’t read that?” I push myself away from the balcony to face him. “I am well acquainted with this disease and its history.”
“Then you realize it’s our only hope.” He sighs, using his parental voice that I can’t stand. “Daccias, I’ve known you since you were a babe. Though you aren’t the most amiable person, you do possess strength and determination I admire. If only you’d use those traits for good instead of always infuriating people, we might see a change in the kingdom—for the better.”
Change. Better. The same words I’ve heard too many times from too many people. But who was he—or anyone—to predict the effectiveness of a particular course of action?
“You’ll have to settle for the worst.” I turn my gaze to the fluffy clouds that never argue.
“Is that your final decision? Or is it a punishment because you believe the Separatists killed your father?” He pauses, letting the accusation sink in. “I was heartbroken over his death, as were his subjects, but will you blame the whole for a crime the few committed in a foolish act of anger?”
I turn and lean close to his face. “It may be within your power to lecture me, but it’s within the king’s power to store the Separator wherever he pleases. And the king has moved it where neither you nor anyone else shall ever get their hands on it, no matter how much you threaten or beg.”
Brissbane’s eyes flash. Then his face softens and he almost appears saddened. “Do what you want with it for now, but if you cling to power too tightly, you may find you’ve lost it all.” His eyes plead with mine, but I leave without a word. For once, he seems genuinely grieved. Maybe he is. Or maybe he’s only sorry he’ll still be around to clean up the mess I’ve made.
The door thuds behind me, rattling the painting of Father hanging on the wall. His disapproving frown looks down upon me. He would have given the Separator away with glad tidings to all the people. Without needing to be persuaded.
I share Father’s name. That’s all.
My bodyguards follow me to my room. My big, empty, dark room. Even the moon doesn’t glow tonight, all in preparation for its yearly collide with the sun tomorrow. The grand solar eclipse—the only day of the year when night merges with day and both Sons of Day and Sons of Night gather together.
I light a candle, but the flame barely illuminates the engulfing shadows. When I was younger, I feared the dark. Now I welcome it. It’s the one place where my actions are hidden from the public eye. I unbutton my shirt, one bodyguard flanking my right and the other my left. Why must they always stand so close?
“Can’t a king undress in private?”
They back away a few paces, but that isn’t enough.
“Go, go!” I yell, and they flee out the door, though I know they aren’t far away. A loud whisper would bring them racing back in here.
I doubt I could count on them if a real attack ensued, however. I’d be better off alone. I’ve always been better off alone. I can do as I please.
I grip the nightstand, glaring at my reflection in the mirror. My dark brown eyes glare back at me, even darker shadows underneath them. This is what a king looks like, isn’t it? Proud. Stern. Cold. Hateful. Selfish. He cares for no one. Why should he? As long as he lives in comfort, the people’s fate does not matter.
I shove my crown aside until it clatters to the floor. As it lands, I glimpse a different reflection. A face that’s soft. Passionate. Understanding. Warm. The king I could have been.
The king I cannot be.
I flip open my notebook to the last entry.
In the event that I meet my end . . .
I still the pen in my hand and don’t finish the sentence I’ve begun. If I do, it might come to pass. I always assumed my knowledge of the Separator would protect me, but what if that’s not enough? What if they kill me anyway?
Jackee’s face haunts me as if he were laying on the desk in front of me, his blood staining the wood grains pitch black.
I press on the pen so hard that it tears the paper, and ink runs down the page.
This is exactly what the Separatists want. They’ll use this disease to the fullest extent to force my hand.
Unless I catch them first.

Most kingdom Festivals are fun. Twinsbane’s are more like funerals where everybody plots everyone else’s murder.
Particularly mine.
“Are you sure about this?” McCay helps me into the enclosed carriage, a company of soldiers blocking me from the few villagers who braved the streets to gawk at the king. The gray clouds to the east promise a storm. Two storms. The gales whip the yellow and blue garlands against the cottages and shops, many falling off. Flags of the same colors flap furiously, and wreaths and flowers are strewn across the ground instead of hanging in their proper places.
“I don’t think Lord Brissbane would approve of this plan, and frankly, I don’t either. Too many chances of failure. A decoy would be much less risky.”
“Do you take orders from me or Brissbane, Captain?”
“Begging your pardon, but Lord Brissbane does have prior experience that you don’t. He was a trusted adviser and friend to your father. Perhaps heeding him would be wise this once.”
I eye him. “Perhaps it would be wise if you relayed my instructions to your men, so their arms aren’t accidentally decapitated in the process of rescuing me.”
The carriage lurches forward, and I train my eyes on the slit in the black curtains. I see nothing but housetops. Somewhere up there, the rest of McCay’s men are waiting. One move from the Separatists, and they’ll be on their trail. Then I can finally end this nonsense.
I’m thrown face-first on the floor. The carriage halts amid loud shouting. “What is going on?”
“A mob has blocked the main route to the tower. They’re riled about your decision to withhold the Separator,” McCay informs me.
“Proceed,” I order, and the driver turns onto a side road.
I settle back in my seat, breathing steadily. The carriage pulls to a stop, and I step out in front of the tower. Two of the soldiers disappear inside to check for intruders and return minutes later. “The tower is safe to enter, Your Majesty.”
Inside the thick stone walls, the air is silent. I can’t even hear the wind outside. I instruct my guards to wait for me at the bottom of the steps as I pick up the two unlit candles resting in an alcove and begin my slow ascent.
When I reach the spire, the rush of the wind batters my ears. I set the candles on the railing that overlooks the village, waiting. Darkness rolls over the land, the moon colliding with the sun. The wind stills, and I light the first candle and then the second, their flames the only light for doubleens.
A chill spirals down my back. I can see him. Hear the rage in his heartbeat pulsating through the room.
The candles extinguish. The wind could have done it. But I know it hasn’t.
The Separatists are here for me.
A knife’s edge digs into the back of my shirt, and a hand clamps over my mouth.




WAIT HERE, SYDNEE said. Problem is, here can be anywhere. Or anywhere I make it.
I jump down from my perch on the roof that overlooks the village outskirts. From here, I can see the ocean to the west and the mountain to the east. The watchtower overshadows this structure, wrapping it with a gray that matches the sky.
I slide down the moss-covered tiles to the hole in the roof of the musty building, keeping out of sight. It’ll only be minutes now. I stop by the boarded window and peer through the slits. The tyrant oughta be coming right down that road.
Straight into our trap.
I breathe deeply. Every step, every plan, every obstacle I envision in my head. Sydnee planned it all so meticulously. Use the cover of darkness to surprise the guards and knock them out. Climb the tower. Grab the king. Easy as moon cake. Much better than anything I would have plotted out, that’s for sure. His scheme might actually work.
The only real worry is someone tracking us. But Sydnee instructed the men to split into groups after taking the tower, to throw any trackers off long enough for us to make the switch.
I whistle, strutting through the cobwebs and particles of dust floating in the air. But the music dissipates and I begin pacing. What if I’m wrong? What if this plan doesn’t work?
Never been wrong yet. Not breaking my record now.
Noises come from outside.
He’s here.
I count the seconds. The sky dims. I watch the candles, and the moment they vanish, I feel for the rope amid the blackness. And I climb.
“Let go of the king, you hog-smelling Separatist!” A deep and bitter voice hisses, full of venom. “You’ll be punished for this! The king will have you stuffed with the worst food you’ve ever tasted, and keep feeding it to you until you can no longer stand the sight of it. Then I’ll force you to eat your own vomit!”
I freeze by the window. It’s him. The king of Twinsbane. Bile rises in my throat, and I want to spit it all on the demon who’s enslaved us and doomed us to a death not our own.
I leap inside. Banjoo and Burnee stand over a figure in the corner, one of the guards slumped on the floor nearby. Sydnee slams the window closed, sealing us in a pit of darkness. Only their heavy breathing sifts through the air.
A voice snarls. “You will never win. You are scum. Worse, you are stupid scum.”
The strength in his voice makes the hairs on my neck bristle. He won’t be spouting insults like that much longer. “Us Brighties might be scum, but you’re the mud that comes from the bottom of the pond,” I say.
Nails sharp as daggers dig into my skin.
Banjoo rushes forward, clamping a hand over the tyrant’s mouth. But the rat just pulls away. “In fact, you are so dense you probably wouldn’t have room in your head for a single boiled bean if it was cut in half!”
“Will you shut him up!” Sydnee growls.
“I’m trying, but he worked his gag off!” Banjoo grabs both his arms. Still, the snake squirms like a viper about to bite.
“We’ll keep him in the cellar of the adjacent building until we can move him to a more secure location,” Sydnee says.
“You will not!” the tyrant spits.
“Wanna bet?” I step toward him.
Banjoo manages to hurl the tyrant to the ground, then all four of us block the exit as he huffs heavily.
Sydnee lights a candle, illuminating the room in browns and oranges.
“What do you want with the king?” The tyrant stands stiffly, his back to us. Probably can’t bear to look at one of us dumb Brighties. It’s beneath him.
Heat rises inside me. “Tell us where the Separator is or—”
“Or what?” he says without hesitation, his voice sharp. “What can you possibly do to . . .” He turns, and all the color drains from his face. Probably mine too.
It’s me. My face. My eyes. My hands and feet.
There, right in front of me, stands someone who looks exactly like me. My double. I knew it already, but somehow this is different.
His frown fades, his eyes searching me the same way I’m searching him.
I thought it would be like looking in a mirror. It’s more like looking into my soul.
I stumble backward.
He’s a deep, dark part of me I never knew existed. It’s like his blood is running through me, my life intertwined with his.
I don’t want any part of this murderer in me.
Everything he’s done. The men he’s imprisoned in that hell pit. The children he’s starved. The people who have died because of his refusal to give us the one thing that can save us all. It’s as if, somehow, it’s my fault too. My fault for simply living and letting him live along with me.
I force myself to move till we’re eye to eye. His are hard and unmoving. Worthless. Despicable. Evil. His expression speaks louder than his words. It’s like I can feel his darkness slithering inside me—and it’s worse than I ever imagined.
“Or I will take your place.” I match the intensity of my voice to his. “And I will search every inch of your castle until I find it, or until we make you tell us where it is.”
The tyrant doesn’t blink. He stares straight into my eyes as if he’s trying to determine what I’m capable of. He sucks in a breath and exhales slowly. For just a second, he breaks eye contact and glances at his gloves. A flicker of doubt. Fear. I don’t know. But he’s thinking. He straightens his posture and steps aside. “The kingdom is yours—but the Separator will never be.”
“Have it your way.” I tear off his cape and Banjoo seizes his shirt. In minutes, he’s dressed in my old clothes and I tug on his. It’s almost too easy.
Burnee peers out the window. “The eclipse is almost over.”
Sydnee nods, putting one hand on my back after I situate the king’s cape around my shoulders. “You know what you have to do.” His quieted voice is filled with emotion. “And I’m proud of you for it, even if it means I have to lose the one boy I wish were my son.”
I swallow and clasp his arm. “I am and always will be.”
His eyes glisten. “If you need help, or if you need to reach me, send for Irwiin. You’ll find him at the Singing Sunlight Tavern.” He pulls me close for a moment, then releases me. He lowers himself to one knee, removing his hat. “All hail King Waruu, King of the Day.”
Banjoo and Burnee join him in bowing.
My heart warms. Watch over them. I head down the stairs into the light of day.




THE STRANGE CLOTHES scrape roughly against my skin. Without asking for permission, they stripped me of my garments and threw on these rags that aren’t fit for a stray cat. The only items they left me with are the spare black gloves I kept in my cloak’s pockets. Hands behind my back, I twist to scowl at the man stationed to guard me, ropes cutting into my wrists and bare ankles.
What a burning brute! I would yell had they not gagged me. The man guarding me chuckles at my utterings that come out as defeated murmurs.
This is treason! How dare they do this to the king!
I smack a table behind me, and rubble crashes down, coating the air in thick dust. I cough, but it offers little relief.
The man kneels beside me, a guitar swinging at his side, and tightens my ropes. “Struggle all you want, you noble ninny. Maybe you’ll understand what it’s like to be us for once.” He grins, the scar on his left cheek seeming to mock me.
Though I don’t let my glare waver, his words slice into me as surely as the ropes. I anticipated and prepared for all the odds—bribery, a raid, and yes, even kidnapping. Not this, however. Not finding my double.
He looks nothing like me. He is nothing like me. I won’t believe it.
I am Daccias Tyriaan the Third. Son of the Great King Daccias the Second and descendant of King Langhorne the Victorious. A Son of Night. Our line is pure from all connection to the Sons of Day. We don’t have doubles.
Yet I do.
Cold sweat forms on my neck.
And he will rule the kingdom.
How did I not expect this?
I thrash against the ropes with all my strength. Burning pain rages in my ankles and wrists. Blood now oozes down my feet. Dark red. The color of hurt, anger, love, passion. All the colors of defeat. The Separatists have finally found a way to stop me.
I’m not giving up.
I pull again. And again. And again.
Music Man merely laughs, hardly paying me any attention. Probably assumes I’m a fool. Maybe I am, but I’m a stubborn one.
My shoulders feel as if they’ve been ripped out and put back again. I can’t let them win. I can’t let him win. The boy’s face haunts me. His bright smile and the skip in his step, behaving as if he carries the sun in his back pocket.
He’s the king they all want. And I’m the king no one wants.
My jaw clenches. I can see the savage on the throne right now, extending a gracious hand to all the filth of this world. Men, women, and children kissing his feet. That smirk of his will charm its merry little way into the people’s hearts, and once he’s achieved that, there will be no one to stop him.
Not even me.
What if I’d listened to Brissbane and revealed my plans? Could I have prevented this? Maybe the man could have helped me somehow, or at the very least he would have noticed something was amiss.
I tug, stomp, pull, chew, twist, and turn until every muscle hurts. Specks of moonlight crawl down the stairs to this forsaken prison.
I let my hands hang limply. This is one problem I can’t out-yell or out-stubborn. My plan has failed. Once my men saw me—or who they presumed to be me—walk out unharmed from that tower, my orders to follow the Separatists would likely be foiled.
I’m not going to break free. They will win. They will claim the kingdom and legalize the power I’ve tried so hard to withhold. And if I refuse to disclose where the Separator is, I’ll be strapped here until the end of my mortal days while they do everything they can to wheedle it out of me.
Music Man strums his guitar. “King Daccias, caught in a trap. King Daccias didn’t like that. King Daccias stuck at home, another man takes the throne.”
“Stop it!” I seethe, but it’s only garbled mush.
“King Daccias, finally beaten, and no one comes to see him. No one misses King Daccias.” He sings the last note slowly, drawing out each syllable.
He’s right.
No one will search for me. The king isn’t supposed to have a double. The boy might be a poor imitation of me, but even if somehow, in all improbability, someone suspects he’s an imposter, they won’t come. They don’t care what happens to me.
I’m not worth saving.
The man I saw with the boy earlier returns and tells Music Man the coast is clear and they’ll be setting out for the rainforest soon. Music Man leaves, and the other man studies me from head to toe. Sydnee, I believe they call him. He looms over me, blocking out the light from the flickering candle.
“Strangely enough, I feel sorry for you.” He bends to my level, loosening the ropes so they don’t cut into my flesh as much. He’s close enough I can see every hardened wrinkle, every disgusting mole, every blotch—and the ring sparkling on his left hand. “You had so many opportunities to be a king greater than all other kings of the Nights. But you would never listen to anyone except your own twisted heart. Whatever happens now is of your own making.”
I focus on his ring. Emblems of the sun are carved into it. Bright, golden, and pure. The symbol of the Light many of the Sons of Day are purported to serve.
That’s when my resolve hardens. I’m not giving up.
Using all my strength, and even more of my anger, I jerk my knee. I’m not strong enough to break free, but I loosen the ropes just enough to wham him in the cheek.
He totters back.
Maybe I can’t break free. But I can watch. I can listen. Wait. And more than anything, I can plan.
“The days of the darkness you serve are numbered. The Light will reign now, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.” Sydnee shoves me into the blackness of night.








MY NEW CLOTHES seem soft but tight and a lot stronger than the material I was wearing. I shake my head and shove my hair out of my face. We tried to comb out the tangles, but that was about as successful as de-quilling an echidna coated in honey. I’ll have to be an unruly king.
Still an improvement from that wailing wombat.
I step out from the doorframe, and the wind hits me like a stampede of emus. Scoping the streets, I see a lot of . . .
No one.
Where’d all the Nightmen go? Surely one of the Nighties would have stayed to protect their king. Guess we’re scarier than I thought.
I wander on, hoping I’ll meet someone who will recognize me as the king. After all, isn’t much use switching places with him if no one knows it. “Hullo?” I yell into the voidness, but the wind scales my voice down to a whisper. Rain splatters my cheek.
Wait, what’s that?
I listen, hard. Voices. Lots of them.
And they’re coming straight for me.
“That’s him! He must be the king! Look at his clothes.”
At the tone of their voices, I take back everything I just complained about. It isn’t much use if everybody recognizes me as the king and wants to slash my throat.
I dart into the nearest alley, half a dozen people pounding after me. No, scratch that. Make that two dozen and counting.
A hard, stinging object slaps my cheek. Orange mush drips onto my shirt. So much for being recognized.
I careen onto the next street, into what should have been freedom, but instead is another group of ready and waiting raging rioters.
Scorchers, the sight of that mob is enough to make a man question his royal life choices.
Boom! Lightning strikes, shaking the ground. I turn to see the crowd undeterred, advancing behind me.
The road to my left is mostly clear, so I veer that way. I leap over a crate. An easy jump for me, but I trip and crash into an ocean-sized puddle. My cloak’s clasp strains against my neck, the edge of the fabric caught in the hands of a Nightie three times my size. “Caught you now, you—”
His insult or curse, or whatever it was, is snipped short as I unclasp my cloak and send him flying backward. I charge ahead.
“You no-good Nightie!” A man’s voice is deafening.
“We want a new king!” others shout in unison.
Your wish is my command. I grin, glimpsing the gates straight ahead. Almost there.
Something rams my skull. My legs buckle, and I hit the ground, head burning. I heave myself up, but dozens of hands thrust me into the mud. Fruit and unidentifiable objects pelt me. I raise my hands to shield my face.
“You tyrant!”
“He deserves to be hanged!”
I try to run, but I’m pushed back, again and again.
“Let me go!” My voice can’t be heard over their threats and curses. A boot kicks my face. I wince, but my face isn’t what hurts the most. These are my people. And they hate me. They blame me for everything that tyrant has done. All his faults. His sins. His scorching insults. They’re mine now.
His darkness is mine. His face. His skulking glare. His enemies.
I’m torn away and pushed out into the middle of the crowd. Their nails claw at me, tearing into my shirt and pulling on my hair. Rain drenches my face as something rough pinches my throat. A rope? My head flicks up to shaking branches. They’re . . . no. This can’t be. This isn’t how it’s supposed to end! I haven’t even started yet. Good job, Waruu, first hour on the job and you’re about to be murdered.
I rack my brain for ideas, but come up with none. There are too many to fight, and their hold is too tight for me to sneak away.
A sack is shoved over my head. The world’s dark, and I’m left alone with my thoughts and pounding heart. This is it. And I can’t stop it.
“Don’t you dare touch him,” someone shouts. Someone I recognize. The hands release me, and I drop to my knees. My bag’s ripped off. Standing over me in a beacon of cloudy white light is Sydnee.
“What are you doing here?” I hiss. He’s going to give our whole plan away.
The man steps out of the light. He looks down at where I’m frozen, staring. It’s Sydnee’s face, all right, but it isn’t Sydnee.
“Come with me.” The man takes off his own cloak, draping it around my shoulders, and leads me to the castle gates. Once we’re inside, he guides me under an overhang, but the rain still soaks into my shirt with each limping step.
“What were you thinking!” Not-Sydnee demands. “When will you learn to stop being rash and start being reasonable?”
I shrug. “Being unreasonable is much more interesting, don’t you think?”
The man’s navy-colored eyes glare at me. His face reminds me of a dried apricot I once ate when I was starving and the only other option was a moldy potato. “This isn’t funny, Daccias. You could have been killed out there. I don’t care if you think swordsmanship lessons are a waste of time, you’re going to learn how to defend yourself if I have to tie a blade to your hand.” He sighs, but his eyes flicker over me, his tense demeanor eases. “Are you all right?”
“Never felt better,” I lie, ignoring the aching in my joints.
Sir Apricot observes me. “Unfortunately, you won’t have much time to clean yourself up before the banquet. I suppose your appearance will have to do under the circumstances.”
“I could rub some more dirt on my face if that would help.” I flash him a grin but then immediately frown when I remember I’m supposed to be King Doom and Gloom.
We begin our ascent to the castle, Sir Apricot taking the lead. I scour my brain for names. Sydnee mentioned his double worked at the castle as some kind of second-in-command. What did he say his name was? Lord Brissbane, I think. And considering how much advice he’s doling out, I’m placing my bets on that.
The castle looms closer, and Brissy’s advising is louder, but I don’t listen. I’m here. This is happening. I’ve fooled the soldiers without so much as a suspicious look. Easy. But now comes the tough part. Finding the Separator. Or something we can use to force the tyrant into telling the truth.
“I’ll meet you in the Great Hall in ten minutes,” Brissy says, departing as two guards approach to escort me to my room. I turn to a door all by itself, my boots squishing against the polished floor.
I can just imagine it. A room with royal blue tapestries and piles and piles of silken blankets atop a mountain of soft pillows . . .
The guards open the door to a sagging canopy bed in the center of the room and not a lick of furniture aside from a desk, a chair, and a nightstand with a mirror. Even the stone walls are void of color and life. This has to be a joke or something. Because I don’t believe this is the king’s room. My bodyguards take their places by the door. I guess that answers my question. Maybe the king’s having his real room redecorated.
I peel off my dripping shirt and toss it to the floor next to a crown that must have fallen off the nightstand. I search for something decent in the closet, but there’s only a handful of clothes. A light blue and silver tunic that looks like it’s meant for a ball, and a few black shirts and trousers, but that’s the sum of the royal wardrobe, if I don’t count the brown sack on the floor. I decide on a navy blue vest and black tunic—simple yet classy. But not quite complete. I try on the crown and inspect myself in the mirror. Not too shabby. The circlet rests perfectly on my head, so lightweight I almost can’t feel it.
I wink at my reflection. You make a handsome king, mate!
I’m about to scrub the remaining mud off my face when the door creaks and in steps a girl. A bright orange skirt swishes as she walks, and a sack full of books sways from her side.
“I brought you some extra linens and soap, Your Majesty.” She sets a pile of white cloths on the bedside. “Lord Brissbane said you might need them.”
“Uh, yes, thank you . . . ” I hesitate, noticing the strange markings on her arms. A moon tattoo. The mark of ownership by a Nightie overlord. Supposedly banned by the council, but Nighties aren’t much for obeying rules that don’t suit them. She must have noticed my staring, because she steps back a little too quickly. Who did this to her? Why? Who could enslave someone so young and pretty?
One eyebrow rises, and her gaze shifts to my crown. “I’m glad the Festival ceremony went well.” She pours fresh water into the basin, her voice pointed.
Oh boy, have I done something to offend her?
Of course I have—she thinks I’m the king. He probably murdered her father or . . . marked her for ownership. My fists clench. This is why I’m here. I can’t let these abuses keep happening.
“The Sons of Day and Night enjoyed themselves, I trust?”
“Uh, yes.” What’s wrong with me? I don’t normally have trouble finding words. “I gave them the best use of my ligaments.”
Her expression goes blank, and I wonder what pain is hidden behind her forlorn face. If only I could lift her spirits, make her forget the past and smile again.
“You seem in exceptionally good humor today.” She lays a towel on my lap.
“I’m always in good humor, except no one understands my jokes.” I flash a beaut of a grin, not caring if I’m too sunshiny for the king’s usual dismal attitude. She needs some joy.
She frowns. Failure number one. Time to level up my game.
I remember a ripping joke Banjoo once told me. “Did you hear about the roof?”
She creases her forehead.
“You know? That thing above you?” I hover a hand over my head for emphasis.
She crosses her arms.
Failure number two and counting. Not my finest hour.
She turns on her heels and heads for the door.
I can’t let her leave like this. I lurch after her. “Here, let me help you.” I open the door for her.
She looks straight at me, her frown fading as she glances me up and down, but she leaves without a word. So much for being a gentleman. I wonder who she is and where she came from. But mostly, how I can help her.
Another knock on the door and I answer.
“The banquet is about to start,” a manservant informs me.
“Be right there.” I grab one of the linens off the bed and wipe my face as I walk into the hallway, my bodyguards not far behind. The rain has dissipated, and the sun pokes through the last gray clouds, so I turn out onto the outer walkways. The Great Hall appears to be ahead, but beyond that, the dungeon looms. A place where I’ve been, and a place where I could be. But more than that, a place where I made a promise to a shriveled man.
“Be right back,” I say, changing course.
Because I never break a promise.

“May I present King Daccias Tyriaan the Third, crown monarch of Twinsbane!” The doors open wide, and I stand by myself, staring at a crowd of mixed people sitting at two long tables. The silence is so heavy, I can almost feel the castle sinking from its weight. I walk slowly, the guests’ gazes piercing me. Despite my natural-born confidence, nervousness swims in my stomach. Sydnee’s extra-long lecture weighs inside me like an anchor.
“Remember, you are no longer Ruu now. You are the ruthless King Daccias, and you can’t let anyone think otherwise. No joking, laughing, pranking, or pickpocketing allowed. Stay vile, stay vicious, stay rude.”
Oh, rudeness I’m great at. I can’t wait for the opportunity.
But that isn’t the part that unnerves me.
“To be a king, you must know everything, or act like it. To be a king is to assume responsibility for your every move. We’re all in this now. What you do, we do. If you rule, we all rule. If you lose, we all go to hell together.”
The sun necklace shifts underneath my shirt. Sydnee told me to leave it behind for safekeeping, but I couldn’t. I haven’t parted with it since Mum gave it to me, and it’ll take an army of Nighties to tear it away. Its warmth spreads over my body like a comforting blanket.
Shoulders back. Tum in. Head held high, I slowly turn from side to side. I’m a king now.
I stride into a room full of lords who look as though they’ve been awakened from the grave and are ready to murder whoever resurrected them. None of them even bother to stand at my entrance. How rude.
Breathe hotly. Step heavily. Nod impolitely.
“Greetings, gentlemen. Sorry I’m late, but I had a bad case of indigestion.” I pat my stomach.
“We’ve been waiting for half an hour!” A woman rises, hands pressed on the table. Her orange tabby hisses at me.
I try to remember everything Sydnee drilled into me about the lords—and lady—of Twinsbane. It wasn’t much, but it was all he could do in the short time we had. The woman wears a gold medallion, two palm trees carved on it. The region of Dualdale has a symbol like that. That would make her Lady Eleenor.
“It’s only been fifteen minutes. You Sons of Day always exaggerate.” I infuse fake haughtiness into my tone. Don’t know if it’s actually been fifteen minutes, but it sounds good as a comeback.
“Better exaggeration of a problem than an understatement.” Her eyes glint like the knife on her belt as she sits back down.
I start for the throne that’s between the two tables. The silver twinkles in the light, etchings of stars up and down it. I sink into the seat and it fits me perfectly—like it was made for me. Seems I’m meant to be king.
From one side of the room, the rhythmic buzzing of the doubledooroo blows, followed by the steady thumps of a drum. On the other side, flutes and harps chime in with a serene sound that contrasts sharply with the fast-paced beat of the other instruments. The two converge, a battle of lyrical chaos swirling in the air. Scorchers, the silence was better than this.
Old Brissybane takes his place standing beside me, hands folded. “What took you so long?”
“Unfinished business,” I say as the servants bring in plates of roast lamb leg, fish, mangoes stacked high, meat pies, twinberry pastries, and more scents than I can identify in one giant sniff.
My stomach rumbles. I didn’t even realize how starved I am till now. Maybe some nourishment will give me a boost of energy to recover from the ordeal in the village. My mouth waters. One of those meat pies would sure hit the spot right now. A dish is set on the table by my throne. I pick up a cracker and stare at it. This is my meal? Crackers? And milk? A king isn’t supposed to eat like this. Blazing scorchers, I ate better than this as a commoner!
“I demand to see the cook. This is pathetic.” I slump on the seat, pointing at the food.
“This is what you always request. You said the other fare upsets your stomach, correct?” Brissbane lifts a quizzical eyebrow.
Oh, right. I remember the conversation I overheard when the bodyguards were talking about the king’s weak stomach. “I don’t care, I want . . .” No, this would be out of character for the king. Might give me away. “This is fine.” I stuff a cracker in my mouth. I suppose I can sneak some food later.
“You are looking splendid today, Your Majesty.” A lord on the Night side inclines his head, though insincerity laces his voice.
“Thank you, you do not.”
Phase one of insults loaded. Oh boy, this is gonna be doubly good.
“Nice weather we’re having, isn’t it?” Brissbane interrupts the mutterings, fanning himself with a handkerchief.
Changing the topic from my disagreeableness, mate? Wrong choice. “Really? What weather are you having up there? Because down here is insufferable.” I loosen the cuffs of my sleeves.
“We all know you’re just trying to avoid the main subject,” Eleenor says as bowls of stew are set in front of the lords.
“Oh, am I?” I crunch a cracker. Loudly. “What subject is that?”
“You know what subject it is!”
“For someone who claims I’m avoiding the subject, you’re having a hard time mentioning it yourself.”
“I think, if I’m not mistaken, she’s referring to the incident from yesterday morning.” A Night Lord daintily wipes the sweat off his forehead.
“And what happened last morning? A lot of stuff occurred yesterday. I ate breakfast, I combed my hair, and if you’re referring to me not taking my bath, I won’t turn myself into a soggy prune for you.”
Everyone at the table groans. And I’m just getting started.
“This is outrageous!” Eleenor bolts to her feet. “The kingdom’s well-being is at stake, and you’re withholding the only cure!”
Brissbane raises a hand. “I’m sure Daccias has his reasons for delaying its distribution.”
“I think he wants us to perish.” Eleenor pounds on the table, rattling the cups on her side, and all music halts to a deafening silence.
“Believe me, if I wanted you all dead, I’d choose something far more ingenious.” I pop another cracker in my mouth. Who knew being a royal pain could be so fun?
All at once, one man yells at another, and the resulting racket sounds like a group of wild dingos who haven’t eaten in five days and have come across the last carcass.
Except that carcass is me.
The cracker I just swallowed flips upside down in my stomach. Maybe this isn’t so fun after all.
A flying plate crashes into the wall just above me, pieces of roast and pottery raining down on my shoulders. The next second, the tables are overturned, and I’m dodging airborne silverware.
Second riot today and counting. At least mangoes didn’t hurt as much as a dish to the face. A hunk of a pitcher smacks my forehead, and I duck just as a bowl of steaming stew is hurled my way.
“Enough!” Brissbane bellows. “This is a dinner table, not a debate. We’ll discuss the matter more thoroughly after the Festival. For now, I suggest you all retire to your rooms to cool off.” His eyes dart to me. “Especially you.” He gestures to the guards to follow me, and I do so gladly.
Boy, am I ready for a good night’s sleep in the king’s fluffy bed.
I limp back to my room and light a lamp. I slouch onto a pillow, but scorching suns, it’s hard. I always thought being royalty meant you slept on clouds, not rocks impersonating cushions. I punch the imposter and flatten myself down onto the bed.
Life isn’t easy being king.




WHEN I VOWED I would plan my escape, I didn’t mean I would be thrashing against a tree while in a blindfold. At this rate, I calculate I’ll be free in six months—if I’m fortunate and my wrists aren’t sawed off by then or I don’t die of dehydration.
Existence as a prisoner is not an easy one.
For a minute, I relax my bruised and grimy hands. I would lick my cracked lips if I could spit out the gag they shoved in my mouth.
A branch smacks my side, another reminder of how far I am from the castle and everything familiar. I press my fists against the ropes for the hundredth time.
But this isn’t going to be efficacious. My stomach is growing queasy, but I must focus. My first priority is learning where I am. Before being tethered to this prickly tree, they led me in a series of circles, an added layer of confusion atop the blindfold. I’d guess that I’m somewhere east of the castle, though how far is unknown. If the rebels wish to maintain contact with my imposter, they can’t be more than a few hours away, which would put us close to the mountains.
Still, I need finer precision than that. Men have been known to enter the rainforest and be swallowed by its grasping vines, never to return. If I’m to escape, I can’t rush blindly into the rainforest without understanding the direction I’m heading, or what I’m up against.
The ropes around my wrists seem to tighten along with the nerves in my body.
When I return, they’ll suffer the consequences of their actions. They might think they have me, but they’re mistaken. It’s I who have them. I might be tied, but I’ll get loose. And I’ll destroy their rebellion once and for all.
My wrists burn with fervor.
“Ready to tell us where the Separator is yet?” My blindfold and gag are removed by Music Man. I inhale, stretching my stiff jaw.
Music Man, or Banjoo, as the others call him, steps back as if he expects me to grow fangs. He touches the tip of the knife attached to his belt. I blink a couple of times, eyes adjusting to the morning sunlight filtering through the tree canopy. Palm trees and ferns surround me, tents and shacks filling the gaps between them ahead. A mixture of voices and laughter, young and old, travel to where I sit.
I detect movement beyond, but I can’t make out the forms. How many others are here? Do they own weapons? I will find out in time.
I will find out everything eventually.
Banjoo picks up a pan and blows the layer of dust into my face. I narrow my eyes, shaking the powder off my hair.
“It’s our honor to have your royal presence at our table this fine morning!” Banjoo shoves a wad of sticks into the pit.
“The animosity is mutual,” I say flatly, squinting at the bright sunlight irritating my vision.
“Our pleasure!” Banjoo sparks a flame.
“Oh, the pleasure is mine.” I bow my head. “It’s not often I have the chance to dine with my enemies before they’re incarcerated.”
He wags a finger at me. “Don’t go ’round making empty threats, King-Kid. Might give you a bad reputation.”
“What’s a reputation? Mere clay molded in the hands of the people to fit neatly into their own half-truths and fabrications.” I lean back, observing him. A wooden whistle and slingshot dangle from his belt. His sleeves are pushed up, revealing a tattoo on his left arm. The symbol of the two swords, one of them broken. I haven’t seen that insignia in years. Some might call it a badge of honor. I call it a blotch.
“Hungry?” Banjoo waves a hunk of raw fish in my face before slapping it in the pan. The meat sputters a very un-good morning.
“I’m immune to hunger. I once went a week without eating and wasn’t a bit faint. I could have lasted a month.” My boast is true, but the scent of fish and herbs arouses my empty stomach without my permission, and it gurgles.
“Your stomach speaks louder than your words.” He chews a piece and spits a bone my way. “Gonna tell us where the Separator is?”
“When you’ve all died and fallen to your graves.”
“Sure, sure.” He sits on the edge of his rock, grinning annoyingly at me.
“What makes you think I’ll tell you? If I’m going to deal with anyone, it’s your leader—Sydnee.”
“He’s busy.” He scrapes at a piece of meat stuck in his crooked teeth.
I frown. “Busy doing what precisely?”
“Dunno.” Banjoo adjusts the strings on his guitar. “And I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”
“So you’re only an empty-headed servant who knows nothing about what’s truly going on here.”
“Ha! I know plenty.” He plays a giddy little tune that sounds like a rather unhappy dirge to me.
“Then tell me how you expect to convince me to tell you where the Separator is?”
Banjoo’s breathing matches the rhythm of the music, but he says nothing.
“See. You know nothing.” I snort. “Including how to play music.”
He drags his fingers across his guitar. “Sorry, can’t hear you.”
I cringe at each high-pitched thrum. “Apparently your music teacher lacked hearing as well.”
“Taught myself, thanks to you Nighties who didn’t think I was worth your time to teach.”
“Impressive.”
He pauses, grinning lopsidedly. “Really?”
“Indeed, not many are such incompetent teachers.”
Banjoo’s hand slips, hitting a sour twang. “I play as good as anyone. You Nighties just won’t accept it. Brighties aren’t good enough to be included in your so-called royal orchestra.”
For a moment, he doesn’t play, the buzzing of mosquitoes filling the silence with an orchestra of their own. His face displays a longing to belong. To be someone he can’t. To do what he can never accomplish, no matter how hard he tries. I’ve seen such a face before. Much younger, but it was the same, nevertheless.
I put away that face years ago.
Voices break the silence, and I stiffen at the sound of a familiar voice owned by a man who is not. Sydnee approaches, his movements as steady and sure as Brissbane’s, though his face lacks Brissbane’s lines of worry. “Any luck with the royal imbecile?”
“Nothing yet.” Banjoo wipes the pan off with his fingers and licks them to spite me.
“He will when he gets hungry enough.”
“If you think food will convince me to talk, you pick a weak bribe. I’d rather eat dingo vomit than anything cooked by your hands,” I retort.
“Give him time. He’ll talk. I know his kind. They dress in robes and live in fancy cottages, all the while never knowing how to appreciate anyone or anything. Let him wait. Suffer. Feel the pains like our own who have worked night and day to earn a living that isn’t enough.”
“Then you’ll have a long wait. I’ll never want anything from you.”
Sydnee side-eyes me. “Never is quite a long time, young man,” he says, even his parental tone the same level of annoying as Brissbane’s. “Plenty of time for people and circumstances to change.”
“You’re right,” I declare, looking him in the eye. Plenty of time for your circumstances to change for the worse.
Sydnee holds eye contact, as if he can read every word I’m thinking. “You may like to make life hard on yourself, but believe me, it’s not worth it. You don’t have to be here as a prisoner. Tell us where you’ve hidden the Separator, and I promise we’ll set you free on some island south of here. It might not be as fine as your castle, but it’s better than this. Think about it.”

The minutes drag into hours, the sun setting and the moon rising in its place. The bowl’s just out of reach. Even the cold, soggy fillet seems appetizing now. Banjoo follows my gaze, and I look away. I won’t let them know. I’m strong. I needn’t their food. I’ve gone longer than this without a meal. I’ll be fine.
My stomach grumbles in protest. Shut up, will you!
Grunting, Banjoo reluctantly picks up the bowl and refills it with steaming liquid from the pot he’s now stirring.
I don’t care if he gives it to me. I won’t take it. Not from him.
“I suppose you’ve waited long enough.” He unties my hands and sets the warm bowl in my lap. For a moment, I stare into the brownish goop, mouth watering.
“I needn’t answer to the likes of you.” I hurl the mush in his face.
“Ye-ow!” Banjoo cries out, hands to his face.
Sydnee jumps up and grabs him. “Banjoo!” He carefully wipes the slop off Banjoo’s cheeks with a cloth. “Let me fetch you some herbs to cool the burning.” I can tell it’s taking him some effort not to round on me.
“I’ll be all right. Thanks, mate.” Banjoo sits down, cloth held to his rapidly reddening face.
“Food burns can be worse than you think.”
“I tell you, it’s nothing. Stop worrying about it.”
“No. It is not nothing.” Sydnee heads straight to me and strikes my face with the power of a famished shark. “You will not hurt my men again, do you understand?”
My face throbs, and I will the involuntary tears away, my gaze never faltering. “Resorting to brute force now, are you? If you assume that will do you any favors, you’re a fool.”
My remark earns me another blow. This time I duck and his knuckles smack the tree with a satisfying crackle.
He flinches, though not as much as I would have expected. “The only fool here is you,” he seethes, yanking me up by the shirt.
“We’ll see about that.”
His grip tightens, other hand raised.
“Hurting him won’t change the past, mate.” Banjoo lays down his rag, looking between us. “Or my face either.”
“But it might change the future.” Sydnee’s hold relaxes, and he drops me hard on my tailbone.
By my feet is a rock the size of my fist. “Likewise.” I take it and wham him in the knee with the rock.
His knee buckles for a moment. Sydnee winces, then pulls me to my full height, which is just below his chin. “I say it’s about time you learned what it’s like to be us. Follow me.” He begins to turn away.
“No.” I stand firm, toes curling.
Sydnee studies me, then nods to Banjoo, who grabs my arms. “I say it’s about time you learned some manners too, son.”
My insides convulse at that term of endearment. “Don’t call me that. Ever.”
“As you wish, but I meant no offense, though offense is certainly in order after all you’ve done. But I’m giving you leniency because you’re still young. Don’t push it.”
Banjoo shoves me forward, and only by his sheer force do I move.
“I needn’t your leniency. I never did,” I maintain coldly.
“Good, because you won’t get it where you’re going.”




I YAWN, STRETCHING my hands above my head. My second day as king. Hope it’s better than yesterday. And last night. Boy, am I going to have bruises after sleeping in this bed.
Once I’m dressed, I scan the room again. Somehow it seems even more bare than yesterday. Not many places to hunt for clues that will lead to the Separator, that’s for sure.
I suppose the desk is a good starting point for my search into the tyrant’s soul. I rummage through the drawers, most of which are full of feathered pens and spare paperweights lined up in color-coded rows.
Note number one about the entitled emu: He’s way too orderly.
I shove the drawers closed after I’ve un-color-coded the contents. I begin to think I’m not going to find anything, but something about the desk don’t sit well. Maybe it’s the size or the shape. I feel along the wood and keep coming back to the top drawer. I pull it out, comparing it with the identical one on the other side. It’s shorter. I yank it out, all the pens clattering to the floor. I gloat. Now they’re satisfactorily a mess. I reach into the hole I created to find a square object is tucked in the corner, covered in some kind of cloth.
I unwrap it, my heart racing. This could be it. This could be . . .
My shoulders sag. A book isn’t much, like the rest of this room. Shouldn’t have expected my mission to be this easy.
I flip it open to the beginning. The pages are crammed with sloppy, irregular handwriting and notes written sideways and upside down—nothing at all like the neat arrangement of the desk.
Whose is this?
I read the inscription—the only part written with precision and perfect letters:
To my son,
These pages are for you when the load of ruling becomes too heavy. Fill it with the words of your heart and mind, and remember, a king, a true king, protects his own from the darkness they cannot see.
Your Father, King Daccias II
Blazing burning scorchers! It’s the emu’s diary!
Maybe it isn’t the Separator, but it’s the next best thing. Who knows what secrets could be stored in here.
Someone raps on the door.
I shove the book into the drawer and hop onto the edge of the desk, my legs crossed, as the same girl from yesterday walks in carrying a tray.
“What’s for breakfast today?” I lean over and peer at the slop on the tray. “Aw! It’s mush. Beautiful. Now my teeth won’t have to work so hard.”
She sets the tray on the bed without a word or smile. And there’s another knock on the door.
Double dang. Is everyone who’s awake taking up residence in my room? “Yes?”
Brissy rushes in with a piece of parchment. “Good morning, Daccias. Aalinta.” He nods to the girl.
So that’s her name. I withhold a grin. It suits her.
“Feeling better? You had quite the day yesterday.” He smiles, though it seems forced. “And another long one today, I’m afraid.”
Again? I haven’t got time to attend riots masquerading as banquets or be torn limb from limb by vigilante villagers.
“After breakfast, we have a meeting to discuss the plague, which will likely last all morning and afternoon. After that, you’ll meet with the local physicians to hear their medical analysis of the man killed by the disease . . .” Brissbane paces as he reads the itinerary, and when he turns his back, I stick out my tongue and make rabbit ears above my head. The next second, my face transforms from demon to angel.
Aalinta’s mouth twitches. Almost a smile.
“Then you have an appointment after dinner with the head of the merchant’s guild about the procedures they’ll need to implement during this crisis and the supplies they’re willing to donate . . .”
Brissy pivots, and up goes my hand and out my tongue. Aalinta rolls her eyes.
“From there, you will review Captain McCay’s report on yesterday’s events . . .”
I change tactics. I scrunch my face to look like Brissy and mimic his talking.
She bites her lip. I’m sure she would have laughed aloud if she hadn’t done that.
“Daccias, what are you doing?”
My face straightens. “I . . .”
Aalinta grins, probably ’cause I’ve been caught. Success! Unintended, but I’ll take it. She shakes her head, leaving us.
I plop onto the bed, a sudden idea forming in my mind. “I’d like to see that schedule.”
Brissbane hands it to me, and I pretend to skim it before I tear it up.
“What are you doing?” He scrambles to collect the pieces.
“I’m being unreasonable again.” I cross my arms and scowl like the king did when we captured him. “I didn’t approve of your list.”
“But we discussed it already, and you—”
“You may have discussed it, but not me. I’ve got different plans.”
Brissbane stuffs the paper shreds in his pocket.
“So much has happened the last few days, and a king has to have time to think. ’Till then, I’m handing over the entire operation to you and the court. Deal with the plague as you see fit. Treat it. Ignore it. I don’t care. But all meetings are adjourned until I’ve gained clarity.”
Brissbane’s hands fall to his sides, his eyes rounding. Two wins. Aalinta’s smile, and I made Old Apricot speechless.
“This is quite the surprise . . .” He stares as if he expects I’ll suggest pounding his head with avocados. “You’ve always ignored my requests to let me handle matters before. Are you certain you’re feeling well?” He tilts his head, examining me.
“Sure. Are you?” I imitate his head tilt, which he promptly stops.
“As you wish.” He slowly exits, a few parchment particles flurrying out of his pockets. The plunder of a plan well ruined.
And meetings I wheedled out of.

Year I, Month II, Day XII. The villagers strung up a likeness of me on a tree. They said it was a sign of self-expression. The dummy consisted of a potato sack with a coconut for a head, though I can’t be certain, for that is only what I’ve been told.
Year II, Month IX, Day II. The first day of the council begins. Lord Cooper said I was a disgrace to the court because I proposed knocking down the Day houses in the slums.
Year II, Month IX, Day XVI. Last day of the council. So far I’ve been called hog-faced, bull-headed, manure, stupid, and a doubly demented dingo. I’ve been compared to a rabid donkey, a shaved kangaroo, and a rotten avocado. At least they didn’t use the D-word, I’ll give them credit for that.
Year III, Month X, Day I. Someone threatened to kill me. That makes 294, if I count Lady Eleenor’s remark. I half wonder if I should start investing in my own tombstone. Something large, with my face carved into it. That way they can hack off my stone head when they’ve finished with the real me.
Year VII, Month IV, Day XXIV. A Son of Day left a dead rat on my doorstep. He wrote that it was a gift for me. Best package I’ve received since the year someone sent me a crate of broken eggs. Must say, though, the rat was considerably more smelly.
I rub my tired eyes that have been reading the same addled ramblings for the past two hours. Was this all the wuss ever wrote about in his journal? People’s insults and threats? I tap my fingers on the desk as I continue flipping. Not a single map or X marks the spot—just more griping and a bunch of sketches of dumb stars. I’d think he’d hide some clue in here in case he forgot where he put the Separator. After all, most people’s memories aren’t as sharp as mine.
I thump the diary shut, leaning back in the chair. Sunlight drifts in from the large library windows and halos the shelves of books. Maybe one of these volumes could help me in my search. I browse the titles for anything of interest. Histories and Diaries of the Night Kings: From King Langhorne to Daccias the First. That sounds promising. I tuck it under my arm and move on to the next row, where Aalinta tiptoes on a step stool and stretches for a shelf beyond her reach.
I climb up. “Which one you looking for?” The king probably wouldn’t bother to ask, but I’m not leaving no lady on a library limb when I’m here to help.
She indicates a spine with gold lettering, and I fetch it for her with ease.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” She slides the book into her sack. Her movements are stiff and cold as I follow alongside. She trains her eyes on the towering shelves, as if I’m not even here.
I casually snatch a random book from the bottom shelf and thumb through it. I pretend to read it, but I don’t pretend to enjoy it. I’m not that good at acting.
Aalinta tilts her head to read the spine. “A Lady’s Guide to Growing Petunias.”
Stupid mistake number one, if I don’t count yesterday’s. Good job, Waruu. You’ve failed miserably. “A fascinating subject, petunias.”
“Really? Tell me about them.”
“Well, uh . . .” I glance at the text. Wait, this isn’t about petunias. It’s some book describing the best technique to cook a goose.
Aalinta smirks, flicking a curl over her shoulder.
“Oh, I’ve been caught!” I press the book to my heart and feign a mortal wound. “Wilt thou ever forgive me?”
She blinks twice, eyebrows raised. Oh, she’s actually not going to forgive me.
She moves away, gripping her own book tightly.
I hurry to catch up. “Hey, any books you’d recommend? I’ve fallen behind on reading with all these meetings, you know.”
She doesn’t answer or look at me. I guess she’s still ignoring me. I open my mouth to say something else when she pauses by the last shelf. “Read this.” She hands me a moss-green book.
My fingers brush the spine’s gilded designs. The Adventures of Twinn Lawyer. She’s got great taste. I’m not much of a reader, but this is the one and only book I actually enjoy. “One of my favorites.”
“I know,” she says, scampering off.
What? I wrinkle my brows for a second, then shrug it off. She’s just saying that. There’s no way that tyrant’s favorite book is the same as mine. His favorite is probably Horrors of Midnight Lane, or something like that.
I head to the library desk, and I sink into the chair. Boy, am I tired. But the reading must go on.
I flip the next several pages of the diary, coming to a bunch of blank ones. Must have gone too far. I turn to his last entry, written the day before we kidnapped him. Thick, black ink marks the page. Could this be it? My heart skips.
The end is near. I can feel it in my innermost being. It may be a day, a week, a month, who knows, but one truth I do know: This fight will culminate in my death. If it takes my last breath, I will search out this group of Separatists and apprehend those who, for years, have been attempting to seize the power that does not belong to them. In the event I should meet my demise, I have buried the truth deep in the heart of when time began.
And there his words end. No hint. No notes. No, “I’ll see you later and here’s the Separator, by the way.”
He probably ate the map to keep us from laying our hands on it.
I have to get inside his head. Know what he eats. What he drinks. His favorite insult. Anything from the important to the inconsequential. More than that, I have to crawl inside his soul.
That is, if he has one. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s just a giant rock with an even bigger cavern of nothingness inside. Don’t relish crawling in there. But it has to be done if we’re to find where he’s stashed that Separator.
Where would I keep it? Probably somewhere safe and close, like a chest maybe, and I’d keep the key around my neck. I shake my head. We didn’t find a key on the king when we nabbed him. I suppose he could have hidden it in his room. But it doesn’t seem too likely. If it were up to me, I’d bury the Separator inside a volcano and memorize the spot in my head.
But I’m not a king.
Everyone says he isn’t either, though. So where would a spoiled, stubborn child stash a treasure? I pace to the balcony, trying to put myself in the mind of the royal rat.
“You aren’t ever laying hands on my Separator. I’ll have you impaled through the gut for even thinking about where it might be!”
That’s it! I snap my fingers. If I were him, I’d hide the Separator in such a hard-to-reach place that whoever went looking would likely be torn to pieces trying to get it. Criminal justice, so to speak.
But where would that be?
I reread the final entry, my fingers underlining the last sentence.
I have buried the truth deep in the heart of when time began.
What the scorchers does that mean? My head dismisses it as folderol, but my gut tells me it’s important.
I carry the diary to the library balcony, where the castle spreads out before me like a picnic on a golden afternoon. The Separator has to be hidden somewhere nearby. Guess it’s time to do some exploring.
The guards watch me much too closely from the doors, so I shinny down the pillars on the balcony. One, two, three . . .
Footsteps sound above, and in two more seconds comes the, “Where’d he go?”
Sneaking away from these guards is a cinch. Granted, I’m an expert at sneaking, so maybe I shouldn’t give the blokes too much guff.
I jog down the outer walkways till I make almost a full circle around the castle. This place seems to grow bigger the longer I’m here. But I know the general layout now, so that’s something.
The sun shines on an enormous terrace above, pink flowers draping down the twisting pillars. Interesting. Better have a look-see.
I grab a window ledge and swing myself up to the next until I reach the lip of the balcony. I peer through the slits in the railing. The space appears unoccupied, so I creep inside. The ceilings stretch high, the room triple the size of mine. Ruby tapestries adorn the walls, matching the thick rug on the floor. If I didn’t know better, I’d guess this is the king’s room.
I pause by King Daccias’s portrait on the wall. This is the king’s room. I wonder why the emu hasn’t claimed it for himself? Maybe I will. I flop on the bed. The king’s cold, dark eyes glare at me as if he knows I’m impersonating his son. His dyad sword points at my head, ready to hack me in two if he were real.
I bet he didn’t know how to use it. Sydnee taught me a lot about swords, so I know a warrior must be extremely skilled to handle a dyad. The two short blades on either end of the pole require extensive coordination and balance. Probably why few own one.
I wonder what the tyrant’s father was like? Certainly better than his son, but that isn’t saying much.
Thump!
I bolt up. The noise is soft, almost as if I imagined it. Yet I can’t deny I heard something.
There it is again.
I hurry to the door and creak it open slightly. A shadow darts away.
Blazing suns! I burst out and lunge in the direction of the retreating form, swerving around the corner. No one’s there.
Did I actually see something, or did I imagine it? If it was one of the servants, they wouldn’t have run from me . . . unless they didn’t want to get caught.
And if they didn’t want to get caught, that means they were spying on me.
If someone’s spying, they suspect something’s wrong.




BY THE TIME the moon rises high above the tree canopy, my back aches and my knees feel like they could cave in. My second night as prisoner, and it’s no better than yesterday. I’ve already added two more bruises to my growing army of them.
For the hundredth time today, I haul an armful of rocks out of the dry creek bed and dump it on the growing pile. Banjoo watches me with a smirk tugging at his lips. The other guard, a bald and bearded man, hardly looks my way.
“That all you can do? Crikey, I could do that in my sleep!” Banjoo slaps his leg.
I suppress a growl rumbling in my throat and trudge back to the pit. I yank off a glove, fresh blisters forming atop my callouses. Sons of Day, my foot! They work in better conditions than this. Even they receive a midday break. I haven’t had a minute’s rest since I started.
“Hey, can’t you move a little faster? Thought you were taking a stroll!” Banjoo whistles a tune I barely recognize as “Double-dee-doo-ler-roo” with all of his high-pitched mistakes.
I throw the stones to the ground and, most unfortunately, miss his toes.
Banjoo elbows the other rebel. “Aw, what’s the matter? Need one of your servants to clean up your messes?”
I narrow my eyes. “Work will do him good,” Sydnee said. Oh, yes, work will do me good. It will strengthen me against these imbeciles. That is, if I can last that long. I can feel my body caving into the pains throughout me. And I need my energy if I’m to escape this Light-forsaken prison. Sweat drips down my forehead and makes my eyes burn.
Blinking away the burning, I peer into the trees that are shrouded in a hazy mist. The only reason I agreed to this task was to free my hands. If I were to run into the rainforest . . .
“Don’t even think about it, King-Kid,” Banjoo says. “You’ll never be able to find your way out of the rainforest. Not alive, anyway.”
Or alone.
Mere escape isn’t enough. These infidels would slither into the jungle, never to be found again. If I go, we all go.
I bend low to pick up another load of rocks. A glimpse of vibrant blue makes me retract my hand. A two-headed Weerona frog jumps atop one of the rocks—much too close for comfort. Their skin is deadly to touch, and the poison is believed to have no antidote, though a few half-insane herbalists claim the bark of a twinberry tree can cure it.
I reach for a different rock instead, pausing to take in the four curious eyes staring at me. The frogs are docile creatures for the most part, often staying in the same area for weeks.
“What’s taking you so long?” Banjoo yells.
I slip my glove back on, coax the frog over, and wrap it in the hem of my shirt. Banjoo stands, stretching to see inside the ditch.
“Hey you, Bongo!” I bellow.
Banjoo jumps so fast, he startles a flock of screeching cockatoos.
“You need to get two things straight,” he tells me. “One, you don’t yell and scare a person out of his hair.”
“Oh, is that what happened to him?” I ask, nodding to the other guard as I clamber up the bank. The amphibian squirms in my grasp, but I hold on tight. Not yet.
I didn’t intend my remark as a joke, but Banjoo’s mouth twitches. How annoying.
“Two, name’s Banjoo.”
“I know.”
“Then why’d you call me Bongo?”
“You need to get a couple of matters straight.” I try hard not to glance down and check to make sure the frog hasn’t wiggled out. “A king has the privilege to call his subjects whatever he wants. And you don’t seem like a Banjoo to me. Two, I can and will yell whenever I have a mind to—is that clear?”
Banjoo blinks, then bursts out laughing. “You giving me orders? Have you taken a look at yourself?”
I scan the blue peasant top and stained trousers I’m wearing. “Nothing has changed. I am still the king. And you are my subject.”
Banjoo bowls over with laughter. Clearly he has a humor disorder. And it shall be the death of him.
I fling the frog at him, and he shrieks, lurching back, and the other man dives away.
That’s my cue.
With my gloved hand, I quickly retrieve the frog and charge into the rainforest. Muffled curses bark at me, along with a copious amount of awkward thumping. I could likely escape if I wanted to, but now is not the time.
Turn, twist, dive. I circle back to their encampment and find a safe and accessible place to stash the frog. I know not what I might need it for at the moment, but I suspect the creature might prove useful to me in the near future. Light flickers from the other tents, though a few are dark. I sprint toward the glow. As I draw closer, the comforting scent of pea and ham soup reaches my now very empty stomach. Some of the rebels must already be awake at this unseemly hour.
Footsteps approach, so I swing myself onto the nearest tree. My body crashes into several branches. Father always said grace was never my forte, whether I was dancing, walking, or merely trying to stand in an appropriate manner. It never mattered before, but the ability to move soundlessly would be helpful in this moment.
Banjoo and Baldy jog past. I wait, hands gripping the branches like iron bars. Once I’m certain they haven’t detected me, I descend, careful not to misstep. I don’t want to end up with another broken leg like the time I scaled the castle rooftops. After all, how would I explain the injury to Brissbane if I came back limping?
Brissbane. Simply thinking of his name makes my insides twist with both revulsion and homesickness. Would he have come after me if I’d informed him of my plans? He always seemed to be one step behind me, and sometimes ahead, ready to catch me when I fell. But his extended hand I never took, and instead I bore the bruises, though none have been as bad as this predicament. Never would I have believed I’d miss him, and perhaps I don’t.
But right now I would gladly accept his extended hand.
Except he’s not here, and he won’t be. I’ll have to do this alone, as I always have.
I scope the mash-up of makeshift structures. All are various degrees of small, though the one to the far left is abnormally large in comparison. Keeping behind the trees, I make my way to that tent and survey it for occupants before ducking inside. As I presumed, weapons of all different shapes and sizes are scattered across the tables and crates. Swords, daggers, spears, axes, and some tools I do not even recognize. Much of the weaponry is old and rusty but still usable. Other equipment is handcrafted from wood with colorful suns painted across them. And they’ve stored enough here to annihilate an entire army.
“Stop worrying, we’ll find him.” Banjoo’s voice makes me freeze. “He couldn’t have gotten far.”
Through the slit in the tent flap, I watch Sydnee and Banjoo head toward camp.
“That’s not what I’m worried about. This rainforest is full of dangers. We can’t risk his life because whatever happens to him happens to Ruu. If any harm comes to that boy because of me . . .” Sydnee sighs, stopping directly in front of my tent.
I withdraw, ready to dart out the back if necessary.
“I should never have let that boy convince me to go through with this crazy plan.”
“It’ll be all right, Syd. What did you tell me just the other day? You said from the moment you saw Ruu, you sensed he was special, and not because of who his twin is. He’s the only one who can save us, and you know it.”
I grind my teeth, thinking about the boy’s disgusting, cocky grin. I can see him strutting proud as a peacock with two tails. My chest tightens with soul-deep rage. The sensation is unusual, because as repulsed as I might be by this lad stealing my throne, I’ve never felt so strongly about him before. It’s like something inside of me is waking up, bringing with it a new wave of emotions.
“I hope so.” Banjoo’s and Sydnee’s voices fade, and my rigid stance relaxes, though not the soreness in my chest. Banjoo speaks the truth. Something about that boy is different from my other enemies. Fiends I knew I could conquer. But with him, a chance of victory surrounds him, one I can’t deny.
“You’re not supposed to be here.”
I stiffen. I mustn’t be caught. Not yet.
“But I’m glad.” A girl no older than seven trots over, her hair sticking up from behind her ears and her arms covered in scratches. “Uncle Syd wouldn’t let us see you. He said you were ill. You don’t look sick to me.”
My muscles relax. She assumes I’m Ruu. “I’m practically on my deathbed.”
The little girl’s eyes widen, and tears threaten to spill. “But I don’t want you to die!”
Suns and stars, I’ve forgotten how emotionally unstable Children of Day can be. If she keeps carrying on, she’ll draw the attention of everyone within five doubleens.
“Shut your trap, or my disease will enter through your mouth, and you’ll join me in my grave.”
She gasps and promptly seals her lips.
Finally. Some peace and quiet.
In the distance, a woman calls, “Victooria!” The girl’s head bobs up, and I hope she’ll leave. But she remains where she is, with no inclination to budge.
“I don’t want you to die,” Victooria, or whoever she is, whispers, trudging up behind me.
Won’t she leave me alone? I have too much to do and too little time to waste on this distraught infant, who obviously needs an emotional support pillow. How can I possibly get rid of her?
A brilliant idea occurs to me. Perhaps I can use her concern to my advantage. “There is one favor you could do for me . . . ”




I STUFF A wad of bread in my mouth and tuck some bananas under my shirt from my successful raid of the kitchen. I was supposed to be searching for the Separator, but I couldn’t miss a chance to grab some grub, especially with the lousy food they’ve been feeding me.
The morning sun rises above the castle spires and soaks into my skin, but it does little to warm my insides. Can’t get that retreating shadow, or whatever it was, out of my head.
Come on, Waruu, you’re being paranoid. No one’s following you. You’re too stealthy for that. Even the guards can’t find you half the time. Besides, what would anyone have to suspect? You’re as safe as a joey in the pouch.
“Your Majesty?”
I’m so absorbed in my own thoughts that I only now notice Aalinta standing to the left.
“I didn’t mean to startle you.” She bows. “Lord Brissbane wishes to see you in the armory.”
What does he want now? “All right,” I groan. The sooner I’m there, the sooner our conversation will be over. I trot down the walkways to a large building beside the army citadel that I hope is the armory. Guess I’ll find out. A soldier opens the door for me, and I step into a room full of shelves stacked with armor. Swords of all shapes and sizes hang from the walls, along with quivers, arrows, and dark shields bearing the moon insignia. Even a set of Brightie boomerangs like my old ones are mixed in the bunch. Nifty. I’ll have to look around here sometime when I’m not preoccupied with saving a kingdom.
Brissbane is nowhere to be seen, so I lift a goldenglass sword from the wall and attack the air. Not bad. I’ve heard some kings fought what they called a “Doubles Duel” when they couldn’t settle a disagreement with an opponent. If only all our problems could be solved with a blow to the head, it’d be so much easier. More fun too.
Moving on, I come to a glass cabinet containing a collection of the royal arms, but I hardly notice anything except the dyad. Blazing scorchers! I gently rub my finger across the glass. The king’s portrait didn’t do it justice. The details on the handle are stupendous. The sun, trees, and birds are etched into it like art all its own. On one end, the blade glimmers gold and the other silver. I stare at the golden reflection glinting back at me. It’s so beautiful.
“Some call this a sword of freedom.”
I jerk at Brissbane’s voice.
He comes near, admiring the sword. “Legends prophesy the king who wields this sword will be the one to finally bring peace to the kingdom. Many believed that man was your father, but unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.” He sighs, turning to me. “Now, young man, are you ready to begin your first sword lesson?”
So that’s what this is about. Lessons seem so petty after everything that’s happened, and this is one of the last items I need on my docket with the plague hanging over us and the Separator still out of reach. “Nope, not ready. See you later!”
“Not so fast.” Brissbane bolts in front of the door, tapping my shoulder with his own sword. “That was a rhetorical question.”
“Was it?” I try for the doorknob, but he makes an awfully good doorstopper.
“Daccias. You need to be able to defend yourself should you encounter another attack. What happened at the Festival was . . .” He looks deeply at me, as though trying to see something that isn’t there, and frankly, it makes me squirm.
“Was what?”
He shakes his head. “Never mind. What I’m saying is, you’re unlikely to come out of your next scrape unscathed. If you value your life at all, you’ll listen to me this once.” His hand remains firmly on the door.
“And if I don’t?”
“Then I’ll have to chop your head off.”
I laugh in spite of myself. It reminds me of something Sydnee would say if he were here instead of old Brissy. “All right, but keep it short.”
Brissbane leads me to a case at the far end of the room. “First, let’s get you acquainted with the basic weapons.” He removes a classic Nightie sword, silverglass, and informs me of its name. I yawn twice. This is as interesting as learning the basics of walking after running around for fifteen years. He goes on to explain that the next blade is a goldenglass, a sword typically used by the Brighties.
“The Sons of Night have a more precise, sophisticated style of fighting that uses the right hand. The Day technique relies on the left hand and focuses on surprise, strength, and agility, with little to no rules. Both styles have their advantages, but we’ll be focusing on the Night style for most of our lessons.”
’Course. Got to pick the most boring type of fighting. Brissbane continues telling me details I’ve known since I was a kid. I can think of a million better uses for my time.
He walks over to a collection of wooden training swords. “Now, which weapon would you like to begin our first lesson with?”
I shrug. Don’t rightly matter. I know how to use most of them anyway.
Instead of choosing one of the wooden training swords, Brissbane selects a double-edged rapier and hands it to me. Isn’t he afraid I might kill myself?
“You’re surprised I gave you a real weapon,” Brissbane remarks. “This might be easier if you told me the truth.”
Scorchers, what does he know? I nearly drop the sword. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, you definitely do know.” He swipes a sword off the wall and lunges for my torso. Immediately, I block him. “Yes. You’re more skilled than you let on. Did your father teach you?”
I release a soft sigh. That was close. “Yes,” I say, glancing at the dyad.
“Why didn’t you say so?” he asks and I shrug. He sets a hand on my shoulder. “Hiding the truth isn’t going to help you, me, or anyone. The truth might be painful, but fighting it won’t make it any easier. You must embrace it. Only then will you truly have a sword of freedom.” His eyes focus on me. “What really happened at the Festival?”
My heart pounds. “I was almost kidnapped. You know that.”
“That’s not what I meant.” He takes a sweeping glance around us, as if checking the perimeter for listening ears. “I talked with Captain McCay yesterday. He informed me of your plans to use yourself as bait to lure the Separatists into the open so you could catch them.”
So that’s what the emu was scheming. Too bad his plans had to be ruined.
“It was a foolish plan, I admit, yet that’s never stopped you before. But instead, you came back unharmed. Why?”
My throat goes dry. I have to tell him something, so I go with sarcasm. Never failed me yet. “Sorry, my oversight. I forgot to fill the Separatists in on my plan. If they’d known they were going to be caught, they might have fled out the back door faster.”
I start to leave, but he moves in front of me. “Daccias, if anything is amiss, you can talk to me.”
I don’t make eye contact in case that will give me away. “Everything’s fine.” I step around him out into the fresh air.
With each step, I feel Brissy’s eyes on me. I’m out of sight now. He can’t see me. I can’t see him. Yet it still feels like he’s watching. Waiting.
Everything’s fine, I repeat in my mind. Even though, deep down, I know: It’s not fine.
If Brissy discovers the truth, my reign will be a short one.




AS THE SUN peeps over the horizon, Banjoo lopes back to the rock pile. He glances around the area and starts to leave until he lays eyes on me.
“Holy suns!” He bolts over and grabs my wrist. “I found him!”
I rest my chin on my other hand. “Certainly took you long enough. I’ve been waiting here for half an hour.”
“You were . . . what?” Banjoo shakes his head. “You’re a strange one, all right.”
Sydnee gallops over, sword extended, a group of men not far behind him.
“He was just a-sitting here, waiting,” Banjoo tells him, keeping a firm grip on me.
I shrug. “I grew tired of the rainforest. The scenery did not suit my complexion.”
Sydnee tucks his sword back in his buckle, gaze narrowed at me. He lays a finger on Banjoo’s chest. “Don’t take your eyes off him. Not even for a second. If he attempts anything again, cut off his foot.” He looks at me, probably to let me know those words are meant for my benefit. “And I want every doublic of this camp searched and every weapon accounted for by the end of today. Understood?”
The men grunt in agreement, and Sydnee points to me. “As for the king here, assign two guards to him at all times, and he doesn’t stop working until he tells us where the Separator is.”
We shall see about that.
He traipses back into the rainforest while Banjoo and Baldy remain behind to watch me like I’m some child with a torch in my hand and a stack of wood at my feet.
“Well, you heard him. Get back to work!” Baldy barks, and I tromp to the nearest rock, working steadily for the next few hours.
“He wouldn’t last one day in the real world.” Banjoo nudges the other chap as I heave more rubble onto the pile. “Come on, hurry up. Haven’t got all day.”
“Don’t you?” I kick a rock toward his foot. “Shouldn’t you be waking the dead with that thing you call an instrument?” I gesture to the guitar hanging from his torso.
“Sydnee says you aren’t stopping till you tell us where the Separator is.”
“Then he has a long wait ahead of him.” I roll my shoulders that have grown stiff and sore.
Banjoo chuckles. “Sure, Your Majesty. Sure. Bet you won’t last another hour.”
“I wager I’ll last longer than you would.”
Banjoo leans forward, eyebrows wiggling. “Is that a bet?”
“If you desire it to be.”
Banjoo rubs his chin. “Tell you what, if I outlast you, you tell us where the Separator is. And if you outlast me, then . . .”
“You’ll release me and turn yourselves in.”
“Sorry, can’t do that, but how about I give you a break for a few hours and some good food instead of what we’ve been feeding you? What about that?”
“I’ll do—” I stop myself. He wants me to agree to his terms. But how can I? My abdomen cramps and my hands shake. I can’t guarantee I’ll win. But I won’t last much longer without some kind of reprieve. I could lie, I suppose, but I will never go back on my word, no matter the consequence. I’ll have to risk it.
“All right. But you also must agree to answer whatever questions I ask you when I win.”
“Sure, sure, if you win.” Banjoo stands as he winks at Baldy.
I extend my hand in agreement. Banjoo furrows his brows, as if he expects snakes to crawl out of my fingers. He passes me by. “You ready?”
“Whenever you are.”
“All right, one, two, go!” He dashes into the bushes, and I follow after him. He grabs an armful of rocks. Ten, maybe fourteen. I grab fifteen.
“Is that the best you can do?” He chortles, adding five more rocks to his heap.
“Is cackling like a lunatic the best you can do?”
This time he stops laughing and glowers at me. “Just wait, I’ll show you the best I can do.” He reaches for another rock that’s clearly too heavy for him to carry.
We lug our loads up the bank, and I reach the pile first. “Can’t you move any faster, Bongo?”
He plops one leg on the pile, which causes a couple rocks to tumble onto his other foot. He winces. “Sure can, Darcy.”
We race back to the riverbed. When he grabs a stick, I grab a log. When he carries a large rock, I carry a boulder. When he insults me, I throw one back. And on and on we go as the sun passes above us and across the sky.
My lungs ache from panting so hard. My hair’s drenched in sweat. But I will not stop. Behind me, Banjoo’s own heavy breaths join mine. I drop another load on the pile and remain there for a few seconds, until Banjoo dumps his.
I doubt I can take another step. But I must.
Banjoo unties his bandana, wiping his neck and resting one hand on the pile. I point a foot in the direction I came, but Banjoo doesn’t budge. He looks me up and down, then follows after me. His strides are slow but steadier than mine.
I force myself to walk straight. I grope for a rock and then another, heaving them up, but one step and they slip, crashing in front of my tired, aching feet. I can’t . . . no, I will. I pick up the spilled debris one by one, even though I fear I haven’t the strength to stand up again.
There is another crash as more rocks roll onto my pile. Banjoo collapses on top of them, face smudged black. “Phew! All right, King-Kid. You win. I’m beat.”
“No, you’re not.” I reach for another rock, but he grabs it.
“I said I’m beat, kid. Go rest.”
“No.” My own voice is distant, like in a dream. My hands and arms go numb. Blackness fades to white. I’m not giving up . . .

My eyelids open to a morning blue sky. I sniff. Fresh hay. I feel through the blades of grass to the weight on my chest and touch a blanket. I sit up and groan. It’s even painful me to do something as simple as that.
At least I slept better than I have the last several nights. No tossing and turning. No uncomfortable rocks poking my sides.
No nightmares.
The ropes glint yellow in the all-too-bright light. It’s unfortunate those aren’t gone.
The area is oddly vacant of any guards. Maybe they’ve all been incarcerated, but I wouldn’t count my stars on it. That would be a stroke of luck, and I was born under a dark star that brings only the bad variety.
Leaves rustle in the distance, and Banjoo dashes to the trees, his guitar bouncing on his hip. He stops, cranes his neck, dashes toward the tent, stops again, and repeats the process.
“Here.” He hisses, shoving a bowl of fish and berries at me.
I take a small bite and chew very slowly.
He fidgets. “Can’t you hurry? I’ll be dead as that fish if anyone finds out I sneaked good food to you.” He glances over his shoulder for the fifteenth time.
I swallow the last bite, letting the warm meat slide down my throat. It’s been a long time since I’ve had food like this—much longer than they realize. “You let me win the bet. Why?”
“Let’s say you remind me of a friend of mine. And besides, you couldn’t do it on your own.” He takes the bowl from my hands. “You work pretty hard—for a Nightie.”
“I’m used to it.”
Banjoo sets the bowl aside and perches on his favorite stump. “Are you now? I thought the king’s only job was to sit up in the castle all day and let everyone do the sweating for him.”
“You also presumed kings had no doubles.” I wipe excess grease off my chin.
Banjoo quirks his lips. “Got me there, mate. But where’d you get your blisters anyhow?”
“My mother believed hard work made the man, and it was an honor rather than a degradation.”
“Smart woman, your mum. She was a Night Duchess, wasn’t she? The Duchess of the Moonleet Islands or something, right?”
“That was her title, yes.” I wash down the remaining flavors of my breakfast with a swig of water. “You promised I could ask you whatever I wish.”
Banjoo leans forward and props an elbow on his knee. “Ask away, King-Kid.”
“That boy . . . Ruu, as you call him.” I can barely say his name without gagging. “How long have you known him?”
“Oh.” Banjoo rubs his chin. “I’d say five years now. Maybe six. Seems like he’s always been a part of our family, though.”
Family. The word rubs raw. Father was often too preoccupied with running a kingdom to grace me with more than a critique of the few diplomatic skills I had. “How’d he come to be . . . mixed up with your group?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“Morbid curiosity,” I say, which is partly true.
Banjoo seems to accept this. “Sydnee found him as an orphan,” he answers. “So he took him in, and we all raised him.”
My throat begins to sting as a burning rises in my stomach. I don’t feel sorry for him, though most people would, to some degree. Instead, for a brief moment, I wish I could take his place as he did mine. Even with all the pain he suffered, his life was still better.
He has family.
Swallowing the acid, I straighten. “Now, about Ruu, what is he like?”
Banjoo laughs. “Well, he isn’t like you.”
I roll my eyes. “I’m sure you’re all elated about that. But that is not an answer.”
Banjoo leans back. “He’s . . . he’s Ruu,” he says as if that answers everything, but my glare prompts him to continue. “He’s a friend, a brother, and a true mate with a good heart who gives without thinking of himself. Always keeps his word, too, even if it kills him.”
My foot toys with a rock, rolling it back and forth. “What else?”
“He’s as stubborn as twenty mules and would rather sass you back than give you a compliment . . .” Banjoo squints at me. “Say, maybe you are kinda alike, now that I think about it.”
That’s enough questions about Ruu for now.
I stand, looking to the sunrise and then to the shadows. “Tell me, what would you do if your beloved Ruu’s reign was shortened?”
Banjoo sits up quickly. “What kind of question is that?”
“I wouldn’t want to see something happen to him if your plans backfire.”
“They won’t.”
“How can you be certain of that? Your band is playing a dangerous game, and one wrong move could bring down your entire operation.”
“I’d say you’ve about run out of questions, King-Kid.” He rises and blocks out the sun.
“I have one more question, if you dare answer it.” I raise my head and broaden my shoulders. Banjoo waits, eyes intent on me. “If this mission does not give you the end it promises, would you still go through with it?”
Banjoo looks away, head hanging.
“I thought as much. If a cause is truly good, one will serve it no matter the outcome.”
Banjoo’s head whips around. “You’re wrong. I will fight to the death if need be, even if we fail, but we won’t because the Light will always win over the Darkness.”
He strides off to the nearest tree, and I return to my bed, thinking over his words. Down deep in my heart, a niggling feeling tells me something:
He’s right.




KING WARUU THE
First. A mighty monarch with a charming smile. The entire kingdom perished during his rule of four days.
I shut the history book that I wasn’t really studying. Not that it matters. No helpful information inside, just like the king’s stupid diary.
I swing my feet over the low walkway railing and let them dangle above the green mass below. The village stretches out before me, little gray and yellow squares checkering the land and marking where Nighties and Brighties live.
Wonder what the gang is doing right now. Have they gotten through to the wuss’s oversized head yet?
Doubt it. We’d have better luck teaching a roo to sing “Old Twinny Went A-Sailing.”
It’s up to me to find the Separator. If I’m still king by tomorrow. I wonder if I should warn Sydnee about Brissbane.
I decide against it. It would just draw unnecessary attention. Besides, the situation is under control. Brissy hasn’t given me a suspicious look in half an hour. And there isn’t any way he can prove I’m not him. After all, the king doesn’t have a double, supposedly.
Aalinta appears on the walkway. As she comes closer, she leans over the railing beside me, the wind blowing her hair back and into my face, but I don’t mind a bit.
“You seem bothered, Your Majesty. Something I can do to help?” She speaks softly, her words smooth and rhythmic.
“You could set a couple of lords’ pants on fire for me.” I laugh, but she doesn’t, which promptly makes me stop. She’s not in the mood for jokes—ever, I guess. “Sorry, but there’s not much you, or anyone, can do.” I rake a hand through my hair and don’t care if I mess it up. Brissy will have to tolerate it.
“Maybe it would help if you took your mind off the kingdom’s problems for a while. Give yourself a rest.” She lifts the basket hanging from her other arm. “You’re welcome to join me if you’d like.”
My heart skips at the prospect of escaping this palace. But I have so much to do. Would a little outing hurt? Why not? I’m not making much progress here. “Lead the way, Aally!” I grin, taking the basket from her.
But she doesn’t move. “Aren’t you going to change? Everyone will recognize you in your royal clothes.”
“Oh, yes, be right there.” I run to my room. What are we doing that requires me to change? I thought the king never left the castle. I rummage through the closet. Nothing seems non-royally to me. I pick up the sack wadded in the corner and dump the contents out. A dirty, torn shirt and cloak? I shrug and slip them on. Their earthy smell reminds me of the good old days, when the biggest care I had was what I planned to eat for supper.
I race out of my room, dodging my guards at the end of the hall, but unfortunately, they see me this time. Scorchers, they’re starting to get better. I’ll have to do something about that. “See you later!” I hurl myself out a window and roll behind a massive flowerpot. They pass me by, and I’m a free king once again.
A few minutes later, I meet Aally. She hands me a sword, and I tuck it in my belt, though I haven’t a clue what I’m supposed to use it for. She forces me into a prickly bush.
Ow! “What are you doing?” I rub my itching arm.
“Losing your tail.” She points to the soldiers at the end of the path. I have to give these Nighties more credit. I didn’t expect them to find me again this fast.
Once the guards are out of sight, Aally stands, leaves covering her hair. “Coming?”
“You bet!”

I follow Aally through the streets, my head low in case anyone recognizes me. Not as the king, but plain ol’ Ruu. I breathe in deeply. The village is a welcome sight after the lonely castle. The air fresher, freer. This is home.
Or it was.
The empty, forsaken streets are hardly recognizable. Curtains block the open windows, and signs warn onlookers to KEEP OUT of contaminated homes. Market stands show off their nonexistent wares and many stores shout CLOSED from their front doors.
I swallow the swelling nausea. This has to stop. And soon. Before we’re all dead.
Aally knocks on the door of a small bungalow at the edge of the market. A white-bearded Brightie with bushy brows answers, his face beaming a “G’day” before he even speaks. “Aalinta, dear! To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” He nods to me. “And I see you’ve brought your friend again.”
I look up at him sharply, making sure he isn’t mistaken, but he acts as though he knows me, or at least someone who looks like me. He doesn’t bow, so he must not recognize me as the king, which isn’t shocking since so few have seen him. Maybe the king’s got more than one double. Wouldn’t that be something?
Aally places a jar in the man’s hand.
“Fresh twinberry jam?” He inhales deeply. “Haven’t had this in a doubly long time, especially with the markets closed. Thank you, m’dear.”
Aally smiles. “Don’t thank me, thank my friend.”
Don’t believe it. That tyrant would never—
“Thank you, son.”
“It’s nothing,” I say, but it probably is to him. A little trinket thrown to the peasants to pacify them. Like the time a Nightie tossed me a sparkling doublin. I bought a bowl of stew and some bread with that. He’d already purchased a whole goose and five courses of moon pudding.
“Can you stay for a visit?” the man asks as we start to leave.
“Not right now. We still have more stops to make. Perhaps next time.” Aally tells him with a smile, and we continue playing this game from door to door. A small bottle of rum to one bloke. A sack of flour to another. Petty gifts that won’t cure this plague. Each mate smiling, but I can’t return it because it would be fake. Like all of this.
This is probably a source of amusement for the wombat. Watching the townsfolk get all giddy over puny offerings he never wanted.
With only a couple items left in her basket, Aally heads down a winding path by the tower. I stiffen as dark cottages come into view. The Night side. Even the shadows on this side of town seem longer. We pass the mansions to an area beyond them that has bungalows with grand, overlapping verandas. Aally goes straight up to a small one that would be lovely—except for the Night roses that make my blood chill.
“Aally, you sure this is a good idea?”
“She needs help,” she explains, as if that answers everything. She raps the knocker on the door.
A middle-aged woman answers, and I instantly recognize her. She’s that Brightie who tried to save me the day I was running from the Nightmen and trying to sneak into the castle.
Except she’s not a Brightie. She’s a Daughter of Night. But a Nightie would never lend a hand to a poor Brightie, and they definitely wouldn’t live in a place like this.
Or that’s what I thought.
“You shouldn’t be here,” the woman says hurriedly. “My son was infected with the plague yesterday at work. Our home might be contaminated. You know they’ll report you if they find out you came to a plagued home.”
“They won’t.” Aally holds up her basket. “Twinberry jam?”
The woman smiles and swings the door wide, and I reluctantly step into the house with Aally. Does she recognize me? It was a brief encounter, so she might not remember. Still, I keep my eyes downcast, just in case.
A few pink flowerpots grace the home, but it’s simple compared to the outside. Reminds me of my old home on the shore. It’s nothing like how I imagined Nighties live. I thought they all owned mansions and castles.
“For you.” Aally sets the basket on the table and takes out a doll. “And for the little one.” A freckle-faced girl is hiding behind the woman’s skirt. I blink as a child who looks almost exactly like our very own Victooria slowly peeps out, then ducks back so fast her brown braids swing. Could this be Victooria’s Night twin?
“Thank you so much.” Tears glisten in the woman’s eyes. They might be happy tears, I suppose, but they look like tears of hurt to me.
I glance around the room. Clothes drape the chairs, and dirty pots and pans are scattered on the table.
“But you should leave now. Please. I don’t want you contracting the disease.” The woman waves us off and disappears into another room.
Aally heads for the door, and I slowly follow.
I glance at the hibiscus growing near the bushes along the side of the house. I pluck a blossom and admire it when, in the bushes below, eyes glint at me. I freeze—until I see who it is.
Crouching low, I push the leaves back. “And who might this fair maiden be who guards the secrets of the garden?”
The child stares at me with wide green eyes. No doubt about it—she’s definitely Victooria’s double. Even her hair pokes out in the same places.
“Aha! You must be the Lady Gardenia who speaks to the petals and makes them grow. Here, I’ve brought you a gift.” I hand her a flower, but instead of a smile, she glowers at it.
“This is not a gift. That’s just a dumb flower.” She throws it to the ground.
“You’re a smart one,” I say.
She just tosses her braids over her shoulder.
“All right, Gardenia.”
“That’s not my name,” she huffs.
“Then what is your name?” I tuck a flower in her hair, which immediately makes her sneeze.
“I’m not telling you.”
“I’m-Not-Telling-You. Strange name.”
She makes a face.
“How about a story?” Aally bends to the child’s level.
The child, unsurprisingly, shakes her head no.
“That’s fine. I’ll tell Dace the story instead.” Aally makes a small motion with her hands, and I sit in obedience as she begins. “Once upon a shining star, there was a world with no light, only darkness. But there came a great and powerful Light that saw the suffering the shadows caused.”
I’m-Not-Telling-You slowly sits down beside me.
“This Light created more Light to illuminate the darkness, one orb to govern the day and the other the night. But then something strange happened: Their light began to slowly fade.” Each word builds upon another until it is almost a song. Each note draws the child closer and closer, filling the air with music that plucks the chords of the heart and makes us feel for the new Light that’s regressing into Darkness. How can she do that?
“In the end, the Light regained its former glory and shined upon all the earth,” Aally finishes.
“I want another one,” I’m-Not-Telling-You says.
“Next time.” Aally pats her head and signals it’s time to leave.
“What if there’s not a next time?” the girls asks, and I notice her mum standing in the doorway, watching us.
“There will be,” I assure her.
“Is there anything we can do for you?” Aally asks the mother.
The woman hesitates. “You’re still employed by the king, aren’t you? Could you talk to him about my son? His orders have kept me from seeing him.”
What orders?
She twists her apron. “I don’t know if he’s being taken care of or if he’s all alone. Please, I must see him. It may be my last chance.”
For a second, my mind flickers to the moment when I was seven years old, and the doctor told me Mum wasn’t coming back. My throat thickens.
Aally speaks soothingly to her, and then we leave.
“What did she mean?” I instantly ask. “My orders keeping her away from her son? I’d never do that.”
Aally looks at me. “You let Lord Brissbane and the council take charge of containing the sickness. And that was one of their decisions.”
You burning idiot, Waruu! “I didn’t realize. I never meant for . . . any of this to happen.” I pause at a KEEP OUT sign right in front of me.
I have to fix this. But how?
“I know.” Aally leads me down a beaten mountain path. She takes a breath. “A picnic is the solution to everything. Come on.” She heads to an alcove in the mountain where a part of the waterfall trickles. Sun roses grow along the rocks, crowning the area with orange and yellow petals.
“Our favorite spot.” She sits on a patch of grass. We have a favorite spot? She spreads out the food.
“You were a bit amazing back there, telling that story,” I say as she hands me a plate of berries and cold fish.
She shrugs, as if her talent is nothing. “Stories are what connect us all. They help us to live and breathe the life of someone else, and they show us we’re not so different after all.” Her aquamarine eyes meet mine.
My stomach growls, and I take a huge bite of fish, but I stop myself before eating more. “Thanks, but I’m not very hungry.”
“You don’t have to pretend with me.”
My food lodges inside my throat.
“You’ve never had a weak stomach. Yes, sometimes situations upset you, and you can’t eat, but most of the time it’s because you’re saving the food for those who need it most.”
I realize I’m staring at her, so I promptly shove a hunk of food in my mouth before my jaw drops off. “Guess my secret’s out,” I say, though all the while I’m thinking, the entitled emu did that? “I should have done more.” I put on a sad face. But that wuss would never be sorry . . . would he?
“You have enough people blaming you for your father’s mistakes without adding yourself to that list.” She places a large piece of sun pie on my plate. “It’s not your fault his poor decisions left the kingdom in such a fragile condition.”
King Daccias the Second? He was the best king we ever had. Or that’s what I believed. I take a bite of pie, and a burst of citrus and berries moistens my dry mouth. “What else do you supposedly know about me?”
“I know you aren’t who you pretend to be.”
I choke, berries spewing out of my mouth. I hurriedly wipe my face. “You know?”
“Ever since you took the throne.” She stares off into the horizon, the sunset tinting her hair golden. “You pretend to not care. But I think you care more than anyone.”
She thinks I’m that tyrant. I should be ashamed to be equated with him. But I’m not. Instead, I’m feeling ashamed I’m not him, and I can’t explain why. I set aside the pie, unable to eat anymore. This time, I’m really not hungry.
She turns to me. “You’ve seemed weighed down lately. What is it?” she asks.
Can I tell her? That I’m no king but a tramp, a vagabond? Should I tell her? I feel as though I can trust her with my soul. But something keeps me back. Not distrust. Perhaps I’m afraid of how she might react.
“Aally, do you think I’m a good king?”
She pauses, then slowly begins packing the leftovers in the basket. “Not anymore.”




I STARE AT the starry skies, the one thing that remains the same whether I’m in my castle or trapped here. I attempted to sleep, but as tired as I am, I can’t. It’s as if I’m too exhausted. All I can do is sit here in my pain, wishing for a blanket or pillow or anything that doesn’t feel like rocks. When Sydnee found out Banjoo gave me rest and food yesterday, he ordered me to work all the harder today. The only reason I’m not on the Separatist slave market is because they know they can’t push me much further without harming their beloved Ruu.
In my peripheral vision, Sydnee walks up. “I’ll manage things here for a while,” he informs the man guarding me, who gladly yawns and departs. Sydnee pours himself a cup of tea from the steaming kettle. “Still awake, huh?”
“I’m always awake.” It isn’t altogether a lie. Sometimes my mind feels like it’s in a constant state of wakefulness, attuned to everything around me. The few times I’m able to rest, I long to stay in oblivion forever. But it never lasts. I wake up, and the living nightmares start all over again.
I roll over to avoid looking at his disgusting presence, but I hit a tender spot, and pain shoots up my arms and down my back.
“Let me see your hands.”
“No.” I clutch them against my chest, but Sydnee slices the rope and pulls them apart. I utter an oath at the sudden movement.
Sydnee tears off a piece of his shirt and dips it in the nearby water bucket, then pulls out a bottle of greenish paste and begins rubbing it on my sores.
I inspect my palm, coolness seeping into my skin. “Moonleet leaf?”
“You’re familiar with it?” He wraps my hand with his shirt. “Most people aren’t even aware it exists.”
“I’m not most people.” I glance behind him, to the openness beyond. It’s only him and me. Is this the time? No, not yet. But soon. I can feel it in my bones.
Once he’s finished, I yank my hand back, but he reaches for my other one. “Why are you doing this?”
He doesn’t answer and continues treating and wrapping my hand. After that, he picks up a bowl of stew, and the scent teases the gnawing pains in my abdomen. He holds it closer to me. “You can have this and more if you answer three questions.”
A catch. I should have known. Common persuasive tactics among scoundrels. He will have to concoct something more clever than this.
“No, no, and no. There, I’ve answered in advance. Satisfied?”
“That wasn’t what I was going to ask.” Sydnee sets the plate in my lap, despite my answers. “Why do you hate everyone?”
I hold the edges of the dish, the contents still warm. The question isn’t lost on me. I know what he’s attempting to do. Trying to make me soften and spill out my sad little backstory. It’s not going to work.
“Because they’re all idiots, like you.”
Sydnee chuckles and I instinctively tense. My comment wasn’t meant to amuse him.
“I want to show you something.” He motions for me to follow.
I slip my gloves over my bandages. “I don’t want to see it.”
“Do you think that makes any difference?” He takes me by the collar and marches me along with him.
Beyond the trees, oranges and yellows sashay as figures jump to a beat that soars even higher than they. I can pick out Banjoo’s trademark twang in the orchestra of stringed instruments. Suns and stars, what is this madness?
The lights and sounds grow, and soon I find myself in the thick of the lights. Men and women dance in yellow garb, hardly distinguishable from the flames swirling in the many fires around the camp.
Three giggling children run up to Sydnee, tackling him in a hug, which he accepts by grabbing them and swinging them into the air. He lets them down, then waves his fingers in a mysterious motion. Out of nowhere, three yellowish scones appear that he distributes among them.
“Want one?” he asks me, and I roll my eyes in response, yet I find a fluffy treat in my hand nevertheless. Sydnee moves on, but he’s still within sight, along with too many other men to count, reminding me I’m the prisoner of honor at the party.
But not for long.
I toss the scone aside, observing this strange Day ritual unfolding before me. The music, if one could call it that, picks up pace, and the dancers follow suit. So different are their parties from the Night balls that sport as much energy as a funeral. I attended only one, but that was enough. Waltzing to a dead melody held no interest for me, nor did I have the poise to do it properly, despite the many lessons Father inflicted upon me.
“You dropped your sun bread.”
Victooria stands before me with a face full of crumbs.
“Here, I’ll dust it off for you.” She reaches for the scone and shakes off the dirt before placing it in my hand. “Aren’t you going to eat it?”
“I’m not hungry.” I ignore her and focus on the crowd. Where did Sydnee go? He needs to be here for my plan to work.
“Oh, really? Thank you!”
Thank you? My concentration breaks long enough to realize the scone has vanished and more crumbs line the child’s mouth.
“Will you dance with me?”
“No,” I say, reaching my hand underneath the rock and retrieving the item I had stashed there not too long ago.
“Please.” She sticks out her lower lip.
Perhaps moving around will help me find Sydnee, so I reluctantly agree. “All right.”
She squeals, grabbing my arm and tugging me out into the middle as a new song begins and floods my head with memories.
Sway to the left.
“Honestly, an emu has more grace than you.”
Step to the right.
“No rightful prince steps on a lady’s toes.”
Spin.
“It’s hopeless to teach him.”
Arms out.
“If you can’t master this, how can I expect you to learn how to run a country?”
My arms and legs stop, even though the music grows louder. Too loud. Like a drum beating inside my ears.
“Another dance! Please?” Victooria asks as the music fades and a new tune begins.
“No.” My voice is distant, like the tugging on my hand. “No!”
My shout echoes through the rainforest, the music silencing and everyone staring at me, the same way they did at the Night ball. The grand prince of Twinsbane, a failure even before he took the throne.
Sydnee breaks through the crowd and our eyes meet.
This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.
I remove a glove and reach my other gloved hand inside my pant pocket. My breath grows hot. “Your little charade is over. You’re coming with me,” I command, but no one moves.
“Waruu?” Victooria gazes up at me with questioning eyes. “What’s going on?”
Sydnee shakes his head as if I’m some child and gently draws her away. “I thought this foolishness was over with. I know what you’re capable of. And you won’t last one minute against any of us.”
Banjoo, Baldy, and a dozen other men whip out their daggers and swords, but I do not waver.
“Are you so sure?” I lift out the item I stashed in my pocket on the way here, and the men step back from the bright blue in my hand. I knew the Weerona frog would prove useful later. “What if the king doesn’t value his life and touched one of these frogs? Then what would become of your beloved Ruu?”
Sydnee’s face hardens as gasps ripple across the rest of the crowd. “You wouldn’t . . .”
“Wouldn’t I?” I raise an eyebrow. “I may know what you’re capable of, but you also know what I’m capable of.” I give each one of the men a long, hard look. I mean every word. “Now, drop your weapons if you want to see your Waruu living and well.”
“He can’t really do this, can he?” Banjoo hurls his dagger, but it merely brushes my arm.
“Careful, my hand might accidentally slip, and you wouldn’t want that, now would you?” I lower my hand to not more than a finger’s length away from the frog’s toxins.
The men throw their weapons down.
“He won’t last long.” Sydnee clatters his sword onto the pile.
I kick the weapons away from them but grab Sydnee’s sword, tucking it in my belt. “And your knife too.” I point to Sydnee’s boots.
“How does he know about that?” Banjoo frowns as Sydnee tosses his hidden weapon aside.
“Just like I know you have two camps north of here, beyond the river.”
Sydnee’s face tightens. He’s realizing he’s underestimated me, as so many others have.
“Your little friend Victooria is quite talkative when she thinks your prisoner is Ruu.” I look at Sydnee, Banjoo, and the three other men with them. “Now, you rebels. Tie up the men, and the women and children too.”
Sydnee releases a long string of curses, and if it’s meant to anger me, it does not. I’ve heard much worse. But he obeys, and I oversee their work until the entire camp is in knots, save one man. “You’re coming with me.” I pull on my other glove and point another blade I retrieved from the pile at Sydnee’s back.
“I suppose you want me to lead you back to town?”
“Never. You’ll only lead me in circles.” I force him ahead of me, and the camp grows more and more distant until it fades from view.
Sydnee keeps glancing at me. He’s merely waiting for me to make a single mistake.
I won’t.
“You’ll never find your way home on your own.”
“Maybe I’m not going to town. Move.” I nudge him on. The darkness swallows us, with only the subtle patter of our feet to keep us company. In a short while, tall, dark mountains stretch ahead of us. The waterfall on this side sprays freedom into my face, wetting my dry tongue.
Almost there.
“It doesn’t have to be this way.” Sydnee hefts himself over a rock. “You don’t have to be a prisoner.”
“I’m not anymore.” I direct him onto a path that’s barely visible, though I could find it blindfolded.
“Aren’t you? There are other forms of imprisonment that don’t involve chains or ropes. You are just as much a prisoner as you were half an hour ago. Locked in your own bitterness with no one to help you.” Sydnee slows, turning his head to look at me.
I jab his side to keep him moving. “Save your pity for your friends when you’re in the king’s dungeon.”
“I know you won’t believe me, but I only want to save the kingdom.”
I lift the moss cascading down the mountain and force him into the cavern behind it. “You’re correct. I don’t believe you.”
Sydnee ceases walking, and I hold up the blade. “I only asked you one of my questions earlier,” he says. “Now let me ask you the next one: Why are you fighting so hard against the truth?”
“Truth is a matter of perspective. A blind man can call white ‘black,’ and black ‘white,’ but that won’t make it so.”
“Neither will believing you’re right and everyone else is wrong.” His words seem to echo off the mountain rocks.
I raise the blade, but my hand’s shaky.
Sydnee thrusts his chin out. “You want to kill me? Go ahead. I’ll likely be dead soon anyway, not that it matters to you.”
He doesn’t have to speak for me to hear the message in his words. The plague is spreading, faster than anyone anticipated. How many have perished thus far? Ten? Twenty? Fifty? How many will die before I return?
The Separator is the only known cure to the plague.
The words I’ve read countless times hang with me, repeating over and over, and louder and louder. Could it be true?
I moisten my cracked lips, glancing back at Sydnee, except now all I see and hear is Brissbane. He would be saying the exact same words, begging me to think through my plans and listen to reason. “What good will capturing Sydnee do?” he’d ask. Even if Sydnee is in chains and that imposter of a king is apprehended, it still won’t calm the turmoil rippling through the country.
It won’t stop the death threats.
It won’t stop the plague.
It won’t stop anything.
But it’s the only thing I can do, except . . .
The Separator.
“Your actions only isolate you from both sides—do you really want to keep being the king of no one? The king no one respects? The king who only lives for himself? The king who was nearly disowned by his own father?”
I pause, something tugging at me. Like an answer to a prayer, a solution to my problems. I know it, yet I don’t. It’s there, yet not.
Give them the Separator.
I stiffen. If that’s the answer, I don’t want it. Nor will I accept it. “Shut up!” I hiss. “I don’t want to hear any more.”
In the silence, Sydnee stands steady and sure, so unlike the doubts plaguing my life. Always knowing, but never for certain. Always hoping, but never quite there. Always waiting for someone, and them never coming back.
Sydnee steps toward me. “You don’t have to be alone.”
Stop! I raise my sword for him to back off. Yet I can still feel his warmth through the distance between us. Those words. They mean nothing and everything to me all at once. I can’t stand him near me, but at the same time, I don’t want him to go.
“You could be a king your parents would be proud of.”
Those words are foreign to me.
“I don’t need their approval, or yours.” I swing my blade so it nicks his hand. “Let’s go—”
I hear not a sound, nor see a shadow, but I know: The boy is here. And not very far. My insides shudder, and the feeling fades. My imagination. A few seconds pass, and only silence.
But then, very softly, footsteps patter. He is here.
I tense.
The footsteps stop, and I take my focus off Sydnee for one second. He knows I’m here.
Sydnee lunges for me. The sword clatters from my hold.




AGITATED, I PROCEED up the silent castle walkway. What in the suns did she mean by “not anymore”? That tyrant has never been a good king.
But am I?
I slow my gait.
I don’t know. But I won’t be a bad king any longer. I’ll fix this.
With my shove, the doors to the Great Hall open wide and swing back with a satisfying boom.
Both sides of the court turn to me, either frowning, glaring, or shaking heads—or, in Eleenor’s case, all three and a hissing cat too.
“The case numbers are rising by the hour, with an expected death toll in the hundreds by next week. Our best course of action is to isolate the people as much as possible.” Brissy falls silent, his gaze flicking up and down as he studies me. “What happened to you? Are you all right? Wait a double’s minute, is that . . . dirt on your clothes?”
“There’ll be some on your face if you don’t tell me why you’re keeping mothers apart from their own children,” I counter.
“Excuse me?” Brissbane bows to the court and takes me aside. “Now, what’s this all about?”
“You know what it’s about!” I say in a definitely not-quiet voice.
“Calm down—there’s no reason to work yourself up. These are merely precautionary measures.”
“These are inhuman measures.”
The veins in Brissbane’s neck twitch, and he heaves a long sigh. “For once, Daccias, I agree with you. But it’s our only option, except . . .” He doesn’t say it, but the wrinkles in his face beg for something I can’t give. Not yet, anyway.
I jerk away and slam the doors behind me as I head back to my room. The shadows lengthen with each step until, finally, all light except the flickering torches vanishes with the setting sun.
I’m king, and I can do anything I want—except what I absolutely need to.
“Stay here,” I order my bodyguards as I enter my room. I retrieve the emu’s diary and go out to the balcony. Surely I’ve missed something. I flip the book open, but it’s the same addled ramblings and dumb star sketches. Nothing that would make sense to a sane person. I’m tempted to hurl the book down the cliffs, but I restrain myself.
It’s here somewhere. I can feel it. The answer is right in front of my face, I just need to open my eyes, right? If only it were that easy.
I gaze at the same old mountains and same old waterfall that have been here forever. If they could speak, maybe they could tell me where he’s stashed the Separator. Or at least give me a hint. Even a hint to a hint would be appreciated.
I pause on the last page of the journal, rereading it:
The truth buried deep in the heart of when time began.
That sentence has hung over me ever since I first read it, and my mind hasn’t stopped thinking about it.
What has been here since the beginning of time? Not the castle, so what else?
The mountains loom and call to me with an unheard voice. I still. What if that’s the answer? What else has been here since the beginning of time? The mountains are said to be as old as the earth itself.
Checking my bodyguards are safe and unassuming, I start to climb down my balcony like I always do, but two Nightmen are poised below, ready and waiting for my sneaking. They’re getting way too intelligent for their armored heads.
But not too smart for me.
I take a leap and grip the edge of the adjacent balcony, swinging myself up and climbing around and down to the other side, safe from snooping Nighties.
Using the shadows as cover, I run up the walkway alongside the mountain. Could the Separator be tucked away on one of the ridges? Nothing seems out of place, and I doubt the emu king has the agility to climb so high. For a while, I wander aimlessly. Not a single brilliant or dull idea comes to mind. Maybe I’m wrong. But what if I’m right and the answer is in front of me?
I pause, my path coming to an end at the waterfall I fell into not so long ago. Thankfully, no Nightmen are chasing me this time. The waterfall sprays my ankles, the path dropping into a mass of raging water that seems endless. King Daccias II’s statue keeps me company as I crouch on the ledge. Why was King Daccias II here the night he died anyway? Wouldn’t it have been easier to shove him off a cliff, rather than walking this far just to give him a watery send-off?
What if he had a reason to be here that night?
I go back to that day I snuck into the castle and escaped from the Nightmen by jumping onto a ledge underneath the waterfall. What if the ledge I landed on wasn’t only a ledge? What if it was a path?
A path into the heart of the mountains.
I stand, scanning the depths below. Deep breath. I can’t see the ledge from here, but I know it’s there. I have to trust myself to find it.
One, two, jump!
One foot hits solid ground, the other air. I lean back into the wall, balancing myself on the ledge. Phew, that was close. Did the ledge shrink? Sure seemed wider the last time I was on it. I edge one foot in front of the other, each step wobbly but certain. A piece of rock gives, and I begin to fall.
My hand catches a slab of rock, the rest of me dangling above the shower of water. Steady, Waruu. With one quick movement, I wedge my feet on two crevices and grip the rock with both hands so I won’t fall to my death while I’m contemplating my options. Or rather, option. The only escape I’m seeing is the ridge below.
Except that’s not a ridge. That’s my scorching shadow.
My choices for life went down, but now I’ve got to decide how I want to die. Either I can be impaled by rocks or hang here till I die of starvation.
Not today, Grim Reaper. I have too much to live for.
The water pelts my shoulders, one of my hands tingling and threatening to go numb if I grip much longer. I force myself to breathe. Think, you idiot. But nothing’s coming.
Come on! I lay my head on the wall, squeezing my eyes closed, blocking out the thundering waters and listening to my gut.
Jump.
I open my eyes, scoping the wall. To the left is a large dark patch. I could probably make it, if it’s not a shadow. Not the most stable plan. And, supposing it is a ledge, it could be in the middle of nowhere, and I’ll be stuck again without any way of learning if my theory about the mountains are true. I’ll be gone, and so will our plans to find the Separator. But what else do I have?
My hand begins to slip.
It’s now or never.
I vault across the darkness.
I land in the middle of a broad tunnel. Moonlight filters through the ceiling, offering barely enough light to see by, but it’ll have to do.
No turning back now.

All right, this isn’t my most brilliant idea. But who knew this abyss would splinter off into five different tunnels, all leading to even darker paths?
I consider backtracking and trying the path to the right I came across earlier. Or was it left? I’ve turned around so many times, I don’t know which way is right, left, up, down, north, or south. But I marked each way I turned, and besides, I have an excellent sense of direction. It was two turns to the left, one to the right. All right, I’ve got it. I can do this.
Or not. I stop at the same rock I passed earlier.
A faint thumping echoes through the tunnel.
Someone’s here?
I instinctively reach for my boomerangs, even though they aren’t on my back. I don’t know why I’m so jumpy. Nobody’s around. No one followed me from the castle. I’m sure of that.
I decide to head in the direction of the sound. Maybe it’s a way out of this labyrinth.
It’s strange. I can’t help feeling someone else is here with me, but also like I’m completely and utterly alone. An aloneness I’ve never felt before, not even on those days I ventured out into the rainforest by myself. It’s like I’ve been abandoned by Sydnee and my mates and thrown in a hole to rot. Though I know full well they’d never do that.
“Shut up!” A voice hisses.
I freeze. It’s him.
How is that possible? He’s at camp, tied up safe and sound. But in the shadows, I can make out his form. To his left, something darts. There’s a clattering of metal. Pounding of feet.
He charges down the tunnel.
I rush after him.
He swerves up a path, I hear Sydnee’s voice. So he’s here too, huh? The path is long, so I’ll have time to catch up, although the king’s already far ahead of me. Lucky for me, us Brighties are used to exercise.
The tyrant slips. The few seconds it takes him to scramble up allows me to gain on him. He seems to slow his stride. Tired already, mate?
He turns to the left, down a small tunnel I would have missed if I hadn’t seen him disappear inside.
The passage I’m in grows increasingly dark and I have to slow to a walk. Faint panting ahead means he’s here somewhere.
I feel along the wall, not thrilled by the pace I’m making, but I also know he can’t be walking much faster. After a few minutes of this, a hole in the ceiling casts the first gleam of early morning into the tunnel. I thought this was a natural tunnel created by time and erosion, but a carving on smoothed walls tells me different. The carving is an etching of two swords, a lot like the gang’s tattoo, but this one’s different.
Both swords are whole and . . . unbroken.
The tyrant appears further on up the tunnel.
He’s limping. Perfect. I’m sure I can catch him now. He takes another turn.
I’m almost on his heels when my ankle hits something that clanks.
I trip, falling on my face. My fingers grip the hard coils that threw me off-balance. I yank the chains from the wall. That entitled emu led me here on purpose, I bet. I look around. The tunnel’s a double dead end, and he’s nowhere in sight.
“Don’t move.” A blade is pressed against my back. Playing our own game against us, are you?
Well, only one player can win.
I drop flat to the ground and roll to the left. He falls forward and I yank his arm—hopefully out of its socket.
He groans, kicking me and propelling me forward.
If I wasn’t already so accustomed to pain, I might have yelled. As is, he could have hit me with iron, and I wouldn’t have said a word. But scorchers, it hurt like he really did hit me with iron.
“You can’t win.” He seizes my foot.
I use my other leg to push him back. “Thank you for making sure I will.” I throw myself at him, but he tosses a fistful of rocks at my face.
I manage to get hold of him and spit the pebbles back at him. “I know the Separator is here somewhere—tell me where it is!”
“Why? You’re king now, you can do whatever you want. So why not just say ‘poof,’ and the Separator will magically appear?”
My face heats. I grab hold of both his arms. I tighten my grip, but he lunges against me so hard, I can barely hold my ground. I push back. “You tell me where the Separator is or I will . . . will . . .”
“Will what? Kill me? You can do nothing to me.”
“I could cut off a chunk of your leg.” I try to ram him back, but I’m met with equal strength from him.
“Go right ahead.”
“Is control so important to you that you’ll let yourself be amputated—or allow thousands of people to die from the plague?” I say through forced breaths, my strength waning. Keep going. Don’t let him win.
He’s silent. As his resistance eases by a touch, a strange expression plays across his face.
“Is your mission so important to you that you’re unwilling to face the fact that the Separator might not be the answer?” he says.
“Then tell me what the answer is.”
He worms out of my grip, and I snatch his hand. He pulls it back so quickly that his glove’s still in my hand, limp. Not so fast, Your Majesty. I make another grab for his wrist, but then I see them.
Scars.
I look at the scars on my own wrist.
They’re exactly alike.
I release him, and for a moment, we’re dead still. He looks at me, his face pale and blank. He couldn’t possibly have—no. It’s ridiculous. He’s a king. They don’t have scars. There must be some other explanation.
But I can’t think of a single one.




THE BOY’S HANDS clamp mine, heat burning through my gloved fingers. I rip my hand away.
“Then tell me what the answer is.” He speaks so strongly and resolutely that I stop struggling. He seems earnest, as though he truly cares about the people. Like a true king should.
Father once said that the mark of a king is a heart that cares for the good of each and every subject. A king, a true king, would give his life in exchange for the salvation of even the humblest citizen.
The boy clutches my glove, eyes widening as he glances from my wrist to his. Scars, like mine. That’s not possible. He has a family who loves him. His life is easy. He couldn’t have scars. Yet, he does.
For a brief second, his face changes, from hard to almost . . . understanding. But it’s so quick, I’m uncertain whether it’s real or a mere trick of the eye. I watch his every breath, every movement, and heat rises inside me, but not from within myself. It’s as if the fire comes from a soul that’s not mine.
Could the legends be true?
No, it can’t be happening.
Often the darkest legends contain specks of truth. Father’s words ring in my head.
Brown hair like mine. Eyes green as the life sprouting from the rainforest floor. A smile bright as the sun. I see her. And then I don’t.
Suddenly, I’m knocked onto my back. “Tell me where the Separator is. Now!”
“What makes you think I’ll tell you?”
“I have your diary. It’s only a matter of time before I find the Separator myself.”
I freeze. No one, not even my closest associates, read my journal. I wouldn’t even let them look at the outside covering. “You’re bluffing,” I snap, though I sense he’s telling the truth. But how could he have discovered it? Even with luck, a typical person couldn’t have found the secret drawer by accident.
Not unless the legends are true.
I close my eyes, letting in the darkness. I concentrate hard, reaching into the deepest part of myself. I feel it. It’s there.
And it’s growing stronger.
“Ruu, is that you?” A voice calls.
“Got him!” the boy yells, yanking me up and shoving me forward into the sunlight.
“Ruu, how did you get here? Are you all right?” Sydnee grabs the boy’s shoulder.
“I’m fine.” The boy shrugs, seemingly unhurt, though his hair’s mussed and his face bruised, and he’s not walking as nimbly as before. “Just took a little tumble is all. Nothing serious, no thanks to him.”
“If I intended to injure you, believe me, you would know it.”
But they both ignore me.
“How did you end up here?” Sydnee asks the boy.
“I found a secret tunnel on the other side of the mountain, and it led me here. I think—I have a feeling—the Separator’s in here somewhere,” he explains, coming alongside to secure my arm.
You’ll never find it. No other person could have found my diary or the tunnels. But he did.
“Finally, some good news. It’s about time. I’ll send a few men to check it out.” Sydnee’s hands are around my wrists.
“Do you have anything we can tie him with?”
“No, I have something better.” The boy disappears into the darkness. A few minutes later, metal chants with a steady clink, clink.
Not again. My throat dries.
“Guess what I found in the tunnel.” He hurls a set of chains at my feet.
My insides recoil as the icy metal touches my toe. A long ago memory of a frigid night, alone, flashes before me. I can still feel the shackles chafing my ankles.
It’s happening. All of it. Same as before.
I close my eyes, willing the memory away. The vision fades, but the memory still claws at my soul. Don’t let them do this to you.
I dig in my heels, but it only delays the inevitable.
Sydnee slams me to the ground, and the next second, the chains are around my ankles. My hair sticks to the cold sweat dripping from my forehead. I don’t make a sound, but inside I scream so loud I can hear nothing else.
Sydnee forces me up, latching the chains around my wrists. “Sorry, Your Majesty, but you left us with no choice.” He nods to the boy. “Where’s the key?”
He holds it up like it’s a trophy.
Get them off. Get them off. Get them off.
I bite my lip. I won’t stoop to begging. Even if it kills me.
“Keep it.” Sydnee lifts the coils extending from me like a snake. “You think you can find your way back safely?” The boy nods much too confidently for someone who’s only been in the tunnels once. “When you go back to the castle, throw the key into the waterfall.” He stoops to tear the pocket right off my pant leg. “And throw this Weerona along with it. I will not underestimate him this time.”

I never expected to be in the same chains again on a damp, cold night. Or maybe it isn’t cold, and it’s my memories haunting and taunting me.
Slumped on the dirt, Banjoo snores. I suppose they don’t see the need to keep as alert of a guard over me. They inspected the chains twice for weak links and rust. But I already knew the shackles are so solid, a saw can’t cut through them. Nor can they be burned off. I tried.
With both arms extended to the low-hanging branches that the iron coils are wrapped around, escape is futile. I’m alone, just as before. The only difference is that, this time, no one will rescue me.
The air grows colder and the chains tighter. Voices float up from the camp, laughter, too, mocking me and the predicament I’m in. I’ve insisted they can’t win, but I don’t know how I can prevent that. My options have dropped from one to zero. Lower than zero. More like negative ten. All of me is weak.
Vines weave down the trees, their leaves dripping with moisture. My mouth waters. I crane my neck, bite a leaf off, and chew. It tastes like cow fodder, but it’s nourishment, and I must keep my strength up if I’m ever to get out of this alive—and triumphant.
Swallowing, I bite off some more. I don’t feel so victorious now. I’m not sure I ever have since the moment I claimed the throne. Everything I attempt goes awry. I spit out the stems in my mouth, but a bitter taste remains on my tongue. I hope they aren’t poisonous.
Maybe it would be better if I die. That’s what they all want. Why not let them have it?
Cheering rings in my thoughts. King Daccias is dead! We’re free! Crowds feasting and dancing, declaring my funeral a national holiday. Too bad they won’t have it. For if I die, so will that twin of mine and all their precious plans to find the Separator. Perhaps I should perish to teach him a lesson.
My stomach tightens. After the endless death threats, one would think I’d grow accustomed to the thought of it. Many kings and brave men have faced the monster of death head-on and were buried in shrines. Even Father met his end courageously. Thousands attended his funeral. They wept. They moaned. They wished him well in the afterlife.
My fate might soon mirror his, with the exception of one minor detail. No one will show up for my funeral.
If I die, I die alone.
A faint rustle comes from the bushes. I look up. Is Sydnee returning to tighten the chains again?
Something small moves. I squint, making out the shape of a two-tailed rat. A skinny one at that. He scurries across the dirt, nosing the fire coals and probably hoping to find food. I slowly edge my foot toward him, knocking off what little remains of the food I spilled the other day.
He sniffs the air and takes one step, then two, then three, gradually making his way to my leg. You needn’t fear me.
I remain still, his little snout ducking under my foot and licking the food from my toes. He isn’t a handsome rat—scraggly, dirty, and likely flea infested. Slowly, I reach out my foot and touch his back. He flinches at first but lets me nudge him after a second try. He probably tried to scrounge food from the tents, but everyone chased him away. No one wants him around.
He scampers into the shadows, no more need of me.
He and I are alike in many ways. Thin, hungry, alone, unwelcome. People would rather be rid of us than look at us. Even the rat can’t stand the sight of me.
I switch positions. People will have to stand the sight of me a little longer. I must figure out how to break these chains.
But what use will returning be? Even if by some unlikely probability I can escape from the Separatists and apprehend them, my life will resume being miserable. A broken kingdom. A cursed throne. A selfish king.
There must be a solution, but what? And will I think of it too late?
Warmth nudges my ankle, and I quickly look down. Next to my foot, the rat curls up. All of a sudden, I don’t feel as cold.
For once, I’m not alone.
I lean my head back against the moist branches, gazing up at the twinkling stars.
The answer. It’s been in front of me all along. Clear as the stars on a night like this. Crazy. Impossible. Wrong. Or so anyone would say with half a mind.
I’ve never listened to popular opinion—why start now?
Especially when I know how to defeat the Separatists once and for all.








I WAVE GOODBYE to Sydnee as he leads the wuss into the rainforest, the early morning shadows long. No chances of him breaking away this time. I rub my wrists where the scars are, sore from tussling with the royal pain. I can almost feel the coldness of the chains around me. But they’re not. He has them now. Once, his kind put me in chains. Now I’ve put those chains around him. Oh, the irony.
I ought to be laughing. Flat on the ground in scorching hysteria. He deserves those chains and worse, he and all his cocky Night friends.
But seeing his face when Sydnee fastened the shackles on him—well, I almost felt sorry for him.
Why won’t he tell us where the Separator is? What could be so important that he’s willing to lose everything?
My boot heels click against a slab of rock, reminding me of the chains the emu dragged along. Something about his demeanor changed—not much, maybe the twitch of a muscle, or a widening of the eyes. But somehow I saw it. I felt it. Complete and utter terror. Probably old memories haunting me.
Where did he get those scars? Kings don’t have scars. Not those kind anyway.
I take one step into the darkness of the tunnel. One step closer to finding the Separator. One step closer to the cure. One step closer to . . . what?
“Is your mission so important to you that you’re unwilling to face the fact the Separator might not be the answer?”
I pause, reaching the area the wuss led me to in my pursuit. Somewhere in this tunnel is the answer I’m looking for, but what if it’s not? What if I’m too late? What if . . . the Separator isn’t the answer?
That’s a blazing big if, but I consider it for a moment. How much do I, or any of us, really know about the plague? What’s recorded in history books is sketchy. Could there be another cure? Or something that could stall the effects till the Separator is found?
I start to turn into the tunnel that leads to the castle, but it doesn’t feel right. The path the tyrant led me through seems to be coaxing me to retrace it. I probably should head straight back to the castle, but something’s very strange and almost ethereal about that tunnel.
I look around. Which direction did he run? I spot a cavern to the left. If I wasn’t looking for it, I might have missed it. I enter into the darkness of an empty chamber. The only way someone would know this existed would be if they were already familiar with the layout. The emu seems to know this place like it’s his home.
I turn instinctively, without even thinking, then halt. Did I go the right way? I check my surroundings. I did. Thank the sun I’ve a stunning memory.
But as I move on, the area darkens. Yet I somehow know which way to go—as if I’ve always known. Have I been here before? Don’t think so, but scorchers, I know this place. It’s like a distant memory is waking up, and with it, a new part of me.
Light blinds me from above, and I shield my face as my eyes adjust. The sword etchings glint at me. I step out of the glow and trace my hand along the lines. Faint gold marks one, and silver the other.
Underneath, tiles of different colors embellish the wall and form a picture. A mosaic. Some pieces are missing, but it’s mostly intact. Two doubles stand side by side, protecting each other from a fire-breathing croc. The twins are dressed exactly the same, and the only difference is that one has yellow hair and the other black.
The path tilts steeply upward, and I follow along the wall, more tiles appearing. This time, the tiles show the doubles feasting around a campfire. Everyone’s smiling. The blond one makes the fire grow just by holding his hand above it. Scorching suns, I wish I could do that. Imagine the look on them Nighties’ faces if fire flew out of my hands. Ha! What a sight that would be.
The background of the images darkens to pure black. The dark-haired twin casts the fire away, snuffing it with a blanket of stars. Guess Nighties have always hated us. The pictures blend into one, the doubles climbing a mountain much like this one and building upon it in the next scene. Blue and gold tiles form into a castle—no, two castles. One on each side of the mountain.
I’ll be gobsmacked. This is our history!
A golden crown rests on the head of the blond man, and a silver one on the other.
My heart skips a beat. Two kings. Not one.
One Night, one Day.
The Sons of Day. We ruled. We were kings.
We are kings. I’m a king.
Suddenly, I feel unsteady on my feet. Me? A king? That can’t be. I’m the tyrant’s double, sure, but that’s as far as it goes. I stare at the image. Or am I something more?
A real king protects his people. And what have I done? Nothing—except allow mothers to be kept away from their own children.
My insides twist.
The next picture is jagged and sharp, black and white clashing and ripping apart the land and skies. The doubles’ expressions are twisted and eyes blood red. Both their swords are raised and pointed at each other.
I gaze at it a long time before looking around. How far have I gone? I can barely see the place where the mosaics start. I have to head back. I don’t want to get lost. Not that I would, but better safe than sorry, ’cause I hate apologies.
But my feet stay rooted. The tunnel stretches long before me. Apparently, I’m too foolish to listen to common sense.
The path continues upward, weaving in and out of the light until, finally, it spills into a cavernous room with an open ceiling and a doorway leading to the outside. Vines cover the walls, and golden specks shimmer beneath my feet.
Wow.
I feel the sunbeams shining and warming my soul as I roam around the cavern. A pile of moss and stones stands in the center. But as I look closer, I realize it’s not just a lump of foliage. It’s in the shape of a chair. I tug the vines away. A throne. I trace the etchings of the sun climbing up and down it. And if this is a throne, that means this is a—
I go out the doorway.
Lumbering tree trunks compete with the walls and pillars, cerulean butterflies bursting out of the trees and twirling upward. Stairs wind between the gaping holes in the floor. White spires overshadow me and touch the sky like towering angels.
It’s a castle. The castle of the Day King.
I dash up the stairs, pounding from floor to floor. At the top, the rainforest stretches out before me and the ocean beyond that.
I sit down, feet dangling from my perch on the steeple that rises above the ruins of this fortress. From a distance, the place probably seems like part of the mountain, with all the moss and foliage camouflaging it. Even I didn’t notice it all the times I was on this side of the mountain, and I’ve got stunning vision.
My breaths slow, the cooing of birds calming. A million thoughts bump around in my mind. All this time, the castle has been here and no one knew about it. Except that tyrant. Have all royals known about this place? Why did they hide it?
I balance on the narrow railing that must have been a hallway long ago, though now it serves as a nice bridge between one lookout and another. Balconies and stairs line the outside, high enough to ward off intruders. Wait a double’s minute! I slide down a moss-covered pillar to the floor that’s wet with dew.
The layout of this castle seems familiar.
I run along the walkways toward the back, and like I thought, a waterfall softly patters the ground, more peaceful than the angry one on the other side. This palace is almost a stone-by-stone replica of King Langhorne’s castle, aside from the half-crumbled pillars, of course.
A small opening beneath the waterfall catches my attention. Another tunnel. I duck under the water, and the dripping of my wet clothes is the only sound in the voidness.
“Hullo!” My voice echoes back to me.
I don’t bother to stop and see where I am this time and instead let my instincts tell me where to go. I bolt past the mosaics, deeper and deeper. I no longer recognize the twists and turns. The tunnel turns pitch black. I grope along till I find an opening. A spot of gold shines ahead, and I emerge into sunlight.
The sky spans above, gold chandeliers dangling from what’s left of the ballroom ceiling. The room’s huge. I touch the golden sun carved into one of the surrounding pillars. The rays stretch all the way to the top, chasing away the darkness.
I venture farther in. The tiles on the floor glimmer with specks of yellow and orange like a sunset.
I squint at the looming walls and the colored tiles. More mosaics. Deep blue and blacks cover the scene. The black-haired double stands alone in a field of black flowers, a dark sword in his hand. There’s a stream beside him. But it’s not blue, it’s red.
Like blood.
On the ground by his feet lies his double. Dead.




I SNORT GOOD evening to Banjoo as he comes to take his turn guarding me.
“Enjoying your new jewelry?” He tugs at my chains. “The color gray suits you. Brings out the meanness in your eyes.”
“Thank you, Bongo.”
“You’re welcome.” Banjoo picks up his guitar. “Anything special you’d like to hear, Darcy?”
“Not by you.” I snort as Banjoo’s hand slips and creates an atrociously loud twang that could send a songbird to an early grave. “You aren’t worsening, that’s an improvement.”
“You might achieve better results if you played that string.” I point to the top, and he purposefully reaches for the bottom one. I grimace. I wish I could cover my ears before his notes do more damage.
But, after a couple more minutes, his hands switch positions, and a soft melody floats through the air like a gentle breeze. His tune’s off-key, but not like before. It almost sounds good. I can’t help smiling a little. His hands are right where they’re supposed to be. “Try speeding up just a touch.”
He follows my instructions this time, but it’s still not quite right. “Here, loosen the chains and let me show you how to play it properly.” I hold out my hands to the best of my ability, but he clutches the guitar to his chest.
Of course he won’t let me touch it. My fingers might poison it. Like everything else.
My hands drop, and Banjoo fingers the strings as if he’s playing, even though he’s not.
“Here,” he blurts, unfastening the chains from the tree and placing the instrument in my hands. “But you better be careful with her. She’s the only one I got.”
I’m amazed at his change of heart. There is a yearning in his eyes as I adjust the cords. Something inside me softens toward him a little.
I place my fingers in the correct positions and breathe in. How long has it been? It feels like years rather than months since I’ve felt the familiar vibration. My throat tightens as I play the first note. Then the second. Then the third, until my stiff and sore hands relax, and a part of me I’ve lost comes back again. The melody grows in fervor, and the dark world around me fades. It’s only me and the music. No Sons of Day yelling at me. No Night Lords frowning at me. No crisis I have to attend to. No haunting memories. It may be a song, but it’s like a piece of my soul rising into the air.
The notes fade, and I pluck the last string. The melody hangs in the silence.
Banjoo clears his throat. “That’s the song I played for my audition. But it wasn’t near as good.”
I hand the guitar back. “You should try again.”
“And get mocked again? No, thank you.”
“Do you Sons of Day truly think you’re the only ones who have ever been insulted?”
“Look who’s talking? King of Night! As if you’d know what it’s like to be—”
“Slandered? Treated like mud?” I move toward him, and I can almost hear my chains rattling with every cuss word ever spoken in my name. “People acting like you’re a blotch to society? Yes, I know. That’s been my whole life.”
Banjoo gazes at me. “Is that why you won’t give us the Separator? You’re punishing us for what we’ve done to you?”
His words catch me off guard and remind me of what Brissbane said not so long ago. Was I? Am I? I do not rightly know. Perhaps I am, but that doesn’t alter the facts. I cannot and will not give them the Separator. Ever.
Banjoo begins to play another tune, one that’s slow and dismal. It relives my experiences with each note. First high, then low, heavier and deeper than before. Each triumph followed by a failure more tragic. And each time, I wonder which failure will be my last.
The notes climb, and I expect a descent, but no, they keep climbing higher and higher until, finally, they end.
For some reason, his song instills hope in me. A hope that maybe, for once, I’ll succeed. I only hope it’s true. Because this time, I have to succeed.
If I don’t, this failure will mean the end for me.
“What’s he doing unhooked?” Sydnee barks, shoving a branch aside as he strides up.
Banjoo’s guitar slips from his hands, and a chorus of twangs hits his toe. “He, uh, he was teaching me how to play music.”
“I told you to keep him restrained!” Sydnee collects the loose coils and winds them tighter and tighter, until my arms can’t stretch any farther.
“He’s just a kid.”
“A child doesn’t send people to their death.” Sydnee’s hot breath blows into my face and seems to travel down to my core. “Where is it?”
“In your nightmares,” I retort. His fist lands in my abdomen.
My legs nearly collapse, but the chains tighten around my wrists and force me to stay upright. This isn’t like him. A scoundrel he may be, but using brute force is low, even for him. “What’s wrong with you? One of your men lost in the tunnels?”
Sydnee hurls his fist at my ribs, causing an avalanche of pains. The chains loosen under the strain of my weight, but it’s little comfort.
Banjoo intervenes. “Remember what you said!” Banjoo comes to my side and faces Sydnee.
“His life is connected to Ruu, not his pain.” Sydnee strikes my left cheek, and my knee falls to the dirt, despite Banjoo’s grip on me.
He’s not planning to let up, is he? He’ll keep beating me until every muscle in my body is broken, bruised, or twisted out of shape—until I only have one choice left. “The Separator is in a cavern.” The words taste bitter on my tongue, burning worse than the bruises. “The first tunnel on the left. Keep going until you see a dead end.”
He looks at me a moment, then dashes off, and Banjoo and I watch him until he disappears. Then I wait. And since I have all the time a king could want, I count the seconds. One, two, three . . .
. . . Two thousand twenty-two . . .
“Syd! What happened to you?” Banjoo exclaims. A dripping wet Sydnee marches up with as much murder in his eyes as mud on his face.
“I apologize.” I examine my mud-crusted fingertips the best I can in chains. “I underestimated your stupidity. I thought you at least had the sense to know I wouldn’t actually tell you where the Separator is.”
Sydnee’s eyes flash, glistening. Are those tears? “Where is it?” His fists clamp around my throat. His dark eyes narrow.
My breathing constricts, but I manage to shake my head. He’s blazing mad, that’s what.
“Syd! Are you out of your double’s mind?” Banjoo tries to tear his hands off me to little avail. “What’s going on?”
My gut wrenches. My body heats. I can’t . . . breathe. The rainforest blurs into blobs of green.
“If you kill him, you kill Ruu!”
The tightness on my throat suddenly releases, and I fall, gasping. Vision clearing, I see Sydnee breathing heavily, like me.
“Not Ruu. Never Ruu.” He draws back, burying his face in his hands while Banjoo places a hand on his shoulder.
I regain my breath and nod to Banjoo. “Thank you.” My voice is a little raspy.
“I didn’t do it for you,” Banjoo informs me.
“Whoever said you did?” I wipe the sweat off my forehead.
“You just did.”
“I said thanks. I didn’t say why. Your devotion to Ruu is admirable. I was thanking you for your loyalty, even if it wasn’t to me.”
Banjoo frowns, shaking his head. “I think Syd squeezed the brains out of you.”
“There are more efficient ways of squeezing out brains.” I rub lightly at my neck, eyes going to Sydnee.
Sydnee stares off in the distance. “It’s Victooria. She has the plague.”
An explosion of silence bursts through the rainforest, reverberating through all of us. We all know what this means. It’s only a matter of time before it spreads throughout the entire camp, if it hasn’t already.
The wind shatters the silence with a howling, like the screams of the people who will perish if nothing is done. Soon.
Because of me.
Banjoo curses, kicking a tree stump. “She’s so young!” He paces, picking up his pipe, then discarding it, whistling between trips back and forth.
I look away, but I can feel their penetrating gazes on me.
A hand grabs my shirt and yanks me to the ground so hard I know Sydnee has lost control again. But it’s Banjoo standing over me. “This is your last chance, King-Kid. Tell us where it is, I’m begging ya!”
His face holds the same desperation I’ve seen so many times. My insides twinge again, stronger than ever before. I could save the kingdom with three words. Here it is.
But I know it’s too late for that now.
“If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t be in this burning mess! Our people wouldn’t be dying right now, except you had to be born under a dark moon to enslave us all.” He grips my chains and shakes them. “You wretched, selfish, Son of Night. I won’t stop fighting you, not till every last Brightie is safe from your Night-hearted hands!” He slams the chains down. “And to think I was just beginning to like you.”
There is a sinking feeling in my stomach. I thought, perhaps, Banjoo might be an ally, but it seems he’s turned against me. Or rather, I turned him against me. Turning friends into enemies is my natural-born talent—or maybe not.
Because I’ve never had friends.
Instead, all I’ve ever done is turn enemies into stronger fiends.
“I say it’s about time we changed our tactics.” Chills tingle up and down my spine at the slow way Sydnee lifts my chains. He adjusts his akubra and takes a deep breath. “You’re coming with me.”




KING LANGHORNE WAS a murderer. He didn’t just separate himself from his double—he killed him too.
I finger the silver dagger I found hidden underneath the artwork. Was it the same weapon King Langhorne used to stab his double?
The mud on my boots flakes off as I open the door to the Great Hall. That explains the secrecy about the castle. The Night Kings didn’t want their precious ancestor’s name soiled. But is that all?
I don’t know. But I’m going to find out. Everything. About the king. The plague. The Separator. And this. I tuck the dagger into my belt.
Lords congregate in the center of the room, arms waving, mouths moving, and feet shuffling. The door closes loudly behind me, but not one person glances my way.
“How long has the king been gone?”
“What if he’s vanished for good? Then we will never have the Separator!”
“The kingdom can’t handle another crisis without splitting in two.”
Dripping wet, I climb onto the throne and look down at the mob speaking as if I’m not here. Which is kind of true since they think I’m the tyrant, and he’s not here. But I am.
And they’ll listen. I won’t be a bad king anymore.
In one swift motion, I stand and hurl the dagger into the center of the group. They scatter like cats in a rainstorm, falling back against the benches and gaping at me and my wet hair.
“Daccias! Thank the stars you’re alive.” Brissbane runs to the throne. “Are you all right? What happened?” He takes in my rather damp form. “Where did you come from?”
“That doesn’t matter now. I want to know what you’re politely discussing behind my back.” I remain standing, towering over them.
“What do you think?” Eleenor shouts. “You can run off and ignore problems, but we have to stay here and deal with them!”
“Even if I did run off, I came back.” I sit down, keeping my head held high. “And I’m prepared to address the situation.”
The lords fall quiet.
“Does this mean you’ll grant us use of the Separator?” a Night Lord whispers as if speaking too loud might change my mind.
“The Separator will not fix the current problem,” I say firmly, even though I don’t fully believe my own words. It’s still our best bet, and I’m not giving up on it.
“Then what will?” Eleenor walks over and leans close as she strokes her cat. “Enlighten me.”
I try not to let my breath shake, but my reply still comes out sounding feeble. “I don’t . . . know.”
Eleenor pivots away from me and addresses the court. “This is not a king. This is a maniac who will let entire communities perish and destroy what’s left of this Light-forsaken kingdom. I say we remove him and run the kingdom ourselves.”
Can she do that?
“Do you realize what you’re suggesting is treason?” Brissbane steps in front of me, as if to shield me.
“Call it whatever you like, but it’s the only way to save this kingdom, and you know it.”
Everyone in the court—even the servants watching from the corners—looks anywhere but at me. They don’t have to raise their voices for me to know what they’re thinking. It’s written all over their faces. I’ll be plain ol’ Ruu again before this day is out.
“I will not betray my king.” Brissbane’s hand goes to his sword. “And if you so much as bat an eyelash in treachery, you will have to go through me and my guards to do it.”
Anxiety grips me. This is too soon. I have to remain king to find the Separator. And I’m not letting my people die. Not when I’m so close.
Sorry, mates, but you’ll have to bow to me a bit longer.
I walk to the center of the court and pick up the knife I threw. I slice off a portion of skin on my left arm. The lords near me gasp and move away as blood streams down to my wrist.
I raise the blade and aim for my other arm.
“He’s gone blazing mad, he has!” a Night Lord blubbers, backing away . . . well, like I’ve got the plague.
“Will cutting off my right arm heal the wound on my left?” I speak with a force I didn’t realize I had. No one answers, but a few shake their heads. “Then neither will cutting off the connection from one double to another cure this plague.” I lower the knife.
“That’s not the same scenario!” Eleenor screeches.
I cover my wound with my hand and circle the lords, my fingers soon coated in crimson. “Right now our primary concern is the lives of our people. If we divert our attention to this Separator, we waste time that should be spent seeking a cure. Meanwhile, Sons of Day and Night alike will be dead. And tell me, which one of you has learned the art of resurrecting corpses?” I extend my hand, and the lords recoil. “Believe me, you’ll be seeing uglier sights than this by the time the week is over.”
“He’s only trying to save his own royal skin and talk us out of our decision,” Eleenor declares loudly. “Enough is enough. Give us the Separator or lose the throne.”
Curse that Eleenor and her cat. What can I say to that? I can’t fulfill your request because I’m not the king, and I haven’t got the faintest idea where the Separator is? But I’m not giving up the throne yet either, m’lady.
“And you’re only trying to gain control,” I shoot back, and a couple of the lords gasp. “But now isn’t the time for control. We have very little time, and no matter what you or anyone else thinks of me, I will do everything in my power to save this kingdom, even if it takes my dying breath.”
The lords’ expressions shift slightly from disdain to curiosity. They’re listening for once.
“How do we know we can trust you?” a Day Lord asks skeptically.
I look into the eyes of each lord, including Eleenor. “The council has five days left till you adjourn for the year. If I haven’t found a cure for the plague by that date, I will grant you full use of the Separator. In the meantime, I’m taking control of the plague situation. And my first order is letting family members see their sick loved ones.”
Brissbane approaches with a damp cloth, dabbing at my wound. “I don’t think this is wise,” he whispers, removing the dagger from my hand as if he expects me to take another slice of myself. “It will only cause the sickness to spread. Is that what you want?”
“It’s what the people need,” I respond curtly. “And, frankly, I don’t care a scorching sun what you think.” I march to the doors, stopping before I reach them. “Lastly, I want every record, every report, every study of this plague sent to me by sundown.”

“Here is the last of the reports from the royal physician.” Brissbane places the stack onto the king’s desk atop the others he delivered earlier.
So far, nothing is of use except to kindle a scorching-good fire.
The Midnight Plague symptoms include severe chills, nightmares and hallucinations, burning pain in the chest, headaches, coughing, black blood, and, eventually, the body splitting apart at death. Herbs and medicines may alleviate the pain, but the Midnight Plague has no known cure, though the Separator tonic is believed to eliminate the disease.
“Is this all you got?” I ask as Brissy lights a candle, chasing away the increasing dimness.
“I could fetch you some midnight black tea if that would help.” He holds the candle to my face, his offer much more than a token of sympathy. It’s a test.
“You know I can’t stand tea.” I prop my boots on the edge of the desk, heels digging into the wood. It’s common knowledge that the king detests the drink. “What I need are answers. About the plague.”
Brissbane sets the candle down, letting its flame hover between us. “Are you implying you want my help?”
Want is stretching it a bit, but I’ll go with it for now. I nod reluctantly.
“I’ll give you anything you require, just say the word.”
Anything? “I need whatever you can dig up about this plague. Where it originates. How it spreads. All the details, as quickly as possible.”
Brissy scratches his chin for a moment. “I may know someone who can provide you with the information you seek.”
“Really?” What a spot of luck! I never expected a lead this fast. “Who is he? Where can I find him?”
“He was a well-known physician during your father’s reign who went by the name of Thomaas. He warned us this was coming.”
“But how could he have known?” How could anyone know? “And why am I just now hearing about this?”
Brissbane shrugs and reaches for the teapot he brought in with him. “Most claim he’s a demented political fanatic seeking sensationalism. I didn’t feel the need to bother you with such trivial matters.”
“So you didn’t think a deadly plague was worth warning me about? Remind me not to trust you if I ever start showing signs of sun fever.” I lean forward. “Where is he now?” The man could be a cold-blooded criminal, and it wouldn’t mean two doublins to me.
Brissbane pours himself a cup of tea. “He was in the dungeon until you released him a few days ago. No one’s seen him since.”
My heart hammers. I lick my suddenly dry lips. Shadow man. My crime? Not keeping my big mouth shut.
“You know about that?” I kept my prison breakout a secret, and even bribed the guards. Clearly I wasted my stolen doublins.
“I know everything that goes on here.” Brissbane lowers his cup and scoots his chair closer to mine. “Tell me the truth, Daccias. What are they holding over you?”
My insides twist, and I white-knuckle the paperweight I’ve been fiddling with, but I let my wit do the talking for me. “Seizure of my throne for starters, and your face for another.”
“You know that’s not what I’m referring to.”
“Then what?” I push my chair back.
“Something is very wrong. And it’s you. You’ve been acting strangely ever since the day you vanished and reappeared out of nowhere. You walk differently, talk differently, even the way you part your hair is different. And now you’re agreeing to let the kingdom have the Separator when nary a week ago you were adamantly against it.”
His words shake me. “Isn’t that what you want?”
“Yes, but not at the expense of your safety.”
“Maybe I’ve changed my mind.” But as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I wish I could erase them. Daccias doesn’t change his mind. And Brissy knows it.
Brissbane scrutinizes me for a moment, then leans forward and whispers, “Have you been drinking ale?”
“No!” I slam my hand on the desk, scattering pages. “I’ve told you the truth. Why don’t you believe me?”
“Because you’ve been hiding things from me, Daccias. And not in your usual discreet way. If I didn’t know better, I would think you were a different person.”
A heavy quietness wraps around me, so thick it’s suffocating. A different person. That’s way too twinning close. I scope the room in case I need a quick escape. The guards are stationed by the door, and Brissy’s blocking the windows. I’m trapped.
Brissbane won’t rest till he’s got the truth—one way or another.
Unless I give him a lie that’s more convincing than the truth.
I heave a sigh I make sure he hears. “That’s because I am.” I come to the window by Brissbane. “After everything that’s happened the last few days, I’ve begun to see who I really am. And I don’t like it.” My reflection in the glass is gloomy. Exactly like Daccias. “I’ve been living for myself without considering how my actions will affect those I care about.”
I place a hand over my reflection. All of this is a lie. I’m a lie. So why do I feel like I’m speaking the truth?
Brissbane pats my shoulder. “Dear boy, I’m so sorry. I’ve been much too hard on you.” He shakes his head. “I thought if I could only admonish you enough, I could protect you from your father’s fate. But I forgot to praise you for the strong man you’ve become, albeit a little stubborn.” His chuckle is gentle.
I meet his understanding gaze. For a brief moment, I detect a hint of Sydnee in his face, and I almost feel I can trust him.
“You mean a lot stubborn.” I feign a smile. “Now, where do I start looking for this Thomaas?”
“I will search for him tomorrow,” he says.
He catches my defiant look.
“No. It’s too dangerous for you to roam the streets. Remember what happened last time.”
“You can search for him all you want, but I’ll go looking for him anyway—with or without your help,” I state.
He purses his lips. “How about we search for him together?” He extends his hand in compromise.
I pause, then reluctantly accept the hand of my enemy. But as his hand folds around mine, he looks at me thoughtfully and asks, “I thought midnight black tea was the one flavor you enjoyed?”
I try not to let my grip loosen, but it does. “No, sunrise tea is the only kind I can stomach.” The remark slips out of my mouth as easily as if I drank some yesterday.
“Oh yes, that’s right.” The wrinkles on Brissbane’s brow fade, and likely all doubts about my identity too. But I half wish the doubts were still there.
Because I’ve never even heard of, much less tasted, this tea, yet I know the king savors it as surely as if it were my own favorite drink.




LEAVES HOVER ABOVE the muggy fog like demons from the abyss. Crickets chant a spell that puts the rest of the rainforest under complete stillness. The stars are white wisps creeping along the black carpet of the skies.
“I won’t take one step farther.” I wrap my chain around a tree trunk so Sydnee has no choice but to stop. He’s been leading me aimlessly, deeper and deeper into the rainforest.
“Good. Because you don’t have to.” He throws the chains on the ground with a loud clank, and the crickets silence. “Let it out,” he says, voice hoarse. “Whatever it is that’s tearing you apart inside, let it out.”
He turns, coat swaying as he heads back the way we came.
I detest the meekness, but I have to ask: “You’re leaving me?”
Sydnee pauses. “Yes.” He continues on.
“Aren’t you worried I’ll make a run for it?”
“This rainforest will swallow and digest you before you’ve even gone a hundred doublics. Your best bet is to wait here until I return.” His form becomes another dark shape and gradually disappears altogether.
I’m alone. And chained. Again.
Now I don’t want to stay here, I take cautious steps as leaves and branches grope for me. I swing my arms at the invisible enemies fighting for my soul. This can’t happen again. I try not to remember it all, because I’m afraid if I do, I’ll fall and never land on my feet again.
My chains catch on something, and I stumble to the dirt, near the roots of a tree. The intensity of my wall of resolve is compromised in that moment, and the memories come floating back like ghosts. Hundreds. An army ready to assail my mind with horrors I’ve long since battled.
Why couldn’t he have just beaten me instead?
I wish I was Waruu. The king everyone believes in. The king who can do no wrong. The king who can save the people.
Could I have been that kind of king? A king the people hail rather than condemn to hell? Father was the people’s king. Children would kiss his feet instead of throwing mangoes at his head. Men bowed to him willingly instead of cursing him under their breath.
Just tell them where it is!
If I tell them, they win. They’ll see they’ve broken me. I’ll be in their power. But who cares if I surrender? Father did and he was happy. No one hated him. They loved him.
Or they did until he resisted. Will my end be like his?
I can remember that day better than yesterday. Every day it flashes before me. It’s a chain that cuts more than the ones on my wrists and ankles.
This is what Sydnee wants. For me to believe he cares and left me here for my good. But I will not submit to him. I will not submit to my feelings. He’s using me like everyone else. I won’t tell him where the Separator—or anything—is.
I rise and walk back. A small waterfall trickles from a boulder ahead. I drink in its coolness, and my parched tongue revives. I let the water wash the grime caked on my fingers, then I lower myself onto the edge of the rocks and rest.
Alone I may be, but defeated I am not.

Leaves rustle and two dusty boots emerge.
“Feeling any better this morning?” Sydnee leans against the tree trunk.
“Much better, thank you.” I open my eyes lazily.
“Glad to hear it.” Sydnee jiggles the chains. “Do I need these, or are you coming along peacefully?”
I rise, stretching. “I shall concede to following you without defiance.”
Sydnee grins. “Sometimes a night in the rainforest is all a man needs to clear his mind.”
You have no idea.
He looks at me with hope in his eyes, certain I’ll give him what he wants now.
“I will never give you the Separator, even if everyone in the kingdom dies for it.”
I’m wrapped in chains so fast I don’t even have time to blink. “Then you will also,” he says, dragging me once again into the rainforest.




THE SIGN FOR Singing Sunlight Tavern creaks above us. Brissbane is dressed in peasant garb, and except for the specks of black in his beard, he’d be a dead ringer for Sydnee. He signals to the four guards disguised as merchants to remain outside and keep watch. I tug my hood down to shade my face. Never expected Brissy to take me to a Day tavern where the chances of me being recognized are nine out of ten. If I had, I wouldn’t have agreed to let him tag along. Why did I think this was a good idea?
Oh, right, it wasn’t my idea. Have to give credit where credit is due, and Brissbane’s the master idiot who suggested this.
But grand idea or grievous one, I’m stuck with it now. Might as well go through with it and pray to the Light that no one notices me.
Swinging the doors open, we’re welcomed by the overpowering smell of sweat and beer. Unlike Matey’s Moonlight Tavern on the other side of town, this place’s gaping windows let in warm sun rays. Makes it a bit hot, though. The humid air’s suffocating in my dark cloak.
“A toast to what little is left of our lives!” A bearded man raises his mug, and everyone lifts theirs in response. The boisterous atmosphere is so strange after the deathly stillness of the streets we passed to get here. Yet here the Brighties are, ready to eat, drink, and be merry because tomorrow we could all very likely die. I know most of the dear blokes from one frolic or another. Any other day I’d be glad to see them. But today’s not any other day. One “Hey, Ruu!” could lock my cell door in the dungeon forever.
“Hey, if it isn’t ol’ Syd!” Flapee the bartender grins, slapping Brissbane on the back. “Haven’t seen you for a while. Where you been keeping yourself?”
What’d he call him? It takes every bit of restraint in me not to look up.
Brissbane leans on the counter, and I remain behind him. “Oh, you know, the usual, like arguing with the king and running the kingdom.”
Everyone belts a laugh, but my stomach tightens. If only they realized who this man really is.
“That Syd’s a ripper, isn’t he?” Flapee tosses him a drink. “Say, where’s Banjoo? And who’s your friend?”
My belly becomes a double-tied knot as he peers at me. May your sight be as bad as your drinks.
“Banjoo’s busy, and this is my nephew.” Brissy sips the beer, and his nose wrinkles. He launches into a fit of coughs. Let that crocoduuble venom slide down your throat, and then we’ll see how you feel about being a Brightie. “Could you tell me if Irwiin’s in?” He regains his composure.
Irwiin. I’ve heard that name before. From Sydnee. “If you need help, or need to reach me, send for Irwiin. You’ll find him at the Singing Sunlight Tavern.” Brissbane knows him too?
Flapee seems surprised by his sudden seriousness. “Sure, Syd. In back, like always. Say, everything all right?”
“Everything is fine, thanks.” He departs, and I follow him into a bright but dusty room where a group of men sit around a barrel that’s been turned into a makeshift card table.
At the center, a short man sits cross-legged on a crate that’s as square as his head, his sandy hair poking out like the straw on the floor. He grins lopsidedly, pushing a pile of coins into his pockets. Note to self: Don’t play cards with this bloke.
“Anyone for another round of Double’s Cross?”
The other two men shake their heads and throw their cards down in defeat. They brush past me, grumbling about their losses.
“Hey.” Brissbane taps the shoulder of the man I’m guessing is Irwiin.
“Sydnee!” He grins even wider, a few of his coins clanking to the floor. “Been a long time! What’s your deal? Two-Way Hearts or Twin Bones?”
“We’re not here to play cards,” I say, catching one of the escaping doublins before it slips into a crack.
Brissbane pulls out a doublin of his own and hands it to Irwiin. “We need information about a man called Thomaas, a doctor.”
Irwiin whistles. “I did know a doctor by that name a long time ago. No one much liked him.”
“Seen him lately?” I sit casually on one of the crates.
Irwiin glances at me, then flips a card, the Black King. Instant death if we were placing bets. “I’d avoid him if I was you, lad.”
“That’s not what I asked.” I reach out and shuffle the deck myself and pull out another Night King.
“You’re pretty good at this game, kid.” Irwiin shuffles the deck loud enough that the cards could speak for the three of us.
“You’re pretty good at cheating, old man. But not quite good enough.” I lift the next card, a Sun Queen, the only card that can beat a Night King.
“In the marketplace on the Night side of town is a morgue. Heard the Nightie who runs it hired someone matching that name.”
“Thanks.” I shake his hand, which he grips for longer than I like. He cocks his head, staring at my face.
I quickly let go before his mind begins remembering anything.
Brissbane flips him a few more coins. “Keep these for your trouble.”
“Anytime, Sydnee!”
The name grates against my ears as I rush outside.
“Is something the matter?” Brissbane catches up with me, sounding exactly like Sydnee.
“Nothing. I just want to get going is all.” I head straight for the Night side of town, where no one will recognize me or call Brissy the wrong name.
Brissbane walks alongside me, the four guards not far behind. I try to walk faster, but Brissbane keeps in step with me. “Would you care to talk about it?”
“About what?” I focus on the road ahead, the morgue coming into view.
“About whatever has you so upset that you’re trotting straight through donkey manure.”
I stop, my black boots now a putrid shade of brown.
“Tell me the truth for once. The whole truth.” Brissbane pinches his nose, but whether it’s because he’s annoyed or can’t stand the smell of animal dung, I don’t know. “Not just patches of truth with the rest buried someplace else. I’m here to help you. But I can’t do that if you don’t trust me.” He pulls out a handkerchief and actually bends down to help clean my boots. I thought such a thing would be beneath his dignity, but guess not.
“I did trust you until you pretended to be someone else,” I say, a speck of manure conveniently flicking onto his shoe.
“I do what I must to protect the kingdom and you. You of all people should understand that.” He wipes the last of the mess away and gives it to one of the guards to discard.
But his words hit me like an anchor thrown into the pit of my stomach. I try to ease the tension in my legs. “I do. But I need you to trust me while I sort this out. Please. The lives of people I love are at stake too.”
He pats my shoulder again, nodding, and for a second, it’s like we’re in this together. Maybe we are, in an enemies-at-each-other’s-throats kind of way. Steps in sync, we arrive at the door to the morgue.
CLOSED the black sign shouts in bright white letters.
Not for long. I rub the dust off the windows and peek inside. Wooden coffins line the room, a visual prophecy of what’s to come if I don’t stop it first. I pull on the window latch and, after a while, pry it open.
“Daccias!” Brissbane hisses. “You can’t go breaking into people’s private property!”
“I’m king, so I can do whatever I want. Besides, I’m only doing what I must to protect the kingdom and you. You of all people should understand that.” I grin at him and slide into the musty room.
“Come back here! Have you no respect for the dead?”
“Not really.” I tap the top of a coffin. “Hey, Thomaas! You in there, mate?”
Brissbane groans, sounding like an organ with a buzzard stuck in its pipes.
From inside a coffin, a broken face stares up at me with eyes that are splintered into sections. Bile rises in my throat. I grip the edge of the coffin.
“What, may I ask, are you doing here?”
I whirl around as a man enters from the back door. His face is shadowed, but I can tell from the voice and the silhouette that it’s him. Thomaas.
“It’s me. I need to talk to you.”
Thomaas steps into the light and studies me. He looks healthier now. Less thin. His skin its rightful color. “Begging your pardon, but I don’t know you.” He turns to the window and flips the sign to say open.
I follow him to the counter. “Remember? In the dungeon? I helped you.”
“I don’t know what you’re referring to. I’ve never been in prison.” He leaves for the back room.
He has to remember me. A fellow wouldn’t forget being freed, unless he’s hiding something. I join him in the back where even more fractured bodies await. I try not to let them distract me. “Listen, I won’t tell anyone about your sentence. I just need some information.”
“I would gladly give you information, if I had any, to be rid of you. But I don’t. Now, would you kindly stop pestering me while I work? I have quite a few orders to fill.” He picks up a rag and begins dusting off an unfinished coffin.
This can’t be it. I have to make him talk. “Please, I need your help. I—”
He hurls the rag to the floor. “If you don’t leave now, I’ll have you thrown out!” And he means it.
I glare at him and leave, anger mounting. After all I did for him, he treats me like this? Don’t understand it.
I’m pacing in the alley adjacent to the morgue, weighing my options, when Brissbane approaches. “That went splendidly. Perhaps next time you should raid his cashbox as well as break into his business.”
“Don’t rub it in.” I’m in no mood for sarcasm—unless it’s mine. I could run back and hold Thomaas at sword point, demanding he spill what he knows, but I’d rather not have to do that except as a last resort. It would only draw attention I don’t need.
Hammering comes from behind the building, likely a new coffin in the making. A new coffin for a new death. A death I won’t let happen.
I spin around and march back in. “Throw me out if you want, but I’m not leaving until—”
Thomaas and his double gape at me.
“I’ll take care of this,” Thomaas says to the owner, who I had mistaken for him. But it makes sense now. He takes me by the arm and guides me out into the alley. “You shouldn’t be here.”
All I can do is blink for the first few seconds. “Why are you working for your double?” Brighties slave in Night mills often enough, but working under one’s double is the worst kind of degradation.
“That’s beside the point.” He glances nervously behind him, as if he expects someone to be lurking and haul him back to the dungeon. I spot Brissbane and wave him away.
“I need your help, Doctor Thomaas.”
His face tightens. “I don’t go by that title anymore.”
“I noticed.” I cross my arms. “What’s your title now? The Giddy Grim Reaper?”
He chuckles faintly. “I always did like you. What do you want to know?”
“About the plague.”
His skin reverts to the ghostly shade it was in the dungeon. “I know nothing of the plague.”
“My sources claim you do.” I move in front of him, forcing him to look at me.
“Your sources are faulty.”
“Something certainly is!” I snap. “People are dying, and here you are with the answers, letting innocent people go to their graves. You helped me, why won’t you help them?”
Thomaas looks me in the eye. “Those ‘innocent’ people didn’t like my opinions. Neither did King Daccias.”
For a few moments, I’m silent. Is that true? “You mean Daccias the Third, right?”
“The second,” Thomaas corrects. “I tried to plead my case to his son later, but either he didn’t care or my messages never reached him. I thought that, out of everyone, he might be willing to listen.”
I try not to show my surprise. We talking about the same guy, mate?
“What if I promise you won’t be harmed?”
“Even you can’t promise that.”
“What if I can? Then will you agree to help me?”
He pauses, glancing behind me to where Brissbane is standing and watching. “No.”
I’ve had enough. “I released you from that cell because I thought you were a good man. Well, let me tell you, I can put you back there just as easily. And this time you won’t be getting loose.”
Thomaas’s demeanor changes, and his hands tremble. He quickly stuffs them in his pockets. “Meet me at a quarter past eleven in the old Bendigoo barn to the north of town,” he whispers, low enough so only I can hear him. “And come alone.”




COUGHING INTERRUPTS THE sounds of the rainforest. The little girl lays on a blanket a few paces away. Her whitewashed face is a stark contrast to the dark rainforest floor. Stars, help us. Banjoo sits beside her. He tunes a string on his guitar, but instead it snaps. The silence in his musical hands fills the air with a melody heavier than any orchestra.
“Let me see her.” My voice is feeble, but as I stand firmly on my two feet, my strength returns.
“I’m not letting you near her.” Sydnee blocks me.
“The king will see her.” This time it’s an order, and Banjoo rises at my tone. I grab hold of my chains and tear them free from Sydnee’s grasp. He places a boot on the coils, glowering.
I lift my chin. “Do you presume to stop me? Because the king will see the ailing girl whether you allow him to or not.”
Sydnee’s face grows taut, but slowly he lifts his foot off the chains.
I nod in thanks and kneel beside her, lifting a canteen to her lips. She only swallows a few sips before she chokes. I look around for something to ease her pain, but find nothing of any use. “Starr leaves and sunberries,” I say to Sydnee. “Fetch them.”
“Why should I obey your orders?” he barks.
“You should not. Doing absolutely nothing is a much more efficient use of your time.”
After several moments of glaring at me and being terribly inefficient, he finally departs.
The girl’s fingers clasp a book. I gently pry it out of her hands. Inside, words are underlined, and childish scribbles mark the sides. I flip to the front.
Zis burk belogs to Victooria.
I straighten the wrinkled, worn pages and, taking a deep breath, begin reading aloud. This seems to calm her, and her breathing grows steady. Her eyelids open, and her glazed pupils shift to where I sit. “Waruu . . . my double . . . I can’t . . . feel . . . her.”
I close the book. “I’m not Waruu.”
“Ruu, help me,” she pleads.
“I told you, I’m not that boy.”
“Ruu!” She seizes my chained wrists, eyes focusing on mine. Her clammy fingers slip down to grasp my hands, warm and kind. Like a friend.
A normal human being might feel like they should say or do something, but I speak nothing, for I know not what to say. I’ve never had a friend before.
She passes out, but one hand still clings to me. I could release her and she would never notice, yet I can’t bring myself to do it.
For a few minutes, I can pretend that someone cares.

Banjoo’s soft music matches the gentle hues of the moonrise and crackling of the fire. Victooria seems to have settled into a quiet sleep after drinking the berry elixir. I haven’t left her side since. Her face seems even paler, though, as she tosses and turns. I’d give her a week—two at most—if she is fortunate.
She coughs again, and I give her some water. Her eyes remain red and swollen. Is this what the people are experiencing in the villages? I imagine bodies piling up in the streets, crawling with maggots and reeking of death. Could I have stopped this if I wasn’t so bent on catching the Separatists and had stayed in the castle like Brissbane advised? What if I gave them the Separator?
My scars begin to ache with old memories. I should not feel sorry for this girl, nor the people, nor anyone. I don’t want to. All they’ve ever desired is my destruction, yet here I am, wishing them life. It is my duty, as Father would say. But he didn’t have to pay the price like me. It is much too great.
Sydnee meanders over. They were supposed to put me to work, but they let me be this time, for the girl’s sake.
“I’ve never heard of this remedy.” Sydnee picks up the pot of blue liquid, sitting down beside Victooria.
I point to the pile of herbs and berries by the fire. “The leaves lessen the coughing, and the berries aid in sleep.”
For a while, he watches both of us, then glances at Banjoo’s guitar. “So it’s not just music you know, but medicine too, huh?”
“I know a lot of things.” I look away from his scrutinizing gaze and place a folded blanket under Victooria’s head. “I have to,” I mutter more to myself than to him.
Sydnee reaches inside the pouch strapped to his shoulders and removes some of the leaves he used to cool my hands. He spreads them on her forehead, likely to draw out the heat raging through her body.
“You might make a good physician, when you aren’t chaining people,” I remark.
He narrows his eyes. “You might make a good physician yourself, when you aren’t letting innocent people die.”
Though he lays not a finger on me, inside throbs as if he punched me. “But I am not a doctor, for that is not the lot that has fallen to me.”
“Nor I.” Sydnee pulls the blanket up and tucks it under Victooria’s chin.
“It was not of my choosing to be king,” I say. “But you do have a choice. You could be a doctor.”
Sydnee snorts. “I haven’t the training for that, and I wouldn’t dare set foot in one of those institutions that only teach you to heal those who can afford it. No, my gift is not for sale.” He strokes Victooria’s hair back and kisses her forehead. “I have to protect them.” He sighs, heavy bags under his eyes. I realize I haven’t seen him sleep since the night I escaped, which means he’s sleeping minimal hours at a time.
I rise to fetch a blanket from the supply tent and drop it by his side. “You ought to rest.”
“Is that on the king’s orders or the doctor’s?” But he takes the blanket and drapes it over his shoulders.
“Let’s say a bit of both.” I lower myself to the fire, holding out my cold hands.
He scoots over to eye me. “You are so unlike your father, Light rest his soul.”
“Is that a compliment or an insult?” I tuck my hands underneath my arms, shackles digging into my skin.
“Whichever you want it to be.”
“Fine, it’s an insult then.”
Sydnee chuckles. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you were a brat.”
And a monster, pig, heathen. I finish his sentence, waiting for the slandering to begin.
“It takes every particle of patience I have to deal with you.” He speaks slowly, as if he is uncomfortable with what he’s saying. “But I don’t believe that’s all that’s there. Somewhere, buried under that Darkness of yours, is something good.”
There’s that twinge again. I seem to be having a lot of these lately. A nauseous feeling that twists and tears apart my insides. “Maybe there’s good in you too,” I shoot back, preparing for a possible physical response, but none comes.
I lay down, pulling a blanket over my suddenly chilled body.
The last person to talk about me like that was Mother.
“The boy’s a menace. He’ll be the end of me before he can write his own name.”
“There’s good in him, Daccias, I know it. If you’d just stop hounding him and let him be.”
“What? A fool? A ruffian? He’ll never make a proper king, and you and I both know that.”
It was then Father slammed the door in Mother’s face, and the thunderous bang still vibrates through my head.




“YOU’RE LATE,” THOMAAS grumbles from the shadows. “I was about to leave.”
I would have been here on time, but my scorching bodyguards must be getting used to my frequent disappearances, and I had more difficulties than usual sneaking out. “Good thing you didn’t, or I’d have come after you with this pitchfork.”
Thomaas doesn’t return my jest, instead scoping the area outside before sealing us in the barn. He lights a candle that’s barely enough to see by. “Have a seat.”
I hop on what was once a horse stall and launch right in. “I hear you predicted the plague before it struck. How?”
Thomaas breathes deeply, and I almost think he’s not going to answer. “How familiar are you with Twinsbanian history?”
“I know the plague began during Langhorne’s reign and didn’t end until a while later.”
“Do you know why it started?”
“Does anyone?” I shrug. The plague remained a mystery through the centuries with theories that varied widely. Some said the rats caused it. Others said it was the placement of the sun. And a few radicals said a batch of moldy mangoes done it.
Thomaas pulls a book from his coat and lays it atop the stall door. “Folklore explains that doubles once shared a deeper connection than they have today, one far beyond anything we’ve ever experienced.” His gaze becomes distant and glazed. “Back then, it wasn’t merely our lives that connected us. Each double could feel what the other felt—injuries and emotions, even thoughts.”
A chill skitters up my spine, bringing to mind the thoughts I’ve been having. Knowledge I’ve never learned. Places that shouldn’t be familiar.
What if my connection with the wuss goes beyond life?
The chills become a glacier, freezing over my bones. If I can read his thoughts . . . then he can also read mine.
No, that’s ridiculous. Doubles don’t have that kind of connection anymore. Thomaas just confirmed that. And, by scorchers, am I glad. I don’t want that tyrant peeping into my mind. Privacy, y’know.
“So?” I pick up the book and examine it. Looks old, the pages battered and torn. “What does this have to do with anything?”
“Everything!” He takes the book away from me. “During Langhorne’s reign, a huge upheaval between the two halves developed, and that’s when the connection began to break.” Thomaas stashes the book into his coat. “Don’t you find that coincidental?”
“Maybe. But just because a girl milks a cow in the morning don’t mean curds are made with sunshine.”
“Then what about this?” He pulls out another volume, one that’s bound in leather and appears to be a journal of sorts. He flips through the yellowy paper until he reaches whatever he’s looking for and jabs a finger at a barely legible paragraph.
Ten more have fallen today, and we still haven’t discovered the root of this disease, but it appears to enter through the blood by some kind of wound. Yet not everyone with an injury is infected.
“And your point is?”
“Keep reading.”
The plague seems to most affect those who have the weakest connection with their doubles, and this can be verified by the fact that the double who has not contracted the disease often lives several days, sometimes weeks, after their twin has died.
“I believe a faulty connection between doubles is what causes the disease or infection. The connection between doubles has been waning more and more over the centuries. The strife that’s arisen in recent years has caused a deep divide, and I knew the plague would be inevitable. I just couldn’t foresee how soon.” Thomaas sets the book down and I examine it.
Could this be true? My gut’s not giving me any signals one way or another. But if it is, it affirms everything I believe. “Then the only cure is the Separator.”
Thomaas rubs the back of his neck. “A faulty connection causes the sickness, so if we remove it altogether, the problem might be solved. That’s one interpretation, yes.”
I wait, but he doesn’t add more. “And what’s the other interpretation?”
Thomaas pulls his hat over his face and lopes to the door. “I gave you the information you wanted to hear. Now leave me be.”
I run after him. “You can’t leave me hanging like that, mate! Now give me the information I need to hear.”
Thomaas glances around, then lowers his voice. “Promise you won’t speak a word of this to anyone.” I nod, but he grips my arm tightly. “Promise me!”
“All right! I promise.”
He bends near my ear. “There’s a chance the Separator might only worsen the kingdom’s state.”
My mouth drops open. “What do you mean?”
“I’m not sure, not fully. Call it a hunch.”
“So you don’t have proof?” He’s doling out advice on a hunch? Maybe he is demented. What kind of burning suggestion is that?
Thomaas pushes his hat back. “Listen, lad, I don’t know what the answer is. Maybe nothing is the right answer. The recourse you take depends on what you’re willing to risk.”
I flit through everything he’s told me and the tension I’ve seen. “You said doubles once shared a deeper connection. Hypothetically speaking, could they regain that bond?”
He studies me as if trying to determine why I’m asking. “It’s impossible,” is all he says before he slinks into the night.

Nothing like a late-night romp in a black hole to put you sound awake after a rendezvous with a mysterious stranger who didn’t tell you everything. The dark tunnels coax me onward, their twists and turns a rope that tightens with each step. But I don’t even need light, and I know the way clear as day.
Just like I knew the king prefers sunrise tea.
Did I catch wind of a rumor about it? Maybe Aally mentioned it? But it doesn’t clear up how I found the mosaics.
I touch the tiles, which give off a faint sheen in the moonlight coming through the decaying ceiling. Scorchers, not even my distinctive memory is sharp enough to guide me through this labyrinth in the dark. Almost, but not quite.
Voices echo off the walls, and I jump back, then still. Strange. It’s like I hear them, but I don’t. Ghosts? Suns, I don’t need any more problems, not even from haunts. I can’t distinguish the words, but the murmurings hang with me till I enter the abandoned castle’s rooms.
Am I going crazy? I guess I’m already crazy, so whatever is a step up from that. Deranged, maybe.
Shaking my head, I resume my search for the Separator with a yawn. I was up all last night. And the night before that. Little good that did. All I got were bags under my eyes and sores on my feet.
But it’s here somewhere. I can feel it.
I scrape the moss off the throne, but I’m not even halfway finished when that invisible rope that pulled me through the tunnels tugs at me again.
Impossible, that’s what Thomaas insisted about reconnecting. But it’s the kind of impossible that sounded way too possible. Could my connection with the boy king be how I discovered the tunnels?
I follow the tug outside, past fallen pillars and crumbling staircases, along a rail-less walkway to a balcony that faces the ocean. Moon lilies open, their petals spreading across the tiles in a sea of white. My foot nudges a lump. A doll. What the suns is that doing here? Children’s laughter hums through my mind as I touch it, and a feeling of contentment and peace settles over me.
I tuck the toy in my belt and shuffle between the flowers to a rock in the balcony’s center. But it’s not a rock, it’s a statue. A partial sword juts out of the stone, with another piece below. A dyad.
I finger the indentions all over the blade, like someone’s been chipping at it. Small chunks of stone scatter the ground. My peace melts, replaced with boiling anger. An image starts to form in my mind. I lurch backward, and it fades.
This isn’t bringing me any closer to the Separator. It’s only bringing me closer to . . . him.
“Son of a dark night.” I curse him and his scorching soullessness, hurling a pebble into the air. The wuss’s blood slithers through my soul. He’s like my shadow. I can’t break free from his vileness, no matter how much I struggle. He’s always there, one step behind me.
But what if . . . ? My breathing slows. What if getting close to him is the key to finding the Separator?
I hear a creak.
Every muscle tenses. Someone’s here, and they’re close. I whirl around, and a shadow darts down the pathway.
You aren’t getting away this time, mate.
I launch myself after the spy. The only way to cut him off is to take a shortcut through the inner hallways, and golly, I hope my gut’s right this time. I swerve through an empty room with a window that faces the walkway. Perfect. The intruder’s footsteps approach, and I hurl myself out the window.
We collide and tumble down. Toward the edge. I use my legs to grip the ground, halting our fall to our coffins. And that’s when I realize the man I’ve ambushed isn’t any man.
“Aally? What the blazing suns are you doing?” I jerk up, backing away, and then I promptly remember my gentleman’s manners. “You shouldn’t be here.” I glance around. Is she alone? Did anyone follow her or me?
“And why shouldn’t I?”
“Can’t answer that,” I say. “King’s business, y’know.”
“Oh, I see,” she says with enough edge to her tone that I know she definitely does not see. Her gaze shifts to the doll at my side. “What’s this?” She gasps and gently removes the toy and cradles it in her arms. “I can’t believe you kept her after all these years.” She smiles, her voice no longer stiff.
“Aally.” My throat constricts. I want to tell her I understand. That I’m not one of them.
“We had so much fun playing in this castle as children. You used to tell me everything then.” She lifts a hand. “Why can’t you tell me now?”
My heart beats, galloping to the words racing through my mind. I want to tell her thank you. That she’s a light in my darkest moments and my bright ones too. That she doesn’t have to call me “Your Majesty” or any of that blazing formality. I want to tell her my real name and why I’m here. There’s too much to say and not enough time to say it.
This is the closest our faces have ever been. She is studying me more intently.
She steps back. “You are not Daccias.” Her words are so strong and pronounced, I know this is no dream-turned-nightmare. It’s real.
The ruse is up.




THE MOON RISES high in the sky, its silver glow descending upon the rainforest. I’m placing a cold rag on Victooria’s forehead when a fern rustles, but the shape vanishes almost as soon as I noticed it. Likely the result of too little rest.
I get up and go over to a pile of blankets on the table and cover the body of a thrashing man. Our newest patient. Plus two more children, not counting those who will contract the disease tomorrow and the next day.
Sydnee comes to kneel and adjust the blanket on Victooria as a father would for his own daughter. Probably because all in this camp are his children, in one way or another. “Thank you for helping us,” he says roughly. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for what you’ve gone through—here and before.”
He’s sorry? That’s the last admission I expected. People rarely, if ever, apologize to me. Most of the time, they presume it should come from me.
“I never meant for our plot to go this far. Switching you with Ruu wasn’t what I wanted.” He rubs his eyes wearily. “But I was left with no choice. Not if I hoped to protect my people.”
I’ve witnessed enough dishonesty to judge when someone is being genuine. And I believe he is. “There’s always a choice.” That comes out weaker than I intended.
“You’re right.” Yet another surprise response. No one ever agrees with me, much less voices it. Sydnee sighs. “We all have a choice, but sometimes discerning the right one is hard.”
I don’t know whether he’s speaking of himself or me. Perhaps both of us. What is the right choice? Sometimes right feels so wrong, and wrong so right.
“Maybe no choice is right.” I pick up my chains, every coil a decision I made gone awry. How long will my chains be by the time this is over? At my current record, they’ll be stretching across the world and back.
Sydnee leaps to his feet, scanning the rainforest as if he heard something.
“What is it, Syd?” Banjoo dangles his guitar.
Sydnee motions for him to hush.
A rescue? If Brissbane’s men are here, I must relay word to them quickly. How close are they? Will they be able to hear me if I yell?
But Sydnee wraps a scarf around my mouth before I have a chance to test any theories. Curse him. He gives me a slight push toward Banjoo. “Get him out of here.”
“Where?” Banjoo sounds panicked. “And what about the others? If they’ve found out we’re holding the king hostage, we’re doubly dead.”
“Head for the mountains. There’s a small ledge to the north by the tunnels. They won’t be able to see you. I’ll handle this.”
Banjoo doesn’t move. “What about you? What if they find us? What if . . .”
“Banjoo, relax. I’ll be fine. I’ve taken care of my share of Nighties. It’s more important they don’t retrieve him.” He briefly lays a hand on Banjoo’s shoulder. “Now go.”
Banjoo nods, pushing me ahead. “Be safe, mate. We can’t do this without you.” He leads me to the mountain, weaving through trees faster than my feet will carry me. Normally I would struggle, but I’m too preoccupied with my own thoughts. How can I send a message to Brissbane’s men? I haven’t any parchment or ink. My mouth is unusable, so what’s left?
We hug the cliff wall, continuing on and stopping upon reaching a sharp drop. Banjoo pushes me to sit and settles beside me. The whole rainforest stretches before us. A small shadow slithers below, one of Brissbane’s men most likely.
So close yet so far. I search for a rock, a pebble, anything I can knock or throw to draw attention, but not even a leaf is within reach. I risk a glance down the precipice. A deadly plummet, except for one small green patch below.
A perfect aim is not one of my specialties. I’ve never hit the target whenever I’ve shot a double crossbow. Could I make it? I gauge the distance between us and the green patch. Twenty doublics to the left, I think. Could be thirty.
I would prefer ten, but opportunities are rarely ideal.
I thrust Banjoo off the ledge and charge back the way we came.
In the rainforest at the bottom, I sense something’s off. Call it intuition or insanity, yet it’s as sure as my own two feet below me.
He’s here. And someone’s with him.
She is here. Really, truly here. Not a shadow. Not a dream.
“Aalinta.” I can barely pronounce her name for fear she’ll vanish. She gives me a quick embrace. “You . . . came.”
“Don’t I always?”
My vision blurs for a second, but I blink the tears away. Ruu stares at us, his eyes constantly darting between me and Aalinta, the deep frown out of place on his usually sunshiny face. That’s all it takes to bring me back to my senses.
“How dare you bring her here.” I fling her away with so much force that she stumbles back, and Ruu catches her.
“Do you think I wanted to? She forced me to bring her to you or she’d call the whole scorching army down on me.” Ruu tries to steady her, but she kicks him.
“It’s not a matter of what you want,” I growl at him. “You’re the king now. You don’t do what’s easy. You do what’s right.”
“Then tell me what is right.” Ruu places a foot on my chains.
I feel it again. That tug. An invisible rope pulling me toward his heart and mind. He feels it too, I suspect. He’s fighting it. I’m not sure how I know that, but I do.
The same way I know what he’s not telling me. “Perhaps you already possess the answer.”
“Might I add something?” Aalinta stands between us, but I don’t remove my gaze from Ruu’s.
“No,” we say in unison.
“I will anyway.” She faces me indignantly. “Daccias, what are you doing here? What’s going on? And why are you talking with this . . . this imposter!”
“I’m sorry, but when did I give you permission to interrupt our conversation?”
“Oh, so is that how it’s going to be?” she asks, voice still stiff, but I don’t answer. “People who care about one another share their problems, Dace.” Her voice softens as tears well up in her eyes. She searches my face, waiting for an explanation, an apology, anything.
A twig snaps behind me.
“I don’t care about you,” I say. “Do you understand?” I look to Ruu just as Banjoo pounces on me and wraps his arm around my neck like a noose.
Sydnee emerges from the trees, a group of his men with him. “Waruu, what are you doing here?” He bristles. “And with an outsider?”




FOR THE FIRST time in my life, Sydnee is the last person I want to see. The blokes with him take Aally’s arms, sentencing her to a fate I brought upon her, unless I act fast. “We came alone, I swear. She hates the wuss as much as we do. We can trust her.”
But can we? She practically blasted my eardrums to see the tyrant. What will she do if we let her go now? Somehow it doesn’t matter, even though it should. She needs to be freed either way.
“Then why is she here?” Sydnee repeats the question, this time louder. He’s not buying my rambling. He can sniff out a lie before it even begins to rot.
“I wanted to impress her.” At least that isn’t a fib.
Sydnee eyes me. “You’re good at lying, Ruu, but not playing dumb. You’re too smart for that.”
The tyrant speaks up. “The delirious girl is here because she assumes I hold some kind of affection for her.” He rolls his eyes, but underneath, something glints. Almost like . . . fear. “I have more fondness for the dead rats in the castle walls.”
Aally’s face blanches, and her lips quiver.
My brain tells me I ought to be angry, but my soul’s tugging me in another direction, to a heart that’s breaking under unbearable weight.
He’s trying to protect her, and he’s begging me to keep her unharmed. For another first, I’m on his side.
“Sydnee, please, I need her to be safe,” I beg. “She’s become like family.”
“I need you to be safe,” Sydnee mutters, then motions to the men holding Aally. They release her. “Do you promise to keep everything here a secret, miss?”
“Do you promise to release the king?” she retorts, crossing her arms.
Sydnee side-eyes Daccias. “Eventually. If you don’t cause us any trouble.”
Aally bites her lip, but after a long minute, she responds tonelessly, “Yes, sir.”
Sydnee waves the men off and shoots me a glance. “You sure she can be trusted?”
“On my honor as a liar.” I raise a hand and place it over my heart, but no smile spreads across his face. Not good, but at least it’s going my way, so I’ll call it a success.
“She better be. Or it won’t end well for any of us.”

I try to guide Aally safely back to the secret tunnels, but she trudges ahead, whacking a branch out of the way—and straight into my face.
I brush aside the itchy leaves. “Aally, I can explain.” I move in front of her, blocking the mountain path we’d been on for the last couple hours.
“I don’t answer to that name.” She attempts to veer to the left, but so do I.
“I’m not the person you think I am.”
“Obviously.” She purses her lips and pushes past me.
“Wait!” I scramble after her, but she’s nearly as fast as I am and I have to run to keep up. It seems a lot of bramble conveniently flies at me. There is something familiar in the sensation. I stop. “Hold on. Are you the girl who whacked me with a book?”
She whirls around, and her eyes widen. “You’re the intruder!”
“Guilty as charged.”
She just makes a face and goes on.
“Can you wait?” I plead. “Come on, I can’t be that bad.” We reach the tunnel opening, and I hold the moss out of the way for her.
“Will you listen to me for one scorching minute!” I dash in front of her, blocking her way.
“Aally—excuse me, Aalinta—I’m sorry I deceived you. You don’t know how sorry. But you don’t understand. There’s so much involved. My mum . . .” I think about her so much, but somehow I can’t talk about her, except in passing. “Her double died. And it was awful. I never got to say goodbye. I can’t let it happen again. To anybody. Perhaps I haven’t chosen the best way of doing it. It was never meant to involve you. I’m sorry.”
Aally’s not looking at me, but she’s no longer glaring. She gazes at the ground. After a long moment, she speaks. “I never knew my parents . . . but I knew my double.” She takes a deep breath. “She owned me. And she wouldn’t let me forget it. Every time I tried to escape, she’d threaten to take her own life to spite me.”
She makes a small gesture to keep us walking. Numbly, I move aside, then walk just behind her.
“I would have done anything to separate myself from her. So when her family came to visit the king, I searched the castle for the one thing that could liberate me. Instead, I met Daccias. And he set me free.” She steps into a patch of early morning light.
“Just because he helped you once doesn’t mean you’re indebted to him for the rest of your life,” I say.
“That’s not why I stayed.” She ducks under the waterfall into the tunnel leading to the other side.
“Then what?” The harsh words come out before I can stop them. “What’s so blazing important that you worship the desecrated ground that tyrant walks on?” I skid along the wet path as it narrows, water crashing ahead.
“You’re no better than the rest of them! Thinking only the worst about King Daccias!” She has to shout over the pitch of the waterfall. She stretches for the ledge above her, and I try to help, but she slaps my arm away. “Get out of my sight, you fraud.” She swings herself up quickly—too quickly.
And she falls.
“Aally!” I bend over the edge, frantically staring into the mist that swallowed her whole.
A dark object is barely visible below. But the longer I stare, the more I’m certain it’s her. She’s alive.
Just not for long.
“Hang on!” I shout, even though she can’t hear me. I scan the wall. A solid drop. “I’ll be back!” I pound up the cliff and bolt down the walkway. Rope. I need rope. I spot a couple of guards ahead. “Hey! You guards! Get me rope, now.”
Instead of obeying, they point at me, mumbling something.
“Do you hear me? I need rope, you blazing idiots!” But they do nothing. Won’t anyone listen around here? I vault off the walkway to the one below, hoping to find someone who will jump at my bidding.
I jerk the double doors to the Great Hall open. The lords are waiting. For a split second, I halt at their presence. But it doesn’t matter. “Fetch me rope.”
They accomplish the same amount of nothing as my idiot guards.
“Time is up, Your Majesty,” Eleenor announces.
I don’t have time for this. “Out of the way!” I rush on, but Eleenor steps in my path.
“We want the Separator. Now.”
“Later,” I say, but lords and Nightmen surround me. I glance around at them. “You have no right to do this. I have two more days.”
“You did have two days. But we decided we don’t want to wait any longer.” Eleenor has her knife out.
“You’ll wait if I say so. Guards, arrest them!” I order, but the men sworn to protect me must have renounced their oath, because they hardly blink an eye.
“We could destroy you right now.” Eleenor speaks with such intense hatred that it’s almost as if she wants an excuse to kill me. “Give us the Separator now—or lose the throne.”
I’m getting pretty fed up with hearing about the Separator. “Fine, but I have to take care of something first. So let me go.”
“That’s not our bargain.”
“Now isn’t the time for bargaining! Listen, there’s a girl in trouble at the waterfall. She’s holding on for dear life. Someone needs to rescue her!”
Eleenor snorts, and the Nighties close in tighter around me.
Frustrated, I throw out my arms. “People are dying, and what do you care? What do any of you care? You’re obsessed with your precious Separator, as if that’s the answer to all our problems—but what if it’s not?”
My ears ring, and I can’t breathe for a second.
That isn’t my voice. Those aren’t my words. These aren’t my thoughts.
They are his.
“Two choices,” Eleenor repeats the ultimatum as if I hadn’t spoken. “The Separator or the throne. Which is it?”
Neither! I want to spit in her face, but I can’t do that either. I can’t do anything. I can’t speak. I can’t move. I can’t save Aally. I can’t save my mates. I can’t save . . . anybody.
I have nothing left but the truth.
“I don’t know where the Separator is.” I swallow, then straighten, shoulders back. I have to say it. “I’m no king. I’m his twin. I took his place so I could find the Separator, and I’ve failed.”
The room is dead silent.
Eleenor’s cackling shatters it. “Good one, Your Majesty. Surely you could come up with a story better than that.”
Two Nightmen latch their hands on my arms.
“You can’t do this! Brissbane will have your heads!” I struggle in fury as I’m yanked back, farther and farther away from any chance to rescue Aally.
“I doubt it. He’s no longer here to protect you.” Eleenor’s eyes gleam. “Lord Brissbane is bedridden. He has the plague.” She says something else, but I don’t hear it. Or the chaotic voices rising from the lords.
Brissbane has the plague.
Sydnee is going to die.




RAIN DRIBBLES THROUGH the trees and splatters in the puddle forming on the tent floor. But the soft pitter-patter doesn’t ease the tightness in my shoulders. In the corner, Victooria stirs, shivering violently.
“Waruu,” she whispers, “thank you.” She coughs and I offer her some water. “No matter what happens . . . I love you.”
That phrase should warm my heart, but it doesn’t because it’s empty words. She doesn’t love me. She loves Waruu. The half of me that everyone loves. I’m the half everyone hates.
“I want you to have this.” She puts her book in my hand, and I can’t speak. It’s not much. I could purchase a copy at a Five and Doublin shop. But there’s a pricelessness to it I’m not used to.
I try to think of something to say when Victooria’s breathing ceases. My heart clenches. Her face is pure white, black lines spreading across her cheeks. No, she’s not supposed to die yet! I take hold of her hand as if my lifeblood will save hers, but the cracks only deepen, her tiny body splitting apart.
Like mine. My body wrenches a million times.
Someone enters the tent, but I don’t register who it is. Instead, all I see are black skeletons clawing out of the dirt and surrounding me.
“You could have saved us, Daccias.” Their voices scrape against my ears, and their teeth rattle. They grope for me. “And now we’re coming for you.”
The person says Victooria’s name, but I hear no other words above the voices in my head.
“Give us the Separator. Or everyone dies,” the bones chant. Their nails slice at my skin until there’s nothing left of me but a single speck of dust.
I can’t stand the vision any longer. I bolt into the rainforest. One of the Separatists yells, but no sound of pounding feet follows.

I dig into the mud, tossing handfuls into the growing pile beside me. Banjoo’s sandals appear at the rim of the hole I’ve created. “There you are, King-Kid.”
I ignore him and scoop up another handful of sludge.
“You could have escaped, but you didn’t.” Banjoo bends down. “Seems that’s becoming a habit of yours,” he observes.
“Bad habits are my talent,” I mutter. “So why didn’t you immediately come after me this time?”
He pulls out his knife, gets on his knees, and begins digging alongside me. “I figured if you were going to escape, you would have done it long ago.”
For a while, we work in silence, carving a rectangular indention into the ground. He knows what I’m doing.
“It isn’t much of a grave, but it’ll do.” Banjoo slashes a branch off a tree, whittles it into a sun, and lays it beside the pit. “Time’s running out, King-Kid. We don’t got much longer.”
“I don’t care,” I grit out.
“I think you do.”
More than you could ever know. “And what if I do? I cannot and will not give you the Separator.”
“Why?” Banjoo wipes his face, leaving a smear of mud on his cheek.
Can I tell him? He seems to be trying to understand.
Fiery pain ignites in my abdomen, and I collapse onto the ground. Suns and stars, what’s going on? I grip my sides, and Banjoo crouches beside me. “What’s wrong, King-Kid?”
“I don’t know.” My head throbs, and my body temperature rises and drops erratically. Ruu. Something’s gone horribly wrong.
Aalinta. She’s falling. A flash of smoke. No, mist.
Invisible hands seize my arms. She fades and shadows replace her. My skin burns, bubbling and oozing.
The image morphs into the rainforest, though the pain lingers. I blink the rain from my vision to see Sydnee standing in front of me.
“Ruu’s in prison,” he announces. “The council has overthrown the king because he won’t give them the Separator.” His eyes are dark with anger, pain. “You’ve destroyed the kingdom, and now you’re responsible for taking away the son I never had.”
Banjoo backs away from me. I struggle to stand.
“This is your last chance. Get the Separator.” Sydnee is in my face, eyes boring into mine.
I utter not a sound, my silence the only answer I can give.
He pushes me away. “I was wrong about you. There is no good in you.” He turns to the side. “Bring out the hostage.”
A man emerges from the trees, a limp form in his arms. Aalinta’s head lifts, bruises marking her skin.
The rain seeping into my clothes freezes, chilling my soul.
“You have two choices. Tell us where the Separator is, or we’ll withhold medical treatment from her. What will be your decision, Your Majesty?”
“She means nothing to me,” I say, but the shakiness in my voice betrays me.
“No girl comes all the way here to look at a king who does not care about her.” Sydnee speaks the truth I cannot say.
I reach to touch her. I told myself I had neither friends nor family, but I had her. She’s more than a friend and rather like family. She has to mean nothing to me, because as soon as she becomes more than that, my will and her life will crumble.
I drop my head, pushing all my feelings down and letting them harden into an iron wall that cannot be breached.
My answer must be given without emotion or not at all.








SO MY SCHEME ends the same way it began. I brush away the greasy hair clinging to my forehead. The air tastes of sweat and dung. Here I am once again, in my dungeon-away-from-home. Except this time I have no escape plan. Another prisoner snoozes in my cell, but little help he’ll be.
I touch Mum’s sun. I feel naked and empty, like I’ve been stripped of everything and left here to burn and disintegrate into ashes. The inferno inside me flares hotter than the hell surrounding me.
Oh, Sydnee, I’m sorry. I beat my fists against the wall, chains tearing at my wrists and ankles. I thought I could save my people, but I’ve saved no one. Not Sydnee. Not Banjoo. Not Aally. I can’t even save myself. And if I can’t save myself, how can I rescue anyone? Maybe I never could. Sydnee was right. This was a stupid plan. I might be willing to die a thousand deaths, but letting my friends die a thousand deaths was a fate I never considered.
Aally. Her name ricochets through my thoughts every few seconds. I’d beg the warden to send a guard to the waterfall, but at this point, it would be futile. Aally. Sydnee. Memories twist, turn, and distort. I can’t say it. But I know it with all my soul.
He’s going to die. And she’s dead.
I sink to the hay-covered floor. It’s Mum’s death all over again, except worse. Because this time it’s my fault.
I sent Aally over that edge. I killed her. Just like the tyrant killed Mum.
I pick at the hay by my feet. “Congrats, King Daccias, you’ve won.” His name sounds strange on my tongue, but not as repulsive as I would have thought. He flashes before my mind. Scrunched on his side, chains wrapped around him. The image flickers, and my breath hitches.
For a split second, we merge into one, and I don’t see him. I see me.
It’s like I’m standing outside of myself, looking in. Even our breathing patterns align. He doesn’t seem so horrible, sleeping all bound up like that. Not the cold, crass king I’ve grown up hearing about, but a boy who’s helpless. Alone.
Everyone says he’s a selfish brat. Except Aally. She saw something in him no one else could. A heart. And maybe her impression is the true one.
What if, in his own distorted way, Daccias is doing what he believes is right? What if he’s not motivated by greed or vengeance or arrogance but by . . . something entirely different?
I’ve tried so hard to protect my family, and I’ve bungled things every time. Maybe he’s doing the same and is as big a fool as I am. I touch my nose and draw a line down to my lips. We share the same features. Could we share something more?
I give a shake of my head. What’s wrong with me? Feeling sorry for him after all he’s done? We’re nothing alike. He’s Darkness and I’m Light. Opposites.
A picture comes to mind of dots and worn paper and notes. The king’s constellation sketches. I can see them as clearly as if the journal was open in my lap. On one page is a drawing of the stars, and on the other is the sun. In my mind, I read the notes he jotted alongside.
“The sun has the same properties as the stars. In fact, one star is no different from the others. The only difference is the time they shine. But they’re both of the Light.”
Two lights. Not Light and Darkness. But Light and . . . Light.
I stare out the window for a long time.
Eventually, orange and yellow tinge the horizon and sparkle through the window. The cell’s shadows lift slightly, not as black as a moment ago. If only I could talk to the king. I tried before, but this would be different. I wouldn’t be reasoning with him man to tyrant, but man to man.
I continue to face the sun, my thoughts stirring with the beginning of a new plan.
Before this day is over, I will meet with him and end this plague once and for all.




CLOUDS COVER THE sun and rain shrouds the rainforest. Banjoo’s a few doublics away from me, slumped over with his arms crossed. We haven’t spoken since yesterday, nor have we exchanged insults. He merely sits there, tuning and retuning the strings on his guitar.
I shouldn’t miss his company, I know. I’m his sworn enemy. But I think of how close I came to confiding in him . . .
Banjoo peers inside Aalinta’s open tent. The blanket covering her is barely long enough to reach her feet.
The chains extending from my arms to the tree branches above prevent me from caring for her but serve as constant reminders how close I am—and yet how far I am—from being able to help.
“Are you just going to stand there and say nothing?” Banjoo shakes his wet hair.
In response, I do exactly nothing except let the water absorb into my skin and my aching heart. Nothing is the only notable task I’ve accomplished during my reign.
“The poor girl’s suffering, for sun’s sake! You can save her, and what’re you doing? Nothing.” It’s like he read my mind.
“You’re doing an expert job of that yourself. It was not my choice to bring the girl here. Nor did I choose to withhold treatment from her.” My words are intended for his ears, but in truth, I’m saying them to salve my own conscience.
But he’s right. One word could save her. And free me from the demands, the worries, the plots to ruin my life. I could sail from this Light-forsaken country to an abandoned island off the coast and assume a new identity. Let the Separatists have the kingdom they’ve always craved.
I steel myself. I do have a choice, but it’s already been made. I can’t change my mind now—not for anyone.
In the distance, a group of rebels forms a line, a small coffin at the head of it.
“It wasn’t our choice for Victooria to die,” Banjoo mutters.
The Separatists are my archenemies set on destroying me. They’ve bound, gagged, starved, and chained me, and now they’re mistreating the one person who’s ever meant something to me. But I focus on the grief in Banjoo’s blank, lifeless expression. They’re fools to give up so easily. If I had a group as passionate and caring as this one behind me, nothing could stop me.
A tug pulls at my heart, trying to tear down the wall around it. Ruu. I feel him. Prodding, searching. Trying to understand me in a way no one has ever tried. Without anger or malice or spite. But as a person.
If I could talk with him, reason with him, perhaps . . .
I strike the idea as quickly as it came. Ruu is as stubborn as I am. Two centuries of discussion and persuasion will not change the beliefs ingrained in his being. Or mine. Change requires much more than talk. It demands a high price, and I’m already prepared to pay it in full. Even if it leaves me destitute.
For a split second I see Ruu, but not in the dungeon. Instead, he’s on the throne, golden robe extending from him like the rays of the sun. His eyes shine with a light and ferocity all their own. None will dare to stop him. Good fortune of the day is always in his favor, unlike the dark side of the moon I was born under.
You won’t win. But that would be a lie. I sense it in my bones. He will triumph.
Which is why I must stop him. Or die trying.




I HAVE ONE option, if I can even call it that. More like a fourth of an option, because there’s a seventy-five percent chance it won’t work.
May the uneven odds be in my favor.
I go to the cell door and let out a cough that could awaken a corpse that’s been dead for five centuries. Next level: moaning.
Not even a rat skitters by. Guess the guards don’t care if I’m dying. Oh, but they will. “Guards!” I yell. A light pierces the darkness, and the warden tromps over, holding a lantern above the cell door’s small window.
“Whaddaya want?”
“Sorry”—cough—“I’m not feeling well”—cough.
The warden jumps back, lantern swinging wildly.
I purposely project my raspy breathing in his direction. “I feel a bit feverish. Would you mind checking if that’s so?” I add another cough for good measure, and the guard moves into the next cell.
“If you don’t want me to infect the whole prison, you’d better escort me to the infirmary.” I release a grand hacking finale that could wake all the dead in Twinsbane.
“Let me talk to my supervisor.” The warden rushes off, holding his shirt to his face.
I wait, leaning back into my bed of hay. Please, let this scheme work. If it doesn’t, I’ve got nothing.
After several minutes, I fidget. The bloke’s taking a doubly long amount of time. Has he forgotten? Did the head warden say to let me suffer, and he’s not bothering to tell me? Hurry up, will you? I haven’t all day to burn myself alive in this furnace.
Footsteps approach. About time. I unleash my inner corpse and collapse on the floor, groaning. The footsteps halt, keys rattling. My plan worked. I count the seconds. One, two, three. The door clangs open, jostling everything in the cell. But the man who steps in is no guard.
His skin’s pallid, and his cheeks are hollow. Brissbane? I hardly recognize him.
“Daccias,” he chokes, launching into a coughing fit that rivals my own. He stoops to unfasten the shackles around my hands and feet. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let them. I should have—” His knees cave, but I grab him before he hits the hot stones.
“You shouldn’t be here in your condition.” I help him up, but he still wavers. “You’ll only make yourself worse.” If his condition deteriorates, Sydnee will be doomed.
“I couldn’t leave you here. The dungeon might melt under your indignation, and we don’t have the funds to construct a new one.” Brissbane wheezes a chuckle, and a twinge of guilt pinches me. I hadn’t even thought about his health, only Sydnee’s.
“We have to get you to a doctor.” I lift his arms over my shoulders to help him toward the stairway.
But his trembling hands drop the keys, and I pick them up for him. “It’s too late for that now. Go,” he urges, “while there’s still time.” His voice fades, and his head lolls to the side.
My fingers wrap around the keys, my other hand on his pulse. He’s still alive, but won’t be much longer if he stays here. Sydnee or no Sydnee, I can’t abandon him. Digging in my feet, I haul him, step by step, up through the smog.
“Where you think you’re headed, kid?” A dark figure looms on the top step.
Of course the warden returns when I don’t need him.
“Oh, nowhere in particular.” I carefully set Brissbane down and whisk out the sword. In a flash, I have the tip at the warden’s chin.
“Sorry, I lied.” I flash him a grin. The warden’s arm goes up. “I’ll take that,” I say and knock the blade from his fist. “Now, you will escort us safely out of this place, or you and your double’s life will pay for it.” I point Brissy’s sword between the man’s marble-sized eyeballs. “Got it?”
Marble Man gives a single nod, and I point to Brissbane, who seems to be coming to. “Help him up,” I demand.
He does, and I order, “Get moving!” Marble Man clumsily hauls Brissbane up the stairs. We pass by a few cells. “Stop.” I take Brissbane from the warden. “Unlock these men. And those over there too.”
Brissbane takes a shuddering breath. “Daccias, I came to release you. Not a herd of criminals.”
“We need to distract the Nightmen, and a mass jailbreak will keep them busy for a while,” I explain, omitting the fact that I should be a criminal on Twinsbane’s most-wanted list.
“Oh, for the love of stars.” Old Brissy manages to muster up enough strength to shake his head in dismay, so I know he isn’t on death row yet.
Marble Man unlocks the doors and orders all the occupants out. In minutes, every thug from here to Kingsland has flooded the stairs ahead of us. We pour into the warden’s office, and I don’t bother tackling the guards because the inmates do it for me.
We stream outside, the rain cooling my aches and pains. Brissbane looks even worse out here. Skin shriveled up, eyes murky and dark. He needs help that I can’t give. Yet. “Do you think you can make it to the gateway?”
“I can try.” He coughs and, after one step, staggers into a puddle.
Guess he’s not going anywhere without me. “I got you, mate.” I hoist him up, scanning the long wall stretching ahead of us—and the Nightmen now rushing up it. Alone, I could sneak past them easy. But with a dying man on my back, not so much.
Failure number one if I don’t act fast.
I head toward the drawbridge that leads us to the castle. We’re halfway across. Brissbane slides downward, pulling me with him. “I can’t go on,” he pants, clutching his chest. Has he grown paler in the last two minutes? Water soaks his tunic, each thread clinging to his shaking body.
I try not to show my panic. “You don’t speak for both of us.” I take hold of him again, but he grips the wood slats underneath us.
“The soldiers respect me. They won’t harm me. I’ll be fine. I can’t promise the same for you.” Brissbane heaves himself up by the cables. “Please, Daccias. Flee while you can.”
Rain pelts me, blurring the rows of soldiers in the distance. He’s a Nightie, but standing here, I see no difference between him and Sydnee. He’s just a man fighting for his people.
“I’ll be back,” I promise.
“Son.” Brissbane’s voice is feeble. “No matter our differences or arguments or . . . mistakes, I want you to know, I never meant for any of this to happen, much less to a boy who’s as dear to me as his own father.”
“The king’s on the bridge!” a man yells.
I race down the panels, toward the castle and the waterfall, the weight of two men’s lives riding on my back.

Don’t stop now, Waruu. No bruise or pain is big enough to slow me down. After a long trek through the secret tunnels and down the mountainside, our camp finally comes into view in the distance, and I run all the faster. Please be safe, Sydnee. I pass the first few huts, but no one’s inside. I look around as I continue to run. Where is everyone?
My foot hits something hard, and I barely keep myself from falling over a pile of rocks. I freeze at the head of the heap where a sun-shaped branch rests.
I stare at the rocks, not wanting to believe what I’m seeing. My throat swells. I’m too late. Always one step short of the destination. One doublin less than the sum. One word away from finishing the story. One breath away from telling Mum how much she . . .
“Ruu.”
My heart leaps. Sydnee! I surprise us both by flinging myself at him.
Sydnee wraps his strong arms around me, and for a moment, everything is all right. “I thought I lost you.” My voice is all choked up.
“Me? Lost?” He pats my back and then releases me. “Never. I got better direction than that.” He laughs.
I join in, feeling amazingly lighthearted. We’re going to fix this. The past and present and future. All of it. “Where’s the king?” I ask.
Sydnee points. Daccias is chained underneath a tree, black dirt smeared across his face. His eyes meet mine. His expression is hard, unmoving, but that’s not all. He’s trying not to feel, as if . . . as if he’s on the verge of totally collapsing.
I start for him, but a faint moan stops me cold. It can’t be. Yet I’d recognize that voice anywhere.
Aally.
I trace the sound and duck into a tent. Her small body lays crumpled, cuts and bruises all over her arms and legs. “Aally . . .” I brush her hand to make sure she’s real and not a phantom of my troubled mind. She’s safe. I didn’t kill her. “How did you find her?” I ask Sydnee as he enters.
“I didn’t trust she’d keep our secret safe, so I had some of my men follow you two into the tunnels. Good thing, because she wouldn’t have lasted long on that ledge where we found her.” Sydnee bends to gently tip her head up to give her a little water. She’s barely conscious. “I threatened to withhold care from her if His Royal Majesty didn’t comply. But I didn’t have the heart to watch a Daughter of Day suffer.” He eases her head back down.
I understand how he feels. “Sometimes . . . hard circumstances make us forget we have brains, and we do stupid things like switching places with a king.” I offer him a weak grin.
“That wasn’t stupid. I was stupid for letting you nearly get yourself hanged.” Sydnee stands. “But it was exactly the kind of dumb idea we needed. This is the closest we’ve ever been to the Separator, and it’s because of you.”
For a second, I feel like anything is possible. We’re going to find the Separator and save the kingdom and . . .
Outside the tent, the king shifts positions, pulling at the chains.
“Sydnee, I need to talk to him.”
“Ruu, I know you’re hanging onto the last thread of hope, but we’ve already tried. If this girl can’t change his mind, nothing will.”
“I believe I can.” I look to Aally, remembering what she told me about him. “I think I know him now. He’s not the tyrant we thought he was. He’s just a boy—like me. Please, Syd, I’ve got to try.”
“Maybe he’s not a tyrant, but he’s not the boy you think he is either,” Sydnee warns, then sighs. “Give it your best shot.”
“Thanks.” I touch Aally’s arm. “Be strong, m’lady. The fight isn’t over yet.”
I walk outside to face Daccias—but he isn’t there.
Two broken branches are on the ground. Banjoo, red-faced, is sprawled beside them. “That son of a dark night!” Banjoo points to the east, just as Daccias’s form disappears into the rainforest.
“I know where he’s headed,” I say as I help Banjoo up. “I’m going after him. Alone.”
“Are you out of your blazing mind? That boy’s dangerous. You can’t go traipsing after him by yourself.”
“Trust me, Banjoo.” I pry his hand off. “This is our only chance.”
“It’s not you I don’t trust.” Banjoo glares at the shattered branches. “What if you can’t convince him?”
“Then I’ll pick a new plan.”
After a few seconds, Banjoo slowly nods. “All right. But be careful. That King-Kid is like a wounded animal. If you try to help him, he may attack you.”




UPWARD I CLIMB until I reach the throne room, a haven I know all too well. I once played here as a child, wandering through the caverns and piles of rubble. It was the only place I could escape from the expectations and rules of royal life.
But those seem to have followed me here as well.
“It won’t work,” I say before Ruu even reveals he’s hiding behind the pillar to my left. “No matter what words come out of your mouth, I will not divulge the location of the Separator.”
Ruu steps out and faces me. He carries no weapon, only a simple brown sack hanging from his fist. My body heats, though it’s not my anger—it’s his.
“I respect your decision,” he says after a moment, and the heat inside me subsides. “You’re only trying to do what you think is best for the kingdom. But so am I.” He moves closer.
I look away, that twinge tearing me apart again. I won’t let it. I can’t start to . . . feel.
But then I see that woman again. Stroking my hair and humming. “Don’t be early, Waruu,” she calls as I dash out the door, the ocean breeze hitting my face. “You know how I’m not fond of punctuality.” She winks, and I’m on my way to the seaside.
“You’ve lost someone too. Like me.”
“Let me see if I can throw mine farther than you.” She hurls a seashell into the sea, laughing and twirling in the sand.
“And there are people you’re afraid of losing. Like Aally. And Brissbane.”
Brissbane? I look up and see the diagnosis in Ruu’s face, in the very thoughts he’s not speaking. Brissbane is dying. Pain tears my chest. Brissbane, the irritating, weak-willed man who was more a father to me than my own ever was. How I miss his scolding, even if it was hurtful sometimes.
At least it meant he cared, and I knew it despite the many times I told myself he despises me. But I was wrong about that too.
“This is a chance to save them. Don’t try to fool me.” Ruu cocks an eyebrow. “I know you’re capable of being a decent human being.”
Somewhere, buried under that Darkness of yours, is something good. Sydnee. My heart pangs.
“The Separator has risks, sure. Maybe it won’t work. Maybe it will make the situation worse. But we can’t let fear stop us from trying. Or else I wouldn’t be here right now, begging you for the last hope Twinsbane has.”
I close my eyes. Don’t give in. Don’t give in. Don’t give in. I try to close my heart to him, but I can’t. Not fully. Instead, it opens wider. I’m transported to a barren room and a memory painted in gray.
Nightmen tear my hands off Mum’s lifeless fingers. “You have a debt to pay. By the king’s order, you are bound to an apprenticeship until your parents’ debt is paid in full.”
“Make me.” The tears streaming down my face do nothing to soften my words.
“You asked for it.” One Nightman grabs me by the hair and yanks me to the door, snapping steely, cold chains on my feet and ankles. Rain pelts my face, and in seconds I’m soaked. My feet sink into the squishy mud. He pulls me away, and my childhood home vanishes in the walls of rain separating us. The shackles bite into my skin under the force of his yanking, leaving a trail of blood in the puddles, and before long, all I feel in my numb body is the strikes of rain.
My eyes open. The memory dissipates, but the pain does not.
“Daccias, please.” His gaze doesn’t move from mine. I feel it again. That tug. An invisible rope pulling me toward his heart and mind. He feels it, too, I think. “I understand what it’s like to be in your place now.”
At that, every pang vanishes, and the tugging ceases. “You will never understand.” I push him away from me. “My answer to the question you’re going to ask has been, and always will be, no.”
Seconds pass without a word or twitch from Ruu. And then emotion begins to swirl within me.
“I gave you a chance. Now it’s too late.” Ruu says and unhooks a brown bag from his belt.
I don’t have to see what’s inside to know.
He intends to kill himself and take my life along with his.




“YOU ARE THE
perfect pawn to force the king’s hand. All it would take is a deathly injury to you, and anyone could convince the king to hand over the Separator to save his own life. Waruu, there are people who would kill you just to get what they want.”
Sydnee’s words were meant to warn me. But he forgot to warn me against myself.
“I gave you a chance. Now it’s too late.” I want to prolong this arguing, but none of it will do any good. He’s stuck in his stubborn, selfish ways, and nothing can move him. I was an idiot to try.
Only one move will change his mind.
I slowly reach into the bag, and the tyrant’s eyes widen in realization. When Sydnee instructed me to throw the Weerona into the waterfall, I obeyed—almost. I knew keeping a toxic frog would come in handy. I just never expected I’d be the recipient of the toxins.
The wuss’s lip quivers slightly. Don’t do this, his thoughts beg, but those aren’t the words that will stop me.
My finger dangles above the slimy blue skin.
Don’t do this. Please.
This time it’s me calling myself back to reason. I’ve made my decision and am prepared to act on it, but now that I’m here, a terror I’ve never felt before assails me with an aloneness so thick I can’t breathe. I see a grave. Blood spilling on the ground. And nothing but Darkness for company. But it’s not my fear. It’s his. I won’t die alone and unwanted.
Here goes everything. I close my eyes to this foreign fear, remembering Sydnee. Banjoo. Brissbane. Aally. Mum. And that’s all I need.
I stick my right hand inside.
Burning pain rips across my hand. I cry out, falling back. My hand is on fire. Red, blotchy. Heat climbs up my arm.
The tyrant pulls me away and throws the sack across the room. The frog hops off and climbs up one of the pillars. The king’s face pales.
“Too late, you wailing wombat. Satisfied?” I struggle to stay standing. Nothing can save me now, and I’ve accepted that. But I’ll live long enough to bring the Separator to Sydnee. “Now you have to fetch the Separator. If you want to survive.”
He clenches the same fist I touched the frog with, and his eyes glisten as a strange expression flashes across his face. For a moment, he resembles a scared little boy. His mouth moves as if he’s about to say something, then I see it. A bottle of golden liquid. The Separator. It’s in this castle, in some kind of small, dark room near the mosaics. I can almost make it out. Where is it? Tell me now!
He steels his face with the hardness of a battle-worn ax, and the image drains from my mind. “Then we’ll die together.”
My legs give out.
He didn’t say that. He can’t. But he did.
A thick silence oozes from the surrounding walls. He rubs his shoulder, the same arm that pains me. I wonder if he’s starting to feel his oncoming demise. I hope so. Then my death won’t entirely be in vain. “You’re willing to die to keep us from the Separator? Scorchers, you’re more committed than I thought.”
“Likewise.” He reaches into my pocket, pulling out the key Sydnee told me to toss into the waterfall.
“You’re not very good at following directions, are you?” He unlocks himself.
That filthy, scorching son of the darkest night! Just like the Weerona, something in me kept me from throwing away that key, but now I wish I had. Wished I’d thrown it into the fire and then dumped the ashes into the dung pile.
“Not so fast.” I grab a brick from the floor, but it strangely feels too heavy for me to lift. “You aren’t going anywhere.”
“I have no intention of leaving.” He sits on a stone and tilts his head, gazing at me.
He’s going to sit here and watch me die? What kind of morbid person is he? “I won’t let you go free.” I hurl the brick at his feet. “No matter how weak I become, you won’t escape to fetch that Separator and leave me to die. Because if I go, we both go.”
“Whoever said I plan to do anything?” He leans back, resting his head against the wall.
He’s not morbid. He’s scorching insane. “You really mean that. You’re going to let us both die!”
“Stop putting words in my mouth. I never said that either.” He rises and circles me, and I’d punch him right in the eye socket if I had the energy. “We can live—both of us.”
I snort. “Right. We’ll be living at the height of comfort, six feet underground.”
“I may know a possible antidote,” he says dryly.
Oh suns, he’s delusional. “There is no antidote.”
“You’ll never find out if you don’t agree to my terms.” He sits back down.
Terms? He’s asking for terms? This worsens by the minute.
He leans forward. “I will provide you with the information to find the ingredients and make the salve—if you swear allegiance to me.”
Pride? That’s what this is all about? So he wants to see me bow to him. Not on my scorching double’s life, you entitled emu. “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll take my impending death, if you don’t mind.” Let him sweat on that. His terms may seem less appealing when he starts to shrivel along with me.
He scowls, scoping the area, and I can hear the rusty wheels in his twisted mind creaking.
You’re running out of options, Your Majesty. I hoist myself up onto a broken pillar, waiting for the next not-so-brilliant proposal to pop out of his mouth.
There it is again. That room with the Separator. I see it clearly—for about one second before it vanishes and is replaced by . . . swords?
The tyrant straightens. “I have a different proposition. You want the Separator, correct?”
If you haven’t figured that out by now, mate, you’re more daft than I’ve given you credit for.
“I challenge you to a double’s duel, right here in the abandoned castle. If you win, I will divulge the location of the Separator, and you may do with it whatever you wish. But if I win . . .” He rises to his full height. “You will submit to the king’s authority and do whatever I ask.”
“Sure, challenge me when you’re certain you’ll win. I’ll give you points for bravery.” I grip my arm, the pain growing hotter by the minute.
“What if I promise that, if you agree, I’ll provide you with the antidote now, and we can have the duel once you’re fully recovered?”
I gape at him. This is too easy. “You can’t be serious.” He frowns again. Oh, he is serious. “How can I trust you’ll follow through?”
The pattering of rain stops, leaving behind a shower of silence.
“A king never goes back on his word.” His face is solemn, and the sudden somberness pulsing through my veins speaks louder than his own voice.
I need that Separator to save Sydnee—and everyone else. Even if I can’t trust him, what else have I got?
“All right, it’s your funeral.” I stagger to my feet, preparing to take on whatever he has up his dark sleeve.

I scrunch up in the corner of the tent, waiting for Sydnee to return with the salve. If I’d known before I agreed to this stupid deal that I’d have to crawl back to camp and lie here in pain for ages while Sydnee goes groping around in the rainforest for herbs, I might not have said yes.
Climbing down the mountain was hard enough, but being idle while red blotches ascend from my elbow to my shoulder is worse. Moving was scorching painful, but at least it gave me something to do. What if we’re too late? What if that wuss has already separated himself from me and has left me to die? But I still feel him in the back of my soul like a ghost waiting to haunt me. He’s up to something, something that makes my stomach churn and tighten.
Sydnee finally enters, stirring a bowl of brown paste. His eyes look me up and down. “Tell me again why the king attempted to murder you, and now he wants to heal you?”
“He didn’t try to murder me. I did that part.”
“Oh, right.” Sydnee nods a bit too vigorously and sets the bowl by my intoxicated arm. “I should have recognized the trademark of recklessness.”
“Ha, ha, ha. Will you just fix this?” I hold out my arm, and he kneels to take my hand. “Ow!” I cringe. Even touching my palm hurts.
“Is this the only place where you touched it?” His tone’s gentle now.
“Yes. Is that bad?”
“Any contact is bad,” he says, scooping up a pile of the goop. “But according to the king’s notes, this should keep you from dying.”
“Should? You mean there’s no guarantee?” I sit up partway and immediately regret it. Curse that king. Next time I’m going to ask for an extended warranty on my life. Our lives.
Sydnee presses the goo onto my hand. I restrain a yell. My pain level escalates from ten to one hundred. My whole body begins heating up. Sweat drips down my face, making my eyes burn. “What . . . is that . . . stuff?”
My vision blurs. I’m alone. The sensation of being locked in chains comes alive, and I cry out. No, no. I inhale—deeply. It’s fine. I know how the situation ends. I’ll escape, and Sydnee will find me.
But the scene morphs. Voices and silhouettes of people appear and dissolve. Swords clash like thunder. I don’t recognize this place. I can’t move. I’m chained. What’s going on? My body shakes from the pressure of so many images flying through me at once.
Blackness latches onto every part of my mind. Coldness stabs at my insides. But then the darkness fades and the temperature rises. Shapes and noises flash in and out, and strange emotions surge. I’m playing at the seaside with a woman I’ve never met. The next second, I’m traveling through the village with Aally and giving things to people. Then I’m working, cleaning tables and mending fences. And now tears stream down my face as I curl up in a bed—the tyrant’s bed.
These memories aren’t mine—yet they’re like a part of me. A part I never knew existed. A part I don’t want to know.
The images twist once again into blackness, and a memory I caught a glimpse of before materializes with stark clarity.

I wander through the dark corridors of the castle, each shadow an enemy waiting to attack. I thrust my wooden sword at the corner. “Surrender or I’ll chop your head off!” I whisper in probably the most pathetic way possible. I suppose it matters not. The shadows surrender anyway once I shine the candle.
Likely everyone would think I am silly for carrying a fake sword with me every time I need to relieve myself or fetch a drink of water. But it’s my secret, and it gives me a small sense of comfort. I know the weapon can’t actually cut anyone, but if worse came to worse, I could whack them.
I creep along, wishing my room wasn’t so far from the kitchen. Light drifts out from the library. Father must still be up. He often loses track of time when he is in there. Once, he accidentally fell asleep and was found slumped over a book the next morning. Will he read me a story before bed? Probably not, but if I yell loud enough, he’ll do almost anything to shut me up.
I peer in. A candle flickers by a stack of books, but no Father.
Odd. He never leaves a candle unattended. Fire hazard, he says, though I’ve continued the unacceptable behavior anyway. Now I can reprimand him instead, for once.
Cold air blows from the balcony and snuffs out my candle. Father never leaves the balcony doors open either. Perhaps he went outside for a breath of air? I tiptoe inside, past the looming bookcases, to the platform overlooking the mountains that are barely more than a giant black blob on this moonless night.
I inch toward the railing. A man groans. I halt. Who’s there? Father?
To the right, several figures stand poised above a large lump on the floor. “I won’t ask again. Where is the Separator?”
“I won’t be deceived by you Separatists any longer,” the form mutters. “I should never have agreed to let the Separator be given to the people.”
“But you did, and you can’t go back on your word now,” a stranger’s voice hisses, followed by the sound of a smack and another groan.
Father is in trouble. I should summon the guards. But I can’t move.
“You’ll destroy the kingdom and everyone in it if you let that potion loose.” The lump slowly rises, and I recognize Father’s figure. Tall, sturdy, strong.
“You have no proof of that statement.” Mother glides out of the shadows. Why is she here? Are they hurting her too? “And you’re withholding the one thing that can save me from my double’s death. Do you care so little for others that you won’t even rescue your own wife?”
Two other figures slither toward Father. Finally, I manage to mobilize myself and edge toward the door, preparing to run. But I hit something and trip. The dark figures turn in my direction.
“Daccias?” Mother calls. “Is that you, dear?”
I want to answer, but I can’t find the words to speak.
“Suns! Now the whole plan is ruined!” someone curses from behind her.
I scoot back, but Mother has hold of my shoulder. “Maybe not,” she says. “Your father has spoken to you about the sacred tonic, hasn’t he, Dace?”
My mouth goes dry. Father ordered me to never tell, not anyone. He said it was our secret, only known to firstborn members of the royal family.
“No, wait. I’ll . . . I’ll take you there.” Father separates me from Mother, then guides me down the hall and out to the walkways.
“Father, what is happening? Who are these people?” I look up at him, the only person close enough I can see clearly.
“Not now,” he whispers as we walk to the waterfall’s edge, the shadow men not far behind. Just as we reach the drop, Father pushes me aside and dives for the men. Blades flash, and men dart as two blades swing down. Whirring. Clanking. Cursing.
Father’s form falls, limp and lifeless, the other men standing above him. A breath escapes from his lips. He is still alive. Barely.
“Father!” I cry, clutching his hand.
“Daccias, my boy.” His words are barely a whisper. “Don’t forget what you’ve seen tonight. Fight for the truth and never compromise. But, most of all, don’t be a king . . . like me.” With that, he lunges for Mother’s hand and wrenches her over the edge.
Their jostling forms plummet down the precipice and are swallowed by the teeth of the waterfall.
“Suns, now we’ll never find the Separator!” a man growls, but his voice is distant in my mind.
“This wasn’t supposed to happen! We only have one choice left.” The darkest, tallest figure looms over me. I’m thrown across the rocks, away from the waterfall. “Where is it, boy?”
I say nothing. Not because I won’t, but because I can’t. My body is unresponsive, hardly seeing, hardly hearing, hardly feeling anything. Father is gone. Mother is gone.
They murdered each other. All for the Separator.
My mouth unhinges with one word. “No.” I repeat it before they even ask. “No.” I shout it over and over again, clinging to the wall.
The stranger tears me away and fastens coils around my ankles. “You’ll change your tune after you spend a night in these.”

My heart beats erratically. That’s Sydnee’s voice. More images and thoughts and feelings flood my mind, but they’re blurry. A cottage by the sea. A woman. Chains falling off. Running. Daccias’s crown. The dyad. The images brighten, the noises grow louder. Something heavy feels like it’s sinking into me and wrapping around my lungs.
Like his soul merging with mine.
“NO!” I scream. “Help me. Somebody. Please!”
Black veins curl around one side of my body, pulling, pushing, rupturing. My free half grips something, both sides tugging in opposite directions. My body begins breaking, bone by bone, muscle by muscle, ligament by ligament. I shriek, but it relieves nothing. It only makes the pain worse.
The fracture widens, and searing hot and cold blasts through my center.
Then, nothing. No pain. No heat. No feeling at all.
My body lies limp on the floor, split in two. Dead.
I jolt up, wet hair plastered to my sweating face. I blink several times, half wondering if that was a dream or real or something else. I never had nightmares before, not ones that counted, anyway. All of me hurts. Residue of the hallucinations, I guess.
A hand clasps my forearm. Tight and firm, yet soft. Sydnee.
“G’day! Hope I didn’t miss my funeral?”
Sydnee breaks out laughing as he removes his hand.
“Will I be all right?” I peer at my hand that’s now wrapped in a cloth.
“I believe so. The longer the toxin seeps in, the less chance of survival, but I treated you shortly after contact, so you should recover easily. If you start to feel pain again, just apply some of that paste to your arm.” He gestures to the bowl by my elbow.
“How long was I unconscious?” I squint through the tent slit. A faint streak of orange light tints the trees. Is it morning? Of what day?
“Just overnight,” Sydnee assures me.
I relax—a little. I don’t have much time. Not if I want to save Sydnee.
The voice I heard in my dream pulses through my head. “Sydnee . . .” I’m not sure how to ask this. “Were you involved in the late king’s death?” I wince at my own bluntness.
But Sydnee goes still. “I was wondering how long it would take you to ask this.”
“So, it’s true?” I gape at him. The argument. The king and queen’s death. All of it. It wasn’t some nightmare concocted by the antidote. It was a memory from Daccias’s mind.
“I would give you an explanation, but I have none.” Sydnee blows out a breath. “The king was never supposed to die. We thought we’d just rough him up and all would be well.”
“But why? The king was going to legalize the Separator.”
“He changed his mind at the last minute. No one knew why, though we heard he’d been in contact with some doctor who put a crazy notion in his head that the Separator was dangerous.”
Thomaas. He has a knack for giving people the jitters, even me. “Is it dangerous?” I ask. You’ll destroy the kingdom and everyone in it. Could the king have been telling the truth?
“Every new medicine has risks, Ruu. I’d be a fool to claim the Separator is perfectly safe.” Sydnee busies himself with stirring the paste in the bowl, then looks at me. “This concoction itself was a risk, and you went through a heck of a lot of pain because of it. But in the end, it cured you. And that’s why we need the Separator.” Sydnee quietly sets the bowl down and leaves.
I realize with a start that I’ve been staring mindlessly after him for some time. Dipping into the bowl, I slop more of the goo onto my arm, even though I hate it, and press my hand against the cool ground. My palm still burns from the medicine. I wiggle my fingers. They’re sore and stiff, but workable.
My condition will have to be good enough.
Because tonight I duel.




I SHOULD NEVER have come. Yet here I am, walking among the dead.
I pass the flickering torches that are like demons with pitchforks, each one groping for their next victim. When I turn into the connecting corridor, the same menacing flames distort my shadow’s shape on walls that seem to grow taller each minute. I’ve only visited once before, and I vowed not to ever again.
Not until I’m dead.
How many days—or hours—do I have left?
I trace the words engraved on the plaque. Here lies King Daccias the Second, the Peacemaker.
My hand hovers over the coffin embedded in the wall like the many other Night Kings. My grandfather, King Daccias the First, is buried to the left, along with his father and his father before him, all the way down to King Langhorne the Victorious. Every royal is entombed in this mountain, and each one has accomplished some great feat for their people. King Langhorne built the castle and ended the war. King Byron gave the Sons of Day seats on the council. Each king coming one step closer to the peace his subjects longed for.
Die I must, but buried here I will not be. I don’t belong. I never will.
They were kings, and me? I am not to be mentioned in history books, nor spoken of in respectable circles. I am nobody’s king.
I don’t want to die.
I accepted my fate long ago, but never have I truly let the fact sink in. Withholding the Separator will no longer guarantee my safety. Their hunger for it is too strong. If I refuse to give it, they’ll kill me anyway. If I give it, they’ll kill me for the sheer pleasure of it. And if I fight them, they’ll strike me down.
Either way, I cannot win.
That night the Separatists dragged me into the rainforest years ago as a young boy, I knew I could never let the Separator fall into the hands of men who would drive a king to his death and chain a child who’d just lost his father. Any possession that caused so much division and severed the bond between a man and his wife could not be virtuous. I cannot change that belief because some boy insists I’m wrong, any more than I can erase my scars.
One more place to go before I meet Ruu.
I turn to the exit, hesitating as two guards go past. Scanning the walkways and staying in the shadows, I hurry toward the first balcony on the right, where a single candle flickers. I climb up the terrace. Heavy, labored breathing comes from inside. After a minute of waiting and listening, I tiptoe in.
Brissbane thrashes on his bed, surrounded by blankets and cushions that seem to make his form smaller. He’s lost weight in the short time I’ve been absent. Likely the result of the plague, or possibly Ruu’s been distributing his own potion of stress to the old man.
Stars know I’ve caused him worry long enough.
His head lifts, and I instinctively withdraw into a corner.
“Daccias, is that you?” he whispers. “You should not be here.” He coughs, and I retrieve a cup of water for him from the nightstand.
“There are several places I should not be, yet I always go there,” I say, taking a chair next to his bed.
“So you’re finally sounding like yourself again? You’ve been so amiable the last several days, I was wondering if it was really you.” He wheezes.
He doesn’t know the half of it. “I’m always amiable, but you easily put me in a bad mood.”
“You’re definitely back to your usual self.” Brissbane smiles wanly. “I’ve missed it.”
I focus on the headboard instead of Brissbane’s ill-ridden face, unable to answer for a moment. “I have something I must give you.” I pull out a note, wrinkled from the many times I’ve held it, debating whether I should write it or not. “I’ve left you in the dark for much too long. This will explain everything.” I place it in his thin hands.
Brissbane starts to unfold the paper, but I cup my hand over his.
“Not now. Later. If I don’t return in the next twenty-four hours—or if I come back bearing the Separator—read this.”
He looks at me with concern. “You’re frightening me, dear boy. What are you insinuating?”
“There’s too much to tell you now, but I have something I must do. Something I may not return from.”
“Daccias”—he’s interrupted by his own strained breathing—“are you sure about this?”
“I’ve never been more certain about anything,” I say.
He grasps for my hand and takes it. “Be strong, my son.” His voice is so weak. “For all of us.”
I rise and head for the balcony, but pause at the window and turn back to Brissbane. “I’ve missed you too,” I whisper, though he’s already drifted off to sleep.
Outside, the wind cools my face.
I am going to die, but not tonight, I determine. Tonight I will defeat Ruu and his Separatists.




WHERE IS HE? I creep through the abandoned castle. He vowed he’d stay here. I ought to have known he wouldn’t keep that promise, the lying scoundrel.
“You’re late.” He emerges from the darkness like a phantom from the abyss.
“Better late than surrender, I always say,” I chirp, tightening the bandage around my right hand. It throbs despite the pain-relieving tea Sydnee gave me after I insisted I needed it. It isn’t my dominant hand, but it could still hamper my fighting ability. Which is pretty fair, considering how scorching marvelous I am. Poor bloke wouldn’t stand a chance if I was in good condition.
But I’m not giving him any chances.
“You’re certain you are ready?” He gestures to my bandage.
“Are you?”
He huffs a sigh, wiping a hand on his shirt. He’s nervous. I can sense it through my pulse that suddenly speeds up. He struts down a hallway, and I follow a step behind, his nightmarish memory haunting me. What would I have done if it was my father and mother who were killed? Would I have let it poison my mind as well?
I glance at my scars, then his. I don’t know. But something tells me I would be following in his footsteps same as I am right now.
I shake the memories away. Now’s not the time to be feeling sorry for him. I have a battle to win.
We enter a room filled with ancient weapons hanging on the walls. Swords, arrows, spears, and boomerangs. In the center, two swords are displayed—a silverglass and a goldenglass. But they’re different from the other weapons. No dirt or rust covers them.
“The rules of the double’s duel allow you to choose two weapons. One as your primary weapon, and the second as a backup, should your first weapon fail you.”
“The goldenglass,” I say without hesitation. The handle shimmers at my touch. If his chances were low before, they’re zero now. “And the boomerangs.” I pluck them both off the wall and attach them to my belt.
He studies the silverglass for a while, as if somehow that’s going to help him win. Double’s chance. This is one war I don’t intend to lose—can’t lose.
He closes his eyes dramatically, breathing steadily. Might save him some trouble if he handed the Separator over to me now. Finally, he chooses the silverglass. I almost laugh. This ought to be fun. He’s never even had swordsmanship lessons—a waste of time, he said. He won’t last long.
“Ready?” he asks so seriously it’s comical. He awkwardly positions himself, using neither the proper Night stance nor the correct Day posture.
I instantly jab at him, and he stumbles back. “Forget about your backup weapon, mate?”
“I don’t need one.” His eyes narrow. “But you will.”
His blade swings at my throat.
He isn’t any amateur swordsman.
I raised my sword at his motion, but barely blocked his blow. This doesn’t make any sense. A statue flashes in my mind. Chips and dents in its armor. I see him, younger. Practicing. Training. Studying. Pushing himself beyond his limits. Every night. For years.
Swordsmanship lessons were a waste of time because he had already honed his skills.
He lunges for my torso and nicks my side before I can take a poke at him. He dodges my hit with the ease and agility of the Day fighting style, but with the precision of the Night. Scorchers, where’d he learn to fight like this? Good as I am, I’ll be slaughtered if I don’t think fast.
If he wants to win, he’ll have to kill me. I have to even the ground somehow. What’s something I’m better at than his swordsmanship? I sling my sword into my belt, reach for my boomerangs, and dash out the entry into a wall-less hallway. He bounds after me, and I leap up a pillar.
His sword crashes into the rocks directly beneath my feet. I hoist myself up to the next level that appears to be a tower of sorts. Time for fun. I twirl a boomerang beyond him. He ducks, not realizing—like everyone else—that it’s swooping right back at him.
Wham! My boomerang hits his head and throws him off-balance. With a quick catch, I retrieve it. You’re fighting on my territory now, mate!
He stands erect, but I scramble up the tower stairs, sword swinging at my side.
“Too afraid to face me?” His hand moves up the wall.
Snap! The step below me gives out. I lunge for the next one, almost crashing through the hole. “You?” I laugh, swinging my dangling legs up. “I’d be more afraid of my grandmother.”
“My condolences for your grandma, then,” he retorts, which makes me all the more determined to beat him. No one shoots back a better insult than I give.
I halt at the tower’s top, scanning the territory and the thin pad of bricks I’m on. I can’t see much in the dimness, but a thin tree branch extends from the tower to the lower floors. I can glide down that easy.
I grab hold and slide, passing by trees and crumbled walls. I land hard, and silver glints behind me. He must have taken a shortcut. I duck, and the wuss’s blade contacts the bricks. I take that split second to fling my bladed boomerang at him, and it cuts his arm.
He staggers back, sword down. I draw mine and thrust. He quickly swings his blade up to block the strike but doesn’t deflect it entirely. Without missing a beat, he jabs at my torso. Twist, turn. Clang! I can’t move fast enough, and blood seeps from my arm. Now his blade locks with mine, each of us pressing in, faces only a handbreadth apart. Our eyes meet.
Something’s different about him. His bearing. His movements. He’s carrying himself like . . . a king.
For a second, my hold weakens, that nightmare flashing before me in all its gore. What if I’m wrong? What if the Separator will destroy the kingdom?
But it’s the only way to save Sydnee.
Sweat moistens the emu’s face. His strength must be waning. Just what I want. I push with everything in me.
He falls but scrambles up, and I parry his first and second blow. I’m getting good at this. His sword arcs toward my head. Blocked. Then I realize my whole torso is vulnerable. He takes advantage and kicks me in the stomach. I sprawl backward—toward the edge. I get one glimpse of a steep drop before my shoulder hits nothingness.
A hand grabs my wrist. Daccias has laid his sword aside and is holding onto me tightly, my body partially over the cliff. A tingle skitters up and down my right arm like I’ve laid on it too long. The pain’s starting to return.
“Ready to surrender?” He pulls me up, my sword clattering on the solid ground. He goes to pick up his, but it falls from his right hand. He winces, clenching his palm as if he’s in pain. The same hand that’s hurting me. He’s starting to feel my injuries . . . just like Thomaas said. We are regaining that ancient connection, and there’s nothing I can do about it.
“Not on your double’s life.” I grab my sword and swing for his head, but he rolls out of reach and grasps his sword with his other hand.
Good. That’s not his fighting hand. I can use that to my advantage. With a triumphant yell, I barrel toward him.
In one swoop, he knocks the sword right out of my grip and it skids across the stones, far out of reach.
He points his own sword at my throat, eyes narrowed.
For the first time, I think there’s a chance he might win this battle. I dodge him and race to the tunnel for my boomerangs. I glance back at him.
What in the sun’s name is he doing? I stumble and regain my balance. Is that what I think it is? I risk another look. He’s pulled some sort of long metal pole out of the goldenglass, shortening the blade.
I don’t have time to gawk. I sprint faster and swerve left, past the mosaics. The tunnel turns pitch black. I grope along till I find an opening. A spot of silver shines ahead, and I crawl into the open expanse of the ballroom. The golden suns warm me, renewing my strength.
For about one second.
The mosaics glint at me and seem to come alive. The river of red blinds me, the blood becoming my own.
“You’ve reached your end, my friend.” Daccias’s voice resounds behind me, cold and thick.
With a quick flick of my wrist, I fling my boomerangs. Aimed correctly, I can beat him. In perfect sync, one boomerang goes for his head and the other his arm.
Till his sword shatters them in two.
No, his swords.
He wields the goldenglass and silverglass as one. The king’s dyad.
How?
It’s my sword and his connected. Like us.
But not forever. I grab a brick. I’ll smash his head with it, even if it kills me.
He swings the dyad above his head, the blades oscillating around him like nothing I’ve ever seen. I can’t get close to him without the threat of having my head chopped off. He draws closer. I jump away. Wind from the cyclone force blows my hair out of my face.
I can’t . . . win this.
A blade smashes a corner of the wall I’ve trapped myself in. I dart to the left, but a blade hits my knee. Sharp pain explodes at the back of my head. I’m falling.
His blade is now at my throat. There’s nowhere left to run. My boomerangs are demolished and my sword gone.
I’ve lost.
The mosaic of the dark double haunts the wall behind me, an omen of my future. Vengeance on me for his parents. His pain. Everything. “Go ahead, kill me. But you’ll kill yourself too.” I jut out my chin.
“A king can do whatever he wants without consequence.” His sword touches my cheek. Just get it over with. “Swear allegiance to me.”
Of course, it’s what he’s been planning all along. Assert his dominance over me and kill me like his ancestor did to his double, then cut off all ties between us using the Separator he refuses to allow anyone else to use. In his mind, we’re all murderers. But the real murderer is him. “To the kingdom, always—but to you, never!”
I know it sounds corny and that it will get my head hacked off, but I mean it. I’ll never bow to him. Not for all the golden doublins in the world.
He lowers his sword. “Good. That’s all I want.”




I EXTEND MY hand, dropping my sword. Ruu reels back. He frowns, staring at my palm as if he expects my fingers to transform into spider legs.
“I won’t infect you with the plague,” I say.
He looks up at me. His expression carries no anger, only curiosity. He’s trying to make sense of me again.
I can feel him probing. And that tug . . . has always been there. I never realized it until the day he showed up, threatening to take my place. Every morning when I woke up, a force seemed to be drawing me toward the horizon, to something or someone. Those moments in the night when I felt forsaken, I could envision a boy frolicking in the streets of Twinsbane. It was him.
Maybe I’m foolish to trust him. It’s been ages since I’ve confided in anyone. Now might be the wrong time with the wrong person for the wrong reasons. But I need him. He’s the key to my whole plan. I have to trust him or let the kingdom crack, until nothing is left but a giant, gaping hole. My thoughts reach for his. “You don’t feel it?”
He edges away, as if being close to me threatens to strengthen the bond between us. “Feel what?” he says warily, the usual cockiness absent from his tone.
“Our connection.”
“Between us?” He gives a short laugh. “This whole thing is a joke, that’s what it is. This whole scorching thing is a big joke.” But his voice fades, and I know he senses it as sure as I do.
“It’s anything but a joke.” I concentrate hard, digging inside for that invisible rope tethering our souls together. You’ve seen the mosaics, haven’t you?
“’Course I have. I ran right by—” His eyes widen. I didn’t say anything. Yet he heard my voice as clear as the stars on a moonless night. I can tell he’s ready to listen now.
“Ruu, the Separator will sever our kingdom, the same as it tore these two brothers apart. It’s not proof, I know, only legends, but . . .” I hesitate. “Someone once told me that often the darkest legends contain specks of truth.”
Ruu follows my gaze to the mosaics and the river of blood spilling onto the tiles, like the many nightmares I’ve had about it.
“I’ve been trying to stop the Separatists for what seems like years, hoping that it would fix the rift in the kingdom. But it was never enough. Then you came.” I look at him. “You sabotaged my best laid plans.”
“Unlucky for you.”
“But I’m glad.” I ignore his flippancy. “Because I realized . . . you are the answer.” When Banjoo said this boy is the only one who can save us, he was more right than he ever knew. “Ruu, together you and I can regain the connection doubles once had, one that penetrates much deeper than could be imagined. One that I believe will save the kingdom from the plague.”
I watch Ruu, trying to discern what he’s thinking, but his expression holds no clues to his internal thoughts. My next words sound foreign to my own ears. “Please. Help me rebuild this broken kingdom and put it back together again, stronger than before.” I take a breath. “I need you.”
The last words hurt, but they’re true.
“I don’t believe it,” he says. But it’s as if trying to convince himself more than me. He has to understand.
My mind goes blank, but instead of tamping it down, I pull the deepest part of myself.
And I pour it all onto him.
In return, I’m flooded with memories and emotions that aren’t my own. A seaside cottage and a woman with a bright smile. Chains and a hurt, broken child. Fear. Grief. Anger. Love.
His emotions align with mine, and then confusion rushes in, followed by doubt, and finally, pure and undiluted anger.
An ear-piercing scream tears through my mind. I’d rather make a pact with the devil himself! Ruu’s rejection pounds through me.
What did I expect?
Ruu’s eyes dart to the mosaics and the red tiles. The Separator. When I opened my soul to him, he saw where it’s hidden.
I should never have trusted him.
I propel myself at him. But in one quick movement, he grabs my sword. The blade lightly slashes across my chest. I gasp and drop, hands on the wound. They are soon coated in blood.
“I’m sorry,” Ruu says and sprints off. In seconds, the Separator is in his possession and he’s gone. I sink to the floor. I failed once again.

TWO WEEKS LATER
A red hibiscus petal floats through the cerulean skies and lands on my worn boots. More showers of red, yellow, and orange petals rain from above. Boomerangs zip through the air, dancing to the blowing of flutes and beating of drums that snuff out any other noises.
I flick the flower off and skirt past the plump arms of two Day men in front of me. I keep my head low, dark hood hiding my face. Day and Night women twirl in the streets, skirts spinning in an array of blues and yellows.
“Here he comes!” A little girl cups her hands around her mouth and jumps up and down. She tugs on her mother’s dress, begging to be lifted up so she can behold the approaching entourage.
Horns blow, and folk music claps and bangs. I resist the urge to cover my ears. Soldiers wearing black uniforms with the moon insignia on their chests march toward us. A caravan sways into the street and the crowd roars.
Sitting atop the convoy, proud as an emu who just destroyed a fresh crop, is King Waruu. He waves from side to side. The people bow, Night and Day alike, except me. I slink back to avoid being noticed but watch from the shadows of a merchant’s shop.
The crowd moves as one, voices cheering.
“Long live King Daccias!”
“Long live King Daccias!”
“Long live King Daccias, Twinsbane’s savior!”
The chants don’t stop, and I have to cover my burning ears. Still the vibration of their voices shakes me to the core. After Ruu unleashed the Separator, I kept expecting the earth to open up and swallow him whole. Days passed, and nothing happened. No disruptions. No foreboding heavenly omens. No natural disasters.
Only people healing. Lives saved. The plague extinguished.
I was wrong. About the Separator. About the plague. About Ruu.
I was wrong about everything.
The crowd presses me back to the dirt. I wince, the bandage around my torso coming slightly undone. This is Ruu’s kingdom now. These are his streets. These are his flowers and bricks and trees. I have no hope of regaining it, I never really had it to begin with.
But I can’t accept him as king. Even if he is right.
I turn to escape the festivities, but that excitable child bumps into my leg.
Victooria. My heart stops. No, it’s only her twin—a ghost of the girl who once was and is now gone forever. Her double must have lived long enough after her death to receive the Separator and escape Victooria’s fate. Another reminder of a life lost because of me.
The girl tilts her head to one side, same as Victooria the day she met me. “Look, Mum, it’s that funny-looking boy again.”
Her mother looks into my face as if she recognizes me, though I’ve never met her. Or have I? I picture her house, a small cottage on the Night side of town. But the memory is not my own, I’m sure of it.
To her left, a dark-haired, dark-skinned girl I know all too well limps out.
“Dace.” Aalinta’s voice catches as she leans her weight on her cane. She reaches for me, but I back away.
“Go,” I command, trying to keep my voice even as I pull my hood farther down. “Leave me be.”
I run down an alley and into the next street. Her call still beckons me, but I shut it out.
I have no friends.




I SASHAY THROUGH the walkways, warm sun on my back. The ocean sparkles in the distance, and a gentle breeze touches my skin. Can’t believe it’s been two weeks and counting since I found the Separator and distributed it. To the sick first, and then to whoever wanted it. I thought the Separator would run out over time, but that one bottle somehow had more than enough to go around. It was like it could replenish itself with each new life it saved from the Midnight Plague.
Life couldn’t be better.
Yet a dark feeling stays with me. I can’t shake that look on Daccias’s face when I slashed at him and left him there.
For the first time ever, I went back on a promise.
I turn over my wrists to see the scars we share. Where is he now? I haven’t sensed a twinge from his depths since that day. No random emotions. No intrusive thoughts. Just my own. Finally, some privacy.
But his absence has also made me feel . . . alone.
I rest my elbows on the railing, picking a moon lily off the pot next to me. Petal by petal, I let it fall to the rainforest below. I did the right thing, but why does it feel so wrong?
The last petal twirls in the breeze, carried out to the sea.
Wherever he is, I hope he’s safe. He doesn’t deserve what I inflicted upon him.
I turn onto a platform with flowers hanging in baskets. Vines creep up the pillars. A man in an akubra waters the pots, whistling cheerfully.
“G’day!” I greet him. He jumps and accidentally soaks me with water.
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I didn’t know it was you!” He picks up a corner of his shirt and dabs at my tunic.
“Let it be,” I tell him. “I was blazing hot anyway.” I grin. “Besides, the water will help grow my budding personality!”
The man laughs, lifting his akubra off and letting the sun shine on his freckled forehead. At last, someone here who appreciates my humor.
“Nice to see you smiling, King Daccias,” he says, his blue eyes crinkling with his grin.
“Haven’t you heard the news? The plague is gone!”
“Is that so?” He continues humming. “Don’t get around much in town. Didn’t even know we had a plague. Too busy tending my flowers.” He leans close to a petal and inhales the scent. “But I’m grateful for whatever it is has lifted your spirits. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you smiling like that, but I suppose that’s only reasonable.” He sets down his bucket of water and pulls a weed out of a basket of lilies. “After all, you know how the saying goes.”
“What saying?” I help him lift the next basket off the roofline.
“A good king is never a happy one. Because a good king takes upon himself all the worries and troubles of the kingdom and fights its battles until the end.” He hefts the water bucket back up and pours it into the basket.
“Good quote,” I say, bidding him g’day and continuing my stroll along the walkways.
Old Brissy meanders up, wearing a new blue and silver coat. The colors suit him, as well as the warmth blooming on his cheeks. This is the first time I’ve seen him up and about since he was sick. He was one of the first subjects to test the Separator, and it hit him pretty hard. But he had enough strength to help me reclaim the throne and put the rebel councilmen in line. “How’s my favorite royal?”
“Never felt better!” I pat my chest.
Brissbane chuckles. “I hope so. You have a busy schedule ahead of you this week. As you know, Eleenor’s still in custody for her actions, but the sooner we have her trial, the better. And then we have yet to discuss the recapture of the criminals you so graciously, but carelessly, released.” He clears his throat. “The council is also awaiting your rules and regulations regarding the Separator, both present and future.”
Phew. That’s a lot. “Any suggestions?”
“I find that question hard to believe,” he remarks dryly, then smiles. “You always have a plan.”
I grin. “I do have a plan, but I want to hear yours. That way, if mine fails, I have a backup.”
He raises an eyebrow. “So mine’s automatically the backup plan.”
“Maybe we could combine our strategies?” I propose as a peace offering, though I know in the long run that’s not realistic. Running a kingdom is scorching hard work. No way I can run a country on my own. Maybe half a country, but not a whole one. I need more than his direction.
We need a new king, one who will guide this kingdom with compassion and wisdom—something which Sydnee might argue I lack. Taking the king’s place was never meant to be permanent anyway, only long enough to restore the people’s health. My job here is done.
A king’s life isn’t for me.
“We’ll see about that, young man,” Brissbane replies jovially, “but for now, I have some unfinished business to attend to. Shall I meet you in the Great Hall at five?”
I nod and watch him trod off. I won’t be seeing him again. Miss you, my friend. I head to the waterfall, pausing to have one last look at the castle.
King Waruu the Liberator. Reigned one month. A King of Day. A friend, brother, and otherwise a jester. May he live long in Light and Peace.
I bow to myself and pay tribute to my crown before I hop below. With Brissbane and the council, the kingdom is in good hands. Light shimmers on the rocks, turning them into a golden pathway. I smile. This entire excursion has been quite an adventure.
But it’s time for me to go home.

The scent of fresh rain and the chirp of lorikeets grows stronger the longer I tread through the rainforest. Banjoo’s flute mimics the serene melody. The last light of dusk filters through the rainforest as I pass by our old stuffed croc, who’s grinning wider than ever. Scorchers, it’s good to be home.
“There’s our Ruu-Boy!” Banjoo slaps my shoulder, his crooked teeth showing. “Or is it King Waruu now?”
“You know I’ll always be plain ol’ Ruu to you.” Hearing my real name seems strange. No more royal duties to fill. No plagues to stop. No soldiers peering over my shoulder. Somehow the old normal feels odd, like I’ve been sailing around the world for years, and now that I’m back, the solid ground is too stationary for my seafaring legs.
“Nice to have you back, Waruu!” Burnee waves, pushing a wheelbarrow of shoes, clothes, and other miscellaneous items for the children.
The children. I turn to the grave nestled by the sunberry tree. Bending down on one knee, I deposit a lily I found on my way here. Victooria always loved flowers. She’d beg me to bring her one every time I went hunting or fishing or really just about anything. I could have saved her if the king hadn’t been so stubborn in his beliefs. What made him think regaining our connection would help, anyway? It’s not like the entire kingdom shared our connection, unless he intended to bring all doubles back together.
“We’ll miss her, but at least we know she’ll be in a brighter place.” Sydnee appears. “We all are, thanks to you.”
“Now, don’t go getting all mushy, Syd, today’s a special occasion.” Banjoo whistles, winking at Sydnee.
“All right, what are you two conspiring?” I cross my arms at their exchanged glances. Whenever they look like that, they could be up to anything. Surprise party. Practical joke. Attempted murder. Who knows. But I will not be the victim of the latter again.
Sydnee sits me down and motions for me to put my left arm flat on a rock. He douses some alcohol on a rag and rubs it on my upper arm. Banjoo takes a needle to my upper shoulder as Sydnee holds a light for him to see by.
“What are you doing?” My voice comes out less than confident.
“You’re finally a man now, Ruu-Boy—I mean, Ruu-Man,” Banjoo says. He counts down, then begins to etch a sword onto my shoulder.
“Really? You mean I’m finally getting my tattoo?”
Sydnee pats my other shoulder as I breathlessly watch Banjoo create the symbol over the next couple of hours. Perfect points. Intricate detail. The mark I’ve wanted my whole life.
“Ruu-Man, Ruu-Man, getting his markings,” Banjoo sings, admiring his work. He nods. “All finished.”
I rub my shoulder as he lets go. The skin burns where the black marks are. I half expect the image to rub off when I touch it. It doesn’t. It stays, black like dirt I can’t scrub away. For some reason, it’s not as thrilling as I thought it would be. I imagined I’d be bouncing around like a kangaroo, showing it off to every bird, beetle, and butterfly. Instead, I find myself wanting to hide it and pretend it’s not underneath my sleeve.
“The pain will wear off after a while,” Sydnee assures me.
“Good to know,” I mumble, rolling my sleeve down over it. But the tingly sores remain, reminding me it’s still there.
“You all right, Ruu? You don’t seem like yourself.” Sydnee leans over.
“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just been a long day. A long month, actually.”
Sydnee nods. “You’ve been through a lot. But I’m proud of you. We all are. I didn’t think you could do it. You surprised us all with your stupid idea.”
“I couldn’t have done it without you.” I smile, the burning in my arm fading and swelling with tingles of joy.
“And don’t you forget it.” Banjoo elbows me as we all laugh and walk to the crackling fire, where Burnee’s roasting a chicken.
This is the life. Good friends. Good food. Good times. I’m never going back to that stuffy old castle.
“In the name of King Daccias the Third, I command you to surrender your weapons and stand aside.”
Masked men in black arise from the bushes, surrounding us. A tall soldier with a heavy gait moves toward us. He rips off his mask. Brissbane.
My heart sticks in my throat.
“Your little charade is up, Your Majesty, or should I even call you that?”
No, no, no. This isn’t how it’s supposed to end. How’d he find us? How’d he know about me?
“What have you done with the real Daccias?” Brissbane darts to me, grabbing me by the collar.
“Lay off him.” Sydnee steps beside me, face-to-face with his twin. “Brother.”
Brissbane narrows his eyes, slowly releasing me. “So we meet again, friend.”
“You should have told me you were coming, and I would have prepared a proper welcome.” Sydnee reaches into his pocket.
“The king’s funeral was more than enough of a welcome celebration.” Brissbane twists Sydnee’s wrist as he pulls out a dagger, forcing him to drop it. “Still up to your usual surprises, I see.” He puts a foot on the blade.
“None that you aren’t already a part of,” Sydnee retorts.
I stand, glancing between their identical scowls. What’s he talking about?
“Murdering the king was never a part of the deal.” Brissbane’s voice is dangerously low. “He was my dearest friend . . .”
He’s Sydnee’s former partner. My jaw drops. The one who betrayed Sydnee and put him in prison for the crimes he helped commit.
“Neither was my son’s death.” Sydnee’s arm flies up to signal the others. “Now, boys!”
Our men rush the Nightmen as Sydnee knocks Brissbane down. Arrows whiz by. Metal clashes. Dark shapes leap out. Running. Swinging. Yelling and screaming travels through the rainforest.
“Here, Ruu!” Banjoo tosses me a sword and I catch it.
The metal feels cold in my palm. I should be aiming it at the Nightmen, helping my mates. But I’m not. I can’t. What’s wrong with me?
I stare at my reflection in the blade, and I see Daccias. These men aren’t my enemies. They never were. We’re not Light and Darkness. We’re Nightlight and Daylight. Different, yet the same.
“Ruu, look out!” Sydnee shouts from somewhere behind me.
Out of reflex, I dive to the side. A knife jabs into the tree. A shadow lunges for me. Brissbane. He unsheathes a sword, another man approaching from behind us. I brought them here. Now I have to end this.
“I don’t know where Daccias is, but I can help you find him.” I block his blow, same as I did the day he gave me sword lessons.
“Not good enough, Brightie.” Brissbane springs after me.
“Sydnee never meant to kill Daccias’s father. It was an accident. Please, just arrest me and let my family go.” I swerve to the left as his sword swings into the tree where I was standing. “It was my idea to switch places with Daccias. It’s not their fault.”
“That’s none of my concern.” Brissbane backs me into a grouping of trees, two Nightmen blocking me in.
“Brissy—Brissbane, listen, please,” I plead, tossing my sword to the ground and spreading out my hands. “I know you, and I think you know me. You care about this kingdom, same as us. We both just want what’s best for the people.”
“I’m not so sure.” Brissbane looks away, hard lines etched in his forehead. In his fist, he crumples a piece of paper with Daccias’s handwriting. He lowers his sword. “Seize him.”
Hands clamp over my mouth. An arm latches around my torso, and I’m jerked back. I elbow my attacker in the ribs, but he continues dragging me away.
Daccias, where are you? Why am I calling for him? He wouldn’t help me even if he was near. Yet my heart is reaching, tugging, searching for him. Wanting him to be here. I thrash to no avail. My arms begin to shake, and it reverberates to my core. Why am I so scorching scared? I’m not afraid of these men. Something else is unnerving me.
It’s that I’m starting to believe Daccias.
He could have killed me during the duel and separated himself from me, but he didn’t. He let me live.
I was the one who went back on my word.
What if . . . Daccias was telling the truth?
“Let him go.”
Someone springs from the trees, waylaying the man holding me. I’m thrown to the mud. The man’s weight is lifted off me. Sydnee’s standing between me, Brissbane, and the other soldier.
“Son of a hot day,” the soldier curses, wobbling up to retaliate.
But Sydnee jams a sword into the man’s chest and spins toward Brissbane, whose face pales in the moonlight. Sydnee whacks the sword from his hold. Brissbane whips out a dagger, but Sydnee knocks that away from him too. He’s left with nothing. Sydnee pauses, lowering his sword and picking up the dagger. “I won’t fight you any longer.” He extends one hand and, with the other, plunges the dagger into Brissbane’s heart.
“No! Sydnee! Don’t!” I scream, but Brissbane crumples from the fatal wound before the words are even out of my mouth. I rush to his side, saying his name over and over as I take his hand. Weakly, he grasps mine.
“Tell Daccias . . . I’m sorry.” His hand falls and his breathing slows until, finally, it stops.
I seize the knife in his chest and yank it out. Immediately, I recognize King Langhorne’s markings. The same blade I found in the abandoned castle. No blood drips from the weapon. Instead, it’s encased in golden, sparkling liquid. The Separator. My mouth dries. The substance darkens, dribbling into a puddle of black oil that smells of death. My insides wrench. I fling it away from me.
The blade hits the ground, cutting into it and spattering the blackness in a line extending from me to it.
Sydnee didn’t destroy Brissbane. I did.
“Ruu, are you all right?”
“Get away from me!” I jump back from Sydnee and his outstretched hand. “You didn’t have to kill him. Why did you kill him?”
Sydnee’s wrinkles lengthen. “You don’t understand. I was protecting you.”
“From what? The truth?”
“It’s not like that. Now come with me, and we’ll work this out.” Sydnee reaches for me, arm stretching over Brissbane’s body.
The ground quakes and Sydnee’s thrown backward. “What in the sun’s name . . .”
Cracks shoot out from the knife, spinning toward us like a giant spiderweb. The fissures thicken, and loose pebbles roll in and vanish. Hot air seethes from the opening, hissing and screaming to the rhythm of the ground’s rumbling.
The earth is splitting apart. And tearing us apart with it.
I charge into the rainforest, my pulse thundering to a single name.
Daccias. I have to find Daccias.

Please be here. I sprint into the tunnels, hardly watching where I’m going. Which way is it? That way, it’s that way. I turn, the tremors fading the farther I run. Did they stop? Or is the tunnel blocking the sound? How far will they spread? Daccias said our connection might cure the plague, but can it fix this?
Can anything fix this?
Waruu, what have you done?
I slow, out of breath. Red drips down my left arm. I didn’t even realize I got cut. I roll up my sleeve, following the trail of blood to my upper arm. A deep gash, right in the center of my tattoo. The red mixes with the ink, turning it the same revolting color as the Separator.
Daccias warned me. But I wouldn’t listen. I never listen.
Until it’s too late.
Curse me and my scorching head!
I slam my fist against the wall again and again. A chunk of blue flies down from above and clinks to the floor. A tile, like the mosaics. I look up.
Blazing, burning scorchers!
From end to end, the ceiling’s covered in tiles the color of the sky. The dark double bends over his dead twin, tears streaming down his face and filling the river of blood with his sadness. His expression is so alive, I can almost hear him cry, “Forgive me, my brother!”
A faint sparkle draws my gaze, and I follow the mosaic to its new conclusion. Tiles of every color explode across the ceiling, forming pictures ten times more vibrant than on the walls. The dark double holds his twin’s hand. Golden light bursts out of the dying man’s chest, swirling upward.
The rays twist and turn until the Darkness and Light collide in a sky scene where the sun and stars shine together, night intermingling with day. The two doubles now stand side by side.
Music from a long ago memory replays in my head. Lyrics I’ve forgotten. At first the words are faint, but they keep singing, louder and louder.
The Darkness of Night, the Light of Day,
Each one different, yet the same.
These enemies once divided,
Now stand as brothers united.
The Day lays aside its ax and the Night its sword,
Peace reigns instead of war.
The blows of the Light and the scars of the Dark,
The wounds healed by love’s enduring mark.
Each hurt forgiven, each injury forgotten,
Each letting go of their anger and pain.
And here I am, in the center of the abandoned castle, heart racing and arms throbbing. Daccias stands in the distance, and a hope I didn’t know I was hanging onto rises.
The dawn of the Light has come.




I NUDGE THE hilt of the dyad I left lying on the ground. I found it here a few days after our fight. Ruu must have returned it. An attempt at reconciliation, I suppose. But another weapon is not what I need.
Suns and stars, I can’t do this anymore.
I lift my eyes to the skies of the cold countryside.
All these years, I’ve warred alone. Anyone who has fought with me has abandoned me for the easy route. But the path I tread is dark, and the light dwindles more by the minute. I wish it would speak. Tell me what to do. Let me know it’s there and not leaving me behind like everyone else.
“Don’t be a king . . . like me.”
What kind of king am I supposed to be? Everything I do is wrong, and everything I do that’s right, my subjects twist until it is wrong. When I suggest moving the Sons of Day to better living quarters, they insinuate I desire to burn their homes. When I send a criminal to the dungeons for the protection of the innocent, they say I’m being unmerciful and cruel. When I speak truth, they say it’s lies, and when I try hard to follow the Light, everyone tells me I’m following the Darkness.
Maybe I am. Because what good has ever come from me serving the Light?
Why was I born king?
I force myself up from the stones, each part of me absorbing the coldness. It’s over. I turn around to face the forlorn room.
A warm hand grasps my arm.
Ruu’s eyes stare into mine, clear and focused.
You came back.
“I never left.”
The first rays of sunlight break past the barrier of the darkness and illuminate the place where we stand, quiet and still. For a long time, we face one another. It feels strange, but also right. I’ve found another part of myself. A part I need.
A part that will make me whole again.
A part that will make our land whole again.



“Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste;
and no city or house divided against itself will stand.”
Matthew 12:25, NASB
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