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Prelude
In Which I Meet My Monster



Chapter
1
My father’s sword of cold black steel, the finest in all of Kugara, hovered over the tender flesh of my left elbow. A sick tempest of uncertainty churned in my stomach, threatening to send the first full meal I’d eaten in weeks all over the temple floor. I had asked for this, but I was beginning to wonder if I had made a mistake.
I mustered up the courage to croak, “Wait.”
My father, who I had met for the first time two days ago, frowned at me.
“What is it?” His voice echoed through the dark hall, low and sharp. “The Beast does not appreciate delays.”
He was a tall man with an angled face and an air of importance in the way he held himself. He was unlike any of the scruffy uncles and potbellied sailors I grew up around in the slums of Merey. Beneath the left sleeve of his tailored jacket, his hand was made of polished black metal. When he’d come to collect me, I’d watched the neighbors look at it and then step back quickly in fearful reverence.
I’d been apprehensive too, yet I couldn’t help sneaking in my own share of glances throughout the day. After all, I had never expected to see an elder god’s vessel up close. I’d spent my whole life believing these things were far beyond my station.
Now here I was, whisked away to the mountainous province of House Avera, one of the Four High Houses of Kugara, kneeling in their private temple, ready to be offered up to a god. The stone floor tiles were cold and hard against my knees. The worn clothes I’d traveled here in did little to protect me against the chilly air. I shivered like a leaf in the wind before the centerpiece of the altar: a monstrous sculpture of the Dread Beast’s head, constructed from smooth, dark metal. The sculptor had decided on a lupine form for this depiction, and the Beast’s three eyes were each inlaid with mirrors that reflected the temple braziers. If I looked closely, I could see my own eyes mirrored back at me. Inside the sculpture’s maw was a shallow basin that held water. My left arm had been placed inside of it, a cuff locking my wrist into place at the bottom. My submerged skin prickled from the cold. The water was pitch-black, like the abyss itself was lapping at my fingers.
“Is there another way?” I stammered.
My father, Lord Zander Avera, Second Hand of the Dread Beast, scoffed at me. “Lest you forget, you were the one who sought a deal with me. Or will you go back on your word and leave your mother to suffer?”
If this were a heroic sort of tale, then this would have been where I steeled myself for the sacrifice. I’d grit my teeth against his blade and honor the deal, so that my mother could have the medicine she needed. I’d been so full of bravado back in Merey, even when she begged me not to go. I’d thought I could sustain that flimsy courage through all that came next.
Instead, I began to cry.
The temple doors slammed open. In stormed a woman with dark hair coiled into an intricate bun and fury twisting her finely painted eyes and lips. Two attendants dressed in black followed at her heels. She pointed a shaking finger at my father.
“How dare you,” she growled. “You would sully House Avera’s name by bringing your mongrel to our most sacred temple? Is there no end to your ambition, Zander? Put the sword down at once!”
I wanted nothing more than for my father to obey her—to put down the sword and send me far away. “I want to go home,” I sniveled, hoping it would help my cause.
My father looked at me with an eyebrow raised. “Home?” he repeated. “This is your home now, Alma.”
He brought the blade down.
* * *

I CAME FROM MEREY, A SMALL PORT TOWN IN THE PROVINCE OF Metia. Here, the people revered the Heavenseer, one of the four elder gods worshipped in Kugara. Fishermen and merchants prayed to the divine vessels of House Metia in hopes that their all-seeing deity would bless their catches, prevent disaster, perhaps even move the weather itself. Every seven days there was a congregation in the local temple to give thanks, attended by almost everyone in town—save for my mother and me.
Our little household was something of an anomaly. My mother had never taught me to worship the Heavenseer, or any of the others: not the Weeping Lady or the Odious Tinkerer or the fearsome Dread Beast. We kept to ourselves, and because we did not worship the old folk deities either, we were thankfully spared from the ritual drownings that were often administered to heretics.
I used to wonder why we never made an effort to join in when the temple bell tolled and the people of Merey shuffled dutifully to prayer. Then it became apparent that the Seer-Priests of Merey simply didn’t like us. Neither did many of our neighbors. I had been born out of wedlock, and the rumor around town was that my father was a married man.
The Heavenseer Sees all, the aunties on our street used to whisper behind my mother’s back. She must be afraid he will See her wicked ways and cast her into the ocean.
I often wanted to tell those thoughtless hypocrites that my mother was the loveliest person in the world. They didn’t know that her smile never wavered, even when we struggled to put food on the table. That she would always offer me portions off her plate, even though she needed the energy to work. That when we could eat nothing but plain rice and salt for days, she would ask me, “What shall my sweet Alma feast upon today? A turkey? A boar?” And she would mold the rice into the shape of an animal so that I would smile as I pretended to bite off its head.

But though I never doubted her love for me, the whispers around town did make me wonder about my father. My mother never spoke of him, and she was adamant that we were better off by ourselves. There were times when I, being young and foolish, had found that difficult to believe. It wasn’t that I thought her a bad mother. But she worked long hours at the waterside hostel and often came back to our rickety little apartment after I had already tucked myself into bed.
I was lonely.
I was an only child and had a grand total of zero friends. Parents kept their children away from me as if the scandal of my birth were contagious. I knew it hurt my mother to see this. Once, she had tried to endear me to the neighborhood kids by splurging on a bag of candy for me to share, and then she had somehow charmed them into playing with me despite their parents’ warnings.
After they had eaten all my candy (to my consternation) and then included me in a game of catch (which I reluctantly enjoyed), one of the boys asked me, “Do you really not have a dad?”
“I don’t need a dad,” I told him.
He scrunched up his face. “Everyone needs a dad. My father says your mother can’t find a husband because she’s a harlot.”
“That’s not true!” I shouted.
“Yes it is,” he screamed back, and then pushed me to the ground.
I remembered the awful, tearful embarrassment as everyone laughed. And then a flash of rage, so incandescent that it burned away my senses. The next thing I knew I was back on my feet and the boy was howling on the ground, cradling a broken arm.
I remembered thinking he deserved it.
There had been a big fuss, the aunties shooing me away as they attended to the boy. After I’d gone home and cried into my mother’s skirts, the boy’s mother showed up at our door and said some very nasty things to both of us. The rage almost came roaring back, but my mother’s endless patience, her fingers stroking my hair as she gracefully apologized on my behalf, kept it at bay. Afterward, she sat me down and treated me to the full might of her disappointment.
“You can’t hurt people like that, Alma,” she said in a tone that let me know I was really in trouble.
“He said horrible things about you!”
“I’m touched that you wanted to defend my honor. But hateful words don’t justify violence. No, don’t argue! I don’t care what they say. As long as you and I are happy, that’s all I need.”
Her words brought me to tears again, and she shushed my sobs and kissed me on the head. I could not recall what I had done to that boy, but I did not regret that he was hurt. What I did regret was making my mother sad. She had done her best to help me make friends, but I had ruined everything, proving myself to be as much trouble as everyone believed. She lacks a father’s guidance, the adults would say. Her mother cannot control her.
The boy whose arm I broke turned out to be well-liked, and he made sure his friends all knew of my transgression. No one in our neighborhood would ever play with me again.
I told myself that it didn’t matter. I wanted nothing from them; my mother and I were better off on our own. But, to my great frustration, I was still lonely.
So, I made myself a friend.
I decided that he would be a prince. One who had been banished from a far-off land, as much an outcast as I. He was more beautiful than any boy from Merey, with hair like moonlight and eyes like stars. He was sweet and charming and always knew how to make me smile, and he was devoted to me wholly.
Unlike most of our neighbors, my mother knew how to read, and she’d taught me as well. I once heard someone whisper that if she’d never had me, she could have been an educated woman and made something of herself. The heroines in the books she kept reminded me of her. They were kind and forgiving and written to inspire girls like me to become better people. The princes in those stories loved the heroines for being good. I knew I wasn’t anything like them. There was violence in me—the part that had taken satisfaction in leaving that boy in agony, even as I lied and promised my mother that I was sorry. No, I was not good.
Instead, I imagined someone who would love me even if I was terrible.
I never told anyone about him—not even my mother. It was foolish. Poor Alma, so pathetic and unlovable that she had to imagine someone who would give her the time of day. I didn’t want to disappoint her again. I didn’t want her to worry.
So, I kept him a secret. But he would always be close by, ready with a quip to make me smile when the days were bad. He held my hand during thunderstorms when my mother wasn’t around and walked with me down the street making faces at the boys sneering at me.
At night, I would scoot over in my bed to make room for my imaginary companion and confess to him all my darkest fears. I told him I was scared I would always be stuck in this hateful town. I was scared that my mother had ruined her life by having me, that maybe she would have been happier if I’d never been born.
And my prince from the stars would say, so sweetly, “How could you think that, Alma? You are a blessing upon your poor mother’s life. Someday, you and I will leave this place for somewhere better, together.”
One day, my mother came home early and opened the door to find me chattering away to thin air. I will never forget the look on her face. I hadn’t understood the reason for it at the time; I’d only thought that she must pity her poor daughter, talking to someone who wasn’t real.
Only later would I realize that it hadn’t been pity in her eyes, but caution.
Regardless, I stopped talking to my friend. I forced myself to put him out of my mind, and at some point, I managed to forget him completely. I was alone again, but as long as my mother was happy, I would bear it.
When she took ill, my whole world fell apart.



Chapter
2
There was no warning. One day, she simply collapsed.
A neighbor opened our door when she heard my wailing. “Oh, the poor woman!” she exclaimed when she saw my mother on the kitchen floor. I hadn’t been strong enough to move her, and she would not wake. “She must be very sick. Only a Sorrowless Disciple can save her now.”
Healers from the Church of the Weeping Lady often traveled Kugara’s provinces to provide their services to followers of the Four. Unfortunately, the one stationed in Merey had just been called back to the capital in Sorrowsend. Having given the last of her sorrows to the Lady, and her joy and her fear and everything else in between, she had begun mistaking her patients for willing subjects of medical experimentation, and eventually was deemed no longer fit for duty. Summoning another healer to Merey would cost more money than I was capable of comprehending. My best hope, the neighbors said, was to ask the local temple for their sponsorship.
I had nowhere else to go.
A Seer-Priest in heavy midnight robes greeted me at the temple entrance. The silver decorations hanging off his shoulders suggested he was of some importance. Though a blindfold covered his eyes, I still felt as though he were somehow regarding me beneath it, and he did not seem very impressed.
“You wish to contact the Church of the Weeping Lady?” he said. He placed a thoughtful hand against the entry arch, which had been carved to resemble the Heavenseer’s many shadowy limbs twisted together in beautiful, incomprehensible patterns. It reminded me of the sea creatures sometimes fished up by the sailors, their tentacles writhing in the salty air. At the top of the arch, the mass of limbs parted to frame a giant eye. “You are Alma Ven. Your mother is Ira Ven. Yes, I know your name. But I don’t recognize you from my sermons. I’m afraid I can’t help you.”
My stomach sank like a stone in cold water. “What do you mean?”
“A Sorrowless Disciple works with miracles. Miracles which are granted by the gods,” he explained, looking rather pleased with himself. “Yet you do not believe. You do not attend communion, and your mother is unmarried. No, I don’t believe I can help you at all. Good day, child.”
At the time, I could do nothing but gape as one of the town’s holiest men shut the door in my face. Later, I would often think back to that moment. I would lie awake in bed, wishing that the rage that had once reared its head so terribly could have driven me to do something more—force my way through, wring the Seer-Priest’s neck between my hands, knock his stained teeth out of his head one by one until he agreed to help us. But all I did that day was trudge home as hope slipped between my fingers.
It became known that I had been turned away by the temple. The neighbors buzzed with gleeful vindication. Eventually one of them approached me—an old woman who rarely spoke to anyone but who had always listened while the others gossiped. I used to resent her for her complacency, but that resentment turned to gratitude when she quietly pointed me toward a local physician.
“Your mother is a kind woman,” she told me at the door. It was late, and I had to wonder if she chose this hour to drop by so she wouldn’t be seen. “I believe the gods will want to preserve that kindness, regardless of what the temple says.”
The next day, the physician paid us a visit. He examined my mother from head to toe, looking grimmer by the minute.
“I have seen this before,” he said. “I’m afraid the outlook is rather bleak.”
“Can you do anything?” I asked, my voice trembling as I sat beside my mother’s narrow bed and clutched her hand tightly in mine. Only now did I notice how bony that hand had become. At my touch, she half-opened her glazed eyes, her breath shallow as she looked at me. “The Seer-Priests won’t summon a healer for us.”
“This is not a wound that can be healed by the Weeping Lady’s miracles,” said the physician, wiping at his spectacles as he explained. “There is a school of medicine in the capital. I would advise reaching out to them. They have been corresponding with doctors overseas who are developing something to manage this illness. But as with everything outside of Kugara, the court opposes this vehemently, and I worry for the school’s future. I’m afraid, too, that I will have to stop here. The temple already dislikes my practice.”
“Thank you, Doctor,” said my mother weakly, managing to sound, despite the situation, like she meant it wholeheartedly.
After he left, she patted my hand and smiled at me. “Will you bring me a pen and some paper, my duck? We can write a letter to the school together, and you can help me send it.”
I collected the items for her, and she dictated as I wrote. My penmanship was poor but she still nodded in approval after I finished each word. The thought of not having these moments with her anymore made my insides feel hollow.
“Alma,” she said as we were finishing the letter. “There’s a box in the bottom drawer of my dresser. I have some money hidden away, and keepsakes that should be of some value. Old Mrs. Dee across the hall is kind and has agreed to take care of you in exchange for them if anything happens to me.”
I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to talk about it. But when I conveyed this to her, she only held my hand very gently.
“There are some things we can’t fight,” she said. “I will do my best to heal, because I will miss you so much if I am gone. But if that happens, I want you to promise me you’ll be strong. You are such a good girl, Alma, and I know you will do so many wonderful things when you grow up. Will you be strong for me?”
Saying yes felt like giving up. She must have known this, because she gave me a weary smile and let it go for the day. Soon after, she fell asleep. She must have been so tired that she completely forgot about what she had been hiding from me.

When I scrounged through that box in the dresser for the money to send the letter with, I came upon the thing that would ruin my life.
Sitting under a sparse assortment of mementos and ornaments was a stiff, heavy envelope with a seal of black wax. The seal had been broken through the middle, and I could not make out the image that had been stamped on it. I should have looked harder, but at the time, I was only curious as to where such a fancy thing had come from.
I shouldn’t have read it. I had been told to respect others’ privacy by the very person whose privacy I was now disregarding. I knew it was wrong, but I opened that envelope anyway and unfolded the letter lying within.
It read:
This letter is to advise your discretion in this affair. I’m sure you understand my position—and the allegations the family might visit upon you were you to make any bold claims. Do not write me back. If you seek recompense, you may instead write to the address below, but only within reasonable parameters.
Z.A.

My head spun. My stricken young mind focused only on two words: affair and recompense.
The rumors must have been true. My father was a married man and, from the looks of it, an important one. He would have the money to cure my mother.
She must have hidden this from me for a reason, but I couldn’t think of one that would justify squandering an opportunity to save her.
I sent our letter to the school of medicine that day, and another one of my own, praying to whatever deity was listening that one of them would reply.
I probably shouldn’t have done that either.
* * *
HE ARRIVED IN A SLEEK BLACK CARRIAGE. I HAD BEEN ON MY way home from the market with a meager crop of barley to be boiled into porridge when I saw the neighborhood children ogling it parked by the grubby stairs leading to our home. It was rare to see anything so luxurious in our area of town, as the wealthy families lived farther north. What would someone like that be doing here?

A second later, it occurred to me who that someone might be, and I nearly dropped the groceries in my haste to barrel up the stairs.
When I slammed open the door to our apartment, a man was standing inside with his back to me. He was wearing a sharp black coat and a hat, his figure casting a shadow across the room to where my mother sat at the small kitchen table.
“Alma!” My mother stood on wobbly feet and rushed to my side. I hadn’t seen her walking like this in days. She held me tightly and turned me away from the man as if to shield me. Her face was haggard, and she must have been in terrible pain, but still she stared him grimly down.
“So this is her.” The man I already knew to be my father turned to face me. “Alma, was it?”
His black clothes were spotless, absent of the frills and embroidery that the upper class found so fashionable, yet tailored to perfection. He was tall, with a clean-shaven face and skin a few shades lighter than my own. His hair was the same pitch-black color as mine. Strapped to his waist was an exquisitely crafted sword, and the hand that he had resting casually on top of it was made of metal.
I froze.
I’d heard the stories about the Hands of the Dread Beast. Just as the vessels of House Metia offered their sight to the Heavenseer, the vessels of House Avera gave their arms to the Beast, and in return became arbiters of death guided by His touch. They were fearsome swordsmen who had won us every war for the past five hundred years, agents of Kugara’s own deity of destruction.
Surely not, I thought. Surely my father could not be one of them. A devout follower, maybe, or a high-ranking guard. It was said that those who heard the Beast eventually succumbed to His bloodlust, and the man in our apartment looked only haughty, not mad.
Rallying myself, I nodded. “Yes. I wrote the letter.”
He did not seem very impressed. “Right—the letter. We’ll need to get you a proper tutor. Pack your bags now; you’re coming with me.”
“No, she is not,” my mother cut in. “Alma, go to your room.”
For the first time in my life, I found myself caught between orders from two parents. Under normal circumstances, I would have listened to my mother. After all, I didn’t know this man, nor was I particularly charmed by his quick dismissal of me. But I had called him here for a reason.
“What about my mother’s medicine?” I asked. “I wrote to you because we needed help. What about her?”
He grunted in acknowledgment. “She will receive the care she requires, so long as you fulfill your duties to our House. But she will not be coming along.”
“She’s not going,” my mother said, firmer this time.
“Ma,” I protested. “Your illness—”
“Does not matter.” She wasn’t even looking at me—her eyes were trained on my father’s every movement, like he was a vicious animal prowling inside our home. The look on her face was terrible. She really would do it, I realized. Just let herself die, instead of taking my father’s offer. “You won’t bring her into your wretched House. You won’t destroy her life like that. I won’t let you.”
My father’s expression darkened, and so, too, did the whole room. A sudden, inexplicable fear surged through me. In the years ahead, I would grow used to making him angry, but I would never forget that first time his displeasure became a tangible thing, weighing down the air.
“Quite frankly,” he said, “you cannot stop me from taking her.”
My mother’s face was flushed. Clutched against her chest, I could feel how she trembled—both with rage and with the mere effort of standing up. She was so thin now, and so pale.
“I want to go,” I said, and watched her face shatter.
For a moment all she could do was stare at me. She pressed her palms against my hair and bent so we were eye to eye. “Alma,” she said, and her voice nearly convinced me to give it all up. The sound of it would haunt me for the rest of my years. “I know—I know that life hasn’t been easy for you here with me. I know I haven’t been a great mother, or spent enough time with you, and that—”
“That’s not it,” I said, panicking. How could she think such things?
“But you don’t understand,” she plowed on despite my interruption. “Your father—he serves one of the Four. If you go, they’ll give your life to a monster.”
All my petty denials went out the window. A part of me had already known, the moment I saw his metal arm.
I’d known that I’d bitten off more than I could chew.
My father raised an eyebrow. “Such words could be considered heresy. You’re lucky I’m not inclined to bother with petty insults.” He turned to regard me. “I need an heir, and you need money. That’s all it comes down to.”
That was, in fact, all it came down to.
Gently, I pried myself from my mother’s arms. Her fingers clung to my shoulders, but she was weakening, and I shook myself loose. I could not bear to look her in the eye. I stepped away and stood before my father.
“You’ll make her better?” I said to him.
His face was like stone, devoid of emotion. “My attendants will immediately arrange for the care she needs. All her expenses will be covered by my own finances.”
“And I just have to go with you?”
His eyebrows pushed together. “You will be initiated into the family,” he said, “as all Avera children are.”
I looked at his metal hand. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what he meant. But I thought, I would rather lose my arm than lose my mother. And it was such an incredible relief, to know that someone else would be able to care for her. That I wouldn’t have to worry, all alone, about the medicine, about our money, and the life I might live after she was gone.
I would hate myself for feeling that way for a long time.
I turned back to my mother, who had been watching me in silence. She looked small and pale and heartbroken. I mustered up a smile for her.
“Everything will be fine,” I said. “I’ll visit you when you’re all better.”
And then, like the fool that I was, I left her.
* * *
THERE WAS A FLASH OF SENSATION, AND THEN NOTHING. MY father’s sword was so sharp that I wondered vaguely if that was why it didn’t hurt. Something warm splashed into my lap. My head felt light, and my breath was terribly loud in my ears. An ache dug its way into my arm and seeped into my fingers—but that didn’t make sense.
I stared.
Why would that not make sense?
I sat back slowly onto my heels, and that was when I realized that the mechanism locking my wrist into place was no longer holding me up, because my wrist was no longer attached to me.
I’d been crying before, but that was nothing compared to the panic that took hold of me now, my breath growing frantic, my sobs ragged and uncontrolled. I looked down and all that was left of my arm was a stump. Everything was wet with blood. Somewhere behind me, the woman who had barged in was shouting at my father, but I couldn’t make out her words. Everything came to me as if through a haze, and through that haze, something else called like a siren’s song on a foggy night.
I looked into the maw of the Beast. My arm, which had been resting half-submerged in the shallow basin of water, was sinking. There should have been no room for it to sink. Nevertheless, it went deeper and deeper into that perfect pane of darkness until it was gone. All that was left was a smear of blood on the lip of the Beast’s metal maw.
At the edges of my vision, something moved. It wasn’t much more than a shadow, a trick of the light. But it came closer nonetheless, between each flicker of the candle and each trembling shadow, until it crouched beside me, a dark mass that every inch of my being knew did not belong in this world.
Faintly, as if from far away, I could still hear my father and the woman arguing. I had the distinct feeling that this creature existed only in my mind—a distortion of my own vision. I was so frightened then that my tears had stopped. I could barely make a noise, though I desperately wanted to call out for help. Who would help me? Who could help me, against such a thing?
It leaned in, as if to examine me, to commit my face to its memory. I got the sense that it was smiling. With the next flicker of light, it was gone, and I knew my life would never be the same again.
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Though there was none of the pomp and ceremony that I would later learn usually accompanied this ritual, the Dread Beast had accepted my offering of flesh. My father informed me that I would be given my own rooms in a guesthouse away from the main estate, and for the next few days, I would be allowed to stay in bed and recover.
None of this mattered as I was led out of the temple. My arm was gone. My stomach felt hollow. I had lost something—something more important than a limb, I feared, for the very shadows were now watching me. A healer was brought to me; I was given a sedative, and when I woke up again, the stump of my arm had been stitched over with loose skin and tied off neatly like a roll of pork to be braised for dinner.
“Congratulations,” the healer said warmly as he wiped away the leakage from my sutures. “You are a very lucky young lady, to be chosen by the Dread Beast.”
I wanted to scream, but all I managed was to close my eyes again.
The ache that dug its way into my arm deepened over time until there wasn’t a waking moment free of its relentless throbbing. There were times when it seemed to throb all the way into my fingers, and I would look down, desperately hopeful, only to be startled all over again by their absence. When the awful surprise faded, the energy in my body faded with it.
I slept, but my dreams were restless and full of shadows. Whenever I stirred from my exhausted slumber, I’d peer around the new rooms assigned to me by my father. The pain and the medicine I’d been given to dull it made it hard to focus, and sometimes I thought I could see things moving in the dark. I would cover my head with the sheets and squeeze my eyes shut until sleep overtook me once more.
Days passed. After my bandages stopped coming away red, my father came to visit.
“The Antecedent wishes to see you,” he informed me. “Get dressed.”
I had no time to ask questions before a black-clad attendant swept into the room, ready to help me into clothes that clearly did not come from the battered little suitcase I had brought from home. It was strange to be assisted with something so basic as dressing myself, but I soon realized it was necessary. My movements were off-balance and my remaining hand flailed uselessly, like it had forgotten how to function without its counterpart.
“Lift your head,” the attendant quietly instructed, holding out a dress to slip over me. I did so and felt myself swaying, even this simple motion taking its toll.
My father did not care for my struggles. His narrowed gaze measured me coldly as I was wrapped in layers of heavy black fabric, like even this was a test I was failing. Apparently, he expected I would have already adjusted to my new reality as an amputee.
My mother’s presence had always inspired comfort. My father’s inspired efficiency.
As soon as I was bundled up in my new clothes—a knee-length dress with a high collar and knotted buttons down the front, and white tights tucked into neat black shoes—he motioned for me to follow him. My empty left sleeve trailed behind me like a wisp of shadow. My footsteps were uneven, as if my body knew something was missing and was figuring out how to make up for it. My father tutted as I staggered from the guesthouse onto the stone path outside, where the crisp mountain air blew over acres of pristine grass to immediately rumple my skirts.
“You have a weak constitution,” he said. “Have you been eating properly? To be chosen as a vessel by the Beast is an honor, and you must treat your body with the respect it is now due.”
There was no sympathy in his tone for the ordeal I had just been put through. It was very clear that he did not consider it an ordeal at all. Rather, it was a blessing.
“I want to see my mother,” I said. “When can I go home?”
“You are home,” he impressed upon me again. “A daughter of House Avera belongs here. I have sent a healer to your mother, so I expect you to approach your training without any further distraction.”
That made me put aside my discomfort momentarily. I felt awake for the first time in days. “Really? How is she? Is she all right?”
“She is fine.”
“We sent a letter to a school of doctors in the capital,” I barreled on. “They’re researching her illness and know people who can make medicine for her. The physician back in Merey told me it was her best chance.”
My father’s lips began to twist with annoyance. “It has been handled. Everything she needs to keep her condition at bay, I will provide.”
“I want to talk to her.”
The metallic fingers of his left hand flexed. “Don’t be ridiculous. You only just got here; you cannot possibly be homesick already. Now, hurry up. The Antecedent is waiting.”
* * *
I HAD IMAGINED THAT A VESSEL OF A GOD WOULD LIVE SOMEWHERE fancy, but it wasn’t until I was being led through seemingly endless hallways of dark wood that I realized exactly how grand the Avera estate was. It was a complete departure from the life I had known, a whole new world that soon had me feeling lost in all its ornate staircases, towering ceilings, and tapestries large enough to carpet the entire floor of my old home. Many of them were difficult to look at; they were depictions of the Beast, wrapped in shadow and bathed in blood. By the time we walked through an interior courtyard, I was glad for the morning sun.
We went in and out of at least three buildings, each one more imposing than the largest temple back in Merey, and through excruciatingly curated gardens tended to by attendants in black robes who bowed low as my father approached. Guards in shining black armor saluted him from their stations. As we walked, the wall of dark trees around the estate opened up to expose our view from high on the mountaintop, overlooking a town nestled at its base. Tapered rooftops tiled in dark colors sat in tidy, severe rows, so different from the tumbledown pell-mell I had grown up in.
My father began to drill me on how not to embarrass him in front of his family, but I could barely stop staring long enough to listen.
“The Antecedent is the oldest member of House Avera,” he explained. “He has watched over our affairs for many years. He is your great-granduncle—but you are to use only his title, as a matter of respect. You will introduce yourself as Alma Avera, using my name, and not your mother’s.”
The view of the city below disappeared as we stepped through yet another stately entryway, into a hall that was wider than the others. Attendants carrying trays and armfuls of linen plastered themselves to the wall and bowed as we passed. Our footsteps echoed against the polished floors—my father’s heavy and sharp, mine halting and timid as I tried to make myself as small and quiet as possible.
We stopped at a set of large double doors, upon which was carved a design of multiple monstrous hands, each holding a sword.
“Stop slouching,” said my father. “And straighten your collar. Do not speak unless spoken to.”
The doors opened before he could reach for them. A woman stepped out to face him, bringing with her the scent of jasmine. Her golden hair was set in perfect curls and her posture was immaculate. Even the folds of her dress fell into place with nothing more than a lovely whisper against her heels as she stopped before us.
“Ah,” said my father. “Alma, this is my wife, Euphina.”
I’d known, of course, that my mother had been the “other woman.” But nothing could have prepared me for the look of sheer hatred aimed my way by my father’s lawful spouse.
“Surely you aren’t going to let her join us at the table,” said Euphina, not even bothering to pretend that she wasn’t talking about me.
“The Antecedent has summoned her,” said my father.
“She doesn’t belong here.”
“She has my blood. She is one of us.”
Euphina’s knuckles turned white as she gripped her hands together. “I cannot believe you would do this to me. After everything I have endured for you, everything I have given up for the sake of this House. Our son—”
“You would deny the Beast his decision?” interrupted my father coldly. “You are welcome to enter the temple yourself and entreat him. See how much he cares for your reasoning, and then tell me I’m mistaken.”
Euphina did not answer, though her painted lips quivered.
My father made a noise of disdain. “We are not having this conversation again. Step aside.”
She turned that cold, furious gaze on me. I think she would have thrown me onto the stone floor if my father hadn’t stepped forward in silent warning. Her gaze broke away then, and she swept past us in a rustle of perfume and perfectly tailored silk, disappearing down the corridor.
Completely unperturbed, my father pushed open the wooden doors.
Chilly daylight spilled onto the floor from wide windows overlooking that spectacular mountain view. The room was larger than my guesthouse, its walls decorated with magnificent paintings of the estate hung in gilded frames. An enormous table took up the center of it, lined with chairs carved with swirling patterns so intricate they must have left a craftsman’s hands in agony.
“Is that Zander?” came a warbling voice from within. “About damn time; the tea is getting cold. Have you brought your bastard for my inspection?”
I was directed farther inside. At the head of the table sat a man who resembled a walnut. His bald head was small and puckered with age, and he was draped in a coat heavy with gold embroidery and black pearls, gleaming in the late-morning sun. Under this fine outer layer, I could make out a pair of baby-blue silk pajamas.
By his side was the woman with the elaborate bun who had tried to stop my father in the temple, her dark red lip curling in distaste as she gave me a slow look up and down.
The old man brandished a silver fork at the sight of me. “There she is! Zander’s bastard. Step closer, girl, and tell me your name.”
Remembering my father’s instructions, I walked slowly closer to the table. I couldn’t help gawking at the fine spread set out on top of it—plates stacked with rich, fatty meats, glistening buns, beautiful porcelain bowls of fruit cut to resemble flowers. It was more food than I’d seen on a table in my life, and all just for breakfast.
I tore my eyes away and said, tremulously, “My name is Alma,” before I found myself unable to continue. I did not want to introduce myself as Alma Avera. So I trailed off, shuffling my feet awkwardly in the expectant silence.
The old man—the Antecedent—squinted at me through his gold spectacles. “Alma? Hmm. Good bone structure. No outwardly obvious deficiencies. A swarthy complexion—no doubt she’s spent too much time in the sun. I suppose you have made your own assessment of this already, Zander.”
“I have.”
“You were overly eager, I would say.” The old man hummed disapprovingly. “To rush off on your own like that, with nary a word to us or to Euphina.”
“It’s shameful,” cut in the woman. “He’s let his ambition blind him to all sense of propriety.”
“For House Avera’s sake, I had thought it prudent to secure an heir,” my father replied evenly. “I don’t see why Darantha is opposed to my doing so.”
Darantha bristled. Up close, there was something about the color of her bright blue eyes that unsettled me. “We all know why you are doing this, Zander,” she snapped. “You want the title of First Hand for yourself. Well, it won’t happen. The falling star does not reach us for another eight years, and by then Kaim will be old enough to take Maximus’s place.”
I looked toward my father, confused. Everyone in Kugara knew about falling stars, for every elder god was once a star. Whenever one descended upon our world, it marked the opening of a gate to their domain. The townsfolk sang hymns about such events, and I had glimpsed depictions of them in the stained-glass windows of Merey’s temples. But I did not understand how that had anything to do with me.
My father did not look back at me. “If you’re so convinced of this, then I do not understand your reason for distress,” he responded to Darantha easily.
“You conniving—”
“An heir,” the Antecedent mused. He speared a quail’s egg on his fork and popped it into his mouth. “Yes, it is always good to secure the blood. Girl. Tell me, where are you from?”
I nearly jumped, surprised at being addressed directly again. “Merey.”
“Merey!” the Antecedent chortled. “That’s in House Metia’s domain. I expect you are pleased by that, Darantha.”
Darantha could not have looked less pleased if she tried. Her ireful gaze landed on me, and with a jolt I realized that one of her eyes wasn’t real. The color was a shade too bright, the iris just the slightest bit misaligned. She must have had an eye taken out but not given back—which meant that she was a descendant of the Heavenseer’s vessels. One who had failed to pass muster. I realized I was staring and tried to look away to avoid being rude—but it was too late.
“What are you looking at, girl?” she snarled.
“Now, now, Darantha,” the Antecedent soothed. He smiled at me. “I suppose you grew up worshipping the Heavenseer, hmm?”
I shuffled, suddenly feeling even smaller than I had before. “No, sir, I didn’t.”
“The Lady, then? Or, stars forbid, that forsaken Tinkerer and his Things?”
“No, sir.”
“Then our great destroyer, our dark hunter himself, perhaps?”
I swallowed and said one more time, “No, sir.”
Behind those golden spectacles, his eyes narrowed. “How strange.”
“See?” Darantha hissed. “She does not belong here.”
“On the contrary,” my father interjected smoothly. “Her mother may have kept her from worship, but that only means she is now free to dedicate herself to the Beast. In fact, it may have been His design all along.”
“Yes,” the Antecedent said slowly, not taking his eyes off me. “Yes, the Beast must have known.” He wiped at his mouth with an embroidered napkin. I saw then that his left hand was metal, like my father’s—but unlike my father’s, it was made of solid gold. “Very good. Once the girl has recovered, we shall have her fitted with a hand of her own. The Beast has chosen to take hers, and His word is final.”
Darantha trembled with rage. “I will not suffer her presence, and neither will Euphina. You know how this upsets her!”
The old man huffed. “Euphina has no need to see her, and neither do you. The girl is, after all, a bastard. She will take her meals separately and continue living in the guesthouse. Zander will make sure of it—isn’t that right, Zander?”
“Of course,” said my father, bowing his head dutifully.
“Oh, but I am very pleased to have another vessel among us,” said the old man. He waved his golden fingers dismissively. “Take her away now. We have breakfast to finish!”
A hand pressed against my shoulder, startling me. My father was already trying to usher me out. I let myself be led out of the dining room as the Antecedent and his seething companion returned to their breakfast. I did not appreciate being steered away to be kept like a dirty secret, but I was glad to leave them.
* * *
NOW THAT I HAD OFFICIALLY BEEN ACCEPTED BY HOUSE AVERA’S patriarch, my father wasted no time informing me of the role I was expected to play as we marched back out into the cool mountain air and along to our next destination.
“It’s fortunate that I found you now, while you are still young,” he said, as though he was to be credited for my discovery. “We will have eight years for you to prepare.”
“Prepare?” I said.
He turned an incredulous eye toward me. “You must know of the Pilgrimage. Of the umbral gate and our duty to it. You lived in Metia, for heaven’s sake.”
Despite my mother’s efforts to separate us from the Four, I’d heard about the Pilgrimages. When the gate between worlds opened, the vessels of the elder gods journeyed into the umbral plane, the threshold between realities, where the darkest terrors dreamed up by men coagulated and hungered for mortal minds. It was the kind of story I’d thought was meant to scare people into worship.
“You want to take me on a Pilgrimage?” I asked, alarmed. This was a task made for godly vessels—not helpless girls like me. I could barely look at the shadows in my room without flinching. What would I do against a true terror?
“It is our responsibility, and our greatest honor,” said my father. “When a star falls to Kugara, it brings with it powers beyond mortal comprehension. We cannot let something like that sit and fester inside the umbral plane.”
“Why not?”
He looked at me as if I were daft. “Because such power would be devastating in the wrong hands. There are people, whole organizations of them, who would happily worship a fallen star in the hopes of being blessed with its power. If they were to succeed, we could have another elder god on our hands threatening the Four.” He shook his head to himself. “Even left completely alone, the power of a star would wreak havoc upon the umbral gate, which, may I remind you, sits right above the capital. The very foundations of Kugara would be at risk. We are the only nation in the world with a doorway to godhood, and we must guard it diligently.”
Horrified by the prospect of such a monumental task, I answered somewhat haltingly, “So you want us to go through the gate and kill the star inside?”
My father’s expression turned smug. “Whichever Pilgrim does Kugara the service of exterminating such a threat will bring glory to their House. My brother, Maximus, was the victor of the last Pilgrimage; this time, I intend for it to be me.”
It was a spectacle, conjured for the people of Kugara so they could witness the might of the deities they prayed to. My father explained that I would be part of his retinue when the time came. An elder god fed on two things—worship and ichor, the lifeblood of things that came from the heavens. If I were sworn to my father’s service, whatever monsters I butchered upon the umbral plane would strengthen his power as a vessel of the Beast. Power he would need to defeat a celestial body straight from the skies. And as proud members of House Avera, we were not to be outdone by any of the other Houses.
“It will be my chance to take the seat of First Hand from my brother,” said my father, his face twisting with distaste. “Maximus is unfit to represent us in the court. His connection to reality grows fainter every year. Yet despite being fully aware of this, he names his young son as heir because Darantha would not let him do otherwise.”
“Why doesn’t she want you to be First Hand?” I asked. If my father could have what he wanted right here, then he had no need for me, and I could return home.
“Because she is a ruthless harpy.” My father snorted. “She is the youngest sister of Lord Carnus, the current leader of House Metia. The Antecedent believes her marriage to Maximus was a good match; I believe he is a fool for not seeing through her cunning. She already has too much of a hold on our House. Under her ministrations, Maximus will not secede for many years, and the court allows it because they want only a mindless tool to be deployed wherever they see fit, not a competent leader. It is a disgrace. We are a threat to Darantha, and she knows it. I plan to be the change House Avera needs.”
By this point, I knew that my father was a conceited man, and I wouldn’t care to see him in any seat of power. But as long as he kept my mother alive, I would do as he requested. My role in the Pilgrimage would add to his renown; my existence was proof that his blood ran true, that he was fit for the position he coveted.
We stopped before another set of ornate doors. He said to me, “You will learn the sword, obviously, but if you are to represent me, you must also receive the schooling that befits a young woman of your station.”
The room inside was airy and bright, midmorning sun streaming in through the tall, narrow windows. Elegant green wallpaper and shelves full of books stacked haphazardly lent the space some warmth that was sorely missing from the rest of the estate. There was a handful of desks, each made of heavy wood, but only two of them were occupied.

It was a classroom. I had never been inside one, but my mother had described them to me. I looked around with sudden interest. The desk at the front of the room was bigger than the others, and a middle-aged man in a tailored suit and spectacles stumbled away from it to bow before my father at our entrance.
“Lord Zander,” he quavered. “What a—what a pleasant surprise! We were not expecting you to visit.”
“Master Vuong,” my father greeted. He gestured me forward. “This is my daughter, Alma. She has just arrived in Avera and is in need of your fine tutoring.”
Master Vuong fumbled with his glasses, looking alarmed. “Ah. Your daughter, yes. I’d heard the news. How fortunate, to find another vessel for the Beast! Though I’m afraid I’m rather unprepared, as I hadn’t received word from the Antecedent that we would be accommodating a new student—”
“I’m certain you’ll figure something out,” said my father. He turned to me. “I expect you to apply yourself diligently in order to make up for the deficiencies in your knowledge.”
I bristled. “I know how to read,” I said. “I had lessons.”
“No doubt you will impress Master Vuong and me both,” he responded in a tone that made it very clear he expected nothing of the sort. “Stand straight. I shall introduce you to your cousin.”
I glanced at the occupied desks, suddenly shy. In my lonely childhood, I had always wondered what it might be like to have siblings or cousins. So far, my new family didn’t seem too fond of me, but perhaps someone my age would be more accepting.
Two boys sat before me. One of them was slighter, with skin a shade darker than mine and chestnut hair in desperate need of a trim. One of his eyes was hazel, and the other was slate gray, with heavy scarring around the socket like it had been held to a fire. When he met my gaze, he didn’t quite smile, but there was a quirk to his mouth that felt friendly.
The boy next to him had pale skin and raven hair. His left hand was perfectly still, frozen in the middle of turning a page; his right rested upon the desk and was made of black metal like my father’s. He was maybe a year or two older than me, and his face would have been very handsome—all sharp features and pleasant symmetry—if not for the fact that he was looking at me with utter loathing. His brows lowered and his eyes, both of them dark gray, narrowed at me like he could burn holes in my skin if he tried hard enough.
My hopes of friendship quickly drained away.
“This,” said my father, “is Kaim. Son of your Uncle Maximus. Like you, he has also been chosen by the Beast. I hope you two will provide for each other a healthy competition.”
“Hello,” I said tentatively.
Kaim did not respond.
This did not seem to concern my father, who cocked his head slightly to survey the other boy. He did not look like an Avera. I noticed that he was dressed in plain black robes like the attendants I had seen around the estate, whereas my cousin wore a white shirt with sensible trousers and a fancy embroidered vest.
“You must be the new aide,” said my father, and the wariness in his voice surprised me. “I don’t believe I know your name.”
The boy opened his mouth to answer, but before he could, Kaim had done it for him.
“His name is Fion,” he snapped. “He came here last month.”
For a moment, I thought I saw Fion roll his mismatched eyes.
“Ah,” said my father mildly. “You must be glad for the assistance, Kaim.”
Kaim’s glower darkened, his mouth thin like he was biting back a retort.
“Well!” said Master Vuong tremulously. “How wonderful. We are very glad to have you in the classroom, Alma.”
It clearly wasn’t joy at my presence but fear of my father that made him gesture to the empty desk beside Kaim’s.
My father observed this, pleased. “I expect her to receive an education befitting an Avera, Master Vuong. She must be accomplished and intelligent. Alma—do not let me down. I will come to collect you when class is over.”
He left then, the doors clapping shut behind him with a soft finality. I made my way to the desk that had been given to me, feeling a bit like I was approaching a wild animal. Sure enough, as I drew close, Kaim’s tolerance ran out and he stood, his chair scraping loudly across the floor.
“Master Vuong,” he said. “I don’t believe my cousin should be here.”
“Young Master Kaim,” said Master Vuong, clearly begging for a reprieve. “Your Uncle Zander has asked me to tutor her.”
“He’s a narcissistic cretin,” Kaim answered easily. “Mother hired you to tutor me, the sole heir of House Avera, not”—here he looked at me like I was a bird’s droppings deposited onto his shoulder—“one of Uncle’s mistakes.”
My next breath caught painfully in my throat. I had been called many things, but a mistake was one that hit too close to home. The casual cruelty of it left me frozen to the spot, unable to snap something clever back at this awful boy even though I wanted to.
“Master Kaim!” the teacher exclaimed. “That was rude. You have both been chosen by the Dread Beast, so you should learn how to get along—”
“No. I spend every minute of every day training and studying to be the best of House Avera. Do not compare me to this urchin my uncle has dragged in.” He sneered at me. “She didn’t even realize she was Uncle Zander’s daughter until last week. She probably knows nothing about our House.”
“Yours is the House of the Beast,” I said, finally finding my voice. Kaim reminded me of the boy back in Merey whose arm I had broken. Both thought they were better than me because I had been raised only by my mother. I wasn’t going to stay quiet before such an insult. “You are protectors of Kugara and experts with the sword. And don’t worry—I wasn’t planning on making friends either.” Not anymore, at least.
His lips pulled back. “You have some nerve—”
“One should not issue a challenge without the means to back it up, young Master Kaim,” Master Vuong chided gently. “Perhaps you could be the one to enlighten us about Avera’s history.”
Kaim clearly saw the distraction for what it was but seemed too proud to turn the task down. He spared me one more disdainful glare before drawing himself up, face forward and posture straight, the image of the perfect student.
“Our glorious era of elder divinity began five hundred and seventy-two years ago with the dethroning of Symbele II,” he began in a clear voice. “Commonly dubbed the Despot Queen, she led a vicious regime under which the nation suffered for many long years. It’s believed that she ritualistically tortured and killed her subjects by the thousands in order to tear open the veil between worlds and reveal the elder gods. But instead of worshipping them, she sought to become one of them. She wanted to transform into a god herself, going as far—or so some scholars say—as to even lay with them.”
My face burned upon hearing these words. To suggest that a mortal could lay with a god—I had never heard such a thing. I half-expected him to be struck down by divine powers then and there, but all that happened was Master Vuong squawking, “Kaim!”
“It was in The Terrors of Kugara’s Past,” Kaim defended readily. “You told me to read it.”
Master Vuong rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “I suppose I should expect a young boy to remember only the most sordid of details. Go on.”
“The umbral plane was discovered then,” Kaim continued, “but the noble Houses of Metia, Avera, Goldmercy, and the House of Healing knew such power in the hands of a tyrant would spell certain doom. In secret, they made their own pacts with the elder gods, who shared a common goal—the Heavenseer, the Dread Beast, the Odious Tinkerer, and the Weeping Lady. The Houses asked to be used as their vessels. In exchange, they would pledge their people to the gods’ eternal worship, their prayers feeding them in place of their pain.”
My gaze wandered down to an arm that wasn’t there. I had offered no prayers yet. Perhaps despite this pact, I thought bitterly, it was my pain that had drawn the Beast’s attention.
“Together, they successfully overthrew the Despot Queen, and her dark knowledge was laid to rest,” Kaim continued, his gray eyes flicking toward me. “The Four Houses then became the founders of a new Kugara. House Goldmercy, scions of the Odious Tinkerer, rule the province to the west. The House of Healing, now known as the Church of the Weeping Lady, watches over the capital of Sorrowsend, and they choose their vessels not by bloodline but through strength of faith. House Metia, blessed by the Heavenseer, closed the tear between worlds by constructing the umbral gate, and are the only ones who can control its workings.
“And, of course, there is House Avera.” Kaim bowed his head and raised his metal hand briefly in respect. “Home of the Dread Beast, known also as the Hunter in the Dark, the Harbinger of Blood and Ash. The Beast had been the one to lead the armies against the queen’s palace fortress, and in all the years that have passed since, no other god has been His equal in the art of death. We are not”—he looked at me for this last part, nearly spitting the words out—“mere experts with the sword.”
My own words sounded small and stupid coming from his mouth. Shame coursed through me as I stared my cousin down, red-faced. I wished that my father had never brought me here.
“Well,” said Master Vuong nervously, “it’s good to know that my lessons haven’t gone to waste. And clearly, young Lady Alma can stand to learn from your vast reserves of knowledge. I think it’s a good idea to have her here.”
Kaim’s expression went thunderous. He was clearly about to launch into another heated refusal when the boy beside him, Fion, said in a sweet tone, “Kaim? You said you would help me with this passage.”
I held my breath. Whoever he was, this boy clearly was not a member of the family. I expected him to be as heavily reprimanded as I had been, speaking to Kaim out of turn.
But to my surprise, Kaim said nothing. He held my gaze a moment longer, cold eyes unyielding as if to make a point. Then he scoffed and sat down. He picked up the book again, as if all his anger had been forgotten. “Show me.”
And like my entrance had never interrupted them, Fion pointed out something on the page they were sharing, and they began reading it together. Before he turned his attention back to Kaim, his eyes briefly met mine, amusement sparkling in them.
Something inside me burned with the unfairness of it. How come I had been subjected to Kaim’s wrath for my ignorance when someone else could ask him openly for help and receive it? A familiar stinging burned my eyes as tears threatened to fall, but I knew they would do me no good. Just as speaking up about my cousin’s hypocrisy wouldn’t help anything—because it wasn’t really about my ignorance at all.
I had hoped to find a friend here, another child of Avera with whom I could commiserate about my ugly, aching stump and the shadows that plagued my dreams.
Kaim saw only competition.
I wished I could tell him I didn’t care about titles and family feuds—but I knew that wasn’t true. I had already sworn that whatever my father asked of me, I would do. And if he asked that I help him take First Hand from Kaim’s rightful grasp, I would do it.
For my mother’s sake.
There was a brief silence as I struggled to get myself back under control.
“Good,” said Master Vuong to the room at large. Then he grabbed a pen and a piece of paper from his desk and walked over to me. “You know how to write?” he inquired gently.
I swallowed. I had been so proud of my own literacy, but now it felt silly. “My mother taught me.”
“That’s quite impressive,” said Master Vuong. He placed the pen and paper in front of me. “We can start there. I’d like it if you wrote a little about what you know of Kugari history, just so I can assess your ability.”
“Where should I start?”
“Perhaps where Kaim left off. There is no need to copy him exactly, of course. I’ll fetch you a book, so you can learn what you’re missing.”
He said this very kindly—perhaps he could hear the tremor I hadn’t managed to excise from my voice—and then shuffled back to his desk. I decided then that I didn’t mind Master Vuong. He was the nicest person I’d met here so far. I didn’t want to disappoint him, so I sat and began to write.
I had known some of what my cousin explained—like how the Despot Queen had brought the elder gods into our world with human sacrifices. After all, what a god desired most was to have space inside a mortal mind, to make a home where they could bask in all the misery and agony and things they lacked in the cold dead void between the stars. And I had known about the Four Houses, but not of their storied pasts now presented to me between the pages of Master Vuong’s book. Writing it all down turned out to be a difficult and time-consuming ordeal—not only because I lacked practice, but because I didn’t have an extra hand to hold the paper down with. It shifted with every movement of my pen, making my letters awkward and unattractive.
But to my surprise, I found myself immersed in the task—enough to take my mind off the shame of my introduction. The hours passed in relative peace, the room filled with the sound of my pen scratching erratically and the quiet murmurs of the two boys as the sunlight grew warm and yellow through the windows. I even managed to relax despite Kaim’s presence right next to me. My mother had always wanted me to go to school; it was pleasant to sit in a classroom like this, thinking of her.
This would be one nice thing to share with her, I decided, whenever my father allowed me to visit again. I had been maimed and insulted and scorned, but I could also have this, and I foolishly thought it might make everything else bearable.
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It took me the whole day to get through my assignment, struggling first to read the book, and then struggling with my pen. Lunch had been brought to us halfway through, and afterward Kaim had gone through poetry and mathematics lessons while I slaved away at my meager portion of work. Still, Master Vuong was patient with me and gentle with his praise when I handed it in, and I found myself looking forward to the next lesson.
My father awaited me outside the classroom as he had promised, but he wasn’t alone. Beside him was a girl a few years my senior, chattering to him brightly. An older woman who appeared to be her maid stood demurely some distance away.
As soon as I locked eyes with the girl, all the shame that Kaim had inspired in me came rushing back. She looked exactly how I had imagined the perfect heroines in my mother’s books to look. Her features were delicate and pretty, and her hair was a long sheet of shining black. She wore her elegant dress, with its tailored bodice and embroidered collar, like she belonged in it, unlike my awkward, bumbling self with my empty sleeve and skirt rumpled after hours of sitting.
“Daughter,” said my father upon noticing me exiting the classroom. “This is Sevelie, Kaim’s betrothed. She is the daughter of Jullan Ward, our master of trade here in Avera. I believe she also has some Avera blood in her.”
“My grandmother was an Avera,” Sevelie piped up proudly.
“Then I believe you are distant cousins,” said my father, seemingly amused.
“Third cousins,” said Sevelie.
“Third cousins,” agreed my father.
Sevelie gave me a perfectly executed curtsy. “It is good to meet you, Alma. You must be very proud, to be chosen by the Beast.”
All day, people had been saying the same thing to me, and I still hadn’t figured out how to respond. I did not know how to curtsy back either, so I only awkwardly bowed my head. “Thank you,” I said, not sure that I meant it.
I was rescued from having to say anything else as Kaim stalked past me out the door, not even sparing me a glance. It was like he had forgotten my existence already and intended to keep things that way.
Sevelie’s smile went to him instead. “Kaim! Did you have a good lesson?”
I was caught between the urge to snort and the fear of what he might say to my father, given our earlier disagreement.
“Fine,” said Kaim shortly.
“I’ve brought some lemon tarts from my favorite bakery in town. We can have them together before your training begins, if you like.”
“I suppose,” he answered benignly.
Someone else silently exited the classroom and brushed past me, making me jump. Fion blinked at me slowly, his strange, mismatched eyes impassive. He reminded me of the cats that haunted the docks back in Merey. He held my gaze briefly before flicking it toward the couple, as if sharing with me some secret message.
I did not know what the message was, but I did find myself feeling sorry for Sevelie. Not only was Kaim disagreeable, but he seemed completely uninterested in talking to her. Sevelie’s smile had turned wooden, but she still bravely placed her hand into the crook of his elbow. At least Kaim acquiesced to her hold. He did not even spare my father a greeting before he led her away. Fion dipped a quick bow to my father and followed suit, falling into step with Sevelie’s maid as they trailed behind the pair.
As they disappeared around the corner, my father informed me, “You will be training with the sword after your lessons as well. But not today. We’ll wait until your new arm comes in, so you are no longer stumbling around like a three-legged colt.”
Relief coursed through me; the throbbing in my arm had not abated, and the thought of exercising it made me nauseous. No doubt my father was not as kind an instructor as Master Vuong.
If I thought this small mercy meant I could relax, however, I was sorely mistaken.
Instead of letting me rest, my father decided it was time for a proper tour around the estate. I was shown into House Avera’s private library, which reminded me of a vault, dim and oppressive with carpet thick enough to muffle all sound. I was informed that I was forbidden to enter without first garnering permission, as it was filled with ancient tomes and scrolls, each worth more than I would fetch on ransom.
Then I was taken to the mausoleum, where the most celebrated and heroic of the Dread Beast’s vessels had been laid to rest in sarcophagi of black marble, their swords hanging in alcoves above their tombs to be immortalized alongside them. Our footsteps echoed over the cold stone hallways, and I wondered if these ancestors too would disapprove of my being here.
After that we visited the ballroom, which was carpeted in gold and hung with curtains of gossamer black silk; the training hall, lined with scarred dummies and well-worn weapons; and the entrance hall, where important guests were received.
By the time my father brought me back to my little guesthouse, I was dead on my feet and the sun had begun to set, casting chilly shadows across the manicured gardens. I was glad to see it again and eager to go inside, until he stopped at the entryway and said to me, “Your dinner will be brought to you shortly. Now that you have seen the estate, I expect you to be on time for your lessons tomorrow morning.”
I could only stare. He was as meticulously groomed and coldly unbothered as he had been this morning; the long day had not affected him, and clearly neither did leaving his daughter alone. I remembered then that the Antecedent had ordered me to take my meals away from the main estate. And it wasn’t that I wanted to dine with Kaim or Darantha or any other relative I was sure would disapprove of me. I didn’t want to spend time with my father either. But more than that, I did not want to be alone. The sky was growing dark, and with it my memories of the shadows returned.
“By myself?” I asked, hoping desperately for some form of sympathy.
My father only furrowed his brow. “Did you expect me to hire you a babysitter too?”
Disappointment weighed on my shoulders as I shook my head. Of course he wasn’t going to offer to eat with me. What was I expecting? It wasn’t as though I had enjoyed his company during the day, and given all his complaints, I was certain the feeling was mutual.
Still, I could not erase the feeling of helplessness as he turned on his heel and walked away.
An attendant came by shortly enough carrying a tray of food so artfully arranged it seemed almost a waste to eat. It was a better dinner than I had ever had—a plate of silky-smooth steamed egg, a cut of beef roasted to perfection and paired with flavorful vegetables—but I could not bring myself to enjoy it.
The inside of the house was already doused in shadow. I scurried to light all the lamps as soon as the attendant left. This wasn’t anything new, I tried to reassure myself. I used to eat alone all the time back in Merey, on nights when my mother had to take extra shifts to make ends meet.
But I had always had her return to look forward to.
Now the room felt too large at my back, and the air grew colder as the sun set. Every flicker of shadow from the oil lamps had me jumping in my seat. I remembered the presence in the temple smiling at me as if in greeting, and wondered if it was here with me now. The thought drove me to the windows, where I pulled the curtains open in a vain attempt to let in the last of the sun, only to draw them closed again as the sky turned purple with dusk and the woods around the mountains began to look like teeth in the darkness.
Was this what every Avera yearned for? To commune with the dark, to feel madness stir inside them?
As the curtains snapped into place, I thought I glimpsed the outline of something peeking at me from behind them.
I don’t want to see it, I chanted to myself, as if I could make it go away by sheer force of will. I don’t want to see it, I don’t see it, I don’t see it.
I dragged the dining table to one side of the room so I could sit with my back to the wall and slowly ate my supper, desperately wishing for home.
* * *

I COMFORTED MYSELF THROUGH ANOTHER NIGHT OF RESTLESS sleep with thoughts of the next day, when I could be in that warm, bright classroom again, learning things that I could share with my mother. And though the company had left something to be desired, at least I would not be alone.
Only, when I arrived after breakfast as I had been told, I was stopped before I could go through the door.
“I’m very sorry, Lady Alma,” said Master Vuong. “I have been instructed by the Antecedent not to tutor you anymore.”
I stared at him. “But what about my lessons?” I asked, like an idiot. I had been looking forward to them all morning.
“You are to receive them separately. I believe your father will arrange for someone to visit you in your quarters.”
In my quarters. In that lonely house, where I had only barely managed to brave the night. My body felt numb. Master Vuong handed me the paper I had written yesterday, which I did not want anymore. “You did an excellent job, Lady Alma,” he said. “I know your future will be very bright. I truly am sorry.”
I didn’t ask why; I already knew. Kaim or Euphina or Darantha or any of the members of House Avera who disliked my presence had insisted upon my isolation. Master Vuong had been kind to me, and I hadn’t realized how much I needed that kindness. Of course it wouldn’t last. He seemed disappointed, and that made me sadder than anything. For a moment he looked as though he would say something else, but there came the meaningful clearing of someone’s throat from behind him. Through the doorway, I caught a glimpse of Kaim and Fion sitting together in that sunlit classroom. My cousin’s eyes were as unyielding as stone, full of triumph as he met my gaze. To him this was a victory, a return to rights. He belonged in there, and I belonged out here.
Master Vuong gave me one last regretful bow before turning back. The door closed and I was once again left alone.
WAS IT ANY WONDER THAT I TRIED TO RUN AWAY?
I hadn’t forgotten the deal with my father, but I couldn’t think beyond the urge to get away from this grand estate and its hateful inhabitants. My heart longed for the safety of my drab little home in Merey. I kept that paper Master Vuong had handed back to me and wrote a note on the back informing my father of my whereabouts so he would know I hadn’t forgotten my promise. But Darantha had been right. He had made a mistake in bringing me here. Maybe I’d do him a favor and leave before he figured that out.
I set off at the first opportunity I got, after the skies grew dark and the attendant in charge of bringing me dinner had left for the night. I grabbed some sweet buns from the tray and felt very clever as I wrapped them in a napkin and hid them in my pocket. I smuggled a fancy silver knife in there as well, hoping to sell it somewhere to fetch enough for a ticket back to Metia.

Unfortunately, almost as soon as I set off, I realized that the estate looked very different after sunset. I already had trouble remembering all the things my father had shown me during his tour, but at night, all the buildings with their tall, angular eaves looked the same, and mountains and woods loomed in the distance every way I turned. Wrought-iron lamps dotting the pathways provided pockets of light among the darkness, but attendants bustled along them, and the guards seemed to patrol the perimeter of every building, so I had no choice but to stick to the shadows.
Soon enough, I became hopelessly lost.
It did not take long for the cold to seep in. The estate was, after all, cloistered halfway up the mountainside. With my limbs numb and the darkness playing tricks on me, I became careless.
Unfortunately for me, the guards of the Dread Beast were too well trained to miss a figure skulking alone in the night.
“Who’s there?” someone yelled, almost startling me into a bush.
Already halfway panicking, I bolted.
It wasn’t like I had much choice. If I’d stayed, I would’ve been dragged back to my rooms all the same. But because I ran, the guard who had spotted me came after me and halted my progress with a painful grip upon my arm. He was a big man, and in the dark, in all his armor, he looked very frightening.
“Don’t you try and run, you little thief!”
My heart was racing so fast it almost hurt, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Thoughts darted half formed through my head. I had been caught. My efforts had amounted to nothing, and when I returned to face my father, it would be in shame. I thrashed and writhed in the guard’s hold, and when he gripped harder and shouted for others to come, I began slapping at his face.
There was fear in my struggle but also a sudden, overwhelming rage. How dare he keep me here? Why would he keep me here, only for me to be locked away like something unwanted? He had no idea what I had gone through—how desperately I just wished to go home. I wanted to get him off me. I think I wanted to hurt him.
The next thing I knew, he had stopped shouting. Instead, he made a sick, gurgling noise and went still. That halted me in my tracks, and I turned to see what had happened.

The lower half of his face was gone. His jaw had been torn clean off and was lying on the ground some distance away. Blood splashed from the gaping maw of his mouth onto the pristine grass beneath our feet. Some of it had gotten on my arm and was soaking into my skin.
I looked down at my hand. It was shaking. My fingers were curled like claws, and bits of skin had lodged under my nails.
I realized that the one who had mauled him was me.
The guard let go of me and stumbled back. He brought his hands up to his face as desperate, wretched noises bubbled from his throat. I could see his top row of teeth, stained red and glistening faintly in the darkness.
There were other people around us now, drawn by the commotion, but I barely noticed them. Two of them held me on either side, speaking in calm tones as if not to startle me, but I could not take my eyes off the guard. He was crying miserably, still clutching at his mangled face as his colleagues carried him away. His eyes, when they met mine, were wide with terror.
And then my father was there too, marching angrily across the grounds. He took one look at me in my battered travel coat and reached into my pocket, pulling out the sweet buns and the stolen silverware.
And slapped me.
The force of it snapped my head to the side. It felt like my brains had been plastered against the walls of my skull. Everything spun. I wanted to cry but couldn’t get enough air into my lungs to do so. The guard’s blood was still warm against my skin.
“Bring her to her rooms,” my father snarled. “Get her cleaned up. This will not happen again.”



Chapter
5
I remained in a daze as I was washed and changed. The attendants were very careful with me, like I was a feral dog liable to bite if startled.
My father was waiting when I exited the bathroom. He held my note crumpled in his hand; I had been so confident when writing it, but now the sight of it made embarrassment curl inside me.
“You stupid girl,” he growled.
“I just wanted—”
“It doesn’t matter. What you want does not matter. There are those in this family who would kill for your privilege, and you have done nothing but your utmost to throw it away.”
There it was again. Over and over, I’d been told what an honor it was to be a part of House Avera, but so far it had only felt like a punishment.
“Is he all right?” I asked timidly. I did not need to specify who.
“No, he is not. You tore his jaw off.”
“I didn’t mean to—”
“And yet you did. Do you think we hold our titles for amusement? We are Kugara’s foremost clan of warriors. We are killers. You have humiliated me with your utter disrespect for this power, and on top of that, you have tried to steal from the family that provides for you!”
Shame rushed hotly through me. I was reminded of the neighbors’ whispers back in Merey and their insistence that I had been raised wrong. Now my father seemed convinced of the same—and I couldn’t stand him thinking that my mother had been responsible for it, just as the others had. I had to defend myself. “I just needed—”
“I am not interested in your foolish excuses. You made a promise, and you broke it.”
He was not going to give me a chance to explain, I realized. He couldn’t care less what I felt. I snapped. “If I’m such a disappointment, why don’t you just let me go home?!”
“Do not raise your voice at me!”
“You’re an awful father!” I screamed. Two guards had been stationed by my door. They began to move closer, no doubt to restrain me. Still, I carried on. “You treat me like dirt. You did this to me!” I flung out my stump. “No one wants me here except you, and only so you can prove a point. Why are you keeping me here?!”
My father’s nostrils flared. “You are embarrassing yourself with this tantrum. An Avera belongs here.”
“I’m not an Avera! I want to go home!”
“There is nowhere for you to go!” he roared back at me. “No home for you to return to! So you had better be grateful for the charity provided to you. I am giving you a better life than you could’ve dreamed of, and I tire of your selfishness!”
His words did not make sense. I curled my hand into a fist, and my nails dug into my palm. “What do you mean there’s nowhere for me to go?”
My father stepped back. His face had gotten very red, but he was making a valiant effort to get his breathing under control. For a moment he looked almost regretful before his pride took over again. He drew himself up, regal and untouchable.
“Your mother has passed away,” he said. “I received the news earlier this evening.”
All my boiling blood froze in my veins. I felt as though he had struck me again and left me reeling.
“What . . . what do you mean?”
He spoke almost clinically, his eyes trained stubbornly on mine. “She is gone. Her condition was too severe. I summoned only the best, but the Sorrowless Disciples could do nothing for her.”
His words took an age to mean anything through my confusion. Gone. Too severe. Every thought turned into mist, slipping through my fingers when I grasped for them. Dimly I was aware of my hand shaking, of my nails digging too hard into my palm, but I could not feel anything beyond the sudden hollowness in my chest. I grasped for words desperately, struggling to choke out, “Sorrowless . . . what about the doctors? What about the school in the capital? Did you send for them?”
He lowered his chin. “I assure you, if the Disciples failed, your doctors would not have saved her.”
The doctors had not saved her. They had not saved her, because they had never been summoned. My father had not listened to me, and now my mother was dead.
I flew at him.
There was shouting. The guards scrambled over to restrain me as the attendants backed away in horror. Sound echoed strangely, and someone called for me to be sedated. I didn’t care. I wanted blood. For one moment, one single bright moment, my father had taken a step back from me like he was afraid, and I could think of nothing but pursuing the hunt.
He’d promised. He had promised. But my mother was dead, and I hadn’t even been able to say goodbye. He’d brought me here and she had died alone.
Something was jabbed into my neck. I tore it out, but my movements were already turning sluggish.
The room grew dark. There was a hysterical sob, and some frantic whispering. My father’s voice was issuing calm instructions.
Beyond the murky depths of my vision, I could have sworn something was watching me.
* * *
I RESOLVED TO GET RIGHT BACK UP AFTER MY INVOLUNTARY nap and be twice as angry to make up for it. In reality, I awoke feeling heavy and dazed, and did not have the energy to be angry anymore—only heartbroken.
My mother was gone. I would never see her again. I would never again feel her ruffling my hair, never again push her away when she pinched my cheeks. I’d left her alone, and now she was gone.
Attendants came in every morning, lunch, and evening to deliver meals, but I didn’t care. I drank only water and left the food untouched save for one or two bites when I was hungry enough that it hurt. The tutor who had been arranged for me visited once and tried to interest me in lessons, and I ignored him. I lay in bed all day and wept when I was able.
My father stayed away for the first few days. I hoped that meant that somewhere under all that conceit, he was experiencing some semblance of guilt. Whatever the reason, eventually he rallied himself enough to storm into my room to yell again about “duty” and “squandering one’s blessings.” I had embarrassed him in front of his household by making a scene. I had stolen something like a common thief. The Antecedent was disappointed, and Darantha was being unbearable, did I know that? He’d expected better from me.
I tuned him out. By now the mattress held a dent where I had curled up on it, unmoving. The sheets were beginning to stink because the attendants hadn’t dared ask me to move in order to change them. Everyone had heard about the guard. They whispered to each other outside my door, and I picked up enough to understand that though they miraculously stopped the bleeding that night, the shock had killed him before morning came.
At the tender age of eleven, that was two deaths I was already responsible for.
* * *
I FESTERED FOR DAYS. I LET MY BODY AND MIND WASTE AWAY. But despite all the time I spent curled up in bed, I slept seldom and, when I did manage, poorly.
I dreamed of terrible things: the chop of a blade, the terror in the guard’s eyes. Sometimes I woke and saw him in my room, a reproachful phantom hiding in the dark, before I blinked and the image dissipated.
The other shadows that had been lurking around since that night in the temple grew bolder. I imagined they were my Avera ancestors, risen from the mausoleum to come cast a reproachful eye upon me. Some of them, I noticed dully, were especially insistent on getting my attention. They would hover at the edges of my vision, stretch out their unsteady limbs as if to tap me on the shoulder. My ghosts, watching me and whispering things I could not summon the energy to make sense of. I wondered if my mother was among them, wanting and dreading it so much I could barely breathe.
Eventually, I was too weak to defend myself any longer from the thing that had been waiting for me in the dark.
About a week after my mother’s death, I felt it sit beside me on the bed. I ignored it. My skin crawled and every one of my instincts screamed at me to get away, but at this point I didn’t care. It wasn’t that I wanted to die. I simply could not muster the energy to live.
I thought of all the depictions of the Beast I had seen around the estate, with His great jaw and mane of writhing shadows. I imagined myself being torn to shreds by His many hands as He pronounced me unfit to serve Him. I imagined my father walking in to discover my body. The truth was that if I died here, he would probably consider it nothing more than a minor inconvenience. No one would care, now, if I was gone. It hurt more than I could stand.
“I would care,” said the thing sitting next to me. “I would miss you quite terribly.”
I turned my face away from the musty divot I had made in my pillow and opened my eyes. The curtains had been drawn back in an earlier attempt to rouse me. But now the sun had set, and my room was encased in gloom.
Except for him.
He was back. My friend—the one that I had dreamed up as a child in Merey to keep myself company, silver-haired and starry-eyed. It felt like a lifetime ago. I hadn’t thought of him in years, and now he was perched on the bed beside me.
“You’re not real,” I said, my voice creaky from disuse.
“Would it help if I proved I was?” he said, eyes shining as he leaned in closer, like the boys I used to see in Merey when they found a bug they liked. He reached for my hand, which was still curled uselessly into my chest, and pinched the back of it. It stung.
I shot upright. “Ow! What the—”
His grin turned impish. It was strange—I had never imagined his face in so much detail. Now I could see the individual strands of his ashen hair, the slight upturn of his eyes as he smiled. He was older than when I’d last seen him, but that made sense; I was older too. Had I ever thought much of his clothing? In my memories he had been dressed simply, more a concept than a full realization. Now I could see the stiff creases of his white robes, the individual bands of white fabric wrapped around his sleeves, the gold embroidery winding in ceremonial patterns up the lapel. I’d seen robes of this kind before, worn by dreary processions trudging down the street, marching their dead into the sea. It was a funeral robe.
“There you go,” he said, his chin bending toward me, that glittering gaze fixed upon mine like a cat upon a mouse. “Finally up. What a bore it was to watch you wasting away.”
As if my grief were nothing more than entertainment. Suddenly, I was livid. I thrust myself on him, uncaring that he was just a figment of my imagination, and pinned him onto the mattress beneath me, my fist clenching around the front of his robes.
“So what if I waste away?” I hissed at him. “I don’t care. I don’t need you here. My mother is dead, and I’m all alone, and nothing will ever change that. Not even you.”
If I thought my anger would drive him away, I was wrong. Instead, he seemed delighted. “You’re not alone, Alma. I’ve always been with you, and I always will be, so long as you want me.”
“You’re not real,” I said again, pushing myself off him and pressing my forehead into my palm. “I made you up.”
“Did you?” he said. The skin on my neck prickled as his breath brushed against it, and I pulled my head up sharply. He was too close. There was a deep wrinkle at the center of his forehead that I hadn’t noticed until just now—like an eyelid, closed, though it had no lashes.
My eyes tore away when I felt his arms shift, both his hands rising to grasp lightly at mine. His skin was cold and I flinched, but his grip tightened to keep me with him. That was when I realized: his right arm was as pale as the rest of him, almost lit from within, perfectly smooth and unblemished. His left arm was darker and slimmer, marked with little scratches and freckles. Those slender fingers, the fingernails bitten short—I knew those fingers as they wound around mine. They mirrored my right hand perfectly.
Everything shifted, clicked together.
He was real. Had he taken the form of my imaginary friend, or had it always been him, even then? Had the Beast gotten into me before I even came to Avera?
“Finally recognize me, do you?” he said, squeezing my hand tighter. “I’ve waited so long to talk to you like this.” His face crinkled with the kind of bright adoration I had always wanted to see directed at me.
“You did this to me,” I whispered, pulling my fingers back. Finally he let me go and I curled my hand back into my chest. “You took my arm.” I could still feel his cool skin against mine. He’d said he’d always been with me. A friend who knew my darkest thoughts. Violence, answered without my knowing. “You killed that man.”
His shrug was perfectly smooth, his voice matter-of-fact. “He was hurting you. You wanted to hurt him too. I felt it.”
I shook my head furiously—not in denial, but because I knew, in the deepest parts of my heart, that he was right. “What do you want from me?”
He shifted closer, stalking toward me on the mattress to where I’d curled up against the wall. “You’ve kept me away, Alma.” His pale lips gathered into a pout, strands of silver hair sweeping across his brow. “But now we’re together again, and you’ve opened your heart to me. You can finally wield the power you deserve.”
He tugged at my empty left sleeve; I hadn’t even seen him reach for it. Instinctively, I yanked it away, a bit too hard. The motion sent me sprawling on my back. I heard him chuckle, a dark and mirthful sound, and then he was leaning above me, his hands framing either side of my face as his body hovered over mine. His eyes glowed like glass in a kiln.
I pressed my own closed and shook my head furiously. “I don’t want it.”
“Liar,” he teased.
“I don’t.”
The mattress bounced as his weight lifted away. I opened my eyes to see him rolling his eyes as he sat up. It was a childish gesture, and one I hadn’t expected from an elder god. It almost made me doubt my own assessment of him. But what else could he be? I had given him shape in my own mind, and he had taken the form from me perfectly.
“Come on, Alma,” he said with exaggerated fatigue, looking at me over his shoulder. “Stop pretending. You were never going to just lay down here and die. We both know you won’t give up so quietly after all your father’s done to you.” Suddenly he stood, those white robes fluttering like a bird’s wings as he turned on me. His voice became vicious as he whispered, “He’s taken you from your home. He killed your mother. You have nothing now and that’s the way it will always be—living off the scraps of your pompous relatives, kept out of sight except for when your father needs you to prove his own worth.”
His words were as sharp as the swords I’d seen in the mausoleum, blades perfectly crafted to slip between my ribs with their utter, horrible truth. My father had made my role here perfectly clear, and my soul roiled at being forced to serve the man who had destroyed the only thing I’d ever cared for in this world.
My friend took a deep breath, lowering his chin as if in apology for his outburst. His voice softened as he said, “But you can change all that. It just so happens that our goals are perfectly aligned.”
Cautiously, I pushed myself up to sit. “What goals?”
Those ember eyes flashed, but this time I did not look away. He said, without a hint of hesitation, “I want you to become the sword of Kugara. I want you to usurp the First Hand of the Beast and take his place.”
I stared at him dumbly. Waiting for a punch line. It never came. “You’re mad,” I said, almost wondrously. “That’s not my goal. My father is the one who wants to be First Hand.”
The corner of his mouth lifted, dangerously. “And you’re just going to let him have what he wants?”
That made me pause.
He smiled fully then. “See? We understand each other.”
“Why would you choose me?” I sputtered. “There are others. . . . What about Kaim?”
“I much prefer you.”
I wanted to snort. “Don’t lie to me.”
“I’m not.”
“You must be,” I stated with passion. “No one wants me. I hurt people. I had a great mother, and I let her die.” My lip wobbled, but I took a deep breath and bulled on: “I’m the worst of the worst.”
“My silly Alma.” His smile was very indulgent. I wanted to wipe it off his face, violently. “The worst of the worst is exactly what I need.”
I fell silent. He’d followed me all my life. He had seen for himself all the most terrible parts of me. And yet here he was, looking at me like I was something precious—like there was some worth in me despite it. Or maybe because of it.
“I can’t do it,” I said. “I don’t know how.”
“That’s all right. I do.” He shuffled in close, like we were sharing a secret. Like we were having one of those imaginary sleepovers from so long ago, whispering confessions under the cover of darkness. In the dreary half-light, his eyes seemed to glow. “Want to see something?”
“See what?”
He straightened with a flourish and held a hand out toward me. I realized he was offering to help me up.
I let him pull me from my nest of sweaty blankets and despair, and the force of it, the very fact that I could feel him tugging at me, nearly made me stumble. Could something from my imagination carry me so solidly? I looked down. The hand holding mine was my own and felt as alive as if it had never been severed from my body in the first place. I stared, marveling at the impossibility of it, but those were indeed my fingers, with my oddly shaped pinkie nail from when I’d once bitten it down past the quick. Seeing it reminded me of when I used to twine my own hands together, pretending to hold on to my friend. Now he really was here. The hand was still mine, but the gentle tug guiding me forward came from him entirely.
“Come on,” he said, and led me out of the room.
It was as he approached the doorway that panic surged up in me and I dug my feet into the floorboards.
“Wait,” I said. “I shouldn’t go outside.”
“Why not?”
“The last time I went outside—” I began, and then stopped, trembling. “What if someone sees me?”
Understanding softened his impish features. He stepped closer, as if to reassure me. “No one will see you under my guidance,” he declared. “I’ll keep you in the shadows. I’m very good at hiding. Come on.” He began to pull me gently forward again.
I’ll just see what he wants at the door, I told myself. But when we reached it, I was too busy marveling again at the fact that my friend was able to open it—and then the fresh air upon my face felt so good I forgot to voice my protests.
I had been holed up for so long, weighed down by my own grief, I had forgotten what it felt like to breathe properly.
The hand in mine kept pulling me on, and I found myself reluctant to let go. For a long time, I had wanted nothing more than this—to have him holding on to me, bringing me on adventures. I did not want to be left alone in my little guesthouse again. Soon my bare feet touched the cool grass, and the sensation startled a gasp out of me. My companion looked back at me, delighted.
“Where are we supposed to be going?” I hissed to cover up my sudden embarrassment.
“Not far,” he replied. “Not outside the estate. But I promise it will be worth it.”
I was already outside, I reasoned. This madness already had its hold on me. I might as well see what it was.
The moon overhead was nearly full and glowed a steady silver, bright enough to light the edges of the estate. In the distance the dark woods loomed, and the intricate paths weaving through the grounds were as unwelcoming as when I had attempted my escape, but my companion led me forward without hesitation. For the first time since I had arrived, I was not afraid of the shadows, allowing him to guide me in and out of pockets of darkness from the bushes, the sides of buildings, a statue. Wind nipped at my face, but the excitement of our stealth kept me warm. And sure enough, no guards saw us; my companion seemed to always know where they were looking, and would sequester us safely in the darkness away from their searching eyes. When they turned away, he would whisper, “Now,” in my ear and pull me forward to scamper past them unseen.
He led us like this, hiding and racing under the cover of foggy night, until I realized we had reached the temple. The temple that had marked my entrance to House Avera, consecrated with a flesh sacrifice to the Beast.

Here, I came to a stop. The suddenness of it pulled my companion’s hand out from mine. Even at this hour, the temple braziers were still lit, burning diligently against the dark, and it reminded me too much of the way the light had danced across my blood on the floor. I had given myself to the House here because I thought it would save my mother, and it hadn’t even mattered in the end.
“This is what you wanted to show me?” I asked, voice wobbling as I remembered the cut of my father’s blade.
“Not exactly,” said my friend mysteriously, his confidence unwavering even in the face of my apprehension. “We have to go up.”
“I don’t want to go in there.” I was beginning to regret coming outside at all. My arm throbbed with phantom pain and my throat felt thick, like the cries I hadn’t managed to get out last time were still inside me. I should have listened to my instincts. Why would he bring me back here?
“Alma,” he said, coming to take my hand again. “Nothing inside can hurt you. It’s just me. I’ll make sure you don’t have to be afraid of anything else, ever again.”
I mulled his words over. He was right, in a way. My worst fears had already come to pass. And the dark presence haunting me, the one I had tried so hard not to see, was holding my hand.
What else did I have left to fear?
Smiling again, as if he already knew I had given in, my companion led me through the gaping mouth of the temple. There was nobody inside. The air was warmer here, surrounded by crackling braziers and sheltered from the wind, but I still shuddered at the sight of that great statue’s metal maw. Thankfully, we did not stop before it. Instead, we went past the altar and into the back of the temple, where a narrow set of wooden stairs led up into the darkness. They creaked under our feet as we climbed. At the top there was an alcove with a door. He pushed it open, and the darkness suddenly gave way to a vast night sky illuminated by thousands of magnificent stars. We were on a balcony that was level with the tree line, the wind pushing at us as soon as we were outside. The chill of it seeped instantly through my thin nightgown and sent my companion’s robes flying, but the view was enough to drive all protest from my mind, if only for a moment.
Up here, I could see past the trees and over the mountain, the town clustered at the bottom of it, dark buildings dotted with twinkling lights. The mountains stretched onward to my left, covered with forest, some of the peaks so grand they almost scraped against the sky, while to my right were roads and train tracks that would lead to other towns and eventually into the city.
In the daytime, this view had been imposing in its austere beauty. At night, with the wind whistling through the pines and the crisp chill of the air, it felt—lonely. I felt myself drawn to the edge of the balcony, tugged forward by an inexplicable ache in my chest.
“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” said my companion.
I hummed in response, unable to offer much more than that.
“All of this is going to belong to your father.”
His words jarred me from my thoughts. My moment of peace was gone, as if swept away by the wind. “What?”
“From the northern border, along these mountains, and all the way to Sorrowsend—and more if he’s aggressive about it.”
I did not understand. Tonight was the first reprieve I’d had from the crushing weight of my mother’s passing, and he was telling me that this, too, would be taken from me. “Did you bring me here to make me angry?” I asked incredulously.
“Of course,” he admitted easily. “After everything your father’s done, why wouldn’t you be angry? Look at everything he’s taken. And he’ll keep taking, from you and everyone who lives beneath him, unless someone does something about it.”
“What am I supposed to do?” I snapped. “I have nothing. I’m helpless against him.”
“Not with me,” said my friend, still staring calmly at the town below. “Not if I guide you.”
It didn’t make sense. Was this a test? Was the Dread Beast trying to prove my loyalty? Avera was His domain, and my father was one of the vessels He had chosen to lead it. He was the reason I had even been brought here. “What are you asking me to do?”
His expression darkened. Under the glowing moonlight, with the wind sweeping his hair to and fro, he looked like a vengeful ghost or spirit of old. I was tempted to touch him again just to make sure he was real. “Zander Avera is not a worthy candidate to represent this House. He will bring Avera to ruin with his selfish ambitions. You’ve already seen the lengths he’ll go to.”
I had indeed. I knew my father was a greedy man. He had had no problem ruining my life to get his way and I could see him doing the same to all of Avera, and while I had no attachment to this place, I couldn’t stand the thought of him going unpunished for his greed.

“So, take his power away,” I retorted quickly. My companion’s words had stirred something inside me—a light, fiery thing almost like excitement, or maybe just a desire to see my father crawling like a dog. But I still couldn’t wrap my head around what he was asking of me. “You can end his ambitions right now. You don’t need me.”
“But I do need you,” he said, almost whining. He took my hand again in both of his. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Your father plans for you to join his retinue eight years from now when he embarks upon the Pilgrimage to prove himself. I want you to take that glory instead. House Avera’s had enough of bitter, selfish fools fighting with each other over politics and bloodlines. You, Alma, are different. I want you to be the next First Hand of the Beast—but every leader needs a trial, don’t you think? Your father must be yours. Let him be the obstacle you overcome, and then all of this”—he let go of me and stretched his arms wide, fingertips reaching from the forest to the twinkling town lights—“will belong to you instead.”
It was ridiculous. I didn’t want all of this to be mine. What would I even do with all these people, all this land?
“I just want to go home,” I confessed in a small voice. I had said it so many times since coming here but had never meant it as much as in this moment. I wanted life to go back to the way it was before I had left—before death had touched it so keenly. I wanted the familiarity of my old narrow bed, the warmth of the creaky apartment floorboards, and for my mother to stroke my hair and convince me that everything was going to be all right.
Those starlit eyes softened. That silver head tilted to the side in sympathy, and one gentle hand came up to cup my cheek. The touch startled me; it felt like it had been an age since anyone had touched me like that. Like my mother had done, before I had left her.
“I know, Alma,” he said. “But your father was right. Your home as you knew it is gone now. And it’s all his fault.”
I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that the blame lay with my father—that if he hadn’t forced me into House Avera, that if he had only listened to me, none of this would have happened. My mother was dead, and I didn’t even deserve to mourn her. I remembered the look on her face when she had caught me talking to my friend—the wariness that I now understood. She had done her best to keep me away from this, but I had ignored her warnings because I thought I knew better.
I never even said a proper goodbye. It hurt so much, and I wanted the pain to end. But more than that, I wanted someone else to pay for it.
“It’s all his fault,” I agreed in a hoarse whisper. “But I don’t know how—”
“You don’t have to know how to lead House Avera yet,” my companion continued kindly. “That can come later. But if it belonged to you, you would be the one to control your own life. You would not have to sit sequestered away in that little guesthouse, left like an old toy to gather dust until you were of use again. And most important of all: you’d keep it from going to your father instead. Zander shouldn’t get to use you like this and win, should he?”
“No,” I said, my voice gaining strength. Everything had been taken from me, but here was the promise of gaining something back. Something that my father had wanted.
What would it feel like—to steal that from him and leave him powerless?
“But I don’t know how,” I said again, and this time it came out sounding less like a protest and more like a plea for help.
My companion’s smile could have lit up the night sky. He grabbed my hand, almost jumping up and down in his excitement. It was such a childish gesture that it made me smile too. Was this truly the harbinger of death so feared by Kugara? The books had all been wrong. The horrible paintings, the whispered prayers, none of them captured this side of him.
I felt as if I had been granted something special—a sight meant for me alone.
“I will be by your side and give you my guidance,” he declared. “I will hone your skill beyond what even your most devout relatives could imagine. If you give yourself to me, I will help you get everything you want. You will never be alone again.”
The words filled me with a want so powerful it nearly knocked me to my knees. It was the same kind of want I had felt keenly the last few weeks, for my mother’s smile, for my missing arm, for my home as it was. All of that was gone now—but my friend was offering to fill the awful emptiness of that with something else. To be by my side, now that no one else was.
Who could be a more constant, enduring companion than an elder god?
“What do I have to do?” I said. I even found the energy to add, with a wavering attempt at a smile, “I hope you’re not going to take my other arm.”
“Nothing of the sort!” he assured me, shaking his head vehemently as if to dispel the very notion. “Just be my friend again, Alma. Together, we’ll be unstoppable. I’ll help you become the most fearsome thing raised by House Avera, and nothing will stand in your way.”
I stared at the hand that held my own, knowing that it had originally belonged to me. Just like my life, I supposed—once mine, now given in exchange for something greater. It was an offer that ignited a fire in me I had thought would never burn again. I would have a purpose—something to live for, beyond my grief.
“Okay,” I said. “I accept your mission, Beast.”
He blinked at me and then laughed, a clear, hearty, boyish laugh that rang out into the mountains. I had never imagined that Kugara’s most terrifying god could sound like this. “Beast! I hope that’s not how you’ll refer to me from now on.”
My face heated and I scowled at him. He was teasing me. It felt so human of him, and that gave me the courage to grumble, “I don’t know what else to call you.”
“Don’t you remember?” he said, his wide smile dimpling his cheeks and lighting him up even further. “You used to call me Aster.”
Aster. The boy from the stars. Of course I remembered. How could I have forgotten?
“All right, Aster,” I said, squeezing his hand, feeling his fingers wrap sweetly around my own. “Let’s be friends.”
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It must have been a shock the next morning when the attendant came in and saw me perched in the sitting area, freshly washed and dressed for the first time in days.
They yelped and nearly dropped the tray of breakfast they had been holding.
“Lady Alma,” they stammered. “You’re . . . awake.”
The windows had been opened so the dawn breeze could blow away the funk of my depression. I breathed in the fresh air, feeling renewed.
“Good morning,” I said.
They eyed me warily. “Good morning, my lady. Your breakfast is ready. Shall I set it on the table?”
“Yes, please.”
The tray was deposited on the low table before me, the plates still steaming. For the first time in days, I realized I was hungry, and the food looked delicious—thick toast drowning in cream and syrup, fluffy eggs, and round, glistening sausages. The hearty, smoky smell of the sausages combined with the rich sweetness of the syrup made my mouth water. I picked up a fork, and paused when I noticed the attendant was still staring.
“Shall I fetch Lord Zander?” they asked abruptly.
I frowned. I wasn’t looking forward to more of my father’s self-important tirades, or to facing him at all when it wasn’t yet time to enact my revenge, but it was inevitable. He would hear of my sudden recovery one way or another.
“You might as well,” said Aster.
He was sitting beside me, chin leaning on his entwined fingers, smiling free and easy while the attendant moved about. I looked to the attendant, who gave no indication of having heard his reply.
I had suspected that no one else could see him. It had seemed that way at the temple, when he had been nothing but a trick of the light in the corner of my eye, completely unnoticed by both my father and Darantha. Though he now inhabited a more solid form, he seemed equally unbound by the rules of our world, flickering in and out of sight as he pleased. But I was sure I had heard his weight creaking up the stairs last night—and he had opened the door for me, which meant he could touch things on our mortal plane. As if to demonstrate, Aster suddenly stretched his arms above him in a yawn, his bare feet going onto the table, where he knocked my cup of tea a couple of inches to the side, sloshing liquid over the edge.
The attendant’s eyes snapped to the sudden movement.
It very clearly hadn’t been me, for I had not moved at all. But what was I going to say? That their god had manifested himself before me last night, and was now sitting with his feet crossed on the table like some sort of animal?
Hissing a quick apology, I grabbed the napkin from the tray and began mopping at the spilled tea.
“Oops,” said Aster belatedly.
“You did that on purpose,” I accused.
The attendant’s eyes grew wide. “Pardon me, my lady?”
“Never mind,” I said quickly. Clearly, I would have to get used to not talking to Aster in front of other people. He was not helping either, the way he muffled a snicker at my side. “Please call for my father,” I requested, hoping to get the attendant away.
Giving me a harried look, they bowed again and hurried out, not saying anything else.
When they were gone, I directed a glare at Aster. “Are you going to keep doing things like that?”
He gave me a smile full of so much charm that I began to curse my own mind for dreaming him up this way. “If it means you’ll pay attention to me, yes.”
“What if someone sees you?”
“They won’t. I belong to you only. I always have.”
The words stirred warm memories of all the times he’d kept me company as a child. I tried to keep my expression disapproving, to not let him distract me. “You were just a figment of my imagination. How can I be sure I’m not still imagining all of this?”
Aster’s expression turned smug. “You’ll see soon enough.”
The guesthouse, which I could barely stand being in before, now felt almost comfortable, with his chatter filling up the space. Those ghostly specters that had lingered in the corners of my eyes had all disappeared, as if repelled by his presence, and without them crowding the edges of my mind I could finally breathe again. Breakfast tasted better than any meal I had eaten since arriving—the toast sweet and filling, the sausages savory and rich. I offered some of it to Aster and was met with a laugh. Eating was apparently too mundane a task for him, but I had no problem with that. After so many days of starving myself, my appetite had returned with a vengeance. Even my clumsy single-handed movements could not slow me down.
I had just finished wolfing down the last crumbs when the door to my guesthouse opened. My father strode in, his steps confident and assertive, another attendant in black trailing behind him. Instead of his formal coat he wore only a black tunic today, but he looked no less imposing for it. He appraised me critically without a hint of remorse in his expression.
“Finally had enough of sulking, have you?”
How I wanted to lunge at him again. There were no guards this time, so maybe I’d get a good go at breaking his nose before he could stop me.
Aster put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Not yet,” he soothed. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.”
Despite Aster’s earlier assurances, I still glanced at my father to see if he could hear anything. If anyone else were to sense my companion, it would be him, another vessel of the Beast.
“I see you’ve decided to finish the food we’ve so generously set aside for you,” my father said, glancing at the empty plates instead of at the boy sitting by my side. Seeing my own uncertainty, Aster languidly rose from his seat beside me and moved to stand behind my father. Then he poked his head out and made a face at me—tongue stuck out, eyes crossed.
I choked down a laugh.
My father’s eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong with you, girl?”
“Nothing,” I managed, barely keeping the smile off my face. Joy raged through me like wildfire. This facet of the Beast, this boyish monster wearing my arm and holding my soul, truly did belong only to me. No one else could have him, not even my father.
Despite all his talk of piety to our god, all his grand schemes for House Avera, the Beast had not deemed him worthy.
But I was.
“I’m fine now,” I said.
“It’s about time,” he answered. “I have something for you.”
The attendant scurried up to me and bowed, holding out a long wooden box. The lid was simple and unadorned, but when it was flipped back, my eyes widened. Nestled upon a bed of deep golden silk lay a prosthetic arm carved with intricate swirling patterns. It was made of the blackest metal, just like my father’s, but smaller and more slender.
“Hold out your arm,” he commanded.
The attendant helped me roll my sleeve back to reveal the ugly end of my stump. By now the bandages had come off and the sutures had fallen out, but the flesh was still pink and puckered at the edges.

A cotton sock was rolled up over it, and then the metal arm was lifted carefully out of the box. The topmost section slipped over my flesh; the interior was made of smooth, dark wood, a socket hollowed out to fit over the few inches of arm still left below my shoulder. Even through the sock, the cool surface pressing against my barely healed skin nearly made me flinch, but I managed to hold steady as straps of fine black leather were fastened around my shoulder to hold everything in place.
It was heavy. The weight was strange after having nothing there for the past couple of weeks. I knew nothing of metalcraft, but even so, I could tell the carvings were exquisite, and the joints fit together perfectly.
As the attendant fastened everything into place, I felt something settle inside me—like something that had been missing and found its way home.
“I will teach you the art of communion,” my father said to me, as brisk and efficient as ever, dispensing instructions without care for how I might feel following them. “Don’t expect to have any control at first. The prosthetic worn by the Antecedent has mechanisms for movement; yours does not. We will need to train you, slowly, to attune to the Beast’s will, to let Him inhabit your being, and only after that will you be able to use it.” He held up his own metal hand and flexed it to demonstrate. “It is a long and frustrating process, but it will help you build character.”
“I see,” I said, still gazing at the fine craftmanship with awe. I held up my newly acquired hand and, barely thinking about it, copied his movement.
My father went very still. So did the attendant, now watching me with wide eyes. The only sound in the room was the soft rasp of metal on metal as I flexed my new fingers curiously, one by one. The movement was stilted, like machinery poorly greased. But it took no more than a thought to do it. It was as simple as it had always been when my limb had been made of skin and bone instead of metal. This hand was mine.
Aster exploded into laughter. “You and I are going to have so much fun together.”
I was holding back a laugh as well. It was the first time I had been so happy since coming here. I felt almost whole again.
“Perhaps you have more control than I thought,” my father said slowly. “Consider yourself fortunate. Now Darantha cannot banish you like she wants.”
His words were careful, but they could not hide the brief flash of emotion that had crossed his face when he saw me moving my hand. It was not pride, which I had seen often enough in my mother to recognize.
It was anger—poisonous anger.
He had not expected this from me. Perhaps he’d thought I’d lie here weak and supplicant, desperate for his aid so that he might mold me into his weapon. But I was no helpless thing anymore. I had gotten an edge over him, and he hated it.
I laid my new hand back into my lap, satisfied for now that I’d beaten him in this small way. I needed to pace myself; as Aster had said, it would all come in time.
My father began to drone on about the importance of worship again, and I listened obediently. Aster scooted closer and leaned his shoulder against mine, and though I had never considered myself an affectionate person, it felt as natural as breathing to lean back. Already, a part of me considered him familiar and safe. Something warm curled inside the howling cavity of my chest that I had thought I would never feel again: the comfort of sharing something—a joke, a touch, a sense of purpose.
My childhood had never been warm or golden, but now I realized what a privilege it had been, to not know the cruelty of the world, and to be certain that someone who loved me would protect me. Now it was over; like a fool, I had rushed my way out of it, and in the process I’d become the very thing my mother had feared most. I was a monster. Whatever hardships were to plague me now, I deserved them. And whatever ugly end awaited me, I would accept it.
But I would not go down without a fight. My father had brought me here to be a Hand of the Dread Beast, a host for the Harbinger of Blood and Ash, a vessel of destruction.
I would show him that he should have been careful what he wished for.
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EIGHT YEARS LATER
The mausoleum was beautiful this morning.
Pale yellow sunbeams cascaded from the skylights, illuminating the halls of white marble. The black and gold tombs of old Avera champions, former Hands of the Beast, lay in alcoves of peaceful shadow, guarded by their swords. This early, the air was still chilly, and there was no sound apart from the occasional distant birdcall and my own breathing.
I sat on a bench in the middle of the hall, my own sword laid across my lap. It was of exquisite make, in customary Avera black steel, and easily the most beautiful thing I owned aside from my arm. I had done all my maintenance of it last night and awoken early today to dress and prepare myself ahead of time; then, with some hours to spare before the main event of the day, I had found myself wandering here.
This was not a place I often visited. All these years after being brought to House Avera, I still did my best to stay away from the main estate. But the household was busy with preparations, and I was relatively certain I would not be disturbed. It was just me and these dead old coots, my ancestors, who I was sure would condemn me if they were able. I almost expected them to, yet the tombs sat motionless, their tenants, who had died for this vaunted House, now resting eternally within.

A pair of arms wrapped around my shoulders from behind. Aster leaned down to rest his chin upon the top of my head, his familiar weight stirring warmth within me.
“There’s an attendant looking for you outside,” he said.
He had grown alongside me like a tumor. No longer was he the scrawny brat who’d first befriended me. Now he took on the appearance of a handsome young man on the cusp of adulthood. But he hadn’t ditched the funeral robes, nor that impish smile, which he was baring at me now.
“How long do I have?”
“Oh, still enough time to brood a little more,” said Aster, amusement sweet in his voice. He rested his cheek against my hair fondly. “They’re supposed to bring you to the main temple, but they’re quite reluctant to actually be in your company.”
I snorted.
At nineteen, my reputation around the Avera estate had burgeoned like bad mold. Everyone knew that Lord Zander’s bastard daughter—who had once stolen the family’s prized silverware, ripped a man’s head off, and then attacked her own father, all within a week of arrival—had a habit of snapping at her servants and talking to thin air. My attendants took turns being shuffled around, reluctant to serve me for long, and I’d already gone through three tutors.
Much of this was Aster’s fault. When he first appeared to me, I had been delighted by the secret of his existence and how only I could see him. But then there had been the incident where he’d tripped a particularly standoffish attendant on my account—and when the attendant had looked over her shoulder, there was only me to blame. Or the time when he’d slammed a door behind my tutor while I was across the room, scaring the poor man half to death.
“You have to stop doing that,” I’d hissed at him after my tutor had bolted out of the guesthouse nearly in tears. I knew he would go to my father, and then I would be lectured for misbehaving, and the attendants would begin to whisper again. One more victim of the mad Avera bastard, who liked to knock over her own coffee and swear at inanimate objects for no reason.
“He was a bore,” Aster had said with a shrug. “And he treated you like you were stupid. Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy making him jump.”
He always had been too good at knowing my mind—and, more annoyingly, did not care for the sanity or safety of anyone else. Whenever I reprimanded him about these things, he would simply pout.
“What does it matter what anyone thinks about you? Once you’re First Hand, no one will be able to deny you anything.”
Convincing him otherwise was an onerous task. I had learned to pick my battles over the years. And though it frustrated me to admit, my chest fluttered whenever he spoke of what I needed, what I deserved. He was the only one who cared. And I was certainly the only one he cared about; while he took pleasure in tormenting everyone else, he was always thoughtful with me. He was patient, and he listened. He knew all of me, sometimes better than I knew myself.
“Have the envoys from the capital arrived?” I asked.
“Sounds like they’re nearing the station. Your hair looks lovely today, by the way,” Aster replied, twirling a lock of it around one finger before I could bat him away. If anyone were around, they would see only the way it floated in the air, pulled by an absent hand. More of that inexplicable strangeness from Lord Zander’s bastard daughter.
“Are you here to talk to your ghosts?” he asked. “I don’t think they want to talk back.”
They hadn’t, in fact, approached me at all in the last eight years. I sensed them lurking sometimes, when I was in that vulnerable state between consciousness and sleep, but they seemed deterred by Aster’s constant presence in my waking hours. I was grateful for it. It was only because of him that I could sleep through the night.
“Not with you around,” I said. “You already know that.”
He unwound his arms from around my neck and plopped himself down on the bench beside me but facing the opposite direction. His shoulder bumped against mine in a gesture that was customary by now. “I do like to keep you to myself. You’re my favorite, you know.”
I snorted.
He always said things like this, just to get a rise out of me. I had long given up on trying to deny the way it made my heart beat faster, because how could I not feel this way? I had barely any contact with anyone my age and he was, for all intents and purposes, a beautiful boy dreamed up by my young and girlish mind. A perfect companion, just for me.
He knew, of course. He must have known from the very first moment he took my hand in his own. There was no hiding anything from someone who made his home in your shadow. He saw every instance my cheeks turned hot in his presence, heard whenever my pulse stuttered, sat there smiling when I woke shamefaced with the dream of a kiss haunting me. He would stroke my cheek gently and lean in, hair suffused with moonlight, and ask me, “Would you like to kiss me for real?”
Sometimes it killed me to say no.
But while I was a fool in many regards, I intended to keep at least this one dignity. I knew those offers weren’t made of real affection. He was an elder god, and they were not capable of such a human folly as love. He’d taken the form I’d given to him, and any desire he displayed was a result of my own imagining. It was my fault, because it was what I’d wanted. The shame of it always brought my senses crashing back. If anyone found out, I would have to exile myself from Kugara. Or the Court of Divine Hearers, with their clergymen acting as official custodians devoted to the service and preservation of the Four, would happily do it for me. To desire one of Kugara’s elder gods was unimaginable blasphemy, and I was not interested in following in the Despot Queen’s footsteps for what was surely the most embarrassing crime known to mankind.
Once, I had asked him desperately, “Aren’t you tired of being turned down?”
Aster had only smiled. “You are already mine. No matter your cold words, or how you brush me away, you know it as well as I. I already have you.”
Perhaps I was his favorite only because I was so full of guilt and hatred, which the gods loved to feast upon. The worst of the worst, he had called me. In moments like this, when the glow in my own breast betrayed me, I was inclined to agree.
I looked at the shadowed tombs around me and answered, “I wish I wasn’t your favorite.”
He leaned in. His breath brushed against the shell of my ear, the way a lover’s might before whispering sweet nothings. “Liar.”
I pushed his shoulder away with mine. “Stuff it, Aster.”
He took my jostling easily, then leaned back against me afterward, undeterred. “Is my poor Alma nervous?”
Of course I was nervous. I had spent the last eight years preparing for this moment. Today was the trial for the Pilgrimage. Envoys from the Court of Divine Hearers in Sorrowsend would soon be here to judge the worthiness of House Avera’s candidates.
If I were to remain in my father’s retinue the way he had planned, I would have no need to worry. But I was going to make my own way—become a Pilgrim myself in order to wrench victory from my father’s grasp.
If I failed now, my work—and my life—would have had no meaning.
“I’m fine,” I said, willing it to be true.
Of course, my monster saw right through me. The teasing veneer disappeared. His left hand, the one he’d taken from me, came up to grasp my chin so I would face him.
“You won’t disappoint me, Alma,” he said. “You’ll impress those envoys so entirely they’ll have no choice but to name you a Pilgrim. And then when the umbral gate opens, I will be right beside you as you slay the fallen star for yourself.”
He sounded so certain. Maybe he was. He’d watched me every day for the past eight years as I toiled outside my little guesthouse—whether under the boiling sun or on the chilliest winter mornings—following my father’s instruction as he painstakingly listed all my failings to me.
An Avera must know the sword, because a sword was what the Beast required us to be.
And I had done my best to be everything the Beast required of me. I trained first with my flesh hand, learning the foundations of combat until they became second nature. My father was a merciless teacher and took pride in beating me senseless with a practice sword until I learned how to stop him from doing so. Then began the training with my metal hand. It was the vessel through which the Dread Beast acted, and I was expected to be equally proficient using it as I was the other.
It was an arduous process, one that would traditionally take years. For me, the true struggle lay in pretending that there was a struggle at all. My initial show of proficiency when I first received my arm had done its job of unsettling my father, but it would not do to have him begin suspecting me. So I acted slow on the uptake. I would fumble with the grip, swing too wide or too slow on purpose. Once, I had even let Aster convince me to let my weapon go flying toward my father, hitting him square on the forehead.
It had taken momentous effort not to laugh as Aster collapsed into hysterics behind me. I had been sorely admonished for that stunt, treated to a whole week of scalding remarks about my lack of control. But it had been worth it to see the bruise on my father’s skin, knowing I had put it there and hearing Aster cackle about it behind me.
My father was content to believe me lacking, and I was content to let him.
Aster was the only one who knew how well I could hold my own. He would instruct me after my father returned to his private estate for the evening—on how to meld my mind into the metal and treat it as my own flesh. How to let instinct take over and wield my sword in a way befitting the Beast’s name. How to listen to the heartbeat of a living thing, and how to end it.
In Kugara, madness was an inevitability for those dedicated to their elder gods. It was why my Uncle Maximus, well known for his outbursts of violence, was so revered by the court. They saw it as the culmination of years of communing, of slowly opening one’s mind to divine power. A weaker grasp on reality meant a stronger connection to godhood, and that deserved respect—at least until one was too far gone to be of any further service, at which point they would be hurriedly thanked for their deeds and ushered away from the public eye, probably to be killed by an ambitious relative.
It was why, despite all my protests and attempts at normalcy around the household staff, I was somewhat proud of my reputation.
Aster had been with me, driving me mad with his antics from the start. I was privileged. Blessed, as my father had tried so hard to convince me in the early days.
Nobody in Avera knew what to make of me. It set in too early, was what they whispered. I hadn’t fought in a war or completed a great deed in Kugara’s service. I hadn’t done much other than stay sequestered away in my guesthouse for the past eight years. It made no sense to them why I heard the Beast so closely, when even my father showed no sign of losing his senses yet. I was regarded with a mixture of derision and fear, and the rumor mill churned. There was talk of my blood being impure. I wasn’t suited to be a vessel, and my control was weak.
But I knew the truth. Aster was as real to me as my own hand. He might have planted in me the seeds of insanity, but he had saved me from my grief, the day he found me wasting away in my bed. He had trained me to be strong, and dispelled my loneliness, and made me laugh when I thought I couldn’t anymore. Despite all the ways he annoyed me, all the torment he subjected my feelings to, I trusted him to my core.
“Are you sure you can’t do me a favor and take away my father’s and Kaim’s powers for the day?” I asked. “It would save me a lot of trouble.”
I’d made this request many times over the last few years. His answer always remained the same.
“Where’s the fun in that?” he said, only half teasing. “This is as much a trial for you as it is for them. It’s time to prove you’ve mastered all I’ve taught you, and that you are worthy.”
“Of being your favorite?”
“Of course!” He winked at me, a saucy gesture designed to make me snort. “Now show us both that I’ve chosen right.”
There was no easy way out. My devotion had to be absolute. Aster had a divine plan, and I was to trust him to lead me to victory. It was a stark reminder that any affection he showed me served a higher purpose. I was still a vessel of Avera—a Hand of the Beast.
I was a tool.
But I did not mind being a tool as long as I was used to bring my father down.
A movement at the entrance of the mausoleum caught my eye. An attendant, one of higher rank judging by his robes, hovered in the doorway. Despite his station, it was clear he did not know how to act around me. Most of them didn’t.
When he saw me looking back at him, he dropped into a practiced bow. I wondered if he’d caught any of my conversation, and decided I didn’t care.
“Lady Alma,” he said. “Your presence has been requested at the main temple.”
“I’ll make my way there shortly,” I told him.
He hesitated. “Your lord father has requested that I escort you.”
I wanted to laugh. My father must have thought that I might not show up—that my rebellious streak would rear its head on the most important day of his life and I’d embarrass him in front of all of the envoys.
He need not have worried. I would not have missed this for the world.
I stood, belting my sword around my waist again and brushing down my dress. It was a lovely thing, made of heavy black silk and cut to fit my frame exactly. The left sleeve ended at the perfect length to cover the leather straps of my metal arm while leaving the rest of it free for movement.
It was a shame that it likely wasn’t going to make it through the day intact. If I had a choice, I would have shown up in my training fatigues. But appearances were important. If it got me what I wanted, I would play by the House’s rules.
I took one last look around the mausoleum halls. The tombs of my ancestors stood in silent reproach, cold and resplendent.
There was a grave, very different from these displays of opulence, waiting for me in Merey. One that I hadn’t yet visited—one that I didn’t yet deserve to visit. After this ordeal, I would make my way there. Perhaps then I could finally muster up the courage to apologize.
A hand rested on my shoulder. My dark companion came to stand beside me with a smile.
“Let’s go ruin your father’s day,” he said.
I nodded and made my way to the temple.



Chapter
8
House Avera had a public pavilion, halfway down the mountain, that housed the largest temple in all of Avera province. Though located outside of estate grounds, it was still tended to by estate staff, and its proximity to the House of the Beast meant it was the center of worship in Avera.
My exalted forebears had spared no expense on it. Even the gates were a work of art, towering overhead like a monster’s gaping maw and leading into a courtyard large enough to hold over a thousand worshippers. All along the perimeter were altars displaying famous swords once wielded by the Dread Beast’s Hands. They were replicas, of course—the real relics rested inside the mausoleum. But they had been made to impress, and each stood taller than a grown man, carved from black marble shot through with gold veins. Gold-scripted plaques sat beneath with brief descriptions to remind visitors that crossing the Beast meant crossing his chosen harbingers of destruction.
Blade of Loris Avera—protected the court from usurpers in AC 209. Blade of Yuel Avera—butchered five hundred men in a single battle.
And so on.
The attendant sent by my father led me to the temple through a back entrance accessible only via the estate. As we descended the stairs, I stopped briefly to marvel at the mass of people filling the courtyard, spilling out of the wide gates, and trailing all the way down the mountain road. Excitement buzzed through the air, the collective voices a hum that could be heard even from this distance.
“That’s quite a crowd,” I murmured.
“Yes, my lady,” said the attendant demurely. “They are here to witness Lord Kaim and your lord father’s holy trial.”
“And yours, of course,” Aster added. “Your future subjects, finally meeting you for the first time. How they shall cower and stare!”
I nudged him in the side for his theatrics, and he grinned at me.
The path opened into a quiet, secluded garden at the back of the temple, shaded from the late-morning sun by the elegant curved branches of ancient pines. Noise from the courtyard was muffled by the high walls and by the rock of the mountain. It felt like a pocket out of time, a true holy space for only the blessed to inhabit.
The attendant bowed to me before scurrying away on silent feet to attend to their duties elsewhere. At the far side of the garden, my father was a sharp black silhouette against the shadow of the temple. He was accompanied by none other than Sevelie, who was so busy trying to impress him she didn’t even notice my arrival.
I made a face. I hadn’t had anything more than a few passing interactions with Sevelie over the years, but as we both grew older it became impossible to miss the way her cheeks flushed every time she saw my father. The sight had always left a bad taste in my mouth—I used to think her so proper and perfect, yet here she was, giving her attentions to the worst choice of a man she could have made, as if being betrothed to the second worst choice wasn’t enough.
Even more miserable was the fact that my father clearly knew of her affections yet did nothing to discourage her.
Even now, as he lifted his gaze to meet my own revolted expression, he did not look at all embarrassed to be in this situation. Instead, he placed a hand on Sevelie’s shoulder, stopping her in her tracks.
“You had better go back inside,” he told her with a gentleness he had never used with me—and thank heavens. “Kaim must be waiting for you. I need a word alone with my daughter before I join the others.”
Sevelie whirled around, at least having the good grace to blush slightly as she caught my eye. “Of course,” she said, curtsying quickly. She turned to my father again, her lovely face open and sincere. “I wish you the best of luck in the trial ahead, Lord Zander.”
“Eugh,” Aster enunciated, sounding both repulsed and delighted beside me. “What a mess.”
I couldn’t agree more, watching with narrowed eyes as my distant cousin hitched up her skirts and hurried through the door to where Kaim was supposedly waiting. I highly doubted that he actually was. Despite Sevelie growing only more beautiful over the years, he had never once expressed any more interest in his fiancée than he had on that first day.
I couldn’t blame her for wanting someone else. I only wondered if my father got some sick satisfaction out of being the one she turned to.
Once the temple door closed, my father strolled over to the only altar in the garden, hands behind his back. He wore a coat in the customary Avera style, the military cut making the line of his shoulders straight and severe. The hum of the crowd both in the pavilion and inside the temple itself had grown louder, the vibrations rattling through me until I felt myself draw tight like the string of a bow. The envoys from Sorrowsend would be here soon. I itched with restlessness, my heart beating a quick rhythm in my chest, hungry to prove something. Impatiently I joined my father in his contemplation of the replicant sword and waited for him to speak.
After a long moment, he finally opened his mouth.
“Did you know,” he began, placing a hand on his own sword, “when I was a little boy, I dreamed of nothing but having my blade displayed here among the others.”
“No,” I answered, not really in the mood for his reminiscing. “I didn’t.”
“Only the greatest of Averas earn a place in this pavilion,” he continued, not bothered by my tone. He sneered. “Your Uncle Maximus will almost certainly receive that honor.”
I did not respond. I knew better by now than to provoke him in matters regarding my uncle.
My father raised reverent fingers to the black marble sword, stroking along a line of pure gold that cut through the center of the blade. “The last time the umbral gate opened was more than thirty years ago. I was freshly eighteen at the time—not much different in age than you are right now. Maximus went in, of course, along with your Great-Aunt Yinde. But he had convinced me it was too dangerous. He said it was my duty to stay behind and watch over Avera if he never came out. Being foolish and young, I believed him.”
A breeze blew through the pines overhead, rustling their branches. My father raised his face toward the sound, still lost in memory.
“He emerged from the umbral gate with all the glory a Hand of the Beast could ever want. He had slain the fallen star—the youngest Pilgrim to ever do so. And I have lived with regret ever since, knowing that had I been braver, I could have had a chance at that glory myself.”
You wouldn’t have, was what I wanted to say. The Beast wouldn’t
choose a coward like you. But I still had the role of the dutiful daughter to play—at least a little while longer. So I remained silent, allowing him to divulge his emotions for once. My father rarely expressed anything like regret, let alone to me.
It occurred to me, suddenly, that perhaps this was his twisted attempt at trying to bond. For the first time in all these years, he was letting himself be vulnerable.
It was a distinctly uncomfortable experience.
My father turned to me. “Now my chance has come again,” he said. “The star has been given a name: the Wanderer of Still Waters, here at last after its long journey through the skies. Maximus has officially announced that if either vessel of House Avera slays it, they will become the next First Hand. I will do what I was always meant to do. And you will be there as my second—an opportunity I was never given. I know you have worked hard over the years, Daughter. I know you will not disappoint me.”
It was the closest he had ever come to telling me he was proud of me. The sentiment took me by surprise, leaving me momentarily speechless. In the midst of that surprise, a thought crept up on me. What would have happened if I had truly been the obedient daughter he sought? Would we march to Sorrowsend together and slay the fallen star with the power of not one Hand of the Beast but two? Would I finally be recognized as a proper vessel of Avera, welcomed into the main estate under my father’s decree?
Would I be able to forgive him then?
A tug at my hair drew my attention. I turned to see Aster picking a sprig of stray pine needles from the loose waves I had painstakingly styled it into this morning.

“Don’t want leaves in your hair while you’re taking center stage,” he said, eyes crinkling sweetly. “Not that it makes you any less lovely. You’re going to take their breath away.”
Underneath his playful tone, I knew what he was really trying to say.
Don’t get swept up by your father’s words. You must be ready.
Thank you, I mouthed at him.
I wasn’t here to field useless daydreams about a spineless, more comfortable version of myself. My father had brought me here, yes—but only to fulfill his own ambitions. He’d never cared about what he had taken from me, only what he could gain.
I wasn’t going to be like him, sitting with regrets for years and years until they made me selfish and sour.
Today, I was going to get what I wanted. And I would make sure that my father never found his place among the vaunted swords of the Avera temple.
“I will honor my position and make the Beast proud,” I answered sincerely. I did not specify that the position was not the one he had assigned me—but the one bestowed upon me by my god.
My god smiled, slow and pleased, and said, “That’s what I like to hear.”
“Good,” my father responded, oblivious. “Now, let us join the others. The envoys will be here soon, and we must be ready.”
* * *
TWO STORIES HIGH AND VAST ENOUGH TO SHELTER AN ARMY, the temple was as much a display of prestige as it was a place of worship. Its foundations had been built from great boughs of wood so polished they gleamed almost black. The entire back wall was a rich mural of the celestial chaos from which the Beast had come. Standing before that, in the place of honor upon the altar, was a statue of the Beast Himself, posed bloody and triumphant over a mangled heap of warriors, with a sword in each of His six hands. There was an animalistic elegance to His hulking form skillfully captured by the sculptor, like a wolf about to leap at its prey. Firelight from the glistening bronze braziers made shadows flicker across His three mirrored eyes.
“I always liked this statue,” said Aster, tapping at one of the tortured warriors with his head tipped back to gaze upon the statue’s full height. With his pleasant features and pristine white robes, he barely resembled this terrible image carved in his name. The only similarity was his eyes—just as full of fire, mesmerizing the way a predator’s were before a kill. “It’s so violent. Whoever made this was a real artist.”

I could answer with only a noncommittal grunt. The rest of House Avera was already gathered around the altar, and I could not risk giving myself away now that it was finally time to execute my goal.
The Antecedent sat front and center, ready to greet the arriving envoys in his impeccably polished wheelchair. About three years ago he had realized that his legs weren’t much good for walking anymore, and now had two dedicated attendants to wheel him to and fro. His coat today was fancier than I had ever seen, with glittering gemstones sewn in among the heavy embroidery, and I worried for a moment that he would collapse under the weight of it.
My father, Euphina, and I were stationed to his left. Euphina had not acknowledged either of us as we came in. In all these years, she had barely bothered to look at me again—not even with that hatred that had so burned me when I first arrived. The message was clear: I was beneath her notice, and she would not lower herself to acknowledge me.
Uncle Maximus was still in the capital, so in his place to the Antecedent’s right stood Darantha, looking less crotchety than usual but only because she was so busy preening over her son. Kaim had grown into the very picture of a perfect young lord, tall and broad-shouldered and handsome; the female household staff fawned over his “dark brows” and “perfect jaw,” and hearing their whispers never failed to churn my stomach. Thankfully, I had not had to witness any of this firsthand until quite recently. When my cousin turned fifteen, he’d been sent to the capital to practice the art of butchery with other masters—a more prestigious education than I was offered, of course. He’d only returned to Avera a month ago in preparation for this day.
During his time in the capital, he hadn’t lost that arrogant air that had made him so unlikable as a child—but what rankled me was that he had earned it. He was a fierce fighter, and wholly dedicated to the family’s cause. I was as wary of him as I was of my father—perhaps even more so, if only due to the unique advantage he held over the rest of us. My eyes wandered over the attendants and found him soon enough: Fion, my cousin’s perpetual shadow.
Not long after my father had begun tutoring me with the sword, I finally gave in to my curiosity and asked him who the boy with the mismatched eyes was.
“You had best be careful of him” had been his terse response. “That boy should have been given to the Lady’s Church. He would have, if Maximus and Carnus Metia had not broken protocol.”
I had learned about people like Fion from one of my tutors—people born with an affinity for godhood, who were then given the choice of serving the Weeping Lady or being labeled a heretic and executed. “You mean to have his emotions wiped away?” I asked.
“Careful with your words,” my father had reprimanded—but he had not refuted the point. “It is the best way to keep those people under control. Leaving power like that unchecked is dangerous.”
Of course, the greatest threat to the Four Houses was the possibility of anyone else gaining the same access to a higher power. That was the reason the Pilgrimage had come to be—to keep false gods from taking root in Kugara. It was the reason why people like Fion were not allowed to roam free.
“But they gave Fion to House Avera instead?”
“They gave him to Kaim, to make up for his lack of natural prowess,” sniffed my father. “Your cousin had a difficult time communing with the Beast in his childhood. Maximus pulled some strings, and of course the court played favorites. Thanks to Darantha, House Metia agreed to perform the arcane ritual to bind Fion’s eye for Kaim’s use, so he could better channel the dark hunter. Your cousin is not to be underestimated.”
Kaim’s advantage came from the eye he commanded on Fion’s face—the gray one with the scars around it. Three eyes, just like the Dread Beast himself, even if one was not actually his. He was no slouch with the sword either, training twice as hard with it as if to make up for his childhood deficiency. A dangerous opponent indeed.
“His connection is still nothing compared to yours,” Aster had reassured me—but still, here in the low light of the Avera temple, when Fion suddenly caught my gaze and smiled, I turned away quickly.
Something about his familiar attitude had always unsettled me.
I cast an assessing look at the balconies overhead. Seated from wall to wall on the second floor of the temple were all the minor nobles of Avera province, here to witness the spectacle of today’s trial. Quite a few of them had their attention on me, I noticed. What a spectacle I was: Lord Zander’s bastard daughter, appearing in public for the first time in years.

It was a great deal of people I would need to prove myself to. Not that I had expected anything less. This was a nationwide event, and we were the swords of Kugara. Everyone was excited to see the Hands of the Beast prove their skill in combat. But having been sequestered away for the past eight years, I could not deny that the sheer numbers in the audience made me a little nervous.
As if sensing this, Aster left the statue he had been lounging against and bumped his shoulder into mine, a familiar touch to ground me.
“Don’t be scared, Alma,” he said. “I’ll be with you the whole way.”
My flesh fingers smoothed over my metal ones, feeling the grooves and dents of the intricate carvings—tiny skulls and bones, eyes and pointed teeth, symbols of my god that swirled in an interlocked pattern from wrist to shoulder. “I know,” I said under my breath, taking comfort in his presence.
The call of a horn from outside silenced the chatter that had filled the air.
My breath caught before I forced myself to exhale slowly.
The envoys were finally here.
Dreadguard, the elite protectors of House Avera who were stationed along the walls, stood at attention, bringing their swords up in a salute, one after the other in a perfectly coordinated line all the way to the entrance. For a long moment all was quiet, the air still humming with the reverberation of the horn. Then there came the faint clanking of many footsteps ascending the temple stairs.
The banners of Sorrowsend’s envoys slowly fluttered into sight.
First was the silver-and-white four-pointed star of the Court of Divine Hearers, heralding the arrival of a Cardinal of the court, here today to officiate the event. His resplendent white silk robes glinted starkly against the dark temple walls as he stepped over the threshold, flanked by two Church knights.
The Church’s banner came after—also silver and white, but instead depicting a single tear falling into still waters. With it came the rest of the two dozen knights in the silver surcoats and polished armor that marked them as sworn to the Weeping Lady, the official protectors of the capital.
Last came the copper-toned insignia of House Goldmercy, who would be responsible for the trial itself. A low murmur buzzed among the crowd as they approached. I stood a little straighter, my hair standing on end.
The scrawny Goldmercy Meister entered first, dressed in a coat of shimmering gray fabric. Following her was the real source of the excitement—a figure at least eight feet tall, walking with slow steps that seemed to shake the very ground. A gray hooded robe was draped over its uneven, hulking form, bound in place by sacred rope, obscuring it entirely.
It was one of the Tinkerer’s Things. As I had never visited the capital, it was my first time in the presence of one. I’d heard tales of these creations of reanimated flesh and clockwork, of how mindlessly vicious they could be. Yet this one was currently docile as a rabbit as it moved forward with mechanical tedium, steps slow and heavy.
The procession came to a stop, still some distance from the altar. The Church knights stomped their heavy boots one final time in perfect coordination.
With great effort and the hurried assistance of his two attendants, the Antecedent struggled to his feet and took a step forward.
“Good men and women of Avera,” he warbled, his voice bouncing across the walls of glossy wood. “We welcome the envoys of the Divine Court, here today to oversee the trial of the Pilgrimage.”
Applause rang through the temple as the Antecedent bowed to the new arrivals. Obediently, I put metal to flesh as I joined in the clapping. Though I itched for the action to begin, I knew a speech was inevitable. This was a show to ensure the people of Kugara understood the weight of our duties. A reminder for them to continue worshipping, and thus to keep our gods fed.
When the noise died down, the Antecedent continued, “Today we gather in preparation for Kugara’s most noble and time-honored tradition. In seven days’ time, the umbral gate over Sorrowsend will open. It is Avera’s duty, as the swords of Kugara, to keep our nation safe from the foul whispers of a foreign star. I expect no House to handle this task as assiduously as ours.”
A buzz of approval rang through the temple as all the members of House Avera and nobles alike preened at the Antecedent’s words.
It was a good way to rouse everyone’s spirits. For a moment I almost felt a tug of desire to do good for the sake of my nation—even a brief flash of guilt at the selfishness of my own goals.
“Pretty words,” Aster allowed, before he affected a big, rude yawn. “But boring as rocks. See, this is why I want you in charge, Alma. You have no patience for these things—these games they all want to play. I can’t wait for all of this to be gone.”
A game, yes—and I would not let my father win. The guilt quickly dissipated. All of Kugara would be better off once House Avera had been brought to heel a little bit.
The Antecedent held up a finger for silence. “But,” he continued, “it is also the task of our most Divine Court to ensure that any vessels who travel within those gates are worthy. And that is why we are here today.”
He bowed again to the procession standing before us.
“Cardinal Lorn,” he greeted. “Meister Hellen of Goldmercy. The House of the Beast thanks you for your attendance.”
Cardinal Lorn stepped forward to return his bow. “Antecedent of Avera. Your gracious hospitality is appreciated. I see the House of the Dark Hunter is as terrifying and magnificent as ever.”
The Antecedent puffed himself up. “We remain strong, thanks to Maximus’s presence in Sorrowsend. Our people sustain us, and we have two of the blood eager to accept your challenge today.”
At his words, my eyes went to the giant Thing standing at the Goldmercy Meister’s side. The trial of the Pilgrimage was always a trial of combat—a basic test to ensure that all who ventured through the umbral gate could hold their own against the terrors living within. It was not a guarantee of survival—only a warning to those committing to the task that they would face even greater danger beyond our realm.
Today, the task was to defeat this flesh-and-clockwork monstrosity.
Anticipation in the temple hummed and grew. The noblemen whispered fervently and leaned forward in their seats. It was expected, of course, for the whole of Avera to be invested in the first Pilgrimage to occur in three decades. But as much as this trial was a test for the true quest awaiting us, it was also an opportunity to prove Avera’s superiority. They were eager for the House of the Beast to strike down a Goldmercy Meister’s servant.
I suspected that another reason for the buzz was my Uncle Maximus’s condition.
It had been unanimously agreed that he was in no state to be facing the horrors of the umbral plane. His mind had been fraying for so many years; the court feared that if he ventured past the veil again, he would lose himself for good.
So, the task fell to those who would take his place. My father, who coveted the position. And Kaim, who’d been trained for it all his life.
Of course, there was no chance they were going to work with each other. My father had spent too many years being jealous of his older brother. He had brought me here, ruined my life, stolen my goodbye from the only family that loved me, all for this moment. And Darantha would sooner pull out her own teeth and eat them than let her son back down.
The House was divided—which had been an endless source of gossip and fiery speculation for some months now. I had seen attendants placing bets and discussing the strengths and weaknesses of my father and Kaim like they were horses in a race. No doubt the nobles had been doing the same. And once we were in Sorrowsend, this rivalry would only escalate.
Because, of course, I would be taking my place among them as well.
The Cardinal nodded. “We welcome all those of the blood, but first comes the trial. House Goldmercy has been kind enough to lend one of their creations to test the readiness of your warriors. Meister Hellen and myself shall be the officiators of this challenge. Any of the blood who defeat the Tinkerer’s Thing are, in the eyes of the Court of Divine Hearers, worthy of being a Pilgrim.”
“Then let us not waste any more time, shall we?” The Antecedent gave an ancient, raspy little chuckle. “My grandnephew and great-grandnephew have been awaiting their glory for years.”
The Cardinal smiled blithely in response, and then turned on his heel to march away, snapping his fingers above his head.
At his signal, the knights marched back with him to form a line blocking the temple entrance. Together with the House Avera Dreadguard, they formed a wide perimeter around the Meister and her Thing.
The Antecedent sank back into his chair with a relieved creak of his bones. The temple grew quiet again with anticipation. I rocked forward on my toes, skin buzzing, ready to see the challenge I would face with my own blade soon enough.
The Meister whispered to her Thing, and it unfurled itself to stand even taller. She pulled at the cloth, and a collective gasp of delighted horror resounded through the temple.
It was human once—probably. It looked like it had been stretched, like its limbs had been pulled outward the way a potter might mold clay. Clockwork clicked and stuttered at its joints. Its skin seemed to have been torn apart, packed with additional muscle, and then stitched back together. Its neck was too long and drooped forward, and its face was hidden behind an array of paper talismans nailed into its flesh. Each of its fingers ended in a claw that was, to my dismay, as long as the sword currently hanging at my hip.
Aster hummed approvingly. “Very menacing. One of those could easily cut a man in half.”
“I wish you didn’t sound so happy about that,” I replied, taking care to keep my voice quiet.
“You don’t want to see your father butchered?”
“I don’t want to see me butchered.”
“Impossible,” proclaimed Aster, a hand placed in grave sincerity over his heart. “I won’t let anything hurt you.”
I believed him—but the problem was, faced with such an opponent, I wasn’t sure I believed in myself. The reality of the situation was sinking in. My father and cousin had experience, having both been stationed in the capital before. They had fought the nightmares that occasionally crept out of the umbral gate, or bandits, or sometimes levered their swords against heretics. I, on the other hand, was fresh meat. This would be my first real taste of battle.
What a stage to have it on.
My father stepped forward. Being the senior member of the House, he would face the challenge first. He unsheathed his sword with his right hand, the one of flesh, and held it at his chest, blade pointed unerringly skyward.
“Zander Avera,” he announced himself. “Second Hand of the Dread Beast.” He swung his weapon forward as acknowledgment of the challenge.
The Meister bowed to him. She couldn’t have been much older than Sevelie, but there was a gray, shriveled look about her. “Well met, Lord Zander. It is an honor to be able to test my creation against you. Any move that would incapacitate my Thing passes you the trial. Likewise, if you are incapacitated, that is a loss.”
She turned, adjusted something around the Thing’s neck that made its clockwork joints hiss and whirl, and then went to join the Cardinal and the knights at the back of the temple.
As soon as she stepped safely out of the perimeter, the Thing lunged forward.
It had begun.
I wished that I could say my father was a poor swordsman. Unfortunately, he was excellent, because he would not have settled for anything less. His moves were measured with military precision. He had spent decades of his life training for glory, and it showed. Any of the ridiculous standards he burdened me with, he had put himself through first.
His duel with the Thing was like a dance, the way he often instructed me to fight. The Thing swung its arms in wide arcs, one after the other, claws slicing through the air. The cogs of its shoulders whirred as its arms rotated in a fluid, relentless assault. Its long neck swayed back and forth while its gaze remained steady on my father, like a snake, and its movements were sharp and strangely beautiful.
For a moment, I could see why people would worship House Goldmercy, who could bring to life such grace from nothing but clockwork and dead flesh.
Interrupting its own steady rhythm, the Thing lurched forward with a sudden burst of speed, a claw catching my father’s cheek and leaving a bloom of blood across it. The crowd collectively gasped. I found myself holding my breath as well, half hoping for my father’s failure, half dreading it.
If he failed here, I would not have to face him in the umbral plane.
But where was the satisfaction in seeing him felled by a hand other than my own?
My father caught his footing quickly and the trial continued. My eyes grew dry as I watched, barely blinking, trying to find a pattern in the Thing’s movements I could later exploit for myself. I would be entering this same arena later. More than that: I would have to dominate it so decisively, no one would be able to question my competence.
But it was a frustratingly fruitless attempt. The Tinkerer’s Thing did not obey the rules of battle the way a regular swordsman would—and that, I realized, was because it could not feel. It did not fear pain. When my father found a bare moment’s lull in the Thing’s rhythm, he rallied himself and lunged. Its gray flesh split under his sword, but it did not bleed. Nor did it stop. It planted its feet on the ground, and then it was pushing forward again.
I gripped my dress between my fingers. How does one find an opening against such a creature?
Another flash of my father’s blade, and the Thing’s left arm flew to the ground, dismembered.
I cursed under my breath. I hadn’t caught what he had done to grant himself an advantage. My father’s trial was going to be over soon; I had to admire his efficiency.
He charged forward and slashed again. This time, his blade sliced open the Thing’s neck. Not clean through; it towered above him, and even with his stature, his reach did not extend that far. But he had sliced deep enough that its head fell backward, now dangling from its neck by a strip of flesh.
The Meister stepped into the ring and clapped once. “That’s enough.”
Docile as a lamb, the Tinkerer’s Thing tucked itself back into a resting position, feet shoulder width apart, claws dangling harmlessly by its side. It did not seem to care that it was missing an arm and had almost lost its head.
“Lord Zander Avera passes the trial,” the Cardinal pronounced.
Applause rang through the temple. Prayers of gratitude mixed with shouted praise.
“He looks smug,” Aster said, glancing at my father.
He did. He was basking in the attention, the adulations.
I could feel my face puckering, my emotions sour. The noblemen chattered excitedly among themselves. What a display, they said. With a candidate as strong as Lord Zander, glory would belong to Avera for sure.
On the balcony, I saw Sevelie place a hand to her throat.
The Meister was attending to her injured Thing. It had picked its own arm back up and held it steady as she muttered prayers to stitch the dead flesh back together. Its head was already fully reattached, with no visible evidence of the violence it had suffered earlier.
My father returned to his place beside the Antecedent, still glowing with triumph, and Kaim stepped forward. He looked as thunderous as I felt, and moved like he was ready to claim the arena as his own.
My grip tightened on the hilt of my sword.
“Soon,” Aster whispered, his breath warm in my ear.
In the echoing bowels of the temple, Kaim announced himself confidently to his audience. “Kaim Avera, Fifth Hand of the Beast, son of Maximus Avera, First Hand of the Beast and representative of the Divine Court.”
The crowd cheered.
After this, it would be my turn. And I would have to not only be victorious in my battle against the Tinkerer’s Thing but also prove beyond any shadow of doubt that I was worthy. I would have to put on a show so brutal that even my father and my cousin’s most ardent supporters would have no reason to refuse me.
I could only hope that I was up to the task.
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The first time I saw Kaim fight, I had been his opponent.
My father had deemed it a necessary part of my education at the time—a chance for me to understand just how lacking I was, compared to the boy who would take his dream from him. He had led me into the Avera halls of training, where all the great Avera warriors had first learned their craft, and I had no choice but to go along.
Vast ceilings kept the space open and the air circulation fresh, with skylights over each of the three training rings to let in the sun. Practice weapons lined the walls—swords aplenty, but also spears, bows, and javelins. The floors were scarred after centuries of hosting fights of every kind. The air smelled of old leather and sword oil. There was an air of reverence here—this was a place as sacred to House Avera as the temple.
It was certainly a change from the makeshift sparring ground set up for me in front of my guesthouse.
Though it was midafternoon and the estate was alive with the comings and goings of the staff, these halls were mostly empty, kept clear for my cousin’s daily lessons. The air rang with the sharp clacking of wooden practice swords. Kaim was in the middle of sparring against one of the weapons instructors. He was a whirlwind of movement, strikes focused and efficient.
Fion, who had been sitting on a bench nearby picking at his nails with a pair of short daggers, was the first to notice us. He straightened up from his bored slouch, watching our approach curiously.
Kaim noticed us too. He pulled his next blow short and turned to face us with a scowl.
The instructor bowed toward my father. “Lord Zander,” she greeted. “This is a most pleasant surprise. What brings you here today?”
I shuffled uncomfortably. I did not want to be there. Judging by the haughty glare aimed my way, Kaim did not want me there either.
“Madam Zul,” my father greeted. “I realize this is quite unusual, but I was hoping to borrow young Kaim for a few minutes. My daughter will benefit from sparring against an opponent her age.”
The instructor looked taken aback. “I . . . I see. I understand, Lord Zander—however, I’m not sure if Lady Darantha would appreciate the interruption to her son’s lessons.”
“She’s right,” I told my father. “I don’t want to be rude—”
“Nonsense, Alma,” said my father in a tone that let me know any further opinions would be unappreciated.
The instructor tried to hedge again: “Perhaps I should ask her ladyship first. I’m sure a more formal sparring session could be arranged some other time—”
“No,” said Kaim, his imperious gaze fixing on me. He swung his practice weapon in a slow, confident circle, ending the motion with the point facing toward me. “I’d like to spar with Alma.”
Damn. I tried not to grimace.
Beside me, Aster let out a huff of laughter. “Don’t worry,” he whispered into my ear. “He can’t actually kill you with that wooden sword.”
No—but he would certainly try his best, judging by the glint in his eye.
“Wonderful,” my father pronounced. “Alma, grab yourself a weapon and meet your cousin in the ring.”
I did as he bid, feeling like a woman condemned. This was a fight I knew I could not win. It wasn’t that I didn’t have the talent; with Aster’s power thrumming through my metal arm, I knew I could cleave my cousin’s sword straight from his hand. But with all the effort I had made to hide this fact, I was not going to risk revealing it today. Any advantage Aster gave me was moot, and my cousin had been training with the sword for far longer than I had. He waited in the center of the training room with an easy assurance in his stance that came from knowing one’s own strength.
He raised his sword in readiness. I did the same.
“Begin!” the instructor called.
The word had barely made it out of her mouth before Kaim raced toward me.
I brought my sword up in time to block his blow, but the force of it knocked me on my ass all the same.
“That’s one point to me,” Kaim said calmly, pacing around my fallen form with his sword pointed toward my stomach. Then he added more quietly, “This is what your father thinks will win him the House’s favor?”
I got to my feet, humiliated and angry. Kaim gave me a second to get my bearings, and then he was upon me again, his strikes quick and merciless. He had me backing away helplessly as I struggled to match his blows, each one ferocious enough to jar my sweaty grip on my weapon. Then he caught the back of my hand with a painful thwack, and my sword went clattering across the ground.
“Pick it up,” my father growled.
I did not want to. This had been a stupid idea, and whatever point my father had wanted to prove to me—that I was inferior, that I was weak—had been proven very quickly.
“I yield,” I called, furious.
“An Avera does not yield,” he barked back. His eyes narrowed and he drew himself up to full height. “An Avera fights until the battle is done. Pick up your sword, Alma.”
I did as he ordered, picking the sword back up, just in time for Kaim to circle back on me.
Another round began. There was no opportunity for attack. Kaim held the upper hand so decisively I almost wanted to laugh. I panted and struggled for all I was worth, but in less than a minute he had backed me into a corner. I raised my sword with an exhausted, shaking hand, prepared for the blow to come.
Aster, perched on the bench next to Fion, called out, “Fight back!”
I was under no illusion that I would win this bout. In fact, I was pretty certain I wouldn’t have even come close to landing a hit on Kaim—if Fion had not sprung up at that very moment, eyes wide. He wildly scanned the bench where Aster was sitting, like he knew something was there.
Kaim faltered.
I saw my chance—the only one I would have—and lunged forward. Even distracted as he was, my cousin was quick enough to dodge the brunt of my attack, but the point of my sword clipped him on the cheek as it went by.
It was barely a hit—I doubted it would amount to anything more than a light bruise—but clearly, that didn’t matter.
Rage stormed in his eyes, dark and turbulent and quickly eclipsing all sense.
He renewed his attack on me, and this time, he was not holding back. In two quick maneuvers he had knocked my weapon painfully out of my hand again. He swung his sword overhead, and there was such cold, glittering intent in his eyes that I had no doubt he would crack my skull in two with his next blow. Just as I was raising my hands in an instinctive move to protect myself, Madam Zul called out, “Enough!”
Kaim held perfectly still. For a moment I wasn’t sure if he would do it anyway—but then he let out a slow breath, and quietly dropped his arms to his sides.
I slumped back onto the training room floor with relief.
“Lord Zander,” the instructor said, her voice trembling. “I’m afraid this must be all for today. Kaim must return to his quarters and prepare for dinner with his family. Isn’t that right, Kaim?”
“That’s fine, Instructor,” said my father calmly. “I thank you both for your time today. My daughter has learned what I needed her to.”
I had learned something, that was for certain.
My cousin was a ruthless, unstable asshole who wanted nothing more than to see me gone.
And if ever the children of Avera were to fight for real, we might really have to kill each other.
KAIM WAS BLEEDING.
The air in the temple was thick with tension. Everyone had expected this part of the trial to be over quickly. So had I, if I were being honest.
Kaim had gotten off to an explosive start, awing the crowds with his speed and the brutal grace of his swordwork. He seemed to sense every attack coming his way and dodged them with ease—no doubt an effect of his bond with Fion, who was in the ring with him as part of his trial, keeping safely back but holding two short daggers in case he needed to defend himself.
The Tinkerer’s Thing had seemed unable to deal with Kaim’s onslaught, backing away slowly as my cousin opened up its dead flesh with cut after fluid cut. Some of those wounds would have been debilitating on a man, and it was only a testament to House Goldmercy’s craft that the Thing did not stop. The crowd was excited; everything had seemed to be going in my cousin’s favor, and that had made him cocky.
As he had dashed in for a finishing blow, the Thing twisted itself quickly to the side, joints whirring and crackling, and then retaliated with a lightning-fast strike of its own, one of its claws catching Kaim on the shoulder.
It was only a flesh wound, but it made my cousin falter.
In that split second, the momentum of the fight had turned. The Thing pursued its advantage with bullish force as my cousin attempted to regain his footing. I could see the snarl on his face, his frustration growing with each passing second. He was still using his left hand—his flesh hand—but I knew that would be changing soon.
The crowd buzzed. Was he weaker than Lord Zander, after all? He was young, and inexperienced. Perhaps it would be better to have the House led by a real man.
I almost hoped that the trial would end here. That my cousin would be done in by his own arrogance, and I would have one less thing to worry about when the Pilgrimage began.
Of course, I should have known from experience that making him angry only made him better.
“Fion!” Kaim barked—and gripped his blade with both hands.
Behind him, Fion closed his right eye—the one that was his own. Then he crumpled in on himself, jerking in pain as his hands went up to clutch at his face.
In the space of that moment, Kaim flashed forward with all the ferocity of a bolt of lightning. Next thing I knew, his sword was impaled through the Thing’s heart, the hilt of it pushed up against its dead flesh, the tip erupting out of its back to gleam in the firelight.
“Kaim Avera passes the trial,” said the Cardinal.
The temple broke into applause. The Meister spoke to her Thing again, and it straightened back into a neutral, ready stance. Kaim yanked his blade out of its chest, even as the flesh was already stitching back together.
In the midst of all this excitement, Fion had fallen to the ground unnoticed. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his shoulders heaved as he tried to get air back into his lungs.
“Poor thing,” Aster cooed. “They’ll make him keep giving until he crumbles away.”
I watched Kaim approach him. They spoke briefly. Kaim reached down his hand. Fion looked at it for a long moment. He did not seem to want to take it. But with all the eyes in the temple on them, refusing my cousin was akin to a death sentence. After another long moment, he allowed Kaim to pull him to his feet.
They began to walk away.
“Your turn,” Aster whispered, now close to my ear.
My heart was suddenly beating so fast I could feel it in my throat. The Cardinal was approaching the altar again while the Meister led her Thing away.
Soon he would make another grand speech, and the envoys would go back to Sorrowsend.
Aster’s hand was a weight on my back, pushing me gently forward. “One chance. You’ve been waiting eight years for this.”
Eight years. The whole of my life after the brightness had left it. Eight years of rage, waiting for the day I could finally reap what my father had sown. I took a deep breath. Then I slipped around my father and into the ring.
“Alma,” my father hissed, “what are you—”
I could feel more than see him reaching out to stop me, but I made sure my steps were quicker than he could catch.
“Antecedent,” the Cardinal was saying as he approached. “Zander Avera, Second Hand of the Beast, and Kaim Avera, Fifth Hand of the Beast, have both proved themselves worthy of the gift they wield. We are pleased to welcome them to participate in the Pilgrimage. The Council thanks House Avera for their two offerings, and shall—”
“The offerings are not complete,” I called out.
The temple froze. Everyone watched in silence as I strode into the center of the ring, stopping right before the Cardinal, who was giving me a look between incredulity and scorn.
“One more for the trial,” I said.
My father’s voice behind me was strangled. “What,” he repeated, “are you doing?”
For a moment, I did not know. I’d never had so much open bewilderment and contempt directed my way by so many people. The noblemen on the upper balconies were whispering to one another in consternation. I spotted Sevelie among them, her eyes wide as saucers. Darantha looked ready to fly across the temple to throttle me.
I blinked, and then there was Aster, standing just behind the Cardinal, unseen by everyone but myself. He nodded.
This was his plan. I had to trust in that.
I unsheathed my sword and brought the blade before my face as I’d seen my father do. “I, Alma Avera, Sixth Hand of the Dread Beast, submit myself to trial for the Pilgrimage,” I announced. Then I swung the blade forward in a challenge, pointing it directly at the Meister and her Thing.
“Get her out of there,” my father snarled. “Guards! Take her back to—”
“I am of the blood,” I said, raising my voice and cutting him off. “I have a right to challenge.”
“You are out of line.” He stepped forward to address the Cardinal, a pleasant smile slithering onto his face. “Please excuse my daughter. She is to be part of my retinue and must be overly excited by the battle. You know how that affects vessels of the Beast.”
I took a breath to steady myself. Here it was, the moment I would make an enemy of all of Avera. The moment I would embrace all the rumors of my madness.
All for the sake of revenge.
I glanced toward Aster one more time. We’d prepared the next part together, and he nodded encouragingly for me to go on as planned.
“My father is unworthy,” I announced, my voice carrying through the temple. “He cares only for his own ambition, not Avera’s future. And my cousin has never heard the Beast as clearly as I. But the Beast has spoken to me, and now I am here to do as He bids—to honor Avera’s pact with the harbinger of death and destruction, to truly celebrate the Dread Beast’s splendor the way they cannot. I will enter the Pilgrimage and bring glory to House Avera.”
Rage and confusion rippled through the crowd. The temple was suddenly a mass of voices, some whispering to their neighbors, others shouting for my removal. How dare I, a mere bastard, insult my lord father and cousin? Who was I to demean their precious masters?
Aster had told me that if I wanted the court to take me seriously, I would need to play by their rules. More Avera Pilgrims meant that either our House was divided and weakened or it was our strategy to separate and sweep the umbral plane so that no other House could take the glory. The court would be suspicious, but they were more deeply religious than political. If I could convince them that I was truly a messenger of an elder god, a mad child consumed by the Beast’s power, the court would have to agree that this was my duty. I needed to silence their doubts, so decisively that nobody could deny my connection to the Beast.
After this trial, I would earn my right to travel to Sorrowsend, and no one could take it from me. It was my first step toward slaying the fallen star—after which everything my father had ever wanted would be in my hands.
My father’s smile disappeared, leaving only fury. “You do not have permission to be here,” he roared. “You are an embarrassment to your family, and you will sheathe your weapon and walk away right this instant!”
The Goldmercy Meister watched me with a considering, watery eye. “Young Avera,” she said slowly. “Your father believes you unready. My Thing does not know mercy and will destroy you without a thought if this is true. Walk away.”
I tilted my chin so that I was peering down my nose at the Meister. “It can try,” I said. “But if it had trouble holding its own against my second-rate father and pampered cousin, I’m not too worried.”
“Well done.” Aster hummed.
The Meister froze. Though the House of the Tinkerer had officially agreed to lend their power to the trial, I was willing to bet that it stung Hellen Goldmercy to let her Thing get beaten up to the cheers of a rival household. And here I was in all my insolence, staring her down like I wasn’t the slightest bit afraid of her god-given gifts.
In the midst of all the chaos, the Cardinal had stepped forward.
“Alma Avera,” he said, seeming to mull my name over.
The temple fell silent as everyone awaited his verdict. My pulse had not stopped beating an almost painful rhythm against my ribs. Aster had always said I had a soft heart. To be at the center of all this scrutiny, this hatred, went against the deepest, most childish parts of me that had wanted to find friends here, or a loving family.
But I knew that those opportunities were gone, if they had ever existed. Maybe they would have liked me better if I had been born quiet, an obedient child who acquiesced to all their wants. Someone who cared not for the hurts they had inflicted upon me.
A reassuring hand was slipped into my own, flesh against metal. I kept my chin high, defiant and unyielding. With Aster beside me, grinning so boldly and his fingers linked with mine, I could almost believe that I truly was the chosen one—the prophet led by her god to greater things. I was going to do this trial, and the Cardinal was going to grant me my place.
“This is very unorthodox, Lady Avera,” said Cardinal Lorn. “You realize this, do you not? You are interrupting a sacred trial. You have not spoken to the court of this desire to join the Pilgrimage before today, but you claim yourself worthy?”
I had not spoken to the court because I could not give my father a chance to stop me, but I couldn’t exactly say that out loud.
“Crotchety old man,” said Aster with a sniff, placing a hand on his hip as if offended. “Tell him that a god does not have to wait for his turn to speak.”
“Gods do not wait their turn to speak,” I repeated boldly, glancing at Aster as I added, “I do what my patron tells me, and he tells me to challenge.”
My monster’s expression sharpened with pleasure. “Tell them you will prove yourself right now.”
“If you still doubt my dedication, let me prove myself right here.”
The Cardinal considered me at length, his gaze quiet and shrewd despite the tension sweeping through the temple. I kept my back straight, playing the proud zealot, but I could not help wondering what he thought as he regarded me. Clergy in the Court of Divine Hearers were not vessels of the elder gods; rather, they were not beholden to any one god, precisely because they were responsible for keeping the Four Houses in check. Would he be able to see through my ruse?
Or did I appear as pious and as mad as my Uncle Maximus?
Finally, the Cardinal gave a slow nod.
“You are of the blood,” he said, echoing my earlier words. “You have a right to challenge.”
The temple erupted into chaos again—some people indignant, others simply curious for the show ahead—as he retreated from the ring, gesturing for the Meister to take her place.
“Fine,” I heard my father snarl. “Let her humiliate herself. Perhaps she will finally learn her lesson.”
“That Thing will gut her like she deserves,” Darantha hissed.
“The Avera girl believes herself capable,” the Meister said. “Let us see if she is worthy of the gift she bears.”
It had worked. My shoulders relaxed from the stiff, proud posture I had been holding only briefly as I quickly realized what came next. It was time to prove myself—and I knew for certain no one would accept me, not after such callous words, unless I forced their respect by fighting better than both my father and cousin.
I allowed myself a moment of panic, looking to Aster for help.
He did not look worried—not one bit. Instead, his eyes were bright and crinkling with cheer.
“You did it,” he said, pride ringing in his voice. “Now for the easy part.”
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A year after I arrived at the Avera estate, Aster taught me how to kill.
It had been a beautiful afternoon, bright and crisp with the last vestiges of summer lending warmth to the mountain air. My father had gone to the capital on business, leaving my training temporarily in my own hands. I welcomed the reprieve from his constant criticisms, but Aster was excited for another reason.
“Your father won’t teach you this the way I can,” he had said. “And right now he isn’t around to pry.”
He had instructed me to sit behind the house on a patch of sunlit grass, and then to close my eyes and pray. It was an Avera’s gift to have a heightened sense for life and death, the same way that House Metia’s vessels could see certain things not revealed to mortal eyes, and the way House Goldmercy’s vessels always knew what made something tick. At the height of communion, a vessel of the Dread Beast could see how to separate life from a living thing, and it was this ability that made them such terrors on the battlefield.
I remembered not being sure if I could do what Aster asked of me that day. Even my father had yet to master the art of finding death and following it. Only those whose minds had already come close to the edge, like my Uncle Maximus, could wield this gift of the Beast.
I did not know what this said about me, if Aster thought I was ready now.

But my god had instructed me to try, and so I did. As I emptied my mind, I opened myself up to all the signs of life around me, the way my dark companion had taught. He had sat me down a few weeks ago just like this, holding my hand and guiding my thoughts beyond the mundane perimeters of my own head, to find all the insects vibrating their wings in the air and small animals chittering as they burrowed into the ground. I could smell the wildflowers opening their petals to the sunlight, the fresh grass rippling in the breeze. There was an abundance of life on this austere mountainside that I would have otherwise never paid attention to, and at the time it had been a warm and uplifting task. I felt comfortable, surrounded by it in the quiet of my head.
Today, however, I had been instructed to find something else.
“It’ll be there, somewhere among all that life,” Aster had said. “You’ll feel something different about it. Once you do, follow the feeling and come find me.”
I couldn’t at first. It was difficult without him there to guide me, and I slowly grew frustrated. “Something different” could have meant anything. Eventually, I gave up and simply let myself bask in the sun. My mind began to drift.
After some time, I noticed an undercurrent of cold despite the warm afternoon, creeping over me like a shadow and then seeping under my skin to make me shudder.
It was as Aster described—like the feeling of all those little things alive around me, but changed. Sharper. Excitement bubbled in me as I uncrossed my legs and stood. I kept my eyes closed as I tried to wrap my mind around that feeling, eager to see the smile Aster always rewarded me with for meeting his challenges. Once I had a firm hold on it, I opened my eyes and followed it, barely aware of the brush of my own feet through the grass, around the side of the house, down to one of the gardens, and into the shade of an old oak tree.
Aster was crouched on the ground, holding a wounded bird in his hands.

I could tell right away that the strange, cold feeling was coming from that bird. One of its wings was bent out of shape, broken beyond repair, and blood stained its soft feathers as its small chest puffed up and down in terror.
“Aster,” I gasped, horrified.
“You found me.” He beamed. He looked down at the bird and caressed its broken, trembling body. “See? It wasn’t so hard. You felt the thread of its life snap and quiver, and you’ve followed it here. Now, Alma,” he said, his starfire eyes looking at me brightly from the shadows, “you can kill it.”
The poor thing cried out weakly, reminding me of the way I had cried, too, when held down in the temple at the mercy of my father’s blade. It was the kind of cruelty my mother used to frown upon. I trembled and shook my head.
Disappointment clouded my friend’s eyes.
I remembered standing there, torn. I did not want to let Aster down, but I also did not want to kill an innocent thing. The thread of its life had snapped, yes, but it could still be mended. I could nurse it back to health—and that thought, along with the sight of Aster’s gentle hands around the poor creature, had brought to mind another memory.
A thud against the glass.
My mother’s soft voice, murmuring.
The dull ache of another disappointment. A memory I had thought long buried.
“Alma,” said Aster gently, straightening slightly as he sensed the change in my demeanor. “What is it?”
I kneeled in the grass next to him, eyes still on the poor bird. It would surely die without help, and soon. Its small heart was beating so fast, fast enough to be dangerous; I could feel it pulsing in my own head, muddling my thoughts.
“When I was about six,” I started slowly, “a bird slammed itself into our apartment window in Merey.”
It was before I had met Aster—before the loneliness had truly settled in. My mother had brought the injured creature in, and I had been immediately enamored. She had taught me how to care for it, how to feed it, how to hold it gently in my hands so it wouldn’t be afraid, just like this. I had spent long hours watching it every day, stroking its soft, feathered head, and imagined it was keeping me company when my mother was at work.
After some time, the bird had healed—and I remembered crying as it tried to fly away, slamming again and again into the window to get to the blue sky outside. Why was it doing that, I had wondered. Why was it hurting itself, when it knew it would be safe here, with me? Why was it trying so hard to leave?
My mother was the one who had let it out again, and as it fluttered out of sight, I had been inconsolable. I had convinced myself that it would know I had cared for it, and that it would remember me and stay.
I still remembered how much it hurt to find out I was wrong.
“Don’t cry, my duck,” my mother had said. “We’ve done a good thing. Now it needs to be free again.”
Underneath all the hurt, I remembered how her words had soothed me. I had done a good thing.
The poor creature in Aster’s hands was so similar—to kill it felt like betraying my mother’s memory.
“Do I have to?” I asked Aster, desperation making my voice crack.
He looked at me with an expression so tender that I could not help but lean toward him for comfort.
“Oh, Alma,” he said. “Your heart is so soft. You must harden it, so that no one can hurt you again.”
I knew he was right. He always was, despite his devilish tendencies, and he was always there to comfort me when I was upset, soothing me to sleep, chasing my ghosts away.
He would comfort me after this too, I was sure. He was the only one who had never left me, who already knew the most terrible things I’d done and was happy with me regardless. Perhaps if my mother had been alive, she could have told me differently. But she was dead, and there was only one person to blame for that. Aster was going to help me find my retribution—and that was the only way I knew to find peace again, after everything that had happened.
I had to harden myself up.
So I wrapped my hands around that precious, wavering thread of life. Wound it tight around my fingers.
When I snapped it, I felt the bird’s delicate neck under my hands, broken in two. The cold instantly dissipated, the warmth of the sun washing over my skin once more. I exhaled from the relief of it.
Aster had beamed at me, so brightly that I almost forgot to feel any guilt.
“See?” he said. “You’re a natural.”
THE MEISTER’S EYES WERE ALMOST SMUG AS THEY MET MINE.
“You ask for a trial,” she said, motioning for her Thing to join her. It ambled over in a manner that seemed almost listless compared to the elegance of its movements while fighting. Its clumsy footsteps shook the ground beneath me. “House Goldmercy shall be glad to provide you one.”
Her words were a threat if I had ever heard one—but before trepidation could begin to crawl its way up my spine, Aster let out a raucous laugh. “This is even better!” he exclaimed. “A special show, just for you. People are so easy, aren’t they?”
Despite all the eyes on me, I could not help shooting him an exasperated glare. This was hardly the time or place to be joking around. Regret was settling in at the callousness of my own words. I had played my role well, but now everyone was riled up and hungry for blood.
My blood.
My monster didn’t look worried at all. He met my incredulous look with a fond roll of his eyes.
“Relax,” he said. “If this Meister takes you more seriously than your father and cousin, it will only convince everyone that you really are worth the trouble.”
“I hope you’re right,” I muttered under my breath.
Because I didn’t know what the fuck I had just gotten myself into.
The Meister snapped her fingers. At her side, the Tinkerer’s Thing bent its head low. There was a quiet prayer spoken, and the Meister touched her fingers to the talismans on the Thing’s face.
The paper disintegrated into ash.
Underneath it, the Thing was—oddly beautiful. Its features were gentle, with wide eyes and a delicate mouth. I paused, unsettled to see them paired with its mutilated body. Did all the Tinkerer’s Things look like this? So strangely mesmerizing?
Then it opened its lovely mouth and began to wail—a mournful, rageful sound that rattled through my skull, like something had been released with the destruction of those talismans. My grip tightened around my sword.
“Aster,” I hissed. “What is this?”
His expression was still one of easy triumph, eyes glinting and brows relaxed. “A trial worthy of my chosen vessel.”
I had no time for a retort.
The Meister clapped her palms together, and the Thing lurched toward me, as quick as an arrow despite its bulk.
I managed to throw myself to the side in time to avoid being plastered against the temple floor. It was faster than when it’d fought my father and cousin—much faster. Louder too. When it realized that I had dodged its attack, it let out a hateful scream and charged again.
The crowd was no longer my concern. The Thing slashed and clawed at me like a wild animal. Gone was the controlled grace of its earlier attacks. I parried and dodged, trying to recall my training, but its full strength had taken me by surprise. My head was horrifically empty, every thought driven away by its relentless assault, and soon it was only pure instinct that kept me moving.
This was not how my trial was supposed to go.
Its arm swung toward me and I barely was able to avoid being crushed with a mistimed block. The full force of its swing jarred every bone in my body, turned my tendons into jelly. I nearly lost my grip on my sword. The muscles in my arm were already screaming for a reprieve. All my anger, all my determination, was gone, replaced by the animal urge to keep myself alive. Desperate, I sidestepped the Thing’s next attack and wrenched myself away from it, only dimly registering the jeers of the crowd as I retreated.
Aster. Where was Aster? My eyes swept urgently around for him.
I found him still standing off to the side on the temple floor, hands on his hips, looking unimpressed.
“Is that all, Alma?” he called. “Come on, you can do better than that.”
The little bastard.
The Thing caught up to me quickly. Furious at the utter lack of help I’d received, I heaved my sword upward to meet its next blow in a clash of metal and sent the Thing veering off to the side. It was but a brief reprieve. This close, I could see all the clockwork in its skull that had been hidden under the talismans, clicking and churning wildly. Something pulsed faintly underneath it, cold and weak—the sad remainder of a soul, bound to eternal servitude.
No wonder it was screaming.
With a whir of clockwork, its arms spun back toward me in a smooth arc, metal flashing. I lurched back in time but still its claws caught on the skirt of my dress, ripping it. I continued my retreat, keeping my footwork steady, hoping for some space to just think—one step, another, until someone held me by the shoulders, stopping me from going back any farther.
“What’s the matter?” Aster tutted. “You’re fighting like your father: neat bladework, playing by the rules. Where is that supposed to get you?”
I almost screamed at him for getting in my way.
Instead, I wrenched myself from his grasp, throwing myself to the side just in time to avoid being served up like meat for the Antecedent’s brunch platter.
I managed to catch my balance in time, turning my momentum into another quick retreat—but it was no use. Thunderous footsteps, swift and fluid despite the Thing’s size, pursued me to the edge of the temple. It did not seem to care that there were confines for this trial to be held in. Attendants and guards were cautiously backing away.
“Get back!” I snapped at them. “Get out of the way!”
At least they listened. They scrambled away, and just in time. I took the extra space they had provided me to evade a wild swing. The Thing’s claws sank into one of the thick wooden pillars holding up the upper level. There was a loud crack. Above us, the crowd cried out as the balcony buckled.
“That structure is five hundred years old!” the Antecedent hollered behind me.
Unfortunately for him, the history of Avera architecture was the least of my concerns. As I stumbled backward, trying to regain my footing, I bumped into Aster again, who had reappeared behind me and held me at the elbow this time.
“Breathe,” he said calmly into my ear.
“How am I supposed to—”
“Trust me, and remember what I taught you.”
A memory of his most important lesson flashed into my mind. A bird with a broken wing, feathers dripping blood.
Against all my screaming instincts, I slowed down and breathed.
Aster had said this was the easy part. It should have been the easy part. The rest of it—the pretending, the parading around in front of others—that was what drove my palms to sweat. But I knew how to connect to my elder god, and I knew how to kill.
This was not one of my father’s sparring lessons. This was a trial to test my bond to the Dread Beast Himself. They called me Lord Zander’s mad daughter, and it was time to live up to the title.
The Thing dashed toward me, and this time, with Aster standing in solid support behind me, I saw what I had been missing. That pulsing thread of life, faint underneath all that clockwork and twisted by its Meister’s magic, but still there. Clear as a late-summer day.
I caught its wild swing in a swift riposte and pushed it away with enough force to leave it reeling.
The noise of the temple faded away. All was quiet—just like those peaceful afternoons when Aster would hunt a small animal down and ask me to follow the trail of its death to find him. I had seen the way to my prize. My feet propelled me forward as my blade whipped through the air. My blood sang. There was no more thought, only the mad pursuit.
“Can you see the life inside it?” said Aster, his voice still clear over the wild beating of my heart. I could almost feel it within me, so sweet and familiar it was the easiest thing to give myself over to it.
A dull glow caged inside a dead, clockwork body. It pulsed weakly, calling to me. Almost as if it wanted me to end it.
“I see it,” I breathed.
The Thing was backing away, shying from my sword. In those few seconds, I had driven it back to the center of the temple. A perfect stage for the finishing blow.
I thought of all those small creatures whose lives I had held beneath my fingers. Fur and blood, soft under my skin. Death would find its way to me again, and I would look up and see my monster’s smile.
My sword was in my left hand, metal wrapped around metal. I drove it into the Thing’s gut, right through the center of that dull glow. A twist of my hands, and then I launched myself onto the Thing’s bent knee, using the momentum of my climb to heave upward. Muscle, bone, metal did not matter. Only the shining trajectory of my blade, bright and vicious, slicing right through the deep magic binding the Thing together.
My blade exploded out of its skull, sending brass cogs slimy with gray matter flying into the air. I landed back on the ground and staggered slightly to catch my footing.
For a moment, the Thing remained standing. Then the two halves of its body, neatly butchered through the middle, began to split apart—slowly at first, before it gave over to its own weight and collapsed with a heavy, lifeless thud.
The pulsing thread of life was gone, and my metal hand thrummed with the memory of cutting it.
The first thing I heard was my own breathing, harsh and short, hot with elation.
The Thing lay unmoving. Its flesh did not stitch itself back together. The clockwork of its body, which had remained ticking all throughout being dismembered by my father and impaled by my cousin, had gone still.
There was a wail behind me. I swayed on shaky feet as the Meister pushed past me and fell to the ground, her fingers pulling the butchered mass of her Thing toward her chest as if she could press the pieces of it together.
The rest of the temple was silent.
After a moment, the Cardinal announced in a tone of halting disbelief, “Alma Avera passes the trial.”
Aster, standing across the Thing’s corpse, smiled at me—slow, dark, and easy.
“See?” he said. “You’re a natural.”
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It shouldn’t have set in so early.”
“Have you seen how she speaks to herself sometimes?”
“Poor Lord Zander. Goodness knows he doesn’t need this after what happened to Master Ephrem.”
Not long after Aster had returned to my life as I acquainted myself with House Avera, the attendants began to gossip.
In the early days, I was not very good at hiding my conversations with my secret friend, so I couldn’t blame them for the things they said. It always hurt a little—but the hurt was alleviated by the sheer joy of having someone to confide in about it. There were times, too, when listening to them proved useful. I would hear rumors of my uncle’s descent into madness, or their sentiments regarding Kaim, who worked so hard to shoulder all his father’s burdens, or, in one very illuminating instance, whispers about my dead half brother, Ephrem.
I recalled Euphina mentioning him only once, after I first arrived at the estate: After everything I have endured for you, everything I have given up for the sake of this House. Our son—
Of all the information I gathered about my relatives, I was most eager to know more about this missing sibling. My life had been that of an only child, and in my loneliest moments I had often wished for a brother or sister to keep me company. I wondered what he would have been like—and the answer, it seemed, was that he had been kind and mellow, the complete opposite of me.
While my family never spoke of him, the staff was happy to gossip, and I gradually gleaned whatever information I could from overheard half sentences as attendants milled about. He had been rejected by the Beast. The tragedy of that had torn my father and Euphina apart. Not long afterward, Ephrem had passed away in an incident that even the most talkative attendants were afraid to speak of. I was Ephrem’s replacement—and, depending on how one looked at it, was either sorely lacking or perhaps too gifted by contrast.
Poor Lord Zander indeed.
With all the gossip, I wondered how much my father knew about my strange tendencies—but if he paid attention to the whispers, he never let on when he came to visit me. He continued to teach me the basics of being a vessel of the Dread Beast, like I was any other young disciple.
He was particularly adamant on instructing me in the practice of commune.

“It is our most sacred ritual,” he had explained as I sat in the middle of the floor, legs crossed, posture relaxed the way he had instructed. The curtains were drawn, and the room was lit only by a candle, which I was told to focus on. “Commune is our way of touching the part of our minds connected to the umbral gate—the true marker of our divine bond with the gods. It is what separates us from the rest. The people of Avera pray to the Dread Beast, but we vessels are the only ones whose words can reach him directly—and perhaps, if you are lucky, the Beast will respond.”
Aster, sitting at my side, had found this hilarious. “Yes, if you’re lucky,” he’d said, chin propped on his knee, hunched up like a little goblin.
I could have explained that there was no need for me to strengthen my focus with these little exercises. No need to sit here in the dark, hoping to connect with a sacred power. No need to pray the movement into my metal fingers, because my god was here with me, every minute of every day, acting like a nuisance.
But my father seemed content to believe that I was nothing more than a slow student plagued by vague neuroses, and I was content to let him.
It was better that he remained unaware of my gifts. At least until I was ready to use them to rip away the position he so coveted.
So, while he explained commune, I sat there obediently and listened. Commune, essentially, was based on the art of meditation, which had been a common practice among certain schools of folk religion in the northeastern mountains of Kugara, long before the elder gods came along. The goal was to focus on one’s being—to practice mindfulness of one’s body, and then, from there, to expand one’s consciousness to reach beyond mortal confines.
It was essential to create a space for your mind, my father had explained. To imagine a sanctum all your own, into which you could venture to find the Dread Beast waiting. This vision of a physical space would form a boundary to prevent the Beast from bleeding into one’s psyche.
He had no idea that it was already far too late. Somehow, Aster had bled all the way out.
Still, it had sounded like a nice thing to have at the time—a sanctuary that belonged only to me. At first, he’d instructed me to picture a temple: a place of worship, where subconsciously one was already prepared to greet the divine.

Unsurprisingly, the temple brought mostly bad memories.
So instead, the space in my mind had become my childhood home in Merey, with its narrow slice of ocean view between our building and the next and the familiar smell of laundry and cooking rice. The sun shone welcomingly onto the worn wooden floors, and the sea wind drifted faintly through the air.
It had been quiet. Peaceful. Then I had realized that it was too quiet. Aster was gone. I had panicked at first, jolting myself out of my trance and incurring my father’s prompt admonition, only to find my monster sitting beside me like he had been there all along. His eyes had been narrowed with something like frustration. It was the first time I had ever seen him truly troubled.
He couldn’t find me when I was in my sanctum. I’d made that boundary my father described, and somehow, it was the only thing that could keep Aster out.
That revelation had annoyed him as much as it delighted me. It was the mental equivalent of slamming the door in his face. The irony of it did not escape me—where the rest of my family practiced commune in order to speak to the Beast, I did it to get away from him.
On the rare occasion when I needed to be alone, this was where I would come. Sometimes it was after Aster had teased me too closely about my feelings and the embarrassment became too much to bear. Other times, it was when I needed the quiet so I could apologize for all the little creatures’ lives I had taken in my long journey for revenge.
And this was where I went, after the trial. I walked out of the temple without another word while everyone fumbled to get their bearings. I’d passed the test, and I wasn’t sticking around for the fallout. The consequences of my actions would find me sooner or later. So I had run back to my guesthouse, plopped myself down in the sitting area, and closed my eyes.
I’m sorry, I said into the memory of my childhood home, unsure as always of who I was saying it to. Perhaps to the broken soul I had just brutally butchered for everyone to see. Perhaps to my mother. Perhaps simply to myself.
For about ten blessed minutes, I sat there and prayed in my own private way, mourning the Thing that had joined the long list of lives I had ended for my own means.
Then, somewhere, a door banged open.
The ocean shimmered into nothing, and the sunlight evaporated. I blinked myself awake. I was always a little bleary after commune, and doubly so if it was interrupted.
The first thing I saw was Aster, situated on the couch across from mine. His eyes were soft. He often told me these little sessions were a waste of time, but over the years he had come to accept they were simply something I needed.
“Feeling better?” he said.
I nodded, appreciating his care.
“Good. Because someone’s here to see you.”
In stormed my father. He had clearly used the time I spent unwinding to work himself into a righteous fury.
“What,” he roared at me, “were you hoping to achieve out there?”
“A place in the Pilgrimage,” I responded easily, shaking the last of my sanctum’s comfort away to straighten my spine and face him head-on. “Which I fairly won. It is my right, as one of the blood—”
He stomped over, ominous like brewing thunder in his black Avera coat. “Do not be cavalier with your answers, Daughter,” he snarled. “You understand the gravity of these events. You know how the success of the Pilgrimage will affect this House!”
How the tables had turned. My father had never before considered me a threat. Or perhaps he had only convinced himself that I wasn’t. Because I still remembered that night when he’d told me my mother was dead. That mote of fear in his eyes when I lunged at him before he managed to collect himself.
I’d been glad to make him flinch then, and I could not deny my petty glee at this confrontation now. The way Aster hid a smile behind his hand, I knew he could tell.
“I thought you’d be pleased I’m going to such lengths to bring glory to Avera.”
“Your role,” he growled, “is to support me. I am your father. I have given you everything you could possibly need—a roof over your head, a proper education, every luxury a girl your age could only dream of. All I ask in return is a crumb of obedience, and for you to fulfill your filial duty. To honor your position as one chosen by the Beast. Instead, you undermine my authority and embarrass me before the entire province!”
“I honor the Beast,” I told him slowly. “Not you.”
His hands curled into fists. His shoulders shook. For a moment, I thought his anger would drive him to strike me.
He collected himself with visible effort. Then he scoffed. “You have no plans for this House. Nothing drives you save for your petty need to be a thorn in my side. You are ruining years of ambition with your selfish impulses.”
How simple the world must have been in his eyes. To disregard the lives of everyone around him, to see nothing except what he wanted.
But maybe it was true, what they said: like father, like daughter. I’d done my best to learn from him, after all. It didn’t bother me that I was as selfish and spiteful as he described. I’d known this for years. But he was the one who had made me an Avera, and he would face the consequences of it.
“You cannot stop me,” I said, and the truth of it made his nostrils flare in outrage.
The Cardinal had given his assent, and unless I personally requested my withdrawal, I was now expected in the capital along with the other Pilgrims of Avera. I didn’t need my father’s permission. And as much as he surely wished he could lock me away and prevent me from going at all, for a chosen Pilgrim not to arrive would be a scandal of its own caliber, an even greater shame on our House.
There was no choice left for him. He would have to let me proceed.
My father seemed to reach the same conclusion as he glowered down at me.
“You will learn your lesson soon enough,” he said. “You’ve made this mess by yourself, and thus you will deal with it the same way. None of the household staff are to support you. You will be all alone in the capital. Don’t come crawling to me with your tail between your legs.”
And then he left. I wasn’t going to stop him. I had a journey to prepare for.
* * *
TRUE TO HIS WORD, MY FATHER WITHDREW ALL THE STAFF USUALLY assigned to my guesthouse. No one came to provide meals or to tidy my rooms, and my preparations became my own responsibility.
This did not devastate me as much as he probably hoped. After all, Aster and I had spent years discussing all the stages of my plan, including my father’s possible forms of retaliation. Leaving me to my own devices was the mildest punishment he could administer. I’d long ago learned how to fend for myself. My kitchens were stocked with enough ingredients for me to ration out over a few days, and I knew how to perform the basic tasks usually left to the attendants. My main concern was that he might exclude me from the family’s travel arrangements, in which case I’d need to get to the capital on my own.
So, on the morning the Pilgrims of House Avera would be boarding a train to Sorrowsend, I awoke before the sun and took my suitcase in hand. I wrapped my sword in a sheet and strapped it to my back. No one stopped me as I walked out the main gates, dawn only beginning to creep over the horizon. The guards on shift eyed me in bewilderment but let me pass. Aster waved to them cheerfully as we left.
The station was five miles down the mountain and some way into town. My family would arrive by carriage, but my only option was to go on foot. By the time we made it there, I had worked up a sweat; being dressed head to toe in Avera black did me no favors in the morning sun.
Despite the early hour, townsfolk were busy setting up along every street. Vendors touted refreshments for those already lined up ready to receive the chosen Pilgrims, as well as commemorative trinkets for this blessed day. Buildings were draped in House Avera banners, and young ladies waited in the shade with baskets full of flowers to be thrown into the air. There was what looked like a marching band preparing in the town square. No one paid me any attention until I had ascended the steps to the station, at which point I was accosted by the stationmaster.
“Sorry, miss,” he said. “Station’s closed for today. We aren’t running any trains except the one to Sorrowsend, for the Pilgrims of House Avera.” He puffed up a bit with pride at this last part.
“That would be my train,” I told him evenly.
“Are you an attendant of the Beast?” He looked a little panicked. “I thought you weren’t due until noon—we haven’t completed preparations yet!”
I set my suitcase down and hitched up the left sleeve of my coat to show my metal arm. “I’m not an attendant. May I board the train?”
The stationmaster’s eyes went wide. His face went red. “You’re Lord Zander’s—!” he began, and interrupted himself with a noise that suggested he’d attempted to physically swallow his tongue.
“Yes,” I said. “That’s me.”
The stationmaster glanced around, like he was searching for someone to take this situation off his hands. When he found no aid, he turned back to me in defeat and cleared his throat. “This way, please, young Lady Avera.”
The train that would take us to the capital was a sleek black model, one of the newest lines designed for luxury, the stationmaster haltingly informed me. The first-class carriages were spacious and elegantly furnished, complete with a dining bar, a lounge, and private rooms for the lords and ladies. One whole section of those rooms had been designated for my father’s retinue, and another for Kaim’s.
None, of course, for me.
“Would the young lady like to stay in Lord Zander’s compartment?” the stationmaster asked.
The young lady couldn’t think of anything she would like less. “No, thank you. Can I have a carriage somewhere else? Any private one will do.”
The stationmaster hemmed and hawed and looked increasingly confused, but eventually led me to a carriage that housed less luxurious individual compartments, which he assured me would not be occupied by anyone else on this trip.
I thanked him, then collapsed into one of the benches and pulled the door shut behind me. Aster was already sitting on the bench opposite mine, legs crossed, lounging against the window.
“You look like you just went another round with the Tinkerer’s Thing,” he said.
“I would rather,” I replied. Social niceties were not my strong suit, yet I knew there were more ahead of me. The train ride was to last about eight hours; it would be late evening by the time we arrived in Sorrowsend. From there, I would still have to find lodgings and a meal. House Avera owned several smaller estates in the capital, but my father had no doubt forbidden the staff from welcoming me in. I had resolved to find a hotel instead. Rooms were likely in high demand given that citizens of Kugara were traveling from far and wide to witness this event. I would have to use the weight of my name to bully my way in.
“If they turn you away at the door,” Aster supplied sweetly when I voiced these thoughts, “I can scare some of the patrons away and you can take their rooms instead.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I muttered, pulling out my journal.

It was an old exercise book I had received from my last tutor—a gift, in the hopes that I would not drive him away like I had done the others. The leather cover had been worn smooth in places, but otherwise I had kept it in good condition over the years. Everything I knew of the capital and of past Pilgrimages, from things my father taught me to information gleaned off House Avera’s private library, had been compiled in this book for my own reference. I had little experience outside the estate and no connections in or knowledge of Sorrowsend. This journal was my only guide.
I had long ago memorized everything here, but I found comfort in looking over it again. There were pages on the city’s layout and lists of places I might find useful, which I perused now, muttering plans to myself while Aster hummed indulgently at every idea.
“Other than lodgings, I’ll have to find supplies,” I noted. “Enough for three days.”
That was the amount of time we would have to spend inside the umbral gate, before it opened again to let us out. Pilgrims like my father or Kaim would have entire contingencies following them—soldiers to fight alongside them, and tempered horses to help carry food and water. Human comforts and company to survive a nightmarish realm only partially terraformed for mortal eyes.
I would have only myself and what I could carry on my back.
Aster grinned, a little viciously. “Kill the Wanderer of Still Waters, and then you can simply order someone else to donate their supplies. They’ll have no choice but to listen to the newest victor of the Pilgrimage.”
Not for the first time, I wondered where that assurance came from. Did he do it to keep my spirits up, knowing that my confidence was prone to waver? Or did he truly believe in me so ardently that doubt had no place in his mind?
Fighting a smile at that thought, I snorted. “I’m not counting on that. Even if I find the Wanderer right away, it won’t mean anything if I’m not strong enough.”
A fallen star was a dangerous thing, and near impossible for a vessel to defeat in regular circumstances. But the more time one spent on the umbral plane, the more receptive one became to their patron god’s power. The scholars called this the process of collecting ichor—ichor being the term used to describe the lifeblood that flowed through the terrors in the umbral gate. The more ichor a vessel came into contact with, the more it would open our minds to the nightmare realm. Only then was an elder god’s vessel truly capable of miracles.
Of course, gorging oneself on ichor often took its toll. That was what had happened to my Uncle Maximus. Too much ichor, all too fast. He was the hero of the last Pilgrimage, but a part of his mind had remained with the Beast, never to be his again.
“You’ll be strong enough to kill it, Alma,” said Aster with fond exasperation. “Haven’t I already told you this? This morning, your family gathered in the temple to pray for my favor before their journey. But I am with you. I’m yours, and you’re mine, and beyond the umbral gate we can truly become one.”
I turned away, pleased by his words, but at the same time unsure of their implications. What would it be like when there was no boundary between us? In so many ways, we were already one—but when I truly embraced his power, what more would he have to take from me?
“We still have to find the Wanderer first,” I said. “Assuming the others don’t find it before us.”
I could believe that Aster would lend me the power needed to defeat a fallen star—but my father and cousin were strong. As always, I would need to prove myself worthy of being the Beast’s chosen one, and that meant outsmarting my family as well as everyone else. All four elder gods would be guiding their vessels toward the star. It wasn’t unheard of for one House’s contingent to fight another’s to the death, if that was what stood in the way of their glory.
The other Houses might think a lone bastard not worth the brawl, but if I ran into my father or Kaim upon the umbral plane, I had little doubt that it would come to blows.
I continued to flip through my journal, bypassing the section I had copied from a book in the library that described the terrors I would encounter—or at least the ones that had been documented, from umbral mind worms to ghouls to mimics and everything in between—until I found the map I had copied of the city. The page was crammed with extensive notes on landmarks and streets I needed to remember. The umbral plane was but a dark mirror of our world, and entering through Sorrowsend meant I’d be traversing the same streets and buildings on the other side. Knowing one world would help me survive in the other. I consulted these notes now, running a finger over the designs I had drawn with the care of a monk writing scripture. Though they would not make up for my lack of experience, it was the best I could do for the time being. I would have only days to explore the city before the gate opened; an efficient plan was key.
“I’ll walk the perimeter of the city first and then work my way in,” I said absently, tracing the route with my finger. “I could cover the whole city in two days, maybe.”
“Don’t forget there’s still the ceremony of initiation,” Aster chirped, reaching down to drag my feet into his lap.
I groaned at the reminder. Not because I was afraid of the ceremony itself—but because there was a banquet involved, and this time all the lords and ladies of Sorrowsend would be there to witness it. I was not looking forward to making a spectacle of myself again. Aster was right. Once I was in charge, I would do away with all this elaborate ceremony and focus only on the important things. Surely these resources could be used for better purposes.
Shifting to make myself comfortable, I quickly lost myself in my notes.
A commotion outside was what roused me from my study an hour or so later. Music was humming against the glass of the window I had rested my head against. The carriage I was in had a view of the station gates, and through those gates I could see a group of townsfolk had gathered toward the platform, cheering.
It seemed that my family had arrived.
Sitting up, I tucked the journal back into my suitcase. Outside, the stationmaster and a small army of smartly dressed staff supplicated themselves in welcome as spotlessly polished black Avera carriages with gilded wheels rattled up to the entrance. The crowd’s revelry grew as the doors were opened by valets with immaculate white gloves.
My relatives glided out, noble and glamorous enough to be deities. To the people of Avera, they pretty much were. More than one person was weeping with joy at the sight of them. The maidens holding flowers tossed them at my cousin. To my disgust, a few were given to my father as well, who accepted them smugly, even with Euphina at his side. This journey marked the beginning of his dream being realized, a lifetime of scheming finally come to fruition.
I could not wait to wipe that expression off his face.
He was first to enter the station, followed by a contingent of a dozen or so Dreadguard. All of them were accomplished warriors who had been baptized under the Dread Beast’s name. The temple had been busy with these ceremonies the last couple of days, for both my father’s men and Kaim’s. These men were not vessels like us, not being of the blood—but they would have some degree of godly protection, which they would need to withstand the umbral plane’s influence. If too much ichor was enough to drive a vessel to madness, it wouldn’t take much to end a mere mortal.
Kaim came in next, with Darantha and Fion at his heels and his own small troop of Dreadguard marching after. The station staff scurried to accommodate them, taking stacks of luggage, escorting them on board their luxury cars. I saw my father’s eyes sweep over the length of the train before he stepped on. Perhaps he was wondering where I was, hoping I hadn’t managed to make it. I didn’t hide, necessarily, just relaxed farther into my seat. Aster gave me a knowing look all the same.
The Antecedent was here, too, to wave us off, attended by his own army of servants. Two to push his chair around, two to make sure he remained in the shade lest the sunlight crumble him into dust, and two more to carry refreshments.
And then came Sevelie, who, to my surprise, also boarded the train with a handful of her maids. She was wearing a stylishly cut trench coat in Avera black, though the ends of her ruffled pale pink skirt were visible beneath it. I had assumed she would be attending the Pilgrimage like most of the lords and ladies, but I hadn’t expected her to be taking the same train as the family.
Truth be told, I didn’t think that Kaim would invite her.
Outside the station, the Antecedent began quavering something at the townspeople. I could not hear his words through the window’s glass, but clearly they were important, given the way everyone quickly fell silent. Some closed their eyes, while others held their palms up to their chests or turned their faces skyward. Praying. All of them no doubt wishing fervently for one of House Avera’s champions to bring glory back home.
I shifted in my seat.
What was he saying? I wondered. A grand send-off for Avera’s champions, no doubt—but would I be included in it? I had not spoken to him at all after my stunt during the trial. I thought of our first meeting all those years ago, and the way he had squinted at me over his breakfast. Had he imagined then that I would one day become such trouble? Or was he glad, perhaps, that Zander’s bastard had turned out to be so devout?
What would he say if I returned, victorious?
The door to my carriage slammed open.
“There you are!” said Sevelie, out of breath like she had been searching for something.
I startled, hard enough that I fell against the wall and banged the back of my head on the window with a decidedly undignified noise. “What?” I managed.
Was she in the wrong car? Had she forgotten who I was? We didn’t often speak; maybe she thought I was one of the attendants, like the stationmaster had done.
“I’ve been looking all over for you,” she said. “Why on earth are you tucked away in this dreary little cabin when there’s a lounge and a dining car nearby? Oh, I suppose it doesn’t matter. I’m just glad you’re here, Alma—I was so afraid when you didn’t show up as we were leaving!”
“What?” I said again. “What are you talking about? Why are you here?”
“Why, dear cousin,” said Sevelie, her smile bright enough to rival the sun. “I’m here to keep an eye on you, of course.”



Chapter
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The truth was, I had never liked Sevelie. She made me feel small, moving through the world with such easy charm, bright and beautiful and confident—much like those girls in the books of my childhood, the ones I knew I would never become.
I swallowed the instinctual urge to tell her to fuck off. As Aster and I glanced at each other, I remembered I still had a role to play.
I rose to my feet, shoulders squared as if going into battle. “Keep an eye on me?” I said, feigning confusion. “Whatever for?”
Sevelie’s smile only became sweeter. “Please don’t make this difficult for either of us. I’m certain you know what I’m talking about.”
“I’m afraid I don’t.”
“You caused quite a ruckus during the trials. I’m simply doing my duty as the next First Hand’s fiancée. At such an important time, we must keep House Avera strong, even if it means watching over certain members to make sure they don’t stir up any more trouble.”
I raised an eyebrow. Given her perpetual perfect manners, I had not expected her to be so blunt with her accusations. Then again, she had no reason to be cordial to me.
“So, she has claws after all,” said Aster, amused.
She clearly did—I just wished she wasn’t using them on me.
“You can rest assured that I won’t, in fact, be stirring up any more trouble,” I said. If everything went according to plan, there would be no need. “All I want is to make the Beast proud.”
Her dark eyes narrowed and she lifted a delicate finger to her chin as if in thought. “And yet you’ve done everything in your power to insult His House. Is it for glory? Are you doing this for attention? You cannot truly believe you are so special that your behavior can be excused.”
I wondered how much she had heard, likely from unkind sources, in order to form such a negative opinion of me. It was so blatantly insulting that I had to laugh. “Are you really here because your pure heart worries for the honor of House Avera?” I asked, losing patience. “Or because my father put you up to it?”
Despite Sevelie’s claim of duty, Kaim was too proud to send someone to spy on me. Either my father had instructed her to do so or she had taken the initiative in a misguided attempt to earn his affections.
Her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed. That was all the answer I needed.
Disgusting.
“I think it’s better if you leave,” I told her with the same poisoned politeness she had granted me. If she wanted to act at being superior, I was capable of doing the same. “I serve powers above your comprehension; I have no need to explain myself to you.”
Sevelie puffed herself up, incensed. “Do you really? I at least know that Lord Zander has House Avera’s best interests in mind—but you, Alma, I trust very little. You are rude to your father, and often impose upon the household staff, and now you’re running off on your own when Lord Zander has been looking forward to this Pilgrimage, with you as his second, for so long. If you hear the voice of your god, the least you could do is use this power to support his endeavor.”
My patience had run out. “You are an idiot if you think you know my father at all.”
I wondered if Sevelie had ever witnessed the true cruelties my father was capable of. She hadn’t been there when he cleaved my arm from my shoulder even as I begged and cried. She had never heard his acid words when he criticized my reading or my swordplay. She wasn’t aware that he’d barely spared me any kindness, even as he expected me to continue living up to his ridiculous expectations.
She didn’t know how he had all but ensured my mother’s death, just for his own selfish means.
I could only conclude that my father had her completely fooled. Whatever charms he must have used on my mother, and his countless other affairs around the estate, clearly masked the truth of his nature. I had little interest in playing nice with anyone silly enough to be so misled.
But Sevelie was not done. “I know him better than you do,” she said, reverence seeping into her voice. “He talks to me, confides in me—which, clearly, he needs since both his daughter and wife are so awful to him. He has plans to make Avera a better place for everyone, but he can’t do that until he’s First Hand—which you could help him achieve. He knows Kugara needs to change, and if he can earn this victory, he’ll be the one to change it.”
I rolled my eyes so hard I almost sprained a muscle. In all the years I’d known him, my father had cared about only one thing: earning the glory he felt was so continuously denied to him. Whatever visions of the future he had painted for Sevelie were likely placations for a starry-eyed, naive young woman, keeping her attention in order to stroke his own ego.
“You may believe whatever you like about him,” I said, suddenly and overwhelmingly tired of the topic. I turned and took my seat again, done with the conversation. She clearly was not going to change her mind and I didn’t want to argue further. “I won’t stop you.”
“You won’t mind if I join you for this journey, then,” she said quickly, swooping into the seat opposite mine. Aster, sitting unseen beside her, gave her a bemused frown.
I narrowed my eyes. “I do mind. Very much, in fact. Leave.”
“I thought you had nothing to hide.”
“That has nothing to do with it. You’ve been rude to me, and I don’t like you, so I’d like you to go away.”
“Perhaps you’ll find something else besides my company worth your time, then,” she said. “I don’t believe you’ll have accommodations in the capital. You’ve never been, have you? I’ve been given a house in the eastern quarter of Sorrowsend, and I could offer you a place to stay.”
A place to stay, so she could monitor my actions at all hours of the day? She truly was deluded. “I’m not staying with you.”
She waved my rejection off with a lily-white hand and glanced around the cabin, wrinkling her nose. “Is that one suitcase really all you’re bringing?”

“I don’t exactly have anyone to help me carry the rest of my wardrobe,” I said, my eyes pointedly roaming down the length of her ridiculously ruffled skirt.
“If you’d simply remained with your father—”
“If you’re going to insist on sitting here,” I said loudly, talking over her, “I don’t want to hear another word about my father.”
To my absolute shock, it was Aster who spoke up next. “Now, now, Alma,” he said. “Maybe we should know more about him?”
I could not stop myself from jerking around to face him. Was he daft? I knew all I needed to about who Zander Avera truly was.
“What is it?” said Sevelie, jumping at my sudden movement.
I ignored her, staring at Aster with utter confusion. He barked out a laugh. “I don’t mean that you should ask her to recite poems about your father’s twinkling eyes and supple lips,” he said, and I almost gagged at the thought. “Silly Alma. This girl may be an idiot, but that means we can use her. Let her think she’s keeping an eye on you, while you keep an eye on your father. She talks to him, and it may be worth knowing his movements leading up to the Pilgrimage.”
I could not deny the benefits of keeping an enemy close. I knew how to keep my business to myself, so I could let her watch, all while extorting the information I needed. And though I dreaded Sevelie’s company, she had also offered me a place to stay. It could be a mutually profitable arrangement.
But I was not used to playing these games. I had spent eight years on my own with only Aster to talk to, and the excitement of the last few days was already tiring in a way I had never experienced before. I did not know if I had the endurance to keep up a facade for someone who obviously considered herself my enemy.
My monster could clearly still read the reluctance in my eyes, because he quickly reached over and tucked my hair back behind my ear, on the side where Sevelie wouldn’t see. “Alma,” he said. “If we let your father think he still has the upper hand on you, he’ll have less reason to cause you trouble. Let him believe you’re weak, like you always have.”
But would my father be fooled so easily now that he had seen how savage I could be on a battlefield? Had he wondered how I managed such precise bladework, when I’d feigned difficulty all these years?
“Don’t worry,” Aster whispered. “Your father’s pride won’t allow him to accept you are my chosen. You can keep this foolish girl in check. If she tries to hurt you, I will end her.”
My traitorous heart stuttered at the fondness in his voice, even as he spoke his threats. And I couldn’t deny the appeal of humiliating my father further—to see him realize how he’d sunk so low as to spy on me, and still lost.
I turned back to Sevelie, who was watching me with wide-eyed confusion. I had been staring at Aster too long, and she’d noticed.
No matter. If she wanted to confirm the rumors that I was god-touched, she was free to do so.
“I’ll stay with you in the capital,” I informed her bluntly.
She blinked, taken aback by my return to the conversation. “Truly?”
“Yes.”
She furrowed her perfectly plucked eyebrows. “Why the sudden change of heart?”
I had to give her credit. She was not so foolish as to take my acceptance at face value.
“I have nothing to hide,” I said blithely. “If you want to confirm my loyalty to the Beast for yourself, I’ll let you.”
Sevelie gave me a slow, assessing look up and down. “Very well, then,” she said, folding her hands together in her lap. “I am sure we’ll have a wonderful time together, Alma.”
I sent a smile back at her, as false and vicious as the one she had worn when she greeted me. “Yes, I’m sure.”
There was a piercing whistle and the train rumbled to life beneath us. The crowds that had gathered in front of the station now spilled in through the gates and stretched out along the platform, waving us goodbye. Children were lifted onto shoulders, hats were thrown, prayers offered. It was a proper send-off fit for the divine vessels of a god.
I barely spared it all a glance—not now with a viper sitting in the cabin before me.
It was going to be a long journey indeed.
THE SUN WAS JUST DIPPING UNDER THE EDGE OF THE HORIZON when the train chugged its way into Sorrowsend province.
I suspected our arrival was timed this way on purpose. With night seeping into the sky, the umbral gate above the city was nothing short of a spectacle.
I gawked. In my defense, it was my first time in the capital and thus my first time laying eyes upon the gate. No amount of poring over the House Avera private library’s tomes could have prepared me for the sight of that eldritch array burning against the heavens, circles within glowing circles in constant motion like the bowels of a giant clock. It was big enough to span from one side of Sorrowsend to the other, a halo for the holiest place in Kugara.
We were still some miles away from the city proper, but the distant, fulgent glow of the gate was our signal that we were getting close. On the horizon, the sea swallowed up the last of the sun, and atop its tenebrous waves, the city of the Weeping Lady glimmered like a dream.
“Oh, thank goodness,” said Sevelie, also peering through the window but with a lot less wide-eyed wonder. She must have seen this sight a dozen times before. “I’m sick of sitting still for so long. This trip is always such a chore.”
Suddenly self-conscious, I schooled away my awestruck expression. No doubt I’d stick out like a sore thumb among the other noble Pilgrims if I acted like a country bumpkin. Unfortunately, my utter inexperience with Sorrowsend’s upper class was not a problem I could solve with the sword. I thought back to Sevelie’s cutting comment about my lack of wardrobe, and began to despair.
Sorrowsend was built on a peninsula, connected to the mainland only by a narrow and scenic natural highway. Scholars liked to say that the Weeping Lady herself had chosen the most beautiful place in the world to nest. But as we trundled along the cliff’s edge, I saw birds wheeling frantically in the sky. The ocean, which had looked so serene from a distance, raged against the rocky cliffs. Prickles of sea spray rapped against the window and the wind whistled wildly, like the air itself was staging a protest. Like the land did not want us opening this door into another dimension.

And yet the city lights burned bright, the streets bedecked with banners and lanterns that swayed in the wind as the train pulled into the grand station of Kugara’s capital.
A small contingent of knights and holy men awaited us on the platform. The stationmaster yelled out our arrival as the carriage floors beneath us gave one final shudder and the engines fell silent.
I grabbed my suitcase and gestured for Sevelie to exit the compartment ahead of me. “After you,” I said with the same false politeness we had worn around each other all afternoon.
“How kind,” she replied, before sweeping out of the carriage to order her maids about with her luggage.
When we alighted from the train, Kaim and my father had already assembled their men before the court, lined up like soldiers for war.
As soon as I took my place, the welcoming party bowed to us deeply.
“The Court of Divine Hearers welcomes the Pilgrims of House Avera,” said the priest who had been sent to greet us, “and prays that your journey here has been agreeable. Lord Maximus Avera expresses regret at his absence today but sends a reminder to his fellow vessels that they must be present for the ceremony of initiation, to be held in the court’s grand banquet hall tomorrow evening. And as a representative of the court, I would like to extend my own fervent gratitude to you all for coming; your services to Kugara are invaluable. Please make yourselves at home in our city of gods, and rest and prepare for your trials ahead.”
The priest bowed again; we returned it as one. And then he left along with the knights to give us space to get our things in order and get settled.
Unfortunately, this meant that the rest of the family was now free to turn their questioning stares upon me and Sevelie.
Kaim was the first to approach us.
As soon as she noticed him, Sevelie curtsied prettily, the perfect picture of a wife-to-be. They would have made a beautiful couple, I found myself thinking, if not for his disinterest and her lust for another, much-older man.
I wondered then why Sevelie would even feel that way at all, when she already had my cousin. Kaim was a prat, but my father was even more so. At least my cousin was closer to her in age, and he’d grown to be objectively very handsome. He was tall and brooding, with a slew of accomplishments under his belt, and I knew many young women around Avera were desperate for his attention. My father, on the other hand, was past his prime; worse, he had known Sevelie since she was a child.
I couldn’t linger too long trying to find the sense in it—there was none.
Kaim stopped before us, his dark brows furrowed over cold gray eyes. He held himself proudly in his Avera regalia of pure black livery paired with a black-and-gold half cape, though his movements were measured—careful. “Sevelie,” he greeted her, though he didn’t take his eyes off me, watching my every move like one might do with a rat in one’s kitchen.
“Good evening, Kaim,” said Sevelie. “How did you enjoy the journey?”
“It was fine,” my cousin replied blandly, as if even this banal thread of conversation was too strenuous for him. “I wondered where you’d gone—but I see now that you’d chosen to join my cousin. Is there a reason for this?”
“I had some questions regarding her unusual performance in the trial,” said Sevelie demurely, keeping her eyes respectfully downcast and her expression pleasant. I was witnessing an entirely different person than the woman who’d bargained with me on the train. “If we can only be friends, maybe I might convince her to return to her father’s retinue for the Pilgrimage.”
Kaim narrowed his eyes. “I see. And has she been convinced?”
“Not yet,” I replied bluntly. “But she’s welcome to keep trying.”
He snorted. “Sevelie, you’re wasting your time.”
And you’re being a complete ass to your fiancée, I wanted to say—but this was none of my business. I held my tongue.
Sevelie only curtsied again. “Perhaps—but I have already offered Alma a place to stay in the capital, since she has none. No matter what, I think it prudent to get to know her better. After all, us House Avera ladies have to stick together.”
Kaim finally deigned to look at his future wife fully, though his expression was not very kind. All he said was “Just be careful around her.”
Then he turned back to his men, who were waiting dutifully for their lord to lead them out of the station. Darantha stood by them, glaring daggers at me, no doubt imagining all the bad influence I was inflicting upon her son and future daughter-in-law. Fion was there too, dressed in a simpler version of Kaim’s black uniform and looking bored with the holdup—but as I watched, he caught my eye and smiled, like we were sharing a secret.
What the secret was, I still had no clue.
As Kaim left, Sevelie let out a long breath beside me.
I was ready to follow Kaim’s example and leave as well, tired from the long hours of travel—only, of course, as soon as I picked up my luggage, it was my father’s turn to come over.
“Daughter,” he greeted me. I couldn’t say whether he was surprised to see me, only that he was definitely displeased. “I see you managed to make it onto the train.”
“No doubt you wish I hadn’t,” I said, patience already worn.
He clicked his tongue. “You know I always planned for you to enter that gate with me. It is not too late for you to admit your mistake and join my guard.”
“I will not,” I replied serenely. “I have my own duty to the Beast on this Pilgrimage, which I intend to carry out.”
My father narrowed his eyes. I could tell he wanted to say something truly scathing but was reining himself in—likely on account of Sevelie’s presence. Sure enough, he said with a forced smile, “Though it pleases me to see your dedication, the umbral plane is a place of danger, for which I fear you are poorly prepared. You will have many more years ahead of you to prove your piety, but first, you must survive to do so. This recklessness will do you no favors.”
“It’s all right, Lord Zander,” interjected Sevelie. Her face was now upturned, and her eyes were bright. “Alma must be tired from her journey, and I’ve decided to make her my guest. She’ll be safe in Sorrowsend, and perhaps you can come visit, to talk to her again later.”
My father blinked. “I see. Well, that is very kind of you, Sevelie. I hate to impose, but it seems you have managed to rein in my daughter where I cannot. You’ll let me know if she causes any trouble?”
“Of course,” she said, fairly glowing at his praise.
Part of me wished Kaim hadn’t left, so he could see what his cold attitude had wrought. Or, better yet, he could put my father in his place. I almost wished to do it for him.
But I simply had no energy left to deal with whatever was transpiring here. I turned on my heel and marched out of the station.
This would all resolve itself soon enough. Once I’d killed the star and left my father reeling and wallowing in the dirt as I became First Hand, Sevelie would see what a second-rate, glory-hungry deadbeat he really was—and maybe then she could make better decisions with her life, which hopefully I would never have to witness again.
At least she seemed to be taking her new role as my caretaker seriously. She hurried to join me a few seconds later, but not without an unhappy huff in my direction.
Carriages awaited outside the station to take us to her lodgings. I could not help staring as we were carted down the wide and well-lit streets of Sorrowsend. It was a far cry from Avera’s severe architecture or the packed melee of Merey. Buildings with elegant friezes and tall, stately windows towered above us, everything forged from beautiful white stone. Canals ran along almost every street, some as narrow as a doorway, others wider than the roads themselves. There was life everywhere: light flickering in windows, tunes pouring from the open doors of crowded inns, tradesmen pushing carts down paved streets, ladies in fine silk dresses examining shopwindows.
People stopped and bowed as we trundled past, even if they wore favors in the Lady’s white or the Heavenseer’s deep midnight blue. It seemed that any connection to the Four commanded respect, here in the home of the Court of Divine Hearers. And on what seemed like every second corner, there was some shrine or statue or shop display in the Weeping Lady’s honor, hands clasped before her chest in prayer.
Sevelie’s house was at the edges of the eastern quadrant of Sorrowsend, the noblemen’s quarter. The oldest and most important family estates were located farther into the city to be near the court’s center of operations, but I knew from my research that this area, near the commercial district, was considered very fashionable for new money and aspiring young heirs.
We were mostly silent during the carriage ride, Sevelie radiating displeasure and embarrassment, and myself too tired to attempt conversation. But once we reached her house, she brightened up like one of the glowing festival lights above our heads. She very clearly adored this place.
It had a lovely facade made of the same white stone as all the buildings we’d passed, set back behind curling iron gates twined with leafy vines. Neat rows of arched windows were adorned with colorful, blooming flower boxes, and the double doors were decorated with large brass knockers shaped like roses. It was all so charming I could not help but feel welcomed. Sevelie threw open the carriage door and jumped out without waiting for the attendant. “Come on, then,” she called toward me, a smile tugging at her mouth. “Just wait until you see the inside.”
She even temporarily put aside her hostility to take me on a tour while the maids prepared dinner, pointing out the decor in each room with phrases like “bespoke fabrics” and “artisanal glassware.”
It was very different from the dark colors and gold accents I had grown up with in the Avera estate. Something about the estate had always felt cold—not just due to the attitude of the inhabitants, but because the entire place felt like an extension of the temple, and we were the subjects of worship. Everything was kept pristine. Untouchable.
Here, the house felt lived in. The parlor walls were deep purple, with dark wooden furniture and brightly colored cushions. Trinkets and baubles that had clearly caught Sevelie’s fancy were piled upon the shelves. The dining room, where we were called for dinner, was done in varying shades of teal, the walls cluttered with paintings and tapestries of plant life as if we were sitting in the middle of a tastefully decorated jungle.
The meal itself was a quiet affair, with Sevelie asking several leading questions and me giving one-word answers that ensured she would have nothing interesting to report back to my father. I could tell she was frustrated and clearly rethinking her decision to welcome me into her home—but as I was careful to be courteous despite my reticence, she had no reason to kick me out just yet.
The bathroom, where I was directed afterward, had a giant claw-foot tub and marble shelves stacked with little glass bottles that contained all sorts of fragrant concoctions. I had never seen anything like it. These were luxuries that probably would have been granted to me if I had asked nicely enough back at the estate, but I had always been too proud.
I stayed in that tub, surrounded by those pleasant smells and the low lamps the maids had set out, until the water turned cold. It felt strange to be taking advantage of someone’s hospitality like this, especially someone who did not like me very much. Not that it stopped her from being a wonderful host, apparently, because this bath almost made up for everything I would have to endure from this point.
When I finally returned to my room, I found Aster curled up on the wide windowsill, watching the streets below.
I had taken off my metal arm for my bath, and now I set it down on the dresser to be cleaned and oiled in the morning. Armed with a bottle of lotion from the bathroom, I went to join Aster at the window. I uncorked the lid between my teeth, but before I could tip some of it out onto my palm, Aster held out his hand.
After a moment of hesitation, I handed him the bottle and watched as he poured the contents into the cup of his own hand and warmed it before scooting closer to massage it onto my stump.
This used to terrify me. This intimacy. I did not consider myself bashful, but where my missing arm was concerned, I had never properly overcome my vanity. The stump that had been left behind was ugly—obscene. Over the years, the skin had turned dark and hardened where the socket of my arm would dig into it. I did not want anyone touching it, let alone someone like Aster, who was as beautiful as the stars, and who was prone to teasing.
But he had never been callous with this. In fact, the first time he had insisted on helping me, pouting and wide-eyed, he had been nothing but gentle and considerate. I had thought he would be disgusted. A part of me had even hoped he would, that my deformity would put an end to his need to be so close all the time, so that I could finally get over my own feelings.
It never did. Even now his hands were unflinchingly thorough as he worked the lotion into my sore muscle, not shying away from the small ridges where my skin had been sutured together, or the scar tissue that had risen in fleshy, grisly patterns over time. The touch of his fingers was gentle and focused; his eyelashes skirted the tops of his cheeks as he observed his own task, and he was close enough for my breath to ruffle his silver hair.
I hated how all of it was a comfort to me.
“You took your time bathing. I wondered if you’d drowned in there,” he said as he worked. The room had been left in darkness, but there was enough light coming from outside for me to see the impudence in his smile. “I was about to go check on you.”
“I would’ve introduced your face to the edge of Sevelie’s scalloped bathroom sink,” I said. It was the one thing we had agreed upon years ago. If he was going to take the form of a young man, then he would at least provide me with the illusion of privacy.
“She does have quite the lovely home, doesn’t she? Her taste in furniture is better than her taste in men.”
I snorted a laugh. Briefly I wondered if she had stationed anyone outside my door to listen in, and what she might think of me having conversations with myself. “Are you sure it’s all right for us to be here?”
“I imagine your father would have sent someone to watch you no matter what. At least, this way, you can take advantage of the situation.”
“As long as she doesn’t expect us to have dinner together every evening.”
“What, you didn’t enjoy all those intrusive questions about your childhood over delicate roasted duck breast?” His hands ran over my scarred skin, less to soothe and more just to feel. “Did it hurt today? I know it always does when you wear your arm for too long.”
My traitorous heart expanded at his words. He had remembered and cared enough to ask after it—the way he did with so many other things in my life. How could I not fall in love with him, just a little bit? Even though I knew he wasn’t human and couldn’t truly return my affection—it felt so real sometimes that I wanted to believe.
“It’s better now,” I answered quietly. As he worked the soreness out of my muscles, I leaned my shoulder against the window. For a while, we sat in silence as I took in the view outside—this room was on the top floor and looked over the well-lit street, still teeming with carriages, and beyond that a canal where low boats floated past. It was completely unlike the Avera estate, where we had been cloistered halfway up a mountain and surrounded by darkness on all sides.
“It’s so bright,” I said. Now that night had properly set in, the gate above the city burned brighter than ever. Lanterns had been strung across every street in celebration, and in the distance, the white spires of the Weeping Lady’s Church gleamed like a lodestar for poor fools hoping to trade their woes for a drop of salvation. On our carriage ride over, I’d peered out the window to see that those waterways ran clear as crystal, a gift from the Lady herself. Here in the eastern quadrant, you could have dipped your hands into the canals and drunk from them. I’d heard that some visitors did that, believing the water itself had healing properties.
I could have told them that was horseshit. I knew from experience the Church wouldn’t give something like that away for free.
In the distance, someone cheered. Music drifted faintly through the streets despite the late hour, and the boats on the canal were still packed with people being ferried to and fro. I knew some of these canals fed into larger watery plazas where traffic converged, and from my window, I could even see one of these plazas in the distance, with a raised circular platform in the center upon which was mounted an empty arched gate.
In three days’ time, when the glowing array overhead aligned with the firmament of Kugara, I would step through a gate just like this one and find myself in the dark shadow of Sorrowsend’s reflection. The buildings around me now would appear as their own imitations on the other side. The capital had been built this way on purpose: a whole city constructed under the guidance of the holy formation above, to connect to the distant stars.
But first I had to pass the ceremony of initiation.
I looked back at Aster, who was now wiping his hands off on his robes, done with his task. He met my gaze immediately and smiled.
The ceremony was simple: baptism by umbral water. In the court’s banquet hall, there was a font that held water from the umbral plane. Our task was to be touched by it and survive. The purpose was to ensure all Pilgrims entering the gate could withstand being in a world separate from our own. Some could not, driven mad soon after by all the unearthly sights and smells and sounds. And if a Pilgrim fell, so too would the men who had bound themselves to their service and their protection, all becoming monsters whose only salvation was death.
Unlike with the trial, which had been my first taste of true combat, I had little doubt that I would pass this one. With Aster always at my side, what could a few drops of water do to me?
“Should I be worried about the ceremony?” I asked him anyway.
He sputtered a laugh, though I hadn’t meant to be amusing. “No. The umbral water will not hurt you, Alma. I promise you that.”
“I suppose I’m more nervous about the banquet,” I said, sheepish. “All those people.”
“Yes, I expect you’ll have a much harder time with the sparkling nobility of Sorrowsend. I hope at least your uncle will be there; I would like for you to meet him.”
I looked at him with surprise, mulling that sentence over in my head. Aster rarely brought my uncle up, and this was his first time encouraging any interaction with my family. I couldn’t deny my curiosity. “What’s he like?” I asked. “My Uncle Maximus.”
It was a question I had considered many times but never dared to voice. I was always afraid—that when Aster answered, he might show my uncle more favor than he did me. Maximus Avera was, after all, the First Hand of the Dread Beast, and had always been revered for his connection to our House’s god. I wondered if my uncle ever spoke to Aster the way I did, if that had been a sign of his growing madness. I would have to be careful displaying my own devotion, lest the court decide I was too far gone to take his place.
Aster paused, as if suddenly unsure of what to say. It took him a while to find his words. “Devoted,” he finally said. “There has never been a more suitable vessel for the Beast.” He looked at me out of the corner of his eye before turning back toward the window. “Present company notwithstanding, of course.”
I rolled my eyes in an attempt to hide my childish relief. As silly as it was, I had always liked to believe Aster when he called me his favorite. “I wish we didn’t have to go through all this formality just to pour some water over our heads.”
Aster’s lip twitched. “If someone does go mad and die in the middle of the banquet hall, at least it’ll be on a full stomach with a band of musicians to see them off.”
“Has that happened before?”
An indulgent nod. “Plenty.”
“How gruesome,” I said, keeping my own tone light to match his.
“The people love it. It’s their favorite pastime, watching vessels of the Four Houses play games with each other.”
I sighed, curling my hand around my stump and rubbing my thumb over the skin. “It certainly doesn’t feel like a game. There’s too much work to be done. Some of the other Pilgrims have been in the capital for years.” Like Kaim, who had been shipped here as soon as he turned fifteen for this very reason. Or my father, who had traveled here on many occasions, sometimes spending months on duty before returning to Avera. I, on the other hand, had been expected to wait obediently for him and practice my studies, so I hadn’t been afforded this luxury. “I’m at a disadvantage.”
“Don’t worry so much, Alma,” said Aster, taking my hand in his. “They have experience, but remember: you have me. I won’t lead you astray.”
“I know,” I said, though I couldn’t help my lingering doubts.
He gave my hand a squeeze. Absently, I squeezed back.
Then he said, “Can I kiss you?”
I jerked my gaze up to meet his. If he had wanted to distract me from my thoughts, then he had succeeded. And if this were any other situation, with any other person, I could too easily imagine myself saying yes. Here in this dark room, the two of us alone with the sounds of revelry drifting in through the window—it would have been like something out of a dream.
And that was exactly what reminded me that none of this was real.
Aster was a boy I had imagined for myself, a form given to the Dread Beast in my own mind. I let him touch me, but a kiss was something I would never give. It was already taboo for me to harbor these hidden feelings in my heart. This was the one dignity I would preserve for my own sake.
I pulled myself forcefully backward, resting against the window again, using the cold glass to ground myself. “No.”
He sighed like he bore the weight of the world on his shoulders. “One day,” he said with a woeful smile, “you’ll accept my affections.”
“You’re an elder god. You don’t know what affection even means.”
“You don’t think that I can care? That I can love?”
“I know you can’t,” I said.
“Maybe you’re special.” He leaned in a little, his eyes soft and earnest, like he could not help but be drawn into my presence. “The first to ever touch my cold, dead heart.”
“I would be burned at the stake for seducing one of the Four,” I replied, untucking my legs from under me to head to bed. My heart, which had felt so at ease just a moment ago, was now beating an irregular rhythm in my chest. Stupid. I allowed the weight of my own disgrace to settle it down. Aster was only a romantic because I wanted him to be, I was sure. He was doing this because he knew my deepest wants—and the humiliation of having them revealed, on top of the day’s journey, exhausted me enough to drive me to bed. I had a busy schedule to look forward to tomorrow.
“One day you’ll see the truth of me,” said Aster as my bare toes sank into Sevelie’s plush rugs. “You’ll see, Alma.”
When I turned back to him, he was looking out the window again, gaze distant and burning as balefully as the gate above.



Chapter
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That night, for the first time in a long time, I dreamed of my mother.
I’d done good work of banishing her from my mind over the years, but perhaps it was because I had fallen asleep in an unfamiliar place. At first, my dreams were inhabited by familiar fevered shadows. They reached for me, tried to whisper in my ear, their breaths cold and carrying news of something terrible. Drifting in and out of my vision was the umbral gate, burning in the sky.
I saw the temple back at Avera and the spatter of my own blood on the ground. I saw my little guesthouse, so lonely before Aster came along.
And then I was in my childhood home again. I stood in the doorway, turning to say goodbye to my mother. She was thin and pale and dying. She had given her life for me and now was watching it crumble before her. I looked upon the devastation on her face and somehow I knew it would be the last time I ever saw her.
I woke with tears running slow and hot down my cheeks, and shadows haunting the corners of my room. They crawled up the walls weakly, desperately, like all the small creatures whose lives I had snuffed out. By the window, a dark figure stood, watching me. The armor he wore was familiar—as was the mangled mess of his face. The guard with the missing jaw. My pulse quickened as I waited for him to come close, perhaps to enact his revenge, but it was another shadow that slithered up my bed to grab at my heel. Icy tendrils curled around my skin, but even as I sluggishly kicked at it, I could not help but notice that something about it felt familiar.
A brush against my hand drew my attention away. My ghosts faded. Aster sat on the edge of my bed, peering down at me with concern.
“You had a bad dream,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
“I saw my mother.” My heart still thudded. My voice was no more than a shaky whisper, but I knew he would hear me anyway.
He leaned toward me. In the dark, with his moonlight hair and funeral robes, he could have been one of my ghosts. But he was the one who had always driven them away. “You must have been more tired than usual.”
I shrugged, lifted my one hand to wipe at my tears. He was probably right. “I don’t know if I can go back to sleep.”
“You should. You have a big day ahead of you.”
“I don’t like dreaming like that.”
Quietly, he laughed. I glared at him, confused, until his hands came up to my face, and he was gently brushing away some of the moisture I had missed. It was a comforting, grounding touch, driving away the last sleepy remnants of fear.
“My sweet, stubborn Alma. Still having nightmares, like when you were young. What if we did something to take your mind off them?” He grinned. “We should go snooping.”
“Snooping?” I managed, my voice still raspy from sleep and sorrow.
“Yes,” he said, getting to his feet, more excited by the second. “One should always learn what they can about an enemy. Your cousin’s bride-to-be has invited you into her home, and now you have a chance to see what she’s really like.”
“What time is it?”
“Dawn, but only barely. A lady like her won’t be up until late morning at least. Come on, Alma, let’s go and explore.”
His wheedling got the better of me. And he was right—I did want to do something to take my mind off the memories of my mother. This was easy and familiar—a task to better serve my eventual revenge.
I nodded and got out of bed.
The house was still dark by the time I dressed and eased open the door to my room. Noise drifted up from the kitchen downstairs, muffled through the floorboards—quiet chatter and utensils clanking as the maids woke up, lit the stove, prepared breakfast for their mistress. Down the hall, the door to Sevelie’s room was closed. I watched as Aster crept toward it and put his ear to the wood in an exaggerated gesture before nodding to me.
“Still asleep,” he whispered—as if he needed to. He was having fun with this. He crept back to me like a specter in the predawn dark before taking my hand and leading me onward.
We kept to the upstairs, where the house was still quiet and sleepy. The first room we came across was a guest bedroom, as luxuriously furnished as my own. Then another. The third was a small library, which was promising. Plush red carpet covered the floor and there were wide windows to let in the weak dawn light. Wondering if Sevelie had any books that weren’t in the Avera library—perhaps there would be information about the city I could make use of—I padded softly inside and began to browse, squinting to read the titles in the gloom. The ones I saw were mostly literature, which I had little knowledge of. The titles were strange to me, with some even in other languages; my cousin’s fiancée seemed to be an extensive reader. I was running my finger along the spine of one when it occurred to me that I recognized it.
The Pauper Girl and the Prince.
I had read this book before, in my mother’s collection.
My throat suddenly felt tight. I had come sneaking here to try and expel the thoughts of her from my mind, but here was another reminder. Yet I could not help pulling it from the shelf and opening it up to the first page. The story was about a young, hardworking farm girl who drew the attention of a disguised prince with her earnest demeanor, and eventually married him.
A romantic, silly story—the kind that Aster had been born from.
This version of the book was illustrated, unlike my mother’s—and yes, there he was, the golden prince who fell for a plain but pleasant girl. I wondered what it was doing here. Perhaps it was a popular story, and Sevelie simply owned it because she was well-read. Or perhaps she had dreams like this as well, of finding love and being whisked away to a better life, even though she was already living in luxury.

“What are you reading?” Aster’s voice startled me out of my thoughts. I slammed the book shut, which made him raise his brows. “Was it something dirty?”
“No,” I hissed, and then showed him the cover. “Just a fairy tale.”
Instead of taking it from me, he went to my side and flipped it open with one hand, leaning over my shoulder to read. “Ah,” he said when he spotted the illustrations, as if recognizing his visage in the beautiful prince’s face.
I felt as if my own face would explode from the heat flooding it. I slammed the book closed again. “I was a child when I read this,” I muttered. “Don’t make fun.”
“I’m not,” he promised, relenting and letting me shove the book back onto the shelf, where it could embarrass me no longer. “I simply think you can do better. I’m far more exciting than some prissy little prince, and you’re far more interesting than a well-behaved farm girl. They should write a book about us instead.”
“Was there something you wanted?” I said, trying not to smile at his antics. “A good reason to disturb my reading?”
“Yes, actually.” His eyes glimmered as he drew himself up with exaggerated pride. “I found her study.”
He led me toward the other side of the library, where a door stood open in dark invitation. Inside, cold gray light seeped in through a gap in the curtains, dimly illuminating an elegant wooden desk with a comfortable chair parked behind it. On the desk were a couple of journals and opened letters. This room did in fact seem to be Sevelie’s private study. There was another door opposite me that would presumably lead into her bedroom.
A small pang of guilt went through me. Though I did not yet know what I was trying to find, I knew those journals and letters would have to be personal. If someone were to read my journal, it would devastate me.
Then Aster said, “Let’s see if she’s written anything about you,” and the guilt was pushed away. She had been the one to intrude upon my privacy first. Even though she had offered her hospitality in return, she should not have expected any different from me.
“If any of these letters are addressed to my father, they better not be love letters, or you’ll have to kill me,” I muttered.
Aster barked a laugh so loud that I jumped and almost shushed him on instinct, before remembering that there was no need. Instead, I wrinkled my nose at him as I made my way around the desk and grabbed the letters. Aster hooked his chin over my shoulder again to read with me, his soft hair tickling my cheek.
“If they really are addressed to your father, you should show them to Kaim,” he said.
“You just want to watch the world burn,” I murmured. The thought was mildly amusing, even if it was also horrifying. Though I didn’t know for sure if my cousin was aware of his fiancée’s wandering affections, such solid proof of it would have to warrant some sort of response. Maybe my father and cousin could duel each other to the death before the Pilgrimage even started.
To my disappointment and relief both, the letters seemed innocuous enough. Simple correspondence from Sevelie’s high-society friends in the capital. A couple of them mentioned looking forward to seeing her at the banquet tonight, which made me purse my lips. No doubt she would have a wonderful time gossiping with them about me later—but there seemed to be nothing else of importance here. I set the letters down in favor of picking up one of the journals. Holding it up to the weak morning light, I began to page through it.
I wasn’t sure what I had expected. Something emotional, maybe, like The Pauper Girl and the Prince. A word or two about Kaim’s negligence or Sevelie’s friends, or maybe something incriminating about my father.
Instead, the page was filled with information about something called a “television.” Sevelie was clearly very taken with it, this box that showed images like a Heavenseer’s magecraft visions. My brow furrowed, and not just from the strain of reading in such dim lighting. I flipped a few pages, wondering if I had instead picked up a book belonging to someone else—but no, that was Sevelie, signing off at the end of an entry. I flipped back to where I had been. She likened this magic box to the radio. The word was familiar, and it rattled in my thoughts like a hook until it dredged up another memory, so old and nearly forgotten it made me gasp.

My mother had mentioned this contraption once. An invention from Coltrand, west of Kugara where there were no gods. She’d been as enamored then as Sevelie sounded in these entries, her eyes alight as she told me about these miracles that everyone could hear, not just those who were chosen or devoted.
When I asked my mother if I could see the radio for myself, she had said sadly, “They simply don’t work here, with the Four around.”
It wasn’t until later that I understood: Kugara did not like to speak of things beyond the power of its gods. Much like with my mother’s medicine, this radio was a slight to our own nation’s way of life. Something that didn’t belong within its borders.
“Your pulse is racing,” murmured Aster by my ear.
I did not know how to parse everything I was feeling, let alone describe it. So I settled for admitting, “I’m surprised. I didn’t think she’d be interested in all this.” My eyes skimmed the words, looking for anything else that might tell me more about this memory I had half-forgotten—until my gaze caught on my father’s name on the next page.
Frowning, I began to read.
I told Lord Zander about the newest items from the merchants in Coltrand and Ruvene—and how none of them worked, of course, but oh, sometimes I wish they did. They could provide so much for the common people. When I say this to my father, he only responds that these things have no place in the land of the divine. But Lord Zander understands that Kugara is too steeped in its old ways. He agrees that there must be change; I imagine he has been snubbed too many times by an order too archaic. I think he truly means to bring about something new. With him, I do not feel so foolish for dreaming of a world where women like me aren’t restricted to becoming House Avera’s future breeding sows.
“Quite the strong opinion,” commented Aster.
“I didn’t think she’d feel this way about her station,” I said, frowning down at the pages. She played the lady so perfectly; I had thought that was all there was to her.
“What do you think your father said to her?”
“Things she probably wanted to hear. I doubt he actually believes in the virtues of this television.” But the thought of them discussing these things together made me scowl. I wondered if my mother had been the same—seduced by his false promises, taken in by his lies. She, too, had dreamed of a better life. But it was almost impossible to imagine my father actually sharing this dream. He had probably convinced himself that his coming into power was an automatic improvement to the system and built his false enticements off that.
Aster chuckled. “If anyone’s going to change Kugara for the better, it would be you,” he proclaimed fondly.
“I don’t understand why she doesn’t see through his horseshit,” I said under my breath. “She clearly knows better, but—”
“What are you doing?”
I did not jump, but it was a near thing. I had been so engrossed in the journal that I did not notice someone joining us. When I looked up, Sevelie was standing in the doorway of her room, still in a dressing gown, looking at me with cold accusation in her eyes.
“Snooping,” I replied blandly, knowing there was no talking my way out of this situation. She must have heard me talking to Aster. I was thankful for the weak light so that she wouldn’t see the red in my face from getting caught. Fair was fair, I reminded myself—she had brought me here to spy on me, and now I was simply doing the same in return.
Her eyes widened as she saw what I held in my hands. Quickly she crossed the room and snatched her journal away, holding it protectively behind her.
“Haven’t you been taught to respect people’s privacy?” she snapped.
I snorted. “You invited me into your home to keep an eye on me. It seemed prudent to repay the favor.”
“By breaking into someone’s locked rooms?”
I glanced at Aster. Locked, huh? He just shrugged, pleased at his own tricks.
“I didn’t realize it was locked,” I said, trying not to make it sound like an excuse.
I half-expected Sevelie to kick me out of her home on the spot for breaching whatever little trust she had in me. She glared—but there was something other than anger in it. Her shoulders were drawn tight, and her hands seemed to be shaking. She was worried, I realized. If I told anyone her opinions on Kugara’s court and its workings, it would look very bad for her indeed.
I had found an advantage over her. This was blackmail.
Exasperated, I looked to Aster, who stuck his tongue out a little, full of cheek and completely lacking in remorse now that he knew I understood what he’d been planning.
“I told you this was going to be useful,” he said.
Indeed, I now had a defense against anything Sevelie might have planned. Sevelie seemed to realize her precarious situation as well. Instead of giving me a piece of her mind, which I could tell she was itching to do, all she did was send me a tight-lipped look.
“Next time you want to know something, just ask,” she said. “Maybe I’ll even answer. Now please, get out of my study.”
SEVELIE PRETENDED I DIDN’T EXIST DURING BREAKFAST AND all through the rest of the day—at least until it was time to prepare for the banquet, at which point she sent two maids to my room to help with my hair. Though I thankfully was only required to wear my House Avera coat instead of an evening dress, the maids seemed to view this as a challenge to overcome. One of them dragged my hair through hot irons as if it had wronged her and she was teaching it a lesson; the other brushed powders and paints around my eyes until I was certain one would be gouged out. When they finally finished, my features were pleasantly highlighted in my normally sallow face, and my hair sat in purposeful waves instead of its usual mess. Aster cooed and exclaimed and made a nuisance of himself all the way until it was time to leave, upon which I shooed him away, not wanting to put up with his antics in the carriage ride over.
I supposed, even when she was furious, Sevelie could not abide her own guest turning up at an important social event looking anything less than perfect.
She kept up the stony silence even when we both boarded the carriage that would take us to the court’s banquet hall. For the first few minutes of the ride there was no conversation, no sound apart from the clopping of the horse’s hooves outside and the rattle of the carriage wheels. I almost missed her incessant questioning. Though I had convinced myself that I had done what was needed to secure my own position, seeing her wound so tight, all of her graceful ease gone, conjured a nauseating weight in my gut that only became heavier the longer the silence went on.
I felt like I should say something. An apology of sorts. Though Aster had reminded me several times during the day, “You’ve ensured that she can’t take advantage of you. It was the right move.”
I had known he would not express any sympathy for her. His primary concern was, as always, to make sure I had the upper hand. It was a sentiment that usually warmed my heart, but here it was soured by the distinct feeling that I had done something wrong. The musings in Sevelie’s journal churned around in my head nonstop. She wasn’t the kind of person I’d assumed. Her words had brought back so many memories—of my mother, and how she had once tried so hard to make me friends.
And now I had ruined any small possibility of that happening.
It was a thought that would not leave my mind once it had taken root. If my mother were here, she would want me to apologize. I tried to shoo that urge away, but it would not leave, and eventually I decided: I had the ceremony of initiation ahead of me. While it was a simple task, I did not need this incident clouding my conscience during it.
I found myself blurting into the tense air between us, “Thank you for sending your maids to help with my hair.”
Sevelie looked at me, startled. Obviously, she had not been expecting me to say anything.
After taking a moment to gather herself and replace the surprise in her expression with cool detachment, she said, “Well, we couldn’t have you showing up to the banquet looking like you’d already been inside the umbral gate.”
I scowled. “I was trying to say something nice.”
“You can start with ‘sorry.’”
It had been what I meant to do, but somehow, having her point it out only made me feel ornery and disagreeable. “You were the one who brought me into your home for the sole purpose of keeping me under surveillance,” I bit back.
“And I made my intentions clear. I haven’t broken into your private possessions, have I? But you know what? Fine. I’ll start.” Her mouth went into a thin line. Then, to my great surprise, she said, “I’m sorry, Alma, for inviting you into my home with less than honorable intentions. I assumed the worst of you immediately, and that was rude.”
I blinked, taken aback by the sincerity in her voice. I was suddenly unsure of what to do. The truth was, I had little practice apologizing—and there were no good role models around to help me. My father had certainly never set me an example to follow.
I was finding it much harder to get those two little words out than I could have imagined.
“I’m . . . sorry,” I began slowly. “For . . . breaking into your personal possessions. It was a breach of your privacy and your trust.” I paused. It didn’t feel like enough—not when she had been gracious enough to extend the olive branch. I continued haltingly, “And I promise not to tell anyone about what I found.”
Sevelie looked relieved at first, but then her shoulders tensed again. “What . . . how much did you read, exactly?” she asked nervously.
“Something about a ‘television’ from Coltrand and how you wanted to bring those technologies into Kugara.”
Her eyes went tight and she brought a hand up to cover her mouth, like this was the worst thing I could have possibly said. Maybe she expected me, a divine vessel of House Avera, to condemn her on the spot. After a moment, she said in a small voice, “I don’t mean anything bad by it, you must understand. I just get . . . frustrated, sometimes, by my place in life.”
I could not understand why. She was everything I had wanted to be as a little girl; on top of that, she belonged to an influential family and was marrying into another. “Jullan Ward is the keeper of trade in Avera. Surely you could market these items around Kugara, if you really wanted.”
Her eyes narrowed at me. When she opened her mouth, I knew I had touched on a nerve. “My father thinks independent thought is a plague upon ladies like myself. Besides, they don’t work here in Kugara, because they rely on something called electromagnetic waves, which get disrupted by the presence of our elder gods. But it’s not about the technologies themselves—think of what they represent! Convenience and autonomy for people who aren’t blessed by the divine—something Kugara sorely lacks. But what would you know of that? You’ve grown up as a chosen vessel of the Dread Beast. You are uniquely privileged.”
I listened with wide eyes, not sure of how to react. The woman in that journal had felt so far removed from the well-behaved socialite I’d envied my whole life. Now I saw her clearly. But her words stoked anger within me, which quickly boiled to the surface. “You know nothing of what my childhood was like,” I snapped.
“Oh, please. I’m sure you’ve suffered your fair share, but you still have the freedom to do what you please—like interrupt a Pilgrim’s trial in front of all of Avera—and you are never reproached because you have been blessed by one of the Four.”
“I did that out of necessity. My father would never have allowed my participation if I hadn’t forced my way in.”
“You can’t know that,” said Sevelie.
I tried to school my frustration, keeping my voice steady as I replied, “I do.”
Her chin tilted up defiantly. “Why don’t you like your father?”
Because he killed my mother was on the tip of my tongue—but I couldn’t say it. Not when I had had an equal hand in her death.
So I merely shook my head. “You have no idea what he’s really like. All those kind words you’ve written about him—that’s not the man he is at all.”
“Perhaps I don’t know the same Lord Zander that you do,” Sevelie allowed. “But I know he has been the only one to listen to me when I’ve spoken of these things.”
A farce, I wanted to tell her. My father was using her to spite Kaim, I was all but sure of it. Perhaps it brought him some sick satisfaction to hold an attractive young woman’s attention; I could not fathom how the minds of men worked, but I had an idea that telling this to Sevelie would not please her. I was trying to make amends, not start another fire. Struggling to change the subject, I allowed curiosity to get the better of me. “Is that why you don’t like Kaim?” I asked, thinking back on the memory of my cousin dismissing Sevelie’s attempts to speak to him as children. “He doesn’t listen to you?”
Sevelie’s eyes went wide and then she threw her head back and laughed.
“Tell me, Alma,” she said when she was done. “Have you ever been in love?”
The rattle of the carriage filled the space between us. For a long, uncomfortable moment, I did not know how to answer. I could not say yes, because surely that would lead to the question of who, and I had little desire to explain things that I hadn’t shared with any soul, not even my mother.
But my heart would not allow me to say no. I couldn’t lie to myself that way.
“My life is devoted to my elder god,” I said at last.
“Then maybe you know how it feels to love something that can never love you back,” said Sevelie sadly.
A pang went through my heart. Something in my expression must have shifted, because Sevelie’s own countenance turned sympathetic.
“Kaim has eyes for one person only,” she continued, “and it certainly isn’t me. I used to think it was a dream come true—to marry the handsome young heir of House Avera. He was cold, but he wasn’t cruel to me. I thought that was just his manner. Until it became very clear that he simply had no interest in me at all. His attentions have already been given to someone else.”
I frowned, confused. “Who?”
Sevelie looked at me questioningly. After a second, her eyes lit up. “Don’t tell me you’ve never noticed!”
“I can’t say that I have,” I said, honestly baffled. Then again, I’d had little chance to observe Kaim in the past, and whenever I did, it was the way one might observe a predator—not a subject of gossip.
“Well,” said Sevelie smugly, “you must watch him at the banquet later. I assure you, you will see what I mean.”
“I will,” I said, and found myself forcing down a grin. My heart felt light at this silly, girlish exchange. A surprising feeling, and one I had not expected to share with Sevelie.
She seemed gladdened by it as well, for she proclaimed, “Well, if you promise not to tell anyone about that, or about my journal, then I can promise in return that you will remain a guest under my roof. But only if you behave! If you don’t, I’ll have to tell Auntie Darantha about it.”
I made a face, and she burst into bright laughter.
This time, when we fell quiet, there was none of the tension that had been there earlier; I settled in for the rest of the ride, my mind cleared for the ceremony ahead.
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As we clattered over cobblestone around the corner into Firmament Square, the buzz of excited chatter began to drift in through the carriage window. I pulled back the curtain in time to see the court’s banquet hall come into view like a monument set aglow in offering to the gods. Constructed from pure white stone and lined with pillars two stories high, it certainly looked like a place one would hold festivities for the divine. Light blazed through the many windows to cut through the dusky gloom, and music spilled from the wide-open doors. Strings of lanterns lined the streets all the way up to the entrance, and the crowds of devout onlookers clamored beyond them, corralled back by guards to keep the roads clear.
Sleek carriages like the one we currently rode in glided up to the grand stairway, the light reflecting off their polished exteriors. Lords in crisp suits and ladies in gowns of gauzy silk encrusted with jewels spilled out of them to ascend the stairs—the upper echelons of Sorrowsend, so glamorous they looked like figures from a fairy tale.
Briefly I wondered what it would have been like to dress up for such an event; to pick out a pretty gown, to find a beau to impress for the evening. Would I have enjoyed an event like this, if my only task were to eat and drink and dance, instead of prove myself yet again before all these attendees?
When it was our turn to alight, Sevelie exited the carriage first, gracefully taking the hand of the valet who helped her down. I followed her out, ducking my head to avoid bumping it on the carriage roof—and as I looked back up, I saw that everyone, all the guards standing outside and the court deacons waiting to greet us and the curious passersby, had bowed to me.
I could not deny the slight nervous tremor of my heart at the sight. I had always known that the people of Kugara worshipped the elder gods and their vessels. But holed up in my little guesthouse in the Avera estate, I had had little chance to actually experience being at the center of that worship. At the first trial, the crowds had been an obstacle for me to overcome: a test as much as the trial itself, before which I had to prove myself.
Now I was a Pilgrim and was being afforded the respect of one. It didn’t seem to bother Sevelie, who was sweeping gracefully up the stairs with her skirts clutched in one hand, head held high. But for a moment, the realization of what I was facing rushed to my head, and I felt dizzy.
At least until someone stepped forward—someone I would recognize anywhere. Aster approached the carriage and held his hand out to me like he was one of the valets. Despite his welcoming stance, he looked frustrated. Disappointed.
Cold.
Making sure the movement would not catch anyone’s attention, I took his hand. He led me gently down the steps of the carriage, and as my feet touched the ground, he slipped his arm smoothly through mine, so we were linked at the elbow. It felt like we were any other couple about to attend a party together, but he held me in such a way that my posture would not look strange to those who could not see him. It was a thoughtful gesture—which meant I could not reasonably reject him. I was at his mercy as we walked toward the grand stairs leading up to the banquet hall.
“What are you doing, Alma?” he asked, not looking at me.
There was no use in pretending not to know what he was referring to. He wanted to know why I had given up my advantage over Sevelie by telling her I would keep her secret.
“I don’t want to make an enemy of her,” I replied quietly, moving my mouth as little as possible. Knights of the Weeping Lady stood on either side of the stairs, bowing to me deeply as I began to ascend. It wouldn’t do to cause a scene here. “I have enough people who want me out of the picture.”
“She declared you her enemy first.”
“And then she took it back.”
“We agreed that you would use her,” said Aster, exasperation clear in the stiff set of his shoulders and the way he would not meet my eye. “But here you are, making friends.”
“We aren’t friends.”
“You gave up an important piece of leverage. I’m only trying to help you.”
“I know,” I bit back. His words left me feeling ashamed, and thus defensive. He was right—I had let go of an advantage, but I didn’t want to take it back. I didn’t want to fight about it either. Not right now, when I had a trial to get through.
His expression gentled and at last he looked at me straight on. “I don’t want to argue. I just want you to be careful.”
“I will be. I’m not stupid,” I said, the words bitter on my tongue. We often bickered, but rarely fought in earnest. Then again, I’d never made such an important decision without consulting him.
I’d simply never had the opportunity to do so before.
My contemplation was cut short as we reached the top of the stairs. Aster paused, glancing ahead; I followed his gaze into the lobby of the banquet hall. The Court of Divine Hearers had housed many a previous Pilgrimage ceremony here. The entrance by itself was made to instill awe, with high vaulted ceilings covered in murals depicting the Great Beyond, from which Kugara’s four elder gods had come. A statue of the Heavenseer, its gigantic eye mired within beautifully curving tentacles, stood as the centerpiece of a triple-tiered fountain in the center of it all. The sound of trickling water layered over the chatter of attendees, and from beyond a set of grand doors came the faint music of a chamber orchestra.
The Heavenseer’s likeness brought back the memory of the temple in Merey, where I had been turned away in my hour of need. A sour taste coiled in my throat. Aster did not seem to like it either, for he grimaced.
“Damn,” he said. “I forgot about that. I have to leave you here, Alma.”
“What?” I said, turning to him in surprise. Was he punishing me for fighting with him?
“There are those who would watch me and find my presence disagreeable,” he said darkly.
I glanced at the fountain. No one had ever seen my companion from the stars but me—but maybe a vessel of the Heavenseer might. I understood his caution. It wouldn’t do to be disqualified here if the court suspected I was too deep into my god-driven mania. But it didn’t make me feel any better about the fact that Aster was leaving. I thought of standing before the cynical eyes of Sorrowsend’s finest alone and felt faint. “What about the ceremony?”
“I’m still with you, just—not exactly at your side. Don’t worry about the ceremony. You’ll do fine.”
“You’re just leaving?”
But he was already gone.
Hurt panged through me at his departure. Despite his reassurances, I could not help the stark feeling of loss. I had been relying on him to ground me, the way he had at the temple in Avera.
He had left on such a sour note too. Irritation replaced the hurt. If he was trying to make me feel guilty for not agreeing with him—well, it was working, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.
Steeling myself, I made my way alone through the grand doors and into the banquet hall, where Sevelie was waiting for me by the fountain.
“Took you long enough,” she said as I approached.
I gave her a curt grunt. She looked confused at this, as if she were expecting a warmer response after our moment in the carriage; this, too, sent guilt seeping through me, but I was in too foul a mood to do better. Hoping she would chalk my brevity up to nerves, I brushed past her and the great stone mass of the Heavenseer’s tentacles and made my way through the lobby. Attendants as well as various masses of court clergymen all bowed to us as we passed—to me, with my arm of black metal and my sharp black attire, clearly marking me as a Pilgrim of House Avera.
A middle-aged man with a pleasant face in white robes with an embroidered silver surplice, marking him as an important member of the court, stood greeting guests before the main hall. As soon as he spotted me, his face lit up in recognition.
“Lady Alma,” he said. He did not bow, but he did incline his head respectfully. “I am Cardinal Farthing. I have been tasked with informing you that Lord Maximus is unfortunately unable to make it to the banquet tonight; however, he sends his regards and wishes you and the other Pilgrims of his House the best for the ceremony ahead.”
“My uncle isn’t here?” I asked, feeling off-balance once again.
“He is not feeling well,” said Cardinal Farthing with a regretful smile. “The toll of his piety to the Beast. The rest of House Avera is present, however, and I am sure they are eager to see you. An attendant will lead you to your table.”
At his cue, an attendant of the court in plain white robes scurried over, head lowered in reverence. We were led past the doors into a great hall with a high domed ceiling, even more lavishly decorated than the lobby. A double spiral staircase led down from the door to the marble-tiled main floor, where guests mingled, and above it hung a chandelier so laden with crystals the size of apples I feared it would fall.
At the center of the hall was a great depression in the floor, over which was built a magnificent glass dome. As we drew closer, I realized that the banquet hall itself was a giant mezzanine overlooking the floor below. That must be where the ceremony of initiation would take place—with the font of umbral water sealed off, so that it would not be touched by mortal hands.
Farther out toward the walls were great round tables where guests were seated. Most of them were filled with noblemen in their fancy dress, but I could see House Metia’s deep blue colors at one, and House Goldmercy’s gray and copper at another.
We were led, of course, to the table where everyone was dressed in black—the one designated for House Avera, around which my father, Euphina, Darantha, and Kaim were already seated.
Darantha took one look at me as we approached and scoffed.
“There she is: the hellion of Avera.”
It was funny that my father had spent so much of my youth drilling me on proper etiquette for a young woman, yet no one else seemed concerned about treating me like one.
Darantha turned to Sevelie, and her whole countenance sweetened. “Sevelie, darling,” she said. “I hope you haven’t been putting yourself through too much trouble. Kaim has been missing you, you know.”
Given what Sevelie had told me, I highly doubted that was the case—though it seemed like he had told his mother about Sevelie’s plan to keep an eye on me. I could not help shooting a glance at my cousin to gauge his reaction. He looked as cold and uncaring as ever—yet I could see how a younger Sevelie would have fallen in love with him, before he broke her heart.
“I’m doing well, Auntie, thank you; I know you worry too much,” said Sevelie politely as the attendant guided us to our seats before quickly scurrying away.
As I sat, I realized this was my first time speaking to Darantha properly in years. She had dressed herself immaculately, as usual, but there was something worn about her eyes. She looked tired. I thought about my Uncle Maximus’s continued absence, and wondered how she was handling her husband’s imminent approach to madness.
“Well, don’t strain yourself, dear,” said Darantha. “We all know what Zander’s daughter is like. Why, I wasn’t sure if she would even show up tonight.”
“It’s custom for the whole House to be in attendance, Darantha,” my father drawled. “With how eager you are to act as Maximus’s speaker, perhaps you should review Avera’s traditions. Besides, this is a lovely opportunity for us to talk to Alma.”
Euphina sat to his right, and I had been seated to his left—and though there was some distance between us because of the table’s sheer size, being in any proximity to his sneering face still soured my mood.
“An opportunity to admonish her for sullying her family’s good name?” said Darantha, her expression pinching as she turned to me. “Yes, I quite agree. You’ve gotten enough attention by now, surely. It’s time for you to go home, and then perhaps your father can teach you something about manners.”
“I believe you’re the last person here to be lecturing anyone about behavior,” said my father mildly.
Darantha turned red with fury. “A bold statement from you, Zander. Coming here while Maximus is in this state, hoping to wrest away his authority. Have you no shame?”
“It is precisely because Maximus is in this state that I must relieve him of his duty.”
“That is Kaim’s role, as heir to the First Hand.”
I glanced toward Kaim, but he did not seem to care much for this conversation. He was staring flatly at the table’s centerpiece over the edge of his glass of wine.
My father set down his own glass with a decisive clink. “A role he would not take on until his father is a drooling invalid, taken advantage of by everyone in the capital—including his wife. I have a chance, right now, to alter that situation, and yet I am opposed by everyone at this table.”
For perhaps the first time in our lives, Darantha and I shared matching reactions, scorn creeping upon our faces. My father truly thought he was going to be Avera’s savior. The worst part was, he had the best chance among all of us to do it. I wasn’t a fool—I knew he was a skilled swordsman, and he had amassed a veritable number of supporters among the Dreadguard. And he knew how to schmooze with the other Houses, which was a skill Kaim and I both lacked.
Darantha said, “I’d rather see Maximus die upon his seat than let you take it.”
My father spread his hands beseechingly. “Where is he now? Unable to make it even to the ceremony of initiation. Has he had another episode? How many maids will you allow to be mauled before you admit he is unfit?”
“You would know how to handle the maids, wouldn’t you?”
This was a far cry from my quiet, solitary meals at the estate. Nobody at this table could stand each other, not even those who were supposed to be aligned. Euphina, here ostensibly to support my father, clearly did not want to give him the time of day, and despite Darantha’s fervent advocacy, I hadn’t seen Kaim acknowledge her even once.
Everything about this family was a farce. Even if I were not sworn to vengeance against my father, I would have wanted to become First Hand myself, just to prove how unworthy they were of the power they held.
“You won’t last in the umbral plane,” Darantha was saying now. When I glanced over, I realized she was addressing me. “The terrors will rip you apart. Your father won’t listen to reason, so maybe you will. The Beast favors Maximus, and He will favor Kaim, and you cannot hope to match up.”
“I appreciate your concern, Aunt Darantha,” I responded, more curtly than I would have liked. “I’ll hold my own just fine.” She had been there to witness my slaying of the Tinkerer’s Thing, my proof of dominance over my father and Kaim both. She couldn’t accept a truth she’d seen with her own eyes.
But my emotions still stung from my little spat earlier with Aster. For the first time in my life, I had displeased him—and a part of me wondered if I truly was still his favorite.
“Darantha’s right,” my father cut in, not wasting any opportunity to discourage me. “You may think yourself prepared for the trials ahead; I imagine you are even quite proud of yourself. But it would be best for you to take your place in my retinue, as we had originally planned. There is no happy ending to this path you have chosen.”
“Not for you,” I said. “I’ll make one for myself.”
Darantha scoffed, “I said it years ago, Zander: it was a mistake to bring a commoner into the family. Who knows what she might have inherited from her mother? That filthy woman died in dirt, and now you bring her offspring—”
Something cracked, and she fell silent.
It took a moment to register that everyone was staring at me, and then another to realize that they were staring because I’d just dug my metal fingers into the table. I had been resting my hand along the edge of it and, somewhere among all the fighting and the insults, had simply lost control.
“And now she’s ruined the court’s furniture,” said Darantha.
I looked around the table. My father and Kaim were watching me intently, a bit of the Beast in their own dark expressions. Sevelie’s eyebrows had gone very high up on her forehead. Darantha looked ready to launch into another spiel about my shortcomings, and I for one was not ready to receive it.
I pushed my chair back and stood. “Please excuse me; I’ve lost my appetite.”
* * *
EVEN THOUGH I WANTED NOTHING MORE THAN TO ESCAPE, I knew that leaving the banquet hall so soon after entering would not go unnoticed. I had no interest in explaining the reasons why I could not stand the rest of House Avera—especially as I hoped to gain the role of its leader in the near future. There was little choice but to stay.
I half-expected Aster to join me then, perhaps to offer a bit of comfort after such a display. But even as I looked around expectantly, he did not appear. My heart fell. He had said that he couldn’t—but what if he was simply still annoyed at my actions in the carriage and wanted to spite me by leaving me alone?
What would that mean for the ceremony ahead?
No, I told myself. It wouldn’t affect anything. I flexed my metal fingers; I still had his blessing, and that would not change over a minor disagreement. Trying not to wallow, I opted to wander around the rest of the banquet hall and discreetly familiarize myself with the other Pilgrims instead, whom I suspected I would be seeing in the umbral plane.
First, I drifted toward House Metia’s table, taking care to stay close enough to the walls to not draw attention to myself. This was the House Darantha had come from, the House that favored Kaim as the next First Hand of the Beast. The House I had grown up under in Merey. Though I had not met any of its members, my father had once described the important few to me.
I recognized the Grand Heavenseer: Carnus Metia, leader of House Metia. His hair was long and silver with age, and both his eyes were milky. He was the one currently in charge of overseeing the operation of the great glowing umbral gate above the city, making him one of the most important men alive in Kugara. As if sensing my scrutiny, he turned his head to meet my gaze, or at least I assumed so, as it was difficult to tell. An expression of scorn crossed his face briefly, making me frown. Before I could do anything about it, he turned away.
At his side was a fair-haired, soft-cheeked youth—barely more than a boy—who I assumed was Lynel Metia. At age sixteen he was the youngest of House Metia’s vessels but apparently was so gifted with his magecraft that Lord Carnus himself had taken him under his wing and granted him the opportunity to lead a retinue into the umbral plane. Given the dangers that lay within, I knew that any Pilgrim younger than Kaim and myself had to be a force to be reckoned with—even if he looked harmless from a distance.
The last Pilgrim of House Metia was not seated at the table, but I found her nearby showing off a minor trick of light with her magecraft to a small group of lords and ladies. I remembered her name but not much else; my father had said little about Agatha Metia, save that she was a loyal follower of Lord Carnus. Dressed in customary Metia blue, she bore a passing resemblance to Darantha, if Darantha had a kinder face.
I wandered over, watching as she wowed the guests with the light sparkling between her fingers until the House Goldmercy table came into sight. There I recognized Meister Hellen, who had provided for us her Thing at the trial in Avera. The last time I saw her she had been collapsed on the ground, sobbing. Now she was gray and sullen, her mouth tight, looking as though she would prefer to be anywhere else but at a party.
I supposed it was true what they said, that it took a bit of their souls each time a Meister bound themselves to their creations.
She must be thankful then that she was not one of the Pilgrims. There were to be two Goldmercy Meisters in this Pilgrimage: Olissa Goldmercy, the Mother Meister and leader of the House, and Iloise Goldmercy. Their gray robes shimmered like morning mist under the crystal chandeliers. Olissa Goldmercy was friends with my father, or so he had told me. She was a matronly woman, with what would have been a pleasant face if her eyes hadn’t been so shrewd. Her laugh sounded like bells, ringing clearly over the hall as she conversed with a group of nobility around her table.
A movement behind her caught my eye. A child, wearing an old-fashioned knight’s helmet, scurried up with a tray of delicacies. The noblemen turned to exclaim over the creature as it approached, like they were observing a dog doing tricks.
She had brought a Tinkerer’s Thing to the banquet; a small one, but a Thing nonetheless. I shuddered, remembering the lovely, screaming face that had been hidden beneath the mass of talismans in the Avera temple. This Thing was as docile as the other had been before the fighting began, standing still as guests bent down to examine it with curiosity.

Still uneasy, I drifted through the mingling guests toward the giant glass dome in the center of the hall. A couple stood by it, looking down through the glass with equal parts excitement and apprehension. The floor below was dimly lit, a few braziers flickering gently along the walls and reflecting off the polished marble tiles. A shallow brass basin, about five feet across, sat unassumingly in the center of the large and otherwise empty space. It was partway filled with water—and though it looked normal from a distance, I knew that the water had been taken from the umbral plane itself.
The couple nearby was in the midst of discussing it, and I could not help overhearing.
“Are they doing the demonstration soon?” said the gentleman to his friend.
“Not yet,” said his friend. “Not until after the meal is over. I’ve heard it gets quite gruesome.”
The demonstration. In all the chaos at my family’s table, I had almost forgotten about this part. Before the ceremony of initiation began, the court would prove to all the lords and ladies in attendance that the water was indeed from the umbral plane. A criminal would be brought in—one who had been given the choice of either undertaking this trial or meeting the chopping block. In the event that he was found worthy, he would be free to go.
If found unworthy, then upon touching the umbral water, he would become infected with terrors—minor ones, most commonly umbral mind worms, but they would eat at him until one of the Church knights put him down.
They were never worthy.
Only after it had been proven to the masses that the water was in fact fatal to those not touched by a god, it would be our turn. We would do what the poor condemned man could not and reemerge baptized as Pilgrims.
“Excuse me, Lady Alma,” said someone behind me, drawing me from my pondering.
I turned and found myself face-to-face with Fion, his messy hair combed back from his face for once.
He smiled at me like an old friend and extended a hand. “I was hoping to ask you for a dance.”



Chapter
15
Dancing had not been on the list of skills I thought necessary to polish up in time for the Pilgrimage. In fact, it was a skill I had never been taught at all. My father had clearly never expected me to be put in this situation, or perhaps, knowing my personality, had expected me to never say yes.
I could not explain why I did.
Maybe it was the shock. After having considered Fion an extension of Kaim for so long, it surprised me to see him walking about on his own.
A part of me had always been cautious of him—but also curious. I had felt sorry for him; from what I gathered, his past had been a difficult one, and then he had been bound to a family that didn’t care for him and sworn into the service of a boy who was possessive and cruel.
It reminded me a bit of my own past.
Still, Fion had always remained a mystery. Where I sneered at my family and openly avoided them, Fion trailed Kaim like an obedient familiar, and never said a word against him or any of the others. I didn’t think I could trust someone like that, and so I usually kept my distance.
Now I found my hand in his, being steered toward the dance floor. Fion stopped us at the edge, near the wall.
“I won’t torture you by putting us front and center,” he said with a knowing smile.
“How kind,” I said. “Seeing as I do not actually know how to dance, this is a wise choice.”
“I’ll guide you. You seem like a quick study, Alma Avera, so I’m sure you’ll have no trouble. Here.”
He took my metal hand and placed it over his shoulder. My flesh hand was held loosely aloft in his own, his other going to rest lightly on my upper back. He began to steer me, subtly but surely, in a series of simple, circular steps that were thankfully repetitive enough that I began to relax after a few turns.
“See?” he said, sounding pleased. “It’s not so difficult.”
This close, I could finally see the minute details of the scarring around his left eye—the one that belonged to Kaim. The lines had been made with painstaking precision, arcane patterns carved into his skin.
“Your confidence is very flattering,” I told him dryly, ignoring the feelings of disquiet. “But I know you didn’t really bring me out here for the pleasure of my company.”
His cheerful attitude did not falter despite my tone. He was, I realized, a rather pretty young man, with features that were sweet but somehow sharp, and a clever smile. There was a notch in the line of his nose, possibly from having been broken in his misbegotten childhood, but it did not detract from his overall charm.
If he were not in Kaim’s shadow all the time, he might have been more popular with the female staff of House Avera.
“Are you sure about that?” he said. “I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while now, you know. You’re a hot topic of conversation among the family. Everyone’s been gossiping about how you slayed the Tinkerer’s Thing.”
I rolled my eyes. “Wonderful.”
“Kaim was surprised,” he said like a compliment.
I was unable to help glancing cautiously around, but my view of the Avera table was blocked by the other dancers. “Speaking of my cousin, does he mind that you’re here?”
Fion was dressed in a manner similar to the attendants of House Avera: in a pure-black uniform that was neat but nondescript, designed for its wearer to blend in. But there was no hiding the fact that we were drawing some attention from those nearest to us—a bastard daughter of House Avera and the aide of her rival cousin dancing together.
I had no doubt that word of it would reach Kaim’s ears, and I had to wonder how he would react.
This seemed to amuse Fion. “You’re not afraid of him, are you?”
“I don’t want to cause trouble,” I clarified.
“Yet here you are, in Sorrowsend, participating in the Pilgrimage.”
I narrowed my eyes. His tone hadn’t been hostile, but then again, I’d come across enough people who were skilled at hiding barbed words behind friendly exteriors. Did he disapprove of my presence? Was he implying that I should go home?
“What do you want?” I said, cutting to the chase.
His voice lowered as he said, “I know your secret.”
Panic shot through me. My first thought was: Which one? That I was here for revenge, and not for House Avera’s glory? That I was planning my family’s downfall? That I could see my elder god as clearly as my own hand, and that I thought of him as a companion rather than a divine force? That I loved him rather than worshipping him?
It didn’t matter which. Knowing any of my secrets already meant he was a danger.
Aster, I thought. What would Aster tell me to do?
But he was not here.
“Are you threatening me?” I asked, my voice gone cold.
“Quite the opposite.” He kept up the pleasant smile as he spun me around another dancing couple, avoiding them with light-footed ease. “You came here, defying your father’s wishes and tempting Lady Darantha’s wrath, for a reason. It can’t just be that you enjoy tormenting them; the stakes are too high. So the reward must be of equal value. You want the title of First Hand.”
That was the simplest way to put it, without revealing any of my other motives. “Yes.”
He held my gaze evenly, unflinchingly. “I want you to have it.”
I shot him a look of bewilderment. My footwork faltered as questions raced through my mind. Was he supposed to be saying things like that when he was bonded to my cousin? “What about Kaim?”
Fion corrected my steps swiftly, pulling me back into the rhythm of the music. I would have admired his easy adjustments if I weren’t feeling so stumped. “The last thing I need,” he said slowly, sweeping his eyes over the other attendees rather than looking at me, “is for Kaim to become the head of House Avera.”
“I thought you were sworn to support him.”
He barked a laugh. “Can you imagine him in charge? He’d be more terrible than ever.”
More questions rattled in my head. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you can help me, and in return I can help you when the time comes. You and Kaim are going to clash on this Pilgrimage. It’s inevitable.” His eyes met mine again with a smile, like we were having a cozy conversation rather than debating the particulars of battling my cousin. “He has more resources than you, and the full support of House Metia to boot. Lord Carnus only wants what’s best for his favorite nephew.”
I was well aware of this problem. On top of having their own men, both my father and Kaim had allies among the other Houses, whereas I did not. Their alliances with other vessels meant the odds were stacked against me.
Hearing Fion confirm it only made my prospects seem more grim.
My mouth set in a tight line.
“I’m prepared to do whatever it takes, if he gets in my way.”
“Oh, I’m sure you’d put up a good fight. Maybe you’d even come out on top. But Kaim doesn’t go down without making sure it costs everybody else as much as it costs him.”
I had nothing to say to that. With how Darantha had raised him, I had no doubt he would not concede without making it a painful affair.
Fion nodded like my silence was testament enough. “Wouldn’t you prefer not to pay that price?” he asked. “I am bound by sacred contract to serve Kaim so long as he is a vessel of the Beast, and as long as he can use me, he’ll be more than you can handle. I know how to sabotage our bond, but I need assurance that I won’t die for it.” He paused, making sure he was looking me right in the eye. “Can you ask your god to promise me that?”
My heart thudded.
So Fion did know about my strange communion with Aster. But how? Half-formed thoughts raced through my head. Fion had been born with godsight, and that was why House Metia had taken him and bonded him to my cousin. His gray eye, surrounded by arcane scars, was Kaim’s to use. Maybe because of this gift he had always been able to see something. I remembered all those little smiles he would send my way, the ones I could never read. I had never told anyone about my prince from the stars, but if he knew—
Pulse still pounding, I took a moment to search Fion’s gaze. He met mine in turn, like he had nothing to hide—or nothing to lose. We had stopped dancing, instead just standing awkwardly with our hands still clasped.
He looked pale, I noticed. There was a wanness to his skin and shadows under his eyes. All these years facilitating my cousin’s heroics must have taken a toll. He wanted to leave. He wanted to break his bond with Kaim. Because if he stayed, he would suffer for it.
That much I could believe was true.
I thought of Aster’s disgruntlement earlier this evening. He had been angry that I’d ceded my leverage over Sevelie.
But if I could get Fion to owe me this favor, perhaps Kaim’s advantage over me would not be so absolute.
“If Kaim finds out about this,” I began warily, “will you . . . be all right? He won’t be happy.”
Fion blinked at me. Then he threw his head back and laughed.
Once he was done, he said, “That’s very sweet of you, but there’s no need to worry. Kaim won’t hurt me. Not like that.”
I wasn’t sure how he had come to that conclusion—but he knew my cousin better than I did. “If you’re certain—”
“Fion.”
I did not need to see who had interrupted me. I turned, suppressing a curse at how eventful this evening was turning out to be. “Kaim,” I greeted. Then I had to suppress another curse at who was standing by his side.
It seemed my father had decided to come find me.
Kaim didn’t bother to look at me. His eyes were dark with anger and currently trained on his errant aide. “What are you doing?”
“Making friends,” Fion answered brightly.
The irony was not lost on me. Aster had been annoyed for the very same reason.
The look on Kaim’s face would have sent most men cowering in fear. “With a rival for my position in the House?”
A shrug. “I was bored.”
“We’re leaving. Now.”
Fion bowed to me, as agreeable as ever despite my cousin’s blatant irritation. “Thank you for the dance, Lady Alma. I’m glad we finally had a chance to talk, after all these years.”
Then he left me alone to face my father, whose expression of displeasure somehow seemed even more pronounced than usual.
“Daughter,” he said. “I think it’s time we had a proper conversation.”
* * *
UNFORTUNATELY, “FUCK OFF” WAS LIKELY NOT AN APPROPRIATE response when surrounded by the Sorrowsend gentlefolk.
I curbed my distaste, though my voice remained cold. “We have nothing to speak about.”
My father sighed. “Come now, Alma. I realize we have had our differences. Both of us have acted too rashly, but there is still a chance for you to concede before the ceremony of initiation. Under my care, these events would no longer be your responsibility. There is no shame in such a position; I know my men would be thankful to have another powerful vessel to protect them.”
He was trying to sway me with this facsimile of sympathy. The first time in my life he ever came close to showing repentance, and it was for the purpose of manipulating me.
“Thank you,” I said coldly, “but no thank you.”
“You have ambitions. I understand that, of course,” he replied, still in that tone of deliberate compassion. “I was very much the same in my youth. But sometimes we must rein ourselves in, take things one step at a time. You wish to hunt the Wanderer of Still Waters, but that is quite a task to undertake alone. I, however, have an alliance with House Goldmercy, and I guarantee you will find the glory you seek by cooperating with us. Your cousin Kaim is allied with House Metia, you know.” His eyes searched my face with a care I did not understand until he opened his mouth again. “I understand your childhood in Merey was a poor one. Would it not be nice to prove yourself against them?”
Anger boiled so quickly to the surface that it staggered me. He was using my own past against me. All these years of not acknowledging my hardships, of pretending like it had all been erased the moment he brought me into House Avera, and he was finally speaking of them only to try and sway me over to his side. He was still droning on with his empty platitudes and thinly veiled attempts to instill guilt, but I was no longer listening. All I wanted was to walk away—because if I didn’t, there was a very real chance that I would hurt him, and that would undo all the work I had put in to make myself presentable this evening.
Someone sidled out from behind him—a familiar figure in funeral robes. Aster. My eyes widened. I had resigned myself to not seeing him at all again during this banquet—yet here he was, standing behind my father like he’d been there all along. He brought a finger up to his smiling lips in a mock whisper, as if involving me in a game. Then, with one smooth motion, he kicked out the ankles of a passing waiter with a tray of refreshments. With a great yelp, the waiter stumbled into my father, sending his wares spilling all over that pristine black uniform.

In the following moment of chaos, Aster grabbed my hand and pulled me backward into the crowd. We wove through startled guests craning their heads to see what had happened, all of them far too occupied to pay attention to me. The poor waiter’s voice drifted over it all, stammering out shrill apologies.
And then we had left it all behind, slipping out of the banquet hall and into a quiet corridor. It was as opulently decorated as the rest of the hall with massive paintings and embroidered furniture, but blessedly devoid of people. At this point I had managed to regain my own footing, though Aster had not let go of my hand yet. We kept a brisk pace, turning corners and ducking through several doorways, darting past rooms upon rooms of marble statues, card tables, books on shelves, and plush sofas. My pulse was racing, from the anger, and then from our escape. Finally, a set of glass doors led us out onto a wide balcony with stone benches and pots of manicured flowers. It was empty, all the activity corralled somewhere else for the night.
I sat on one of the benches and leaned my elbows forward onto my knees. And then I began to laugh.
Lightness bubbled in me. The sight of my father covered in wine and cocktail prawns was enough to erase the anger that had taken root when speaking to him. And I was relieved. Relieved that Aster was not mad—that he had come to my rescue despite our little spat earlier. It had reminded me of my childhood: that fateful morning after he had first appeared to me, when he had made faces at my father to prove that only I could see him. He was mine alone.
Aster watched me as my laughter filled the quiet night air. In this half-lit evening, in his pristine white robes, he truly looked like he did not belong on this mortal plane. Our escape had not left him short of breath or even slightly rumpled, save for his hair, which fell in an annoyingly attractive way into his eyes. Amusement was written clearly across his perfect features. In the distance the lilting sound of a string orchestra drifted from the main banquet hall, and the lights of the city lit up the sky, hiding away the stars.
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Thank you,” I managed at last.
“You don’t need to thank me,” he said fondly, with none of our previous bitterness left in his voice. I understood that to mean that our fight was now over.
“I thought you were hiding from me,” I said.
He leaned against one of the windows, the light from behind casting his smile into shadow. “I’m sorry. I suppose I was jealous.”
“Jealous?” I said. I had felt completely out of sorts after he left me. The relief from seeing him again, from talking to him normally after our earlier spat, left me deflating against the stone exterior of the banquet hall.
Aster gave me a wry smile. “I’ve had you to myself all these years. It’s strange, watching you become cozy with someone else. And now here you are at this big party, and I can’t be a part of it.”
Now I really felt like shit. I hadn’t intended to make him feel as though I were leaving him behind.
“You know it’s not like that,” I said. “No matter who I meet, no one could ever replace you.”
His smile turned more genuine. “Not even your cousin’s aide?”
Despite myself, I felt a little flutter of delight at his pointed question. Perhaps he truly was jealous—and one could be jealous only if they cared. It was a sweet fantasy to entertain. “So, you saw that.”
“I told you I’d still be with you,” said Aster, turning thoughtful. “He’s made an interesting request.”
“What do you think of it?”
“I think that you should be careful of him as well,” he said decisively. “We don’t know enough to trust him—and no matter what, he is still close to your cousin.”
“All right,” I said, hiding my disappointment. Part of me had wanted to take Fion up on his request. In so many ways, I felt his situation mirrored mine. But I trusted Aster, and I did not want to fight again. “You know, I’ve decided I don’t enjoy banquets.”
“Not even after my contribution to the festivities?” he said. “I think I’d make a wonderful party guest.”
“You mean, you’d enjoy destroying the party,” I jested.
“I’d be the best entertainment they ever had.” Aster pushed himself off the wall. “Right now, though, there is only one thing I want to do.”
He extended me his hand.
I stared for a moment, uncomprehending. Then I had to laugh. “You can’t be serious.”
“Why not?” He pouted. “You danced with your cousin’s unfortunate companion.”
“I felt sorry for him.”
“You don’t feel sorry for me? Alone all these years, without anyone to call a friend until you came along?”
“Fine.” I took his hand; I told myself it was just to stop his pouting. He would go on for the rest of the evening and probably well into tomorrow if left unchecked. Yet my traitorous heart stuttered as he held me in a light grip, his hand resting gently upon my waist. He swept me into a dance pose with a playful flourish and began to sway us—and he was perfect at this as well, of course.
I must have looked like an absolute idiot to anyone passing by, twirling around with the empty air. But Aster hummed along under his breath in tune with the faint music drifting from the main hall, and the sound of it settled something inside me. I had been worried—first about attending an event like this, and then about the ceremony after he had left me.
But I knew then that there was no way I could ever fail.
When the music faded away, we stilled to a halt, hands still clasped together.
I didn’t want to speak. Didn’t want to break this moment between us, didn’t want this dance to end. But I knew I couldn’t have this. Not really. This yearning in my heart was dangerous. It was time for me to head back.
The ceremony would soon begin.
“You should go,” said Aster softly, releasing me and taking a step back like a proper gentleman. “Thank you for the dance.”
Reluctantly, I stepped away from him, immediately feeling cold in the absence of his touch.
He gave me an exaggerated, courtly bow. “Unfortunately, I have to leave you again. Though they wish to test your connection to your god, I doubt the Heavenseers of House Metia would appreciate actually seeing me by your side.”
Disappointment filled me, but he made sense. I did not want anyone to see him either—or to know about him, or to ask who he was. Especially now, when my heart was still racing from our little dance.
I would be accused of heresy.
But at least I had gotten a taste of what it would have been like to attend this banquet as a regular young lady, and to dance with a boy I fancied. An experience that my younger self would have surely been overjoyed to have. It was a gift, and one that I would treasure in secret for the rest of my days.
Steeling myself, I bid him farewell, and watched as he melted into the shadows.
It was as I was making my way back to the main banquet hall alone that I noticed the voices, drifting faintly from somewhere down the hallway.
“. . . said it yourself. She has no support in the capital or in the umbral plane. I don’t know what you’re so worried about.”
I was not in the habit of poking my head into another’s conversation, but those words coming from that particular voice gave me pause.
I crept quietly toward it, wondering why Fion was speaking about me.
“She’s no match for me in combat,” the voice of my cousin rumbled, low and displeased, from behind a door that hadn’t been pulled completely shut. I would have been annoyed at his easy dismissal, if not for what he said next. “But you saw her in the temple. She hears the word of something divine—possibly better than I do, even with you around.”
I stopped a pace or two away, just close enough to peek through the gap in the doorway. The room inside was lit only by a banker’s lamp. Fion was perched on the edge of the desk beside it, his posture relaxed. My cousin stood before him with his arms crossed, tall and imposing.
“How uncommonly modest of you,” said Fion.
“Fion.”
“Kaim,” came the mocking response. “I could confidently say that Lady Alma wasn’t even a minor concern of yours before coming to the capital. What’s changed? You can’t be jealous, can you?”
“She’s unpredictable,” said Kaim stonily. “I won’t be underestimating her, and neither should you.”
“Who says I’m underestimating her?”
“You certainly act like it, dancing with her and making friends,” Kaim said, his tone darkening. “But if that wasn’t a foolish mistake on your part, then I have to conclude that you are fraternizing with the enemy.”
“Oh, Kaim,” said Fion sweetly. “You already know I’d do anything to get away from you.”
Kaim’s shadow stepped closer to Fion’s. He planted his hands on the desk on either side of Fion’s waist and leaned in.
“I have no choice,” he said, his words strained. “Things will be better when I’m First Hand, I promise you this. I wish you’d see that I—”
I ducked my head and hurried away, suddenly embarrassed. I had not known that my cousin was capable of speaking to anyone like that. It was a moment too vulnerable for an outsider to witness, no matter if my presence had incited it. I had no wish to know of Kaim’s struggles.
Because—as Fion had said—he and I would likely come to blows at some point, and feeling sorry for him was a complication I did not need.
There was a ceremony for me to worry about.




Chapter
16
By the time I made it back into the banquet hall, everyone was gathered around the giant glass dome. The music had stopped, and the air hummed with chatter. It was impossible to see over the crowd onto the floor below, where the basin of umbral water sat in wait.
The voices quieted as one rose above them all.
“Welcome, people of Sorrowsend, to the ceremony of initiation,” called Cardinal Farthing. I craned my head to find him, standing on a podium placed beside the dome. “Tonight, the chosen Pilgrims will prove to you the strength of their faith to the elder gods of Kugara. In this trial ahead, they will all be baptized by umbral water—the very touch of which can render mortals stricken by terrors beyond our understanding. But not those under the protection of the Four. Their blessings will preserve them now as it will within the umbral plane—and only those who pass this test will have the honor of traveling through the gate. First, we must have a demonstration.”
I approached the throngs of attendees, only to find them impossible to breach. All the lords and ladies were packed together tightly, each attempting to get a view through the glass, and when I tried to slip closer, I only received an elbow to the gut for my efforts.
Annoyed, I said sharply, “Excuse me.”
The man who had elbowed me turned, clearly about to tell me off—but his expression morphed into one of surprise and then dread as he saw my black garb and metal arm. Hurriedly he backed away and dipped into a bow.
“Lady Avera,” he said. “My apologies.”
His actions drew the attention of his cohorts—who also heard my title and quickly shifted to make room for me, heads lowered in deference.
If Aster were with me, I had no doubt he would find it all very amusing.
The attention made me uncomfortable, but at least I now had a path forward. Nodding in acknowledgment, I nudged my way through the remaining people until I had a clear view of the dim floor below. Just as I reached the glass, a set of doors at the end of the great chamber beyond it opened.
A small group of men walked out—three Church knights and a man in ragged clothing escorted between two of them. The man was thin and his movements were sluggish. He blinked up at us, confused and squinting against the light. The knights in their polished armor were practically holding him up.
Cardinal Farthing was speaking again.
“This man is a convicted murderer, a criminal of the highest degree. He was given a choice between the noose and a chance to prove his faith. The Court of Divine Hearers has promised him that if he is spared by the umbral terrors, then he may walk free, perhaps even join the Sorrowless Disciples in giving back to our blessed community. If not—then he shall be an example to us all of what happens when one who has not been chosen by the Four enters the umbral gate.”
The crowd began to murmur again, anticipation thrumming through the air.
“What’s going to happen to the poor man?” I heard someone say.
“He’s a murderer!” someone else responded. “I hope the terrors take him.”
The two knights began to lead this criminal toward the basin, while the third approached it with a shallow bowl in hand. Water was scooped into the bowl, the knight taking care not to touch it directly.
The condemned man slowly straightened as he walked, his eyes fixed upon the bowl as if he couldn’t look away, his face growing pale. By the time he reached the basin, he was stiff with nerves. But he took a deep breath, muttered something to steady himself, and then stepped away from the knights escorting him.
I wondered if he was a man of faith—if he believed in the Four. Perhaps, despite his crimes, he worshipped enough that he thought he might be protected from the terrors. I thought I knew something of how he felt, walking in front of all these people, knowing they were eager to see him fail. Despite his crimes, I could not help but feel a little sorry for him. His odds were slim—but not impossible.
After all, if someone like me could garner the favor of an elder god, anyone could.
The two knights stepped back, drawing their swords in preparation. Light from the chandeliers above the banquet hall and the braziers lining the walls of the ceremony chamber glinted off the metal. The knight with the bowl of water reached up and carefully poured some of it onto the condemned man’s head. Then he beat a hasty retreat, setting the bowl back down along the rim of the basin and drawing his sword as well.
The entire banquet hall held its breath. Nobody spoke. For a long moment we simply watched. The condemned man brought his hands up to his face to swipe through the water dripping into his eyes. They were shaking.
He began to howl.
It started low, then rose in pitch, warbling and echoing through the empty floor below, through the glass, making me and a few other attendees jump and others clap their hands to their mouths in horror.
The man fell to his knees. Blood was dripping onto the floor. I realized it was spilling out of his eyes and mouth and nostrils. His face, which at first had been filled with hope, crumpled in agony as he writhed. His jaw stretched unnaturally wide around his howling, and veins bulged under his skin.
Whatever god he had been praying to had denied him.
The knights wasted no time. One blade went through the man’s chest, while another lopped off his head. Blood spattered across polished marble and the man’s thrashing limbs thumped against the floor, then stilled. Gasps of horror rang out around me, but everyone in this room had gotten what they wanted: an example of what happened to those found unworthy.

Immediately the hall erupted into chatter again—some pleased, some terrified.
“Alas,” said Cardinal Farthing, his voice ringing out over the rest. “His faith has been found wanting. We have witnessed firsthand what happens to those unready to journey through the umbral gate. With that, let the ceremony of initiation begin.”
* * *
I WAS DIRECTED TO AN ANTECHAMBER DOWNSTAIRS ALONG with the rest of the Pilgrims, each of us waiting our turn for the trial.
Though the room was beautifully furnished with handsome armchairs and carved end tables—nothing but the best for the most important people in Kugara—the effect was ruined somewhat by the two sets of metal doors fitted with heavy, ornate locks, all of which clicked and whirred each time they opened: one to lead us back into the banquet hall, and one to lead into the ceremony chamber. Knights stood guard on either side of both doors. There were no windows—something even all the elegant furnishings and wallpaper could not hide. We were in a room that could not be breached by anyone wanting to go either in or out.
If that was not enough to instill neurosis, the company made up for the rest. It was my first time being in a room with all the hopeful Pilgrims face-to-face together. All these grand names I had spent a lifetime hearing about, squeezed into one place. There were eleven of us: Lord Carnus and Lynel and Lady Agatha from House Metia; three Sorrowless Disciples in nondescript white robes from the Weeping Lady’s Church; Meisters Iloise and Olissa from House Goldmercy; and my father, Kaim, and me.
The three Sorrowless Disciples sat upon the armchairs, as serene as statues. Kaim stood in a corner conversing with his uncle Lord Carnus, along with Lynel Metia, who occasionally interjected with a few quick gestures of his hands. My father, thankfully, had his attention focused on Olissa and Iloise Goldmercy as they whispered together, no doubt discussing the details of their alliance, though he occasionally sent me an irritated glare.
The sight of his wine-stained coat almost made me smirk. I stifled it; an awkward quiet hung heavily over the room, and I did not want to draw attention by smiling. Though we were all Pilgrims, we were also competitors. The room had very clearly split into groups—leaving me alone and isolated once again.
I wished that Aster could be here, but one look at Carnus Metia’s milky eyes reminded me that it was futile.
After a few minutes of waiting, the set of doors to the banquet hall opened and a clergyman of the court walked in, escorted by another knight. His robes were not as opulent as the Cardinal’s, and unlike the Cardinal, he greeted us with a deep bow.
“Pilgrims of Kugara,” he said, straightening. “The ceremony of initiation begins. First to enter will be the vessels of House Goldmercy: Meister Iloise and Meister Olissa. Meister Iloise, if you would do the honors.”
I watched as Iloise Goldmercy proudly stood, straightening her gray gown before following the knight to the other set of great metal doors. The locks turned as she approached, clicking and whirring loudly—Goldmercy workings, charmed to open only on command. Once she and the knights were through, the doors slammed shut, locks whispering again and sealing them inside the chamber.
Then began a process that involved more waiting than I had a liking for. The doors would open, the Pilgrim next to undertake the ceremony would step through, and for a few long minutes, there was nothing but tense silence within the antechamber. No sound came from the other side of the doors; the metal shut everything out. Even the sparse chatter between Kaim and Carnus Metia died down as everyone awaited the results.
If the knights were drawing their swords upon the hopeful vessels, we would not know.
But sure enough, one by one, each vessel emerged from behind the doors again, hair still slightly damp, aglow with triumph and relief. Every time the doors opened, the muffled sound of applause reverberated through the glass and drifted dimly into the antechamber—and every time it happened, I found my nerves growing more frazzled.
Relax, I told myself. Aster would not let me down.
He would not.
The clergyman called us in by Houses—first Goldmercy, then the Church, then House Metia, and finally it was just us three of House Avera left. Tense silence hung between us. I wondered if my father wished to accost me again, perhaps with more petitions for my cooperation, or simply just to scold me—but thankfully he seemed reluctant to do so in the company of Kaim. He only kept a stony countenance as he waited his turn. I prayed that he would go next so that we would not be left alone.
At least Kaim would never voluntarily speak to me.
The locks spun and clicked again, the doors slithering open to let Lynel Metia back in. His young face held more relief than triumph. His hands slightly shook as he wiped the water off his face. He caught my eye and jumped a little, as if ashamed to be looking at me, then gave me a sheepish smile before hurrying toward the second set of doors, ready to rejoin the banquet.
“Lord Zander Avera,” called the clergyman. “Please proceed to your ceremony of initiation.” Then, with another bow, “May the blessings of the Four be with you.”
I glanced at my father, curious if there would be any sign of nerves in his expression. No such luck. He maintained a smooth confidence as he followed the knights through the doors.
So far, all the vessels had succeeded in their test of faith. But what of him? Aster had told me, all those years ago, that he had found my father unfit to claim the title of First Hand. Did that mean he would not be protected here? It would be an embarrassing end for him—but somehow I suspected that he would pass, just as all the others had. He was to be my obstacle, one for me to overcome before I was considered worthy to lead House Avera.
Then a terrible thought crossed my mind: What if I were the only one who failed? In front of all those people, who had already witnessed the success of everyone else before me?
The idea was so awful I shook my head as if to dislodge it, drawing a curious glance from the court clergyman. I ignored him.
It would not come to that, I assured myself. My connection to Aster was stronger than ever. I had harbored the same worry before my first trial and came out of that triumphant.
My elder god would not abandon me.
Someone planted himself in the seat next to me, interrupting my thoughts. Someone tall, with black hair and black clothes. Kaim.

I stared at him. My cousin had never approached me like this before. Was he nervous? Did he want to talk?
After a moment he said, “Don’t go near Fion again.”
His voice was loud in the quiet antechamber. He was determinedly not looking at me, his glower directed instead at the opposite wall. Of course, I thought, he would come only to dole out threats and warnings.
“He was the one who approached me,” I said.
“I don’t care,” said my cousin shortly. “Don’t speak to him.”
“What about Sevelie?”
He squinted down at me, genuinely confused. “What about her?”
I thought back to the vulnerability in his voice as he had spoken to Fion alone, the way he had leaned in close. Sevelie’s words about Kaim having already given his affections to someone else echoed in my mind. “You don’t want me to so much as speak to Fion, but you take no issue with me living in Sevelie’s home?” I asked, unable to help myself.
“She is free to do whatever she likes.”
A hint of indignance spiked in me. “And Fion isn’t?”
“Fion is my aide,” said Kaim, his voice nearly a growl. “He is bound to me, and his power is mine to use. I don’t need you giving him any ideas.”
“Have you ever wondered why he wants to get away from you so badly?” I asked disbelievingly. “Maybe it’s because you’re such a controlling piece of—”
“I know,” my cousin spat, stunning me into silence. I would have never expected my cousin to admit to any faults. He paused, clearly struggling with his words, before saying, “I’m not a fool. I understand what it looks like. I only need him to hang on a little longer. My father is not well. Surely you’ve figured this out by now. I’m trying to honor him, to be someone who will live up to his expectations. Once I’m First Hand, things will be different. If you care about Fion at all, consider making all our lives easier and walking away from this Pilgrimage.” He turned to me then, face grudging but determined. “Or . . . if it’s revenge you crave, I’ll accept you into my retinue. Help me win against your father. You won’t become First Hand, but you’ll serve the Beast and see your vengeance paid.”
I blinked. With all that time Kaim had spent either antagonizing or stubbornly ignoring me, I hadn’t expected this level of perceptiveness from him. Or perhaps he had learned about my situation from Fion, who watched me closely whenever we had a chance to interact. Regardless, I was not prepared for being extended such an offer from Kaim. For a moment, I found myself contemplating it. What would happen if I were to announce an alliance with my cousin and help him to victory? My father would be equally denied his desire. I wanted the title of First Hand, but perhaps I could settle for this. I could learn to be happy, finally accepted into the House that raised me, fulfilling my duty as a vessel of the Dread Beast. Perhaps Kaim and I would even learn to tolerate each other.
It was a peaceful dream.
But it was not the dream I had spent so long working for.
“I can’t,” I answered, though I tried to say it kindly. Kaim had just opened up to me—briefly, and clearly reluctantly, but he had expressed a side of himself I had never expected to see from the hateful boy who had driven me away from Master Vuong’s classroom all those years ago. “I’m sorry,” I continued, surprised to find myself actually meaning it. “I have my own goals. I can’t give them up now.”
“Then we will face each other as enemies,” said Kaim, without much emotion. He’d likely expected me to refuse him. He rose from his seat—and that, it seemed, was the end of that.
The doors hummed and out stepped my father, practically reeking of satisfaction. The sound of applause from the banquet hall reverberated through glass into the great chamber behind him.
“Lord Kaim Avera,” announced the clergyman. “Please proceed to your ceremony of initiation. May the blessings of the Four be with you.”
If I had expected some sort of farewell from Kaim, I would have been disappointed. He did not even look my way as he strode confidently through the doors, the knights following to make sure that if he failed, they would be ready to cut him down.
I already knew he would not.
That left my father and me alone, discounting the clergyman and the knights standing guard. He approached me now, his expression turning more subdued.
“Last chance, Daughter,” he said quietly. “You can’t say I haven’t given you ample opportunity to repent.”
I stubbornly met his gaze, and for a moment, we simply stared each other down.
“You’ve never been happy with my prowess with the sword, or my education, or even the way I sit or stand,” I said, refusing to let my voice waver as I dug up old hurts. “I have always been a burden to you.”
“And yet, you are also my blood,” answered my father. “It is dangerous in the umbral plane. You will face not only the terrors but everyone within hoping to seek glory for themselves. Once we are through that gate, the rules of Sorrowsend disappear. Neighbors will become enemies; vessels will stab each other in the back. No matter your faults, I have never wished to see you suffer at the hands of another.”
It was a surprising show of sincerity—and one that might have been convincing if he had said this eight years ago. If, in all that time I had spent plotting his downfall, he had expressed one ounce of regret for taking me from my mother or one ounce of care for my well-being as he molded me into the perfect weapon, maybe things could have been different. Instead, he had waited until now, when it was only useful for him to do so. When it was already too late.
“I appreciate the concern,” I said. “But I can take care of myself. I have the Beast’s protection.”
His eyes narrowed. “You truly believe this. Fine—if you want to become First Hand so badly, I will even grant this to you. Once I have triumphed in the Pilgrimage, I will name you my heir and you will get to serve your beloved Beast in time.”
The thought of asking his blessing for something Aster had already granted to me was laughable.
“I don’t need your permission,” I said. “I will take it for myself. The way you never could.”
His eyes widened, a vein pulsing above his brow, and his mouth went into a tight line. He started forward, and for a moment I was certain he would slap me for my insolence. But after a beat, he only turned on his heel and left. It seemed even my father had the decorum not to berate me in front of a member of the court. Or perhaps he simply realized his appeals were pointless. The doors to the banquet hall shut behind him with a decisive slam.
It was just me left.
Time seemed to slow. The antechamber was completely silent, with not even the ticking of a clock to help me keep track of time. It felt as though I had sat in that room for an age—yet when the doors opened again to let Kaim back through, untouched by the terrors, with his black hair sticking slightly to his forehead from the umbral water, I still felt unprepared.
“Lady Alma Avera,” announced the clergyman. “Please proceed to your ceremony of initiation. May the blessings of the Four be with you.”
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I had seen the great, round chamber from above back in the banquet hall, but it was disorienting to walk out into all that space and feel a hundred eyes trained on me. The lords and ladies in attendance were all gathered around the glass dome. Many of them were muttering to one another, but it was impossible to hear what was being said.
Somehow, it was even more disconcerting than when I had been in the Avera temple, preparing to face the Tinkerer’s Thing.
Feeling very small, I steeled myself and stepped forward past the doors. The marble floor stretched on before me, the basin of umbral water sitting by its lonesome in the middle of it all. Behind me, armor clanked as two knights followed me in. There was the whisper of metal over marble as the doors glided shut again, and then the whir of the revolving locks, shutting me in until I had completed the ceremony.
I approached the basin of umbral water. It was large enough to submerge a man, with shallow carvings along the wide rim, but it was otherwise unremarkable. I was reminded of the temple where my arm had been taken. The water there had looked like a piece of the abyss, cut out and slipped into the brass maw of the Beast.
The water here, though it came from such an eldritch place, did not look unusual in any way—completely clear, showing the brass bottom of the basin, with some light from the braziers glinting around the edges. A bowl had been placed along the rim—the same one that had been used to baptize the condemned man. The blood had already been mopped away, no trace of it left on the polished marble. There would have been no evidence of the violence that had occurred here, if not for the smell of it lingering in the air. The scent of death, fetid with a sweet undertone, as cloying as the perfumes worn by the ladies upstairs.
There was no need to worry, I told myself again like a mantra. Aster would not let me down.
Taking a steadying breath, I picked up the bowl.
Metal screeched behind me. I whirled around, startled. Had something gone wrong? The knights were suddenly on edge, weapons already half-drawn. Above us, the lords and ladies of Kugara looked at each other in confusion.
A loud clang rang through the chamber, and then the heavy metal doors were being pushed open. A man emerged between them. He was in a ragged, stained set of pajamas, over which he wore a dark bathrobe. His black hair hung limp around his face, and his cheeks were dark with stubble. In one hand he held a sword made of familiar black steel. Its blade dripped with blood.

On the floor behind him lay the court clergyman. He was dead. Murdered so swiftly the shock still hadn’t left his face.
The crowd above us churned as alarmed conversation, muffled through the glass, filled the chamber. The man in the bathrobe stepped through the doors, slamming them shut behind him with unnatural strength. He did not wait for the locks. Instead he used his right hand—made of black metal—to wrench at them, pulling parts off, clawing into others, destroying them totally. Now grinning, he lifted his sword in challenge, pointing it first at one knight, then the other.
Somehow, though I had never met him before in my life, I knew this was my Uncle Maximus.
“Lord Maximus!” one of the knights gasped. “My lord, you cannot be in here—”
My uncle ignored him. He stalked slowly forward, his gait fluid in a way that reminded me of one of the mountain lynxes that sometimes wandered into the estate.
After a moment of hesitation, the other knight fully unsheathed her sword.
I wished I had my own. This man was the First Hand of House Avera. He was, in all ways, my superior—I should have been bowing to him in respect. But in that moment, all I sensed was danger. I cast my eyes about for a weapon, but there was nothing I could grab besides the bowl in my hands, which I set carefully back down on the basin.
“Lord Maximus,” said the knight. Her voice quavered. “A ceremony of initiation is currently underway. I must ask you to leave at once.”
My uncle did not stop. The grin never left his face. The stench of death clung to him like a cloud, wafting over us as he continued his approach. The strength of it nearly had me staggering helplessly backward; I was stunned at the blood and violence blanketing this man. He had cut his way into the banquet hall, when they had tried to stop him. I saw those severed lifelines as clear as day: a dozen men dead in just one night. But for what?
Why was he here?
My uncle’s inexorable approach brought him close enough to tap his blade against the knight’s, as if in greeting. Then, in one fluid movement, he disarmed her and put his blade through her throat.
Instinct had me jumping backward, putting distance between myself and the threat. “Uncle!” I gasped, horrified. What was he doing? What did he want?
Blood splashed onto the ground and into the basin of umbral water, sending it rippling. Screams from above echoed through the glass. The remaining knight shouted in alarm, drawing his own sword. But his movements were stilted, hindered by fear—he was no match for the First Hand of the Dread Beast. His weapon was easily knocked aside, and my uncle drove his blade into the soft gap between his armor at the pit of his arm.
I had no weapon. Nothing to defend myself with. I was helpless, waiting for my end at the hands of my uncle. There was no time to grab for one of the fallen knights’ swords, not with the speed with which he moved.
Was this going to be my end? Had Aster chosen to reclaim my uncle and forsaken me?
With effort, I stilled my shaking hands and I squared my shoulders. If this was going to be my death, I would face it with dignity. I met my uncle’s mad gaze, planted my feet, and tilted my chin up.
Only, instead of running me through like he had done to the knights, my uncle lowered his sword. He stood before me, covered in blood, disheveled like he hadn’t washed in days, and stinking of rot. Despite this, his gray eyes were sharp. He smiled.
“So, you’re the one who will bring us all to ruin,” he said. His voice was ragged, as if he hadn’t used it in a long time.
He bent into a low, courteous bow.
My mind was blank, save for the panic clamoring at the edge of my consciousness. I did not know what to say. His words made no sense to me, and I knew one wrong move could end my life.

Slowly, he straightened up. I watched, still frozen, as he leaned his sword against the rim of the basin and dipped his hands into the umbral water. Cupping them together, he brought them up atop my head, water dripping from between the gaps of his fingers.
He opened them up, and thus I was baptized for the trial.
Water dripped down my forehead and into my eyes. I blinked it away, not wanting to let my guard down. My worries about failing the ceremony now seemed so trivial compared to the threat right in front of me. I clenched my jaw to stop my teeth from chattering and giving away my fear.
“Good,” said my uncle. “Now for the true test.”
Something banged against the doors, the sound reverberating through the chamber. Someone on the other side was trying to get in. I prayed for them to succeed, to come in here and restrain House Avera’s First Hand, but to my dismay, the broken locks refused to respond.
Unhurried, my uncle went to one of the dead knights and pried the sword from his fingers. He tossed it to me by the hilt. I managed to catch it, though the blade scraped harshly against my metal hand as I fumbled.
“Good,” my uncle said again. He went to pick up his own sword. Then, to my dismay, he pointed it at me, issuing the same challenge he had issued the knights.
“Why?” I asked. So many questions swam inside my head, but that was the most pertinent and most encompassing. Why was he doing this? Why had he singled me out, among all the other Pilgrims, including my father and cousin, in front of all these people, to ask me for a fight?
“You must prove you are worthy of the god you host,” he replied. He deliberately switched his weapon to his metal hand—the one that belonged to the Beast.
“Aster!” I called, voice cracking in distress. I was fairly certain that nobody would be able to hear me from beyond the glass, but even if they did—I couldn’t bring myself to care right this instant. “Aster, what is going on?”
“Yes,” said my uncle, sounding delighted, “call for him. Bring him unto yourself!”
He lunged at me.
I had thought my father was a good swordsman, but he was nothing compared to Maximus Avera.
He crashed into me like a hurricane, raining blows with his sword in an endless torrent. It was all I could do to match them, each one pushing me back until my foot crashed into the basin of umbral water. I stumbled, and then hurriedly turned that momentum into a dodge as his blade swept by me again, letting the movement carry me all the way to the other side of the basin to give myself some space.
My uncle laughed. It was the laugh of a madman, of someone who found enjoyment in this sort of bloodshed.
The fear I had been fighting so hard to temper rose like bile in my throat.
“I don’t want to fight you,” I said, enunciating the words as if that would get them through. There must have been reason in him still—he spoke clearly, and his eyes were keen. “Whatever it is you’re challenging me for, we can talk about it.”
“It is not up to us,” he replied. “You and I are simply vessels for a greater struggle.”
A greater struggle? His words still made no sense. Why hadn’t Aster warned me about this? He had said that he wanted me to meet my uncle; I would have refused if I knew it would happen in this way. More than ever, I needed him by my side.
I needed him to explain what the fuck was going on.
My uncle saw my moment of distraction, and in an instant, he was leaping over the edge of the basin to plunge his blade down toward me.
I leaped back just in time, but his assault did not stop. The ring of metal against metal reverberated through the chamber as our swords met, again and again. He swept his blade in a wide arc, and I parried. He went for a thrust with ferocious speed, and I jerked to the side to avoid it. In the blink of an eye, he changed the momentum of his thrust to instead slash at my throat, and I barely brought my sword up to knock his away.
Each blow rattled through my very bones until it was an effort to even hold my weapon. My feet skidded sloppily over the marble as I did my best to evade my uncle’s attacks. In desperation, I kicked at his knee, knocking his footing out from under him. A dirty move, and one my father would have scolded me for, but I didn’t care.
My uncle only laughed.
I only had to hold on until the door opened, I told myself. Just until someone else could come in here and help me.
The problem was, I wasn’t sure I could.
Quickly regaining his balance, my uncle renewed his assault. He wore me down quickly and brutally, the years of experience he had over me making themselves obvious. Sweat stung my eyes; my throat burned as I heaved for air. I was backed into the wall—smooth and high, with no footholds to aid an escape—and managed to twist myself away from my uncle’s blows, only to be driven effortlessly into the opposite wall. My energy was fading fast. Snarling with effort, I lunged forward with my borrowed blade to try and turn the momentum of our fight. My uncle easily knocked me off kilter with a sweep of his own sword, and then he impaled me through the shoulder.
White-hot pain lanced through me. My vision blurred as I bit down on a scream. My legs instinctively jerked, but I was pinned and could not move away. Quick as lightning, he withdrew his blade, sending my blood flying, and swung it around to cleave my neck apart. I would not be able to dodge in time. Instead, I let myself fall to the ground, the sword scoring a line against the marble wall above me as I quickly scrambled to give myself some space. My right shoulder screamed in protest at the movement. I forced myself to ignore it, somehow hauling myself back upright just to try and parry another assault from my uncle’s blade.
All hope that I might be rescued by a guard, another Pilgrim, or any of the spectators left me. Only one thought remained, raging through my mind.
Aster.
Desperation narrowed my world down to only this. He was the only one who could help me now. I reached for him like a drowning man kicking to the surface. Pain shot through my shoulder like lightning with every blow I had to parry. My feet slipped on my own blood. I was not going to last.
Aster, I thought with all the energy left in me. Aster, help me.
I felt it the moment I broke through. Something—someone, so familiar I almost gasped—reached back for me, touched my mind so deeply it felt like my soul had been exposed. I let him in, and he took hold of me, of my metal hand, wrapping around me like a lover’s embrace. The pain fell away, the entire world fell away, until there was only us. The stench of death sharpened, the path it carved for me so clear, it was the simplest thing to follow it with my sword.
My uncle struck at me again, and this time, it was like I could see the movement before he made it. I knocked his sword aside with force enough to unbalance him. Quick as a darting dragonfly, my blade sang through the air. A brilliant light had filled me, blinding me from within to everything but the call of the black steel in my hand.
The next thrust did not meet metal but flesh. Something clattered to the ground. Blood spilled hot onto the marble, and somewhere, someone screamed.
The doors finally burst open, the locks giving with a great groan. Footsteps thundered as knights rushed in to surround my uncle—who stood, swaying, with my sword impaled through his chest.
He smiled at me, his teeth stained red.
He said, “I hereby declare Alma Avera as my successor: when my soul passes into the realm beyond, she shall be the First Hand of the Dread Beast.”
And then he fell.



Chapter
18
Everything felt cold after that light—Aster’s light—drained away. The blood loss did not help. I struggled not to shiver on top of the firm leather armchair, trying to make myself comfortable though my chest felt so empty and wanting. As soon as my uncle had been rushed away to be treated, I had been led to a parlor room where I was now being attended by a Sorrowless Disciple. The tingle of his magic was foreign, almost nauseating, after I had come so close to my own god’s power. I tried to ignore it as well as his eerie, unwavering smile as the court’s Inquisitor renewed her line of questioning.
“Why did Lord Maximus choose you, specifically?”
“I don’t know.”
It felt like I had repeated these words almost a dozen times in the last thirty minutes. The Inquisitor was not impressed. She wanted answers and was convinced that I had them.
I did not know how to prove that I didn’t.
If my lack of insight wasn’t good enough for the court, then it certainly wasn’t good enough for Darantha, who had come into the parlor looking ready to strangle me with her bare hands. Lord Maximus Avera was not dead but so gravely wounded they feared he would not wake up again. Darantha was beside herself, held together only by the presence of her older brother, Lord Carnus Metia, who sat in the corner watching me with narrowed eyes. He was here as an official of the court, being the leader of House Metia and thus a member of their highest circle, and also as an adjutant for the Inquisitor: under his eye, no deceit would go unnoticed. My father and Kaim were present too, having already gone through their much briefer questioning.
“Had you spoken to your uncle before today?” the Inquisitor asked me.
“No,” I answered again. She had tried this question from multiple angles already—perhaps hoping to jog my memory or trying to trick me into revealing something. But how could I reveal information that didn’t exist? “Tonight was my first time meeting him in person.”
“In person? So, you’ve never conversed over writing, or anything else?”
“No,” I repeated, exasperated.
“Then why on earth would Maximus declare you his heir?” snapped Darantha, whose patience had apparently worn thin. “He had no reason to. All his life, he raised Kaim to succeed him. It makes no sense, Inquisitor, and I demand an explanation!”
I let out a breath slowly, trying to stay calm. Despite the Sorrowless Disciple’s healing touch, my shoulder still felt sore, the new flesh a little raw, and I wanted only to lie down and rest. The evening’s events had left me exhausted. Everything had happened so quickly I hadn’t had a chance to even wipe my uncle’s blood off my hands. I was still trying to process his attack.
Not to mention the fact that I apparently was now considered the honorary leader of House Avera, while my uncle lay incapacitated.
Though it was everything I had been working toward, I could feel no satisfaction from this victory. I had always thought I would earn the title of First Hand forcefully, by wrenching it from my family’s grasp. Not having it given to me by a madman. The more I tried to convince myself it made no difference, the hollower it felt—and the more frustrated I became at my own uncertainty.
I had simply never imagined succeeding in this way—or having so many people questioning me and treating me like a criminal after.
“What did Lord Maximus say to you, exactly?” the Inquisitor asked yet again.
“He asked me to prove my worth,” I answered. “When I tried to refuse his challenge, he said we were both vessels for something greater, and that I had no choice.”
At least this lent credence to the role of the pious Pilgrim that I was playing. Perhaps if they believed that this had been a battle between two vessels of House Avera, a test of our loyalty to the Dread Beast, then they would let me go.
And then I could ask Aster what was really going on.
“A test of your worth,” said the Inquisitor thoughtfully. “And then he declared you his successor?”
“Maximus clearly did not mean it,” said Darantha quickly. “He showed up in his bathrobe, for heaven’s sake. We all knew he was unwell, and he should have been at home, resting. If he were able, then he would assure us that this was all a mistake, but he cannot because he has been stabbed through the chest.”
“He attacked me,” I said angrily. “What was I to do, lay down and die?”
“That would have made things easier for all of us.”
“Lady Darantha, I’m afraid that comment is out of line,” said the Inquisitor sternly.
“I agree with Darantha about Maximus’s health,” said my father. He sat beside the Inquisitor with his legs crossed, looking thoughtful. I had expected him to come in here raging as much as Darantha, but he had only fixed me with a calm gaze and retreated to his own corner of the parlor. Perhaps that was also why my victory felt hollow. I didn’t feel as though I’d triumphed over him at all. “My brother clearly wasn’t in his right mind. I don’t think we can trust his word, in which case it is better to do as we had all originally planned, which was to have us all enter the umbral plane, and whoever emerges victorious shall take the title of First Hand.”
“And what if one of the other Houses is the one to slay the fallen star?” said Darantha. “We can’t leave that up to chance—especially not with your mongrel also participating. I propose that we go with his original arrangement, which was to name Kaim as his heir and the next First Hand of the Dread Beast.”
My father sighed. “He never officially named Kaim his heir, you infuriating woman, and you know it. The matter was always going to be settled on this Pilgrimage.”
“Hold on,” I said loudly over the both of them. “So you’ll just disregard that my uncle had already passed the title to me?”
I couldn’t believe it. Indignance flared through me at how easily they snubbed my claim. Had I not proved myself enough? What exactly would it take to convince my family that I was the one the Beast had chosen? The fulgent clarity that had led the thrust of my sword still tingled in my metal hand. In the midst of all this chaos, I knew one thing for certain: for one brief moment, I had hosted a god inside my body, and that meant something far greater than this petty squabble we were having over my uncle’s words.
Kaim stood. He had been silently brooding in the corner, dark as a thundercloud, ever since he entered this room, but now he turned his ire upon me.
“My father was barely aware of your existence before tonight,” he snarled. None of the meager goodwill he had shown me before the ceremony was left in his expression. “You aren’t becoming the head of House Avera just because he spoke a few thoughtless words after being grievously injured. I won’t accept it.”
“Exactly,” agreed Darantha passionately. “In fact, I still do not believe that you are free of guilt in this whole scenario. Inquisitor, I propose that Zander’s daughter is excluded from the Pilgrimage entirely.”
“Lady Alma has passed both the trials, and has committed no notable crimes,” said the Inquisitor slowly. “If we are to believe that this was an episode of Lord Maximus’s madness, then she must be exempt from any fault. Therefore, she has permission to enter the umbral gate as a Pilgrim of the Four, if she so wishes.”
“Of course I do,” I assured her angrily. “Seeing as no one wants to take me seriously otherwise.”
“Then we will proceed with the Pilgrimage as originally planned,” declared Lord Carnus. “Maximus will receive the care he needs, and when he recovers, we will have all the time in the world to ask him what he was thinking. Let us retire for the night; the hour is already late.”
That, it seemed, was that. My uncle’s words would be nothing more than the mutterings of a lunatic. My brief stint as the First Hand of the Dread Beast was over. But I knew, as my father and Kaim both stood, their dark eyes turned upon me, that one thing had changed: where I might have been a minor obstacle before, they now understood that I was the true enemy to overcome. I had defeated the greatest swordsman in Kugara in single combat. Everyone had heard my uncle naming me his heir.
If they still wanted a chance at becoming the leader of House Avera, they would have to take me down first.
Refusing to balk at their dual scrutiny, I followed Lord Carnus to the door.
It opened to reveal Sevelie and Fion both waiting in the carpeted hallway outside. As soon as they saw that we were done, they rushed over, Sevelie a few steps ahead of Fion.
“Kaim!” she called, going to her fiancé’s side. “I’m so sorry about Uncle Maximus. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” said Kaim stiffly, as though he wasn’t quite sure of his answer. “Thank you for your concern.”
Darantha was there immediately. She pulled at Sevelie, leading her away from our little group and farther down the hallway.
“Sevelie, dear,” I heard her say, “why don’t you come stay with us? I simply don’t trust that girl to be around you after tonight, and who knows what could happen next? Why, we have a whole day and a half until the Pilgrimage begins, and that’s too much time for a lovely young lady like yourself to spend alone with a criminal. Kaim could use the comfort of your presence right now.”
I could see the way Sevelie wavered. Despite her grievances with her future husband, she was still loyal to House Avera, and to her duty. But then she froze. Curious, I followed her gaze back to Kaim, who had finally lost some of his dark demeanor. At his side, quietly taking Sevelie’s place, was Fion. He placed a discreet hand on Kaim’s arm and Kaim leaned into him like a flower into sunlight.
Sevelie turned back to Darantha with a smile. “Thank you, Auntie, but I’m worried about Alma as well after what happened with Uncle Maximus. Someone should watch over her, wouldn’t you agree?” She left a flabbergasted Darantha and came over to me. “Come on, Alma—let’s go home.”
* * *
IN MY HEAD, I HAD PREPARED ALL THE QUESTIONS I WANTED TO ask Aster when I saw him again, rehearsed them silently on the carriage ride back to Sevelie’s home.
What I had not prepared for was for him to tackle me in a flying hug the moment I set foot through my bedroom door.
“Aster!” I gasped as I was swept fully off my feet and twirled around. My stomach swooped. “Put me down!”
He didn’t seem to hear me. “You were amazing!” he crowed, still spinning me, his robes fluttering around us. “Alma, you’ve made me so happy!”
I managed to struggle out of his arms and slammed the door shut in case anyone were to come along and see me floating through the air untethered. My heart was still pounding—I had never seen Aster so full of joy. It almost made me want to abandon my senses and share in his celebration. But I needed answers. Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I turned to face him again, ready to grill him about my uncle’s actions—only his enthusiasm had not dampened at all, and he took hold of my hands, beaming. My metal hand was still crusty with blood, but he didn’t seem to care.
“What’s with you?” I asked, still trying to get my bearings. “Why are you so happy?”
“You felt it, right?” he said breathlessly. “The moment we truly connected. At long last.”
There was no doubt in my mind what he was speaking of. The light still tingled in my metal hand, a lingering warmth that had never been there before.
“I felt it,” I confirmed absently, the memory of it threatening to drive me to distraction. It had been overwhelming, almost like I was losing myself—but despite that, I had felt safe. I had known with certainty that no harm would come to me.
His hands came up to cup my face. He leaned in, eyes aflame. “I wish you would let me kiss you right now.”
Flushing furiously, I shoved him away. How could he be so blithe after what had happened? “Stop distracting me,” I snapped. “I have questions for you—like what the fuck my uncle was doing there, and why he wanted to kill me!”
“He didn’t want to kill you,” said Aster, catching at my hand. I ripped it away, but he continued on unfazed, eyes still burning into mine. “It was a test.”
“Were you responsible for this test? Did you know what he would do?” I demanded, blood boiling again. I deserved some clarity after what I had been through. “Why didn’t you warn me?”
“I didn’t know!” said Aster, now backing away with his hands held up in surrender. He seemed to have finally realized how pissed I was, the joy dissipating from his expression. I felt a twinge of guilt for being the one to drive it away, but reminded myself that now was not the time to be soft. “I didn’t know what he was planning, Alma. I swear.”
I did not let him go far, dogging his steps with my own. He was not going to shimmy his way out of this confrontation. “Then why did he say we were vessels for a greater struggle? Was he not referring to you?”
“Ah,” said Aster. “Yes, I suppose he was referring to me in a way—but I didn’t put him up to it.”
My eyes narrowed. I jabbed a finger into his chest. “He said I was going to be the one to bring them all to ruin. How does he know that, if you haven’t been talking to him?”
Did Maximus know of my revenge? Would he tell anyone?
“He’s married to Darantha. Of course he thinks a bastard daughter is going to ruin House Avera. He must have wanted to pit himself against you, to see which of you was more suited to be First Hand of the Beast. And of course, you won and proved yourself better than the most fearsome swordsman in Kugara. Our bond was stronger than his,” he finished warmly.
His praise had always been difficult to resist. And it seemed my anger would not erase his good mood, no matter what. I shoved at him helplessly. “Stop that,” I said. “I’m furious at you.”
He sighed, no longer backing away but bringing his hands up to hold me comfortingly by the shoulders. “I know, Alma. I’m sorry for how this happened.”
I found myself leaning into his touch even as I stared at the blood crusted between the grooves of my metal fingers. At the time, plunging my sword into my uncle’s chest had felt like a triumph. Now the memory of that feeling sickened me. “I didn’t want to hurt him. I just—”
A knock at my door halted my words in my throat. “Alma?” came Sevelie’s voice.
Shit. There was no way she hadn’t overheard me.
Aster’s expression turned venomous. “She’s interrupting. Tell her to go away.”
I almost did, not wanting to have to explain myself. But I remembered the way Sevelie had chosen me over Darantha at the banquet hall, keeping her word about giving me a place to stay even though she had reason enough to abandon me. Even after I had treated her coldly, she was trying to uphold her end of the bargain. I could not tell her to leave, just like that.
Another, more petty part of me wanted to answer her simply because I was also still angry at Aster. He had not come to my aid until my greatest moment of desperation, and I could not forget my helpless fear just because he had said it wasn’t his fault. And now as I was trying to confront him about it, he had wormed past my defenses again, and I had let him.
I should leave him hanging—just a little bit.
Ignoring my protesting companion, I went to the door and cautiously creaked it open.
“Yes?” I answered.
“Is someone in there?” said Sevelie, trying unashamedly to peek around me.
“No.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I heard you speaking.”
“I just finished commune.”

“Commune,” she repeated slowly. She wasn’t an idiot. She may not have been part of House Avera, but she had grown up around vessels of the Dread Beast. She knew what commune looked like.
Silence, darkness, peace.
Not shouting at the empty air.
“Was there something you needed?” I asked to distract her. She was still peering past my shoulder into the dark bedroom beyond as if expecting to find someone there. I could sense Aster behind me, probably staring back obstinately, but she would not be able to tell.
Still, she looked away, disconcerted, as if she had sensed his ire somehow. “I just wanted to make sure you were all right,” she said, and met my eyes. There was genuine worry in her expression, which surprised me. I had thought that she might blame me for what happened tonight, just like Darantha. “It must have been harrowing, to go against Uncle Maximus like that in front of all those people. I saw you trying to talk to him. And then he—” She paused, shuddering at a memory. “Well. I know Kaim and Auntie Darantha are upset, but it seems no one’s asking how you are. I just wanted to check in on you.”
Her sincerity took me aback. I could not remember the last time someone had worried about my feelings. Not since my mother, at least.
“I’ve been better,” I said, surprised at my own honesty. She had caught me off guard. “Uncle Maximus left me . . . shaken. But I will be fine.”
“Good,” declared Sevelie decidedly. “I’m glad to hear that.”
“Right. Was there something else you—”
“You really can hear His voice, can’t you?”
I hesitated, eyeing her cautiously. She continued, “You always look like you’re paying attention to something that’s not there. Like on the train, or before we entered the banquet hall. I didn’t think the rumors around the estate were true—they have a tendency to be quite cruel, after all. But you were talking to someone just now. You see something Kaim and Lord Zander can’t. Don’t you?”
Her expression was carefully neutral. Her tone, I thought, was more curious than judgmental.
I had never told anyone about Aster before—but she already knew more about my “madness” than the others. After tonight, it would not have been too much of a stretch to admit to the rumors. Maybe it would even help my case, if I were to be questioned again. It seemed my Uncle Maximus would be excused from interrupting the ceremony and murdering a dozen men tonight for the same reason. There was no reason not to take advantage of that. “Yes,” I said. “I do.”
Her fingers clutched at her skirt. “What’s it like?”
I stared at her. I had expected horror, or discomfort. Not the interest shining in her eyes. “Sorry?”
Her expression turned wistful. “I used to want to be a vessel more than anything. They always seem so gallant in the stories, you know? I suppose that was why I had been so excited to find out I was to marry Kaim. If I couldn’t be a Hand of the Beast, I could at least be close to one. Though I know now it’s not quite so romantic, especially after what happened to Uncle Maximus.” She smiled, rueful. “So, what’s it like, talking to an elder god? It sounds like such an affair—like this whole ritual you have to do, with rules and acts of obeisance and all that. But you don’t seem too bothered with it all.”
I paused to consider my answer. I’d never had to put it into words before. My father had been the only one to talk to me about commune, and he had been concerned only with the technique, not the emotional toll. I could feel Aster behind me, still sullen, perhaps waiting to hear my thoughts as well.
“I think it’s different for me than the others,” I began carefully. “I don’t have to put much effort into it. When I was young, the Beast was just a presence I could feel, or something I could see out of the corner of my eye. It used to give me nightmares. It still does, but I’ve gotten used to it. He doesn’t scare me anymore. Now it’s just like talking to a person who’s by my side all the time.”
“All the time?” said Sevelie, astonished.
“Well, most of the time,” I said dryly, thinking of tonight, when I had been left to face the glittering nobility of Sorrowsend and then the wrath of my uncle alone. “There is very little privacy.”
Sevelie’s eyes darted around the room, as if she were imagining someone watching her from the corner. Her lips tightened with discomfort. When she met my gaze again, she gave an exaggerated shudder. “That wouldn’t suit me at all!”
I let out a relieved breath. It was actually quite satisfying, to finally air some of my grievances about this unique bond I had with Aster. I had never had the opportunity to, before.
“It really is quite annoying sometimes,” I said with zest.
“Hey,” said Aster behind me, sounding wounded.
“Perhaps it’s good that I never became a vessel, then,” said Sevelie with a wistful smile. “Well, I won’t keep you up any longer. You must be exhausted after tonight. Good night, Alma.”
She turned to leave. I had the distinct feeling that I should say something—but words had never been my strong suit. I searched my mind for an appropriate farewell, but instead burst out with “It’s Fion, isn’t it?”
Sevelie looked at me with wide eyes, confused. Then it dawned on her what I was referring to. A grin overtook her face. “You saw it, right?” she said, so delighted in the moment to share this secret that she seemingly forgot about her heartache.
“Yes,” I said wryly. “They are quite obvious, now that I think about it.”
She threw her head back and laughed. “That’s what I’ve been thinking! I cannot believe Auntie Darantha doesn’t notice. I personally don’t believe they’re together yet—either Kaim is too much of a coward or he’s asked and been rejected.”
At this, I laughed as well. Even though I could feel Aster stewing behind me, it felt good to let loose. “Thank you,” I managed once I was done. “For checking in on me. I appreciate it.”
Sevelie’s face lit up again. “Of course. Anytime, Alma.” She gave me a dainty wave with her fingers, and then she was gone.
I shut the door again and leaned against it.
Aster’s good mood was no longer there. He met my gaze with furrowed brows, his eyes dark.
“Not friends, you say?”
“Don’t start,” I told him bitingly. “I already have plenty reason not to forgive you.”
“You told her I was annoying.”
“You are annoying,” I affirmed, thinking of all the times he had gotten me into trouble in the past, or all the times he had teased me about my errant feelings. We stood there and stared at each other for a moment, bitterness festering between us. It could have gone on—I was almost stubborn enough to let it.
But my metal hand still tingled with the memory of his presence. Despite my frustration, I knew Aster was right—we had achieved something incredible tonight. Something I would need in the days to come, if I were to have any hope of succeeding. And truth be told, I did not want to be mad at him any longer. My whole world felt off kilter when we were fighting. He had said that he was jealous—which meant he was insecure. I understood, because that was how I felt whenever I thought of the Beast lending his power to the rest of my family. And during those times, Aster was always quick to comfort me, to assure me that I was his favorite. I allowed myself to deflate, slowly letting the anger drain away. “You are annoying,” I repeated, “but I’ve never been alone because of you, and I’m thankful for that.”
Instantly, his anger seemed to melt away. I was still torn about tonight’s events—but I knew that without him, I would have died. In fact, without Aster, I may very well have wasted away from heartbreak after my mother’s death. He had given me a reason to pick myself up and keep going. A purpose. He had been more than a savior—he’d been a friend.
I may not have gotten the answers I wanted, but I had to forgive him because he chose me.
“I really am sorry about what happened with your uncle,” said Aster, taking a tentative step closer. His eyes were wide, his tone plaintive, and the message was clear—that he had finally realized how hurt I was and that he meant to make amends.
“Do you speak to him like you do to me?” I asked. I had assured him that he was important—but what about me? What if he was friends with Maximus Avera, pretending to favor him the same way he did me? If he confirmed it now, then I would know he was lying about not having a hand in my uncle’s actions.
“No,” said Aster, stopping before me as if placing himself for my examination.
I searched his face, his sunlight eyes. He did not flinch, did not hide, only met my gaze with utter sincerity. He was telling the truth.
“Okay,” I said quietly.
He reached for my metal hand, fingers curling around mine—hesitant at first, then more securely once I did not push him away. “I know you’re not happy with me, but I must ask you to trust me, Alma. I promise I have only your best interests at heart. All of this is for our sake.” He quirked his mouth wryly. “I’d even dance with you in front of Carnus Metia, if that’s what it takes to convince you.”
He knew I would never want such a thing, and he chuckled as I snorted at the image. Still, I let him twine our fingers together, flesh against metal. A comfortable quiet fell over us, and I let it wash away the last of my anger. The ceremony of initiation was over. I had passed it, though it had been more of an ordeal than I could have possibly imagined. And if my uncle’s words were true, then I had indeed been chosen over him.
I had been chosen. Me. And despite all the bloodshed and the doubt, it was beautiful indeed to know that I had been touched by an elder god.
My fingers tightened against Aster’s. Even if House Avera refused to acknowledge me now, I would prove to them that I was better than my father and Kaim both. They could cling to their reasons and doubts all they wanted, but once I emerged from the umbral plane victorious, they would have no choice but to accept that I was the only one worthy of the Beast.
My uncle had called me the one who would bring them all to ruin.
Perhaps I really would.
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The next day, the sky remained dark and livid even as the sun rose, and the pampered dogs in the noblemen’s district had not stopped braying since dawn.
The Pilgrimage began tomorrow at noon—and before then I was going to try to familiarize myself with a whole city, enough to survive its terror-infested reflection on the other side of the umbral gate. I awoke determined to put the events of last night behind me and focus only on what was ahead. Sevelie was still sleeping, but her maids made quick work of producing for me a quick breakfast of silken eggs sprinkled with chives and a bowl of fresh fruit before I exited her home. As soon as I stepped outside, the foreboding sea wind whipped at my hair and bit at my cheeks. In the sky, the Wanderer of Still Waters had finally journeyed close enough to be seen, shining bright on its ominous approach.

Even from here, I could sense its power. There was an energy in the air—perhaps that was why the city was so frenzied with celebration. Revelers in their best raiments sang and marched in the cobbled streets. On the corners of these streets, vendors had set up shop to loudly hawk trinkets and ribbons in different House colors. People stumbled around like they were drunk, and I doubted it was all from the wine practically spilling out of nearby hotel lounges. There was something about the approaching star that was stirring their spirits to restlessness.
If it could have this effect from so far off in the sky, I wondered what sort of power one could take from it. I wondered if it would drive one mad. Slaying the last fallen star certainly seemed to have had that effect on my Uncle Maximus. Would I become like him?
“What’s got you so twisted up?” said Aster, rocking back on his heels. He peered past my shoulder at the celebrations and, without warning, darted a few steps forward to pluck a flower off a vendor’s cart. He practically skipped back to me and offered it with a flourish. “Here—to brighten your mood.”
I accepted it with a bemused quirk of my mouth. He seemed happy to spend time together after our fight last night—a silly notion to expect of an elder god, but it pleased me to think it all the same.
“The star’s got the whole city restless,” I replied as I twirled the stem between my fingers. “I wonder what it might do to me when I kill it.”
“You’re worried you won’t be able to handle it?” said Aster, amused.
“The last Pilgrimage didn’t seem to do my uncle any favors.”
He waved a hand through the air with pointed nonchalance. “Your uncle didn’t have me around. Our connection is already stronger than anyone else’s. What’s a little more? You’ll be fine, Alma.”
Even if I wasn’t, I decided that was a price worth paying. My father would not be the one to claim this power. House Avera would have no choice but to accept me as its leader—I would prove all of them wrong, and then, once everything belonged to me, I could lay my ghosts to rest.
But first, I had to prepare.
I started my tour of Sorrowsend with the most notable landmark of all: the Church of the Weeping Lady. Located at the center of the city, the great cathedral would be a convenient lodestar in the dark mirrored world of the umbral plane. Sorrowsend was an orderly city constructed in neat quadrants and concentric rings, which meant that it was easy enough to navigate without losing direction. I knew there was a canal from the eastern district where Sevelie lived that I could follow to the centermost ring, and from there it was a simple affair to find the masses of churchgoers moving like a river toward their worship and to slip into their ranks, following them up the grand stairs and through the towering Church doors.

The sounds of the city and the chatter of people around me fell into a hush as I entered. Where sanctuaries dedicated to the Dread Beast were all dark and foreboding, the Church of the Weeping Lady instead was quiet, peaceful—full of a different kind of power. I craned my neck to look up at the high vaulted ceilings of white stone and felt sufficiently small and, at the same time, safe. Blocks of colored sunlight fell across the walls, encasing the church in a dim but beautiful gloom. I turned my attention to the windows, each adorned with intricate panels of stained glass depicting the elder gods of Kugara.
There was the Lady, of course, haloed in golden light with one eye open and the other perpetually closed in sorrow. There was the Heavenseer’s great eye, and the Odious Tinkerer hunched over a beautiful clockwork kingdom. And then there was my Beast, with his three eyes and six arms and his pelt of shadows, standing triumphantly over a conquered city.
The quiet reverence in the air was broken by the murmured beginnings of a prayer, and I looked toward the altar, where worshippers were congregating for morning service. A great statue of the Lady sat before them, watching over her subjects. Water trickled from her one closed eye, down her stone body, and onto the carvings of praying wretches at her feet before pooling in a reservoir around her. Canals had been dug out of the stone floor so that her holy tears flowed from this reservoir and gently along every pathway.
I did not consider myself a follower of the Church, but still I took my time to simply soak in all this beauty.
“They really spared no expense. It’s a little gaudy, if I’m honest,” sniffed Aster at my side.
Pulled out of my reverie, I snorted softly. “So are the Avera temples.”
“Why, I never! Insulting your own holy temples? Clearly this place is a bad influence on you. We should leave at once.”
“I’m exploring,” I answered languidly.
He huffed. “The Church is sealed up in the umbral plane, anyway.”
He was right. Though the Weeping Lady welcomed all into her mortal abode, no one was allowed inside it in the mirrored world of Sorrowsend. It was protected by wards designed by ancient scions of all Four High Houses that no man, even if he were a vessel of the Four, would be able to break through. We would not be venturing up into it at any point.
I shrugged. “Yes, but it is nice to look at.”
Aster’s gaze snapped to the statue of the Lady. “What the—now you’re looking at other gods!” he gasped in mock offense, crowding into my space. “Aren’t I enough for you?”
I rolled my eyes at him—but underneath his playful exterior, there was true distaste in his expression. He didn’t like it here. Perhaps elder gods were more squeamish about being in the domain of another’s power than I thought. I relented and let him lead me back outside to continue my exploration.
From there I tried to keep my assessment of the city clinical, but I could not help stopping at several points to simply stare at the celebrations as music and laughter wrapped around me. Clouds gathered as the day wore on and the wind grew ominous and oppressive, but it did nothing to detract from the beauty of Sorrowsend’s characteristic white stone buildings and elegant spires. Everything was so different compared to the quiet, dark Avera estate I had been holed up in for the past eight years. Every street was hung with lights that flickered even in the daytime, and stepping beneath them felt like a dream.
Eventually, I pulled myself away from the festivities long enough to follow the path I had mapped for myself to the edge of the southern quadrant, leaving behind the Church’s towers. We passed by several storefronts laden with ornaments and bouquets in the Lady’s white, or paper stars in House Metia’s blue and silver, or glittering banners in Goldmercy colors, as well as performers providing entertainment for the people.
One of them, which we stopped to watch, was a reenactment of the last Pilgrimage with the Heavenseer’s vessels as its heroes. A lovingly crafted puppet representation of Carnus Metia pranced around onstage, slinging celestial magic left and right, butchering shadowy monsters, and splitting buildings in half. It was a childish show, obviously not made with artistry in mind, but nonetheless had drawn some bystanders.
“They forgot to add in all the blood and dead soldiers who sacrificed themselves for the cause,” said Aster, clearly still affecting a petty mood.
“It’s entertainment,” I pointed out, though I knew he was already aware.
“Ah, of course,” he said with great exaggeration. “The Pilgrims must look powerful, so that the people will continue to worship the Four.”
I shot him a sidelong glance. “Don’t you want them to? Worship feeds the gods, and their strength in turn benefits the people,” I recited.
He rounded on me with a suave smile, one hand landing on my waist and another cupping my cheek. “You’re the only one I need, Alma.”
I elbowed him away, fighting off a grin at his theatrics. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s quite the reassurance the people need. They want to know the Pilgrims will keep them safe from that.” I craned my head back to look up at the falling star, shining even brighter than it had this morning. Anywhere else in the world, it would have been considered a sign of disaster, a herald of the end of days.
In Kugara, it was a cause for celebration because the people believed the Four would protect them. I had to admire this blind trust, and the effort that must have gone into cultivating it. There was no panic, no carriages ferrying people away from this looming monster in the sky. Only puppet shows and music.
“Well, if they made a show about you after this Pilgrimage, I would watch it,” said Aster.
I wrinkled my nose. “I hope they never do.”
We moved on, but eventually, I noticed the rich, buttery smell of something baking wafting through the streets. My stomach rumbled enthusiastically. Aster looked down at it with a laugh.
“Let’s take a break,” he said. “You must be hungry—there’s someone selling food over there.”
The scent of flavored meats paired with fresh pastry beckoned me toward a street vendor. There were fluffy breads, and pies glistening with glaze, and rolls stuffed with fillings both sweet and savory. The vendor himself refused to take my money as soon as he saw my metal arm—instead he began to bow, wide-eyed and flushed with pleasure yet unable to stop wringing his hands. As he stammered praise for the Beast, and then Avera itself, I realized that he must have already heard of what happened last night—that the bastard daughter of Lord Zander Avera had left the First Hand mortally wounded and then been named his heir. With how many people had attended the banquet, I was not surprised that news had traveled so fast. But it still made me uncomfortable, especially as his bowing and scraping began to draw a crowd. I quickly took the steaming potato pie he was offering me, free of charge, thanked him, and left.
I walked a couple of streets down until I was far enough away from any lingering onlookers before making my way to the steps of a nearby entryway. There I sat down, facing the canal to watch the passing boats as I ate.
I had kept my journal on me all day, making notes as I walked to study later. I took it out now to review with one hand, matching my research to the things I had seen. Seeing the city firsthand had allayed some of my nerves; with how everything was structured, I was fairly confident now that I could manage my way around the umbral plane without getting lost.
“How do they keep everything so organized?” I wondered as I flipped through the pages. The streets were all meticulously connected, and clean to boot. It was a stark difference from the noisy disarray of Merey, where everything had been at least a little dirty or broken.
“This is the holiest place in all of Kugara,” answered Aster, watching me with his chin in his hand. All through the day, he did not seem interested in seeing the sights at all, instead keeping his eyes on me as I gawked and marveled. “They built everything to match the umbral gate above, and it’s easy to organize a city when you have a plan to follow. It didn’t used to be like this, you know.”
I paused mid-chew to look at him. “What do you mean?”
He smiled and gestured to my notes and then to the buildings around us. “All these buildings, I mean. When the gods formed their pacts with the Houses, the leaders wanted to make this place worthy of their settlement. So they tore everything down and built it anew, following the pattern of the gate until it was all neat and orderly. All that’s left of the old city now only exists in the umbral plane.”
“You mean—the city that existed before Sorrowsend. During the reign of the Despot Queen?” I asked, surprised.
“Of course.”
Hastily, I noted that down in my journal. I hadn’t known that parts of the umbral plane still reflected the past. Nor had I ever really thought about the fact that Aster must have known what it was like, having been here when the modern age of divinity began. “Which parts?”
“The western quadrant,” said Aster, amused as he watched me scribble. “I believe that is now the least economical part of the city—which makes sense, as that used to be where the Pyres were located.”
I stopped my writing long enough to stare. The Pyres were where the Despot Queen had sacrificed her people by the hundreds in order to lure down the elder gods. A place so inundated by the stink of fear, of death, had been low on the list of desirable places for citizens of Sorrowsend to settle—hence that was where the less fortunate had ended up. “Are the Pyres still there?” I asked. There was little information about that area of the umbral plane to be found, as very few Pilgrims ventured so far. That was where the terraforming stopped, where the clean streets and canals devolved into umbral wilderness.
Aster shrugged. “They don’t say anything about it in your books?”
“The books only say that the umbral plane is terraformed by memories of Sorrowsend brought in by the Pilgrims. And the Pilgrims prefer to stick to the parts of the city they’re familiar with, which means only the richer quadrants have been fully constructed,” I concluded.
Aster’s mouth quirked. “How sad. Once the holiest place where gods had been called, now neglected on two planes of existence.”
At least it saved me time. There was no point in documenting the western quadrant, as it would be different in the umbral plane anyhow.
I was about to tell Aster this when something made me pause. A distant memory that I had half-buried under my many long hours of research.
The western quadrant. For so long I had equated it to the wilds of the umbral plane and subsequently dismissed it. But Aster’s comment reminded me that this part of the city, neglected as he said, had once been of some importance to me. Because the school I had written to, the school that might have once saved my mother, had been located there—among the downtrodden people of Sorrowsend, where the Pyres once loomed. And now that I had thought of it again, I could not help but wonder what had happened to it.
I had to see it for myself.
Aster craned his head quizzically, noting the change in my demeanor. “What is it?”
Brushing crumbs off my coat, I stood. “I’m going to the western quadrant,” I announced.
He blinked. “Oh? But I thought you said it wasn’t—”
“Terraformed, yes,” I said, now determined. “There’s something else I have to see.”
* * *
FOR YEARS, I HAD WONDERED IF MY MOTHER TRULY WOULD have survived if my father had sent for help from the school of medicine like I had beseeched him to instead of trusting that the Sorrowless Disciples could heal her. Perhaps I should have pestered him more. Though I doubted that he would have valued my opinion over his own conviction, if I were persistent enough, he might have relented. In my darkest moments, these thoughts would churn in my head, and the guilt about my mother’s death would fester until Aster somehow dragged me out of it.
It was with a racing heart that I made my way past the elegant white buildings of the southern quadrant and into gradually more ramshackle streets. Here, the thoroughfares were still hung with lanterns in House Metia midnight blue or House Goldmercy gray and copper, but the buildings had less of the uniform elegance I had marveled at, and eventually the streets began to slope downward to spill the dregs of the city down the side of the peninsula and up to the seafront. Now that the memory had been uprooted, the address of the school appeared fresh in my mind, as if it were only yesterday that I had mailed the letter written by my mother and me together, asking for aid. I followed my mental map of the city—the map I had copied into my journal and studied for years and years, preparing for the day I would use that knowledge to triumph against my father—and hastily checked every street we crossed as we drew closer and closer. I was lightheaded with anticipation.
When I finally found the right street, I had to stop.
It was the most derelict place I had seen in Sorrowsend so far. Boarded-up buildings stood on either side of the road in lonely silence, as if someone had prepared to fix them up and then forgotten them. The babble of celebration, which had kept me company through most of my journey today, died away here. Only the ominous sea wind whistled mournfully past.
“Sad indeed,” confirmed Aster at my side.
I began to walk, knowing he would keep pace with me. We were the only ones here, save for an old woman carefully picking through abandoned furniture in the distance. My eyes were fixed on the largest building, constructed to resemble the lovely stone structures in the other parts of Sorrowsend, perhaps in an effort to fit in, but now covered in grime and left to rot over the years.
Large, rusted metal letters above the entrance read: Sorrowsend School of Medicine.
Like many of its neighbors, the building’s windows were boarded up, only darkness showing between the cracks. I went slowly up to the entrance, looking at what had once been a beacon of hope for my mother and me.
“When my mother got sick,” I said quietly, “we were told by the town physician to write to this school. They were researching a way to cure her illness—something that was apparently outside of the Weeping Lady’s power. I’d heard that the city didn’t like having the school here, but . . .” I trailed off, unsure of what to say. There were flakes of old paint still clinging stubbornly to the stone. Someone had written HERETICS in large, black letters across the entrance.
“You wanted to see it for yourself,” concluded Aster.
I shrugged, somehow keeping the movement casual. “I suppose so. I used to wonder what would have happened if they had taken her in.”
Curious, I pushed at the doors—and they creaked open to reveal a dusty, dilapidated lobby. Late-afternoon sunlight puddled on the floor from gaps in the ceiling. The air smelled of dust and mold. I tried to imagine this place as it once was—perhaps host to a slew of hopeful doctors, rushing to their offices or to check on patients. Perhaps my mother would have been among those patients, still weak but recovering slowly.
Drawn in by the ghost of this imagined scene, I stepped through the doors, the soles of my shoes making prints in the dust as I walked. The floor was littered with dirty newspapers and assorted rubbish. My foot disturbed one of these piles as I walked, and out scuttered a spider the size of my thumb. Startled, I stomped down on it, crunching it beneath my heel.
“I suppose it wouldn’t have done her any good in the end,” I said, disgusted as I dragged its innards off my sole, onto the floor. My voice echoed through the empty building. “If they closed this place down.”
Warm fingers took hold of my own as Aster joined me. “But it might have given you some more time with her,” he said, his voice quiet, his eyes gentle when they met my own.
My throat went tight. The edges of my mouth pulled down in a terrible, helpless way at the thought. “Yes,” I managed. “That would have been nice.”
“We’ll make your father pay for taking that from you,” he promised me.
I nodded. All these years, that promise had kept me going. When the grief became too heavy, when my own guilt welled up and threatened to choke me. I had been the one to write to my father and leave my mother behind. If I hadn’t, perhaps things would have turned out differently. For that, I could mete out my own punishment in time—but first I was going to ruin my father’s life. I was going to take what he wanted most, and I was going to do it in a manner so absolute that nobody else would be able to deny that I had triumphed over him. It didn’t matter what the other members of House Avera thought of my right to inherit the title of leader. He would once again be relegated to second place and would remain there for the rest of his existence.
The door behind me creaked again, jolting me from my thoughts. I whirled around as a matronly woman in a shimmering gray dress with delicate patterns of copper flowers embroidered upon the skirts pushed the door open wider. Beside her was a childlike figure wearing an unmistakable knight’s helmet, and waiting in front of the entrance of the school was one of the sleek carriages taken by the nobility of Sorrowsend.
Olissa Goldmercy, the Mother Meister of House Goldmercy, smiled at me.
“Why, hello there,” she said warmly, as if we were having a conversation over tea. “I’m so glad to have finally found you, Alma.”
I narrowed my eyes. The last I had seen her, she had been conversing with my father like old friends. How had she known to find me here? This wasn’t exactly a place where noble ladies liked to gather. I recalled my father’s warning, about the enemies I would have if I were to oppose him. Discreetly, I moved my hand to rest on the hilt of my sword. “I wasn’t aware that you were looking for me.”
“Oh, sweetheart,” said the Mother Meister. “You’re the talk of the town. Everyone knows about the little altercation between you and dear Maximus, and of course, we also know of your dispute with your father. He’s been quite vocal about it to me, in fact. So I told him, why don’t I try convincing your daughter to change her mind? I have more experience managing children, after all.”
The small Thing at her side seemed to shrink in on itself at her words. Even though I knew it was a construct, I felt a pang of pity for it.
“Change my mind?” I said, ignoring her pointed comment about children—clearly it was an attempt to rile me up. “I assume you mean about being a Pilgrim. I’m afraid I’m not inclined to do that, even if you’re the one asking me.”
Certainly not now, right after Aster and I had renewed my vow of revenge together.
Instead of accepting my rejection and walking away like a sensible person, she only smiled wider. Picking up her skirts so they wouldn’t drag against the dusty floor, she began to stroll toward me.
“I thought you might say something like that,” she commented idly. “At least I can tell Zander I tried.” Her eyes flicked above my shoulder.
Something sharp pricked my neck—and even as I brought my metal hand up to crush it, I knew it was too late. Smeared across my fingers were the remains of another spider, only now I could see among the entrails that there were tiny bits of metal and clockwork. A Goldmercy contraption, and it had just injected something into me.

She had planned this, I thought. She had followed me, perhaps all day, and I had fallen into a trap.
The edges of my vision wavered and the air in my lungs turned sluggish; the last thing I heard before everything went dark was Aster’s voice calling my name.
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Sound drifted back to me first, soft murmurs and a rhythmic tick, tick slipping through the haze in my mind. There was the thump of unnaturally heavy footsteps, the clink of a teacup. Something was shaking me, disturbing me from my rest. I scowled, trying to ignore it, until after a few more shakes a familiar voice hissed urgently in my ear, “Alma!”
That got me to creak open my eyelids. I rarely heard Aster so distressed. The tone of his voice alone sent a pang of unease through me, and I struggled to clear my head.
Everything was a blur. My limbs felt as though they were made of lead. A pair of golden eyes blinked down at me, the brows above them creased in worry. My monster breathed out a sigh of relief.
“Thank goodness you’re awake,” he said. “Get up. The Mother Meister is planning something.”
What is she doing? I tried to say, but all I actually managed was “Wha . . . ?”
Nearby, a chair scraped over the floor. My voice must have drawn someone’s attention—which was a foolish mistake on my part. I had known there were others in the room. Berating myself, I tried to sit up—only to find that my wrists and ankles had been strapped onto the cold, hard surface I was lying on.
“Hold on,” Aster said, and began the process of trying to undo the cuffs holding me. I could hear footsteps coming closer; to hide the movement of the cuffs from Aster’s efforts, I continued struggling against them, rattling them to and fro. It would make his job more difficult, but he would have to manage.
“I hadn’t expected you to be awake,” said Olissa Goldmercy as she came to my side. “That serum was supposed to keep you down for another hour or so. I suppose you must have some resistance to it, being a vessel of the Beast. No matter: I’ll give you another dose before we go ahead with the procedure.”
“Procedure?” I slurred, turning my head to take in my surroundings. I was inside a dark but spacious room that looked like a cross between a study and a laboratory. The carpet was filthy and the curtains, all drawn, were heavy with grime. We must have been somewhere in the abandoned school. In one corner, a tattered armchair sat in front of a cold fireplace, beside which was a low table, holding a steaming teacup and an open book. My sword had been leaned against the chair—I breathed a sigh of relief to see it nearby, even though I had no way of reaching it at the moment.

All along the wall were shelves full of dusty bottles and rusted tools. Two attendants in Goldmercy colors stood by them, extracting newer, shinier tools from a leather briefcase to lay out onto a tray. Standing in wait for orders behind them was another Tinkerer’s Thing. At least seven feet tall and packed with muscle, it would have looked out of place beside all the delicate paraphernalia if it wasn’t so still and docile that it clearly was a tool itself. A single Mercyguard stood by the only door, guarding it.
“Well, yes,” said Olissa Goldmercy matter-of-factly. “I asked if you would be a good girl and join your father and me of your own accord. You refused, so now I have no choice but to make sure you don’t go running off on your own.”

Panic was quickly driving the sluggishness from my veins. Beside my ear, Aster hissed a curse. He was clearly having trouble with the mechanism locking the cuffs in place. I had to buy him time—at least to get one hand free. If I could reach my sword, then I could cut through the rest of my restraints.
“What are you going to do to me?” I asked.
The Mother Meister came close enough to envelop me in her sweet, cloying perfume and tapped my temple with a finger.
“I’m going to drill a hole here,” she said sweetly, her breath ghosting over my face, “and poke around inside a little bit. Nothing too major. I’ll just get rid of that nasty, disobedient part of you—you’ll be safe and sound, and less of a problem for everyone involved.”
My eyes widened. Then I found my voice. “Are you insane?” I shouted, fully awake. I struggled for real against my bonds, but it was no use. The leather cuffs held fast even as the table I was lying on rattled with my movements. The freshly healed wound in my shoulder twinged. “Why would you do this?”
“Stop, Alma,” growled Aster. “Just hold still for a little bit.”
But I could tell he was making no headway. I was well and truly locked in place by Goldmercy craft. I knew my father had allies in the court—but I had never imagined they would go so far for his sake. What on earth had he said to Olissa Goldmercy, to convince her to resort to such atrocities before the Pilgrimage had even begun?
“Why, you ask?” said the Mother Meister conversationally, even as her attendants brought over the tray of tools and set it down on a trolley beside my head. I could not help turning to look at them, these instruments of my doom. There were long, thin picks and giant needles, as well as a nasty-looking hand drill. The sight of them sent dread running cold through my veins.
“Because it is only natural progression, to want to become closer to one’s god,” she continued. “Your father is quite a visionary, you know. He is the only one who sees the change we need to make. We have godhood right at our fingertips but have settled for scraps for far too long. Zander understands that there is more, and that we could take it if we tried hard enough.”
Scraps? I could understand my father’s ambition, but Olissa Goldmercy was already the head of her House, in the highest place of honor a vessel could ask for. What more could she seek? “Look, I don’t care about what you want,” I snarled. “My grievance with my father is personal. Leave me the fuck alone!”
“I can’t do that, sweetling. We need you, as tiresome as you are, and if we can bring you into the umbral plane with us, then darling Six over there will get to stay with me.” She gestured fondly toward the little child-Thing, whose helmeted face turned away as if in shame.
“What?” My mind whirled. The only special thing about me was my connection to Aster—and there was no way the Mother Meister knew about that. Was there? Fear flashed through me briefly as I wondered if I had given myself away, but try as I might, I still could not understand what that Tinkerer’s Thing had to do with me. “You’re not making any fucking sense!”
“Another reason, of course,” continued Olissa Goldmercy, leaning in to speak right into my face with a gleam in her eye, “is that I simply enjoy it. It is such a beautiful process, to take something so brazen and nasty and instead turn it lovely and quiet. That is the Tinkerer’s blessing, and no one reveres it more than I. I wouldn’t even need a reason to want to temper you, young Alma. Unless, of course, you promise to behave for us from now on.”
“She’s as crazy as your dear uncle,” said Aster, sounding almost impressed.
I could have lied and promised to do anything she wanted, just to give Aster more time to get me free. But now I was more angry than scared, to know that my father had decided to conspire with someone like this, and that they had planned my demise together.
“Go fuck yourself,” I snarled.
The Mother Meister sniffed. “For that, I think we will do the procedure without anesthetic. I’ve always found pain to be a wonderful teacher. Four, come hold her still.”
The great Thing lumbered over, its footsteps heavy enough to shake the table I was on. Without ceremony, it clamped one of its hands—fitted over with metal like a glove—on top of my scalp, and the other on my chin, nearly cutting off my air. Like this, I could not move my head at all.
“Fuck,” hissed Aster. “Alma, I can’t undo these things.”
“Fuck!” I echoed back.
He leaned over me, hands braced on either side of the table.
“Let me in,” Aster said, eyes blazing. “We can break through them together if you’ll just let me in.”
I did not hesitate. Reaching for him was like instinct, born of so many years of basking in his presence, of leaning into his comfort. My heart and my mind were drawn to him—and where I usually tried to stop them, this time I let myself yearn. I knew his touch, the feeling of his skin against mine, and I used it to ground me as he grasped my hand. My eyes closed and I focused on the pressure of his fingers and the almost electric warmth that sparked whenever he touched me, using it to block out the rest: the strange, sterile smell of the dead flesh holding me still, the casual murmur of Olissa Goldmercy to her attendants as she chose her instruments for the procedure, the metallic scrape as something was picked up off the tray. I imagined myself sending my consciousness, like a ball of light, to our point of contact, and brushing open the space between us to let him in. I imagined him on the other side, reaching out just as gently, sweet and familiar, and then suddenly blazing hot and bright and as brilliant as the first time.
In one tug, my metal hand snapped through the leather cuff.
Using it to pry the Thing’s hand off my chin, I quickly twisted sideways on the table and tore through the cuff holding my other hand. Olissa Goldmercy was shouting something, but there was too much of my own pulse roaring in my ears for me to make sense of her words. One of the attendants reached forward as if to restrain me; my metal hand snatched the drill she had been holding aloft to the Mother Meister and shoved it through the soft flesh of her neck. The brightness in me flared as blood spurted hot onto my face. I scrambled upright and ripped through the cuffs holding my ankles, then threw my weight forward to tumble off the table just before the Thing picked it up in both hands and launched it against the wall.
The sound of crashing glassware and metal drowned out Olissa Goldmercy’s voice. I had no time to give myself an elegant landing; I scrambled almost on all fours toward my sword, heavy footsteps slamming the ground right behind me. As soon as my fingers closed around the hilt, I spun around, and used the same movement to unsheathe it and lop off the Thing’s hand.
I felt blind. Everything came to me in such sharp clarity that I could barely make sense of it. I became nothing more than the breath in my lungs and the sweep of my blade through the air. I could not see Aster anymore, but it didn’t matter—he was all around me, inside me, inundated into my very being.
A movement in the corner of my eye; I threw myself back to avoid the Mercyguard’s lunging spear, and then darted in under it. Death flashed before me and I chased its path with my sword, through the guard’s armor, right into his beating heart.
My bond with Aster surged with the feeling of his approval.
With the guard still impaled, I spun, using his body as a shield against the Tinkerer’s Thing. A blade had grown out of its remaining hand; it drove into the guard’s back in an attempt to get at me. Blood soaked through my coat and onto my skin. Over the guard’s screams, I could make out Olissa Goldmercy murmuring a prayer, using her gift to transform her Thing as it fought.
I planted my foot against the Mercyguard’s chest and used my weight to yank my blade free of his corpse, letting it fall to the side as I ducked under another slash from the Thing. I had to get at its Meister; otherwise it would never stop. I waited for another attack, posturing for a block, before I stepped back and dodged instead, leaving it off-balance for a precious moment, during which I broke away to dash at Olissa Goldmercy.
My path was cut short by the remaining attendant, who was foolish enough to try and get in my way—to do what, I could not tell. I only knew that they fell quickly beneath my blade. The brightness of my bond with Aster flared even stronger. I was dizzy with it. I almost did not register parrying the Thing’s next attack as it caught up to me, too drunk on my own overflowing senses. I parried again; then, the next time it struck at me, I stepped neatly aside. My blade cut through its outstretched arm like it was butter. I darted in. Both hands gripping my sword, metal on flesh on metal, I brought it down in a vicious arc and sliced clean through the Thing’s body from shoulder to hip. The thread of life I was chasing severed with a snap.
It was dead.
The Mother Meister cried out in pain.
Inside me, Aster’s presence bloomed with—joy. Pure, vengeful glee. I felt it as if it were my own, letting it propel me toward the now defenseless Mother Meister.
“Wait,” she stammered, taking a step back. She was half doubled over from the strain of her Thing’s death. She held her hand up as if to halt me. “We can still—”
I did not want to wait. I wanted blood. She had tried to hurt me. She had trapped me and wanted to take away my will. We were going to kill her.
I drove my blade forward, deep into her gut. As she choked on her own blood, as the violent delight surged inside me, I felt a fragment of something else—something heavy and unhappy, stirring deep from a memory within and then seeping outward and upward until it held me in its cold grasp. A gentle voice from a time long ago whispered, “You can’t hurt people like that, Alma.”
I looked down at my own hands gripped around my sword, at the three feet of black metal pushed through the Mother Meister’s stomach, everything drenched in blood.
What had I done?
The brightness inside of me faded. I had murdered a whole roomful of people—people who had wanted to do something terrible to me but people nonetheless, and one of them was a Pilgrim. The leader of House Goldmercy.
Horror flooded me, cold in the wake of all that light. Aster’s presence was gone, pushed out by my own misery, and in its absence, I shook. “I—I’m sorry,” I stammered, my grip falling from my sword as Olissa Goldmercy fell back heavily against the wall, leaving a deep red smear as she slid slowly to the ground.
“Alma?” said my monster, standing beside me again. Joy still radiated from him. He was practically glowing, his eyes ablaze, a smile tugging at the edge of his mouth.
He was so beautiful that for a moment I almost wanted to go back to him, to meld together as one again so I could experience some of that beauty in myself.
But then the Mother Meister mustered up enough energy to level a mocking sneer at me.
“Alma Avera,” she said in a terrible wheeze, like she wanted to laugh but didn’t quite have the strength for it. “The rumors of your god’s favor were true.”
The haze faded away again, replaced with shame.
“I—” I didn’t mean to, I wanted to say, but that was a lie: in those shining moments I had meant it with my entire heart, delighted in each kill as I committed it. So instead, I said again, “I’m sorry.”
“To hell with you and your rotten father both,” she spat back. “He misjudged . . . fatally. You’re further along than Maximus is, and . . . somehow, he still missed it. And now . . . look where we are.” She paused to grimace, as if the very thought of it disgusted her. Eyes turning glassy, she fixed her gaze on the grimy ceiling above. “Lady’s heaving tit. Tell your father . . . he’s . . .”
I waited with bated breath to hear exactly what my father was, but she didn’t ever manage to finish that sentence.
Awful, heavy regret lodged itself in my stomach.
“Alma, it’s fine,” said Aster, a comforting hand at my elbow to hold me steady. He turned me to face him, his other hand going to cup my blood-splattered cheek. “You had no choice. She was going to take your mind away, and she would have done it without an ounce of remorse. Tempering a vessel of an elder god like they were cattle—she deserved what was coming to her.”
Yes, I thought. I had no choice.
But that terrible feeling wouldn’t go away—and worse, it only grew as he stroked my jaw with his thumb, intending to comfort me. How could I explain to him that I was scared? That I was ashamed of the glee with which I had butchered these people, when the glee had so clearly come from him?
I often felt that I could share anything with Aster. But for the first time in my life, I felt afraid to do so.
I was saved from having to answer by a flicker of movement in the corner of the room. I whipped around, instincts back on edge—but it was only the little Thing, the one Olissa Goldmercy had called Six. It had been hiding behind the armchair and had poked its helmeted head out to peek at the carnage I had left.
I stared. A Tinkerer’s Thing was supposed to expire as soon as its Meister died. But this one seemed to still be functional. It jumped like a startled animal once it noticed it had drawn my attention and ducked back behind the chair with a small squeak.
Aster spared it a disinterested look. “Did we leave one behind? Let’s finish it off.”
My chest seized. I did not want to kill this Thing, even though it was not technically alive. Aster strolled toward it, practically strutting in his good mood. I lurched past him to get there first, almost feeling like I needed to protect it from him. That feeling mixed with all the other ones raging in my head, making me sick. Why was I acting this way? Had it not been a wonderful thing, to be so connected with my elder god?
But the quiet guilt left in the wake of all that bloodshed would not go away. The memory of my mother’s voice, gently chiding me after that first time I had broken that boy’s arm in the field behind my apartment, would not stop playing in my head. I knew then that if I followed Aster’s orders, if I allowed him to kill this child-Thing, I would regret it. Ignoring his questioning look, I peered around the armchair at the trembling lump on the ground.
“Hey,” I said. “Six, was it?”
The little Thing jumped again. It lifted its face to me. Despite the utter blankness of its helmeted features, I received the distinct impression that it was giving me a look of wide-eyed terror.
“Yes,” it stammered. Its voice was soft and a little raspy, as if rarely used. “I am Six.”
It could talk. I had never heard of a Tinkerer’s Thing talking before.
“It speaks,” said Aster in mild surprise. “Maybe this is why it was the Mother Meister’s favorite.”
My thoughts were already racing. This Thing named Six could talk—which meant that maybe, just maybe, it could be of use. It could help me testify against the Inquisitors when they eventually found that I had killed the leader of House Goldmercy, tell them what the Mother Meister had been planning to do to me. I had little doubt that my father would be displeased once he found his ally dead, and he was cunning and had far more resources at his disposal than I. I could not predict whether he would make another move against me, this time with the court at his back. This could be my only defense.
“We should take it with us,” I said, quickly turning back to Aster.
“Alma,” he said, smiling as if I had just told a good joke. “You know that Thing is a construct, right? Made of dead flesh and the Tinkerer’s animating magicks. If it was ever alive, it was forsaken long ago, before it ever fell into the hands of the Meister you just killed. There’s no point in bringing it with you.”
“I know,” I said, hoping his good mood would make him more susceptible to my argument. “But it can talk. If the court tries to confront me about Olissa Goldmercy’s death, it can act as a witness.”
“If the court tries to confront you about Olissa Goldmercy’s death, we will simply destroy them.”
“We can’t just get rid of Sorrowsend’s governing body,” I said, unable to keep the frustration or the hint of fear out of my voice. “Would you be willing to speak for me?” I asked, turning back to Six, knowing I was reaching for the stars but hopeful anyway.
It—he, I thought; there was something about the Thing’s voice that struck me as boyish—stared at me awhile, probably wondering why I had been talking to the air. Then he glanced at the surrounding carnage, at his Meister’s body. I thought perhaps he would say no—after all, I had killed his master before his eyes—but instead he seemed to draw strength from the sight of her dead. “Okay,” he said quietly.
“See?” I said to Aster.
His expression turned murderous, eyes dark, mouth twisted in fury. For one terrifying moment, I forgot to breathe. It felt as though even my heart forgot to beat. Images of the Beast destroying cities and murdering whole battalions flashed in my mind. If he truly wanted the Thing dead, I would not be able to stop him. Then, so quickly I had to wonder if I had imagined his wrath, my monster was smiling again and putting his hands on his hips with an exaggerated sigh.
“All right,” he said magnanimously, moving around me to peer down at Six with benevolence. “If it will make you feel better, we can take the Thing along. But remember—you’re going to be the one to feed it and care for it.”
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As soon as Sevelie’s door opened, I quickly pushed inside and clamped a hand over the mouth of the maid who had answered it to muffle her scream. I was caked with blood and grime, and I didn’t need her drawing us any attention. Ignoring the poor girl’s look of terror, I jerked my head for Six to follow. Once he had scrambled through the door, I kicked it shut, and only then did I let the maid go.
“Goodness!” she screeched, jumping back. “Lady Alma—is that you?”
“Alma?” said Sevelie, poking her head down the stairs. “Are you back? How was your—Lady’s tits, what the fuck happened to you?!”
She rushed down in a flurry of lace skirts and hovered her hands over me anxiously in the entryway. “Are you hurt? Oh, heavens, we need to take you to the Disciples, you’re covered in blood.”
“It’s not mine,” I said, exhausted. Our journey back from the abandoned school had been taxing. Taking a carriage was not an option, and I hadn’t wanted anyone on the street to see me and start asking questions. So I had waited until dark, and then relied on Aster to guide me between the shadows the way we had done when we were young, ducking into alleyways and behind walls with Six in tow until we finally made it back.
“Then whose—” began Sevelie, before clamping her mouth shut. “Never mind. I’d prefer if you washed it off before you told me. What is that behind you?” She leaned over to examine Six, then straightened in surprise. “Alma—is that a Tinkerer’s Thing?”
“I’ll leave you to deal with this however you see fit,” drawled Aster, brushing past Sevelie unseen to climb the stairs. Though he’d gotten me safely back, he clearly still had no interest in the care of my new ward. “You know how to find me later.”
Unhelpful bastard.
“This is Six,” I said to Sevelie, which wasn’t an answer—but she hadn’t really been asking the question, anyway. She already knew. “I’m taking care of him for now.”
“And House Goldmercy is all right with this?”
“House Goldmercy does not know, and I would prefer to keep it that way.”
“Wonderful!” she said, sounding strained. Her posture was stiff, her eyes nearly wild. “Anything else?”
I hummed in thought. “I think he could use a bath too.” His gray smock was covered in dust, and he had been quite liberally spattered with the Mercyguard’s blood during the fighting.

Sevelie looked more harrowed by the second. “With the helmet and all?”
“Can you take it off?” I asked the now trembling Six.
He clung to the helmet with desperate fingers, as if afraid one of us was going to rip it away. “No!”
“Why not?” said Sevelie in what she probably hoped was a patient tone.
Six curled in on himself, looking ashamed. “The Mother told me never to take it off. She said that nobody should ever see my face.”
I felt another pang of pity. Whoever told Olissa Goldmercy that she was good with children must have been as deluded as she. “Your Mother is not here,” I said bluntly. “And you need to be cleaned up. We won’t get mad at you for it, I promise.”
Six hesitated a moment, but it seemed he wasn’t one for refusing orders. He undid the clasps fastening the helmet to his neck, and then slowly pulled it off. His hair was a filthy, tangled mess. Some of it lay flat against his head while other parts stuck out at wild angles. Under the grime, it looked like it could have been dark blond in color. As he glanced up, I saw that half of his face was that of a regular boy’s. The other half was clockwork. Metal was embedded into skin and flesh, clicking and whirring in time with his breath.
There was a gasp from beside me. I turned to Sevelie, ready to reprimand her for being rude, only to see that she had turned as white as a sheet. Her eyes had gone wide, and her hands shook. For a long moment, all she did was stare.
Then, in a small voice, she said, “Ephrem?”
* * *
AT THE ESTATE, IT HAD BEEN TABOO TO SPEAK OF MY DEAD HALF brother—the first child of Zander Avera, the apple of Euphina’s eye.
But the staff talked anyway, in quiet whispers behind screen doors, or with their heads bent close as they moved through the halls. Ephrem Avera had been an absolute gem of a boy, they’d murmur to each other. A perfect son in every way. He had been kind and clever and naturally gifted with the sword—everything that I was not. Euphina had doted on him, and from the sounds of it, she had good reason to resent my taking his place.
Because Ephrem had never been chosen by the Dread Beast. It had been a blow that my father apparently never recovered from, and when Ephrem died not even a year later in a tragic accident, Euphina had blamed my father.
Some members of the household, however, blamed Euphina.
My father’s wife was the daughter of an old family in Kugara—one that had wealth aplenty but no connection to the elder gods, for they had served the Despot Queen quite closely at the time of her demise. Though House Carrine had been quick to drop their allegiances and had contributed heavily to the court’s coffers after the establishment of our modern era of divinity, some people never really quite forgot that they had once been devout followers of the old Kugari religions.
So, there was talk. Particularly among the more devout faction of attendants working at the Avera estate, most of whom now favored Kaim, who was born of two of the Four Houses. They whispered that the Beast had not wanted his power tainted by Euphina’s bloodline, had seen fit instead to strike down a descendant of the peoples that once burned their dead and then prayed to them. Some even speculated that Euphina had done that to my half brother’s body, and that was the real reason that his coffin in the mausoleum was empty. She had cremated him, and my father’s story of his remains never having been found was only a cover.
Only, according to Sevelie—we were looking at his body right now.
“Is that really you?” she said now, taking a hesitant step forward. Her eyes were wide and desperate. “Do you—do you remember me, Ephrem?”
Six looked around uncertainly. “Are you talking to me, Miss?”
The look on Sevelie’s face shuttered. Her mouth went tight. “Cora,” she said, her tone sharp and musical again. “Tell the cook not to serve dinner just yet. I’d like to ask my cousin about her day first.”
The maid who had opened the door for me curtsied readily. “Of course, my lady.”
“Thank you.”
With steel in her eyes, Sevelie ushered us into the parlor, closing the door behind us with a bang.
She turned on me, the force of her displeasure sending Six skittering to take shelter at my back. “Explain.”
A terrible thought occurred to me. If my father could persuade the leader of one of Kugara’s Four Houses to do his dirty work, what were the chances that he had done the same to Sevelie? She was already enamored with him; it would have been easy to get her to listen to his plans. And here I was, living in her home.
I squared my shoulders. “Tell me first that you weren’t a part of this,” I fired back. “Tell me my father hasn’t roped you into this plan.”
“What?” said Sevelie, her brows furrowing. “Lord Zander? What does he have to do with this?”
“Promise me first.”
Sevelie puffed herself up and gestured at the blood on my clothes. “I don’t have anything to do with—whatever horrible, unspeakable thing just happened to you. All right?”
“If I find out you’re lying—”
“I’m not,” she snapped. “I promised to be honest, and I meant it.”
I stared at her, and she stared back, unflinching. There was indignation in her gaze, but also a mote of hurt at being accused.
It seemed she was telling the truth.
Exhaustion hit me then. The restless energy that had kept me vigilant on the long journey back to Sevelie’s home drained away, leaving my mind sluggish and my bones heavy. “I don’t know anything about Six other than that I found him under Olissa Goldmercy’s care,” I said, going to one of her fancy velvet ottomans. I would have been more careful about the dried blood and filth I was no doubt tracking onto her furniture, but it was clear I wouldn’t be allowed to wash until she was satisfied with my explanation. I might as well make myself comfortable. With hesitant steps, Six slunk over to stand behind me again, as if using me as a shield against the world.
“And where is she now?” said Sevelie, planting herself on the opposite armchair.
I paused. The burden of my own actions weighed heavy in my gut still. But if I didn’t tell her, Sevelie would find out one way or another. The death of a House leader could not be hidden forever. And she had promised to be honest with me. I owed it to her to do the same. “She’s dead,” I said shortly.
Sevelie’s hand went slowly, almost absently, to her mouth. Her gaze fixed on a spot on the carpeted floor as she seemed to contemplate a great many things at once. Though my mind buzzed with apprehension, I waited patiently for her to get her thoughts in order. “If she’s dead, then how is the Thing still moving?” she finally asked, a hint of hope in her voice as if wondering whether I had been mistaken.
“I don’t know,” I repeated again. “But he spoke to me, and I thought he might testify on my behalf, so I brought him here. I didn’t want to leave him alone.”
“Testify?” said Sevelie in a voice that suggested she didn’t really want to know the answer.
“Yes,” I said anyway. “I killed the Mother Meister.”
She looked at me, pleading. “Explain why you did that, please.”
I suppressed a shudder at the memory of being strapped to that table. “She attacked me,” I said, carefully keeping my voice even. I did not want to fall into hysterics and scare Sevelie off. “She wanted to temper me. To make me docile, so I would obey her and my father. Things got violent and I had no choice.”
I had expected the mention of my father to grab Sevelie’s attention. Sure enough, she frowned again and leaned forward. “Lord Zander was there?”
“No. But he is a part of this.”
“Are you sure?” said Sevelie. “Why would he do something like that?”
Frustration bubbled to the surface at the sight of her still willing to defend him. “I told you my father isn’t who you think he is,” I said harshly. “He had an alliance with Olissa Goldmercy. They wanted to bring me into the umbral plane with them, together, for—I don’t know what. They were planning something.” An idea struck me, as I suddenly remembered the Mother Meister’s words about Six. I turned to him. “Do you have any idea what that might be?”
He started at being addressed, and looked around as if to make sure I was really speaking to him. Hesitantly he answered, “I’m not sure, Miss. I’m sorry. I only know that the Mother said Lord Zander had found something that could help us, and that he’d reward us if we aided him in the Pilgrimage. I was to stay with her until he was ready.”
“Ready for what?”
“I’m not sure,” said Six again, sounding rather miserable about it. “I’m sorry.”
I tried to rein in my displeasure. Obviously, he blamed himself for not knowing—and I wasn’t trying to be cruel. “It’s all right,” I said. I turned back to Sevelie. “Look—I don’t know what my father is planning, or why he needs me by his side so badly. All I know is that he wants it enough to allow a Meister to turn me into one of her Things.”
Sevelie threw her hands into the air. “That makes no sense! You’re his daughter!”
“And you saw what he did to his son.”
That made her pause. She swallowed, wide eyes going to Six again, as if to really confirm what she was looking at. “It just makes no sense,” she said again, voice hoarse. “I mean—I know Lord Zander isn’t happy with the way things are. We’d talk about what the people might need, or how the court’s system might change, after all these years of following the same rules. But he certainly hasn’t mentioned anything about needing you so badly as to temper you! Why would he go so far? And to preserve his son’s body too, for that matter.” She wrung her hands, looking queasy. “You are Ephrem, aren’t you?”
“I’m Six,” said Six, sounding unhappy at having to clarify it again. “I was born under the Mother Meister’s care.”
But Sevelie was already muttering to herself. “I knew Ephrem. We used to play together, me and him and Kaim. This is him, even if he doesn’t remember anything. Maybe,” she began hopefully, “maybe Lord Zander doesn’t know? Ephrem was wearing that helmet the whole time—maybe he just wasn’t aware. We should tell him. This is his son, after all.”
“Listen,” I said, leaning close to make sure she was paying attention. My patience had run out. “There is clearly more to my father’s role in this Pilgrimage than a simple play for glory. Olissa Goldmercy said as much. She tried to drill a hole in my skull and pick out my brains—that’s the extent to which she believed in his ideals. So I don’t care if you want to pretend that he’s innocent. I need you to not breathe a word to him about what happened until I figure out what is going on.” I paused, tried for another angle. “Please?”
She did not look happy about this, but after a moment, she nodded. “All right,” she said. “As long as—Six is fine with it too.” She looked dubious, clearly still of the opinion that he would want to be reunited with his family—but at least she had agreed.
I turned to Six. “Will you stay here with us for now?”
“Yes,” he said, fidgeting bashfully. “You’ve been very kind to me, Lady Alma. I’d like to stay here rather than go back to House Goldmercy if that’s all right.”
The poor thing was obviously starved for affection if he thought I had been kind. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, suddenly aware of how filthy we both were. “We’ll keep you here, and you’ll be safe,” I said, “but now I truly, desperately, do need to take a bath.”
“Right,” said Sevelie, surging to her feet as if thankful for something else to focus on. She went to the door and poked her head out. “Cora?”
A couple of the maids then came in to take Six away to be bathed. I was about to follow them out when my cousin’s fiancée stopped me with a hand to my shoulder.
“Be truthful with me. Are you all right, Alma?” she asked quietly.
Not really—but I wasn’t sure what else I could share with her. I had told her enough already, and I still didn’t trust that she didn’t have my father’s best interests at heart.
“Nothing that some rest won’t fix,” I lied. “The Pilgrimage begins tomorrow. I suppose I’ll find out what my father is up to one way or another.”
Sevelie nodded, her mouth still set in an unhappy line. But she didn’t ask me anything else—and after a moment I left her, ready to go stew in my own thoughts.
* * *
I RAN THE WATER AS HOT AS I COULD MAKE IT. I ALREADY KNEW I would have to wash twice: once just to get the blood off, another time to get clean. When I lowered myself into the scalding heat, brown and red flaked off my skin and turned the water murky almost at once. I quickly ducked my head under and rubbed through my hair, and when I surfaced again, the whole tub had turned a translucent, rusty red color.
Left alone with my thoughts, sitting in all the evidence of the violence I had committed, I felt the guilt that had been festering inside me come rushing to the surface. The weight of it nearly crushed the air from my lungs. “Aster,” I called helplessly—and then he was there, leaning one elbow on the rim of the tub, chin on his palm, smiling at me.
“I thought you didn’t like me intruding on bath time,” he said cheekily. But then he caught the expression on my face and straightened up. “What is it? Are you hurt? Did she hurt you?”

I shook my head. I was not hurt—not in any way that I could properly describe. I just felt sick, like I couldn’t stand being in my own skin. I was aware of being naked, only barely hidden by the filthy water, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. It didn’t matter, anyway. I could play at modesty, but Aster knew all of me, had always seen all of me, and this was nothing compared to having our souls joined together so closely it had been difficult to tell where I ended and he began.
“Did we do the right thing?” I asked weakly.
Aster’s expression hardened. “Yes,” he said without a trace of doubt. “You had no choice. The Mother Meister forced your hand. You did nothing wrong, Alma.”
I tried to take comfort in his conviction, but I could not help thinking of all those bodies we had left there in that school for the spiders and the rats to eat. “Maybe I should have told someone. I shouldn’t have left them there, I—”
“Hey,” soothed Aster, reaching forward to take me by the shoulders, his movements slow so I could back away if I wanted. I did not. He leaned in, breath mingling with the steam, his chin tilted to look me closer in the eye. His sleeves trailed into the water, filth seeping into pure white. He didn’t seem to care. “Calm down. Let’s say you tell someone—and then what?”
“I don’t know.”
“They’ll want to question you,” he said, voice hard, “and you only have your own word to rely on. Everyone will know you’ve killed the Mother Meister—your father will know, and he’s not above using the situation for his own gain. He might level accusations against you, and then they will take you out of the Pilgrimage to be put to trial by the court. If they take your father too, your cousin will become the next heir of House Avera; if not, then it’s down to the two of them to fight for it. Either way, everything we’ve worked for in the past eight years would be for nothing.”
As much as I hated to hear it, I knew it was true. It was not just one House leader I’d driven a sword through but two—no one would let me off the hook this time. The Pilgrimage was tomorrow. I had no time for another session with the Inquisitors—or, worse, a trial. If I tried to direct blame toward my father, he could easily claim innocence in Olissa Goldmercy’s plans, and I would have no solid way to refute him without more proof that he was as deeply involved as I believed.
It still felt wrong, to have left the corpses there and run away without a word. Like I was hiding something—and the fear of being discovered was almost as terrible as the guilt.
“People will find out eventually,” I protested weakly. “Sevelie knows—her maids know. Someone will talk and everyone will notice the leader of House Goldmercy missing.”
“They will, but they won’t be able to do anything about it until after the Pilgrimage,” said Aster, the calm in the middle of my storm of emotions. “Then your greatest protection will be the role you have played for them all this time: the devout vessel of the Beast, hunted by others who feared her power, but who didn’t let it stop her from killing the fallen star for the sake of her god.” He put a hand to my cheek. “They can’t do anything to you then.”
When he put it like that, it sounded so easy. They had spared my uncle the consequences of the men he had killed on his way to the banquet; of course, he was still unconscious and wouldn’t have been able to answer for his crimes anyway. But his madness had been readily accepted by the court, as fair exchange for all his deeds in service of Kugara. If I served Kugara as well by slaughtering the Wanderer of Still Waters and becoming the next First Hand, there was a chance they would spare me in turn.
“Sounds like I have no choice,” I said miserably. “To answer for my crimes, or to make it so anyone else is too afraid to question them.”
“Alma,” said Aster, gentle but firm. His other hand tucked a clump of wet hair behind my ear. “We always knew that this path would be paved in blood, and we set out on it anyway. Remember why you’re here. If you give up now, all those deaths would have been for nothing. We can’t cower from it. We can’t stop until everything is finished.”
He was right. I had already crossed several points of no return. I thought of my mother, reprimanding me for hurting that boy who had called her names. I had thought it justified at the time—and she had told me that it didn’t matter, as long as we were happy.
That peace she had described was beyond my reach now. I had already lowered myself. The guilt would not fade—not after all these terrible things I had done over the years. All I had was the end that Aster and I were working toward. Without it, there was nothing.
Tomorrow, I would go through that gate and finish the job I had set out to do.
“Just promise me one thing,” I said.
“Hm?”
I let out a slow breath. My arms, which had been crossed before my breasts in a subconscious attempt to cover myself, tightened further before relaxing. I wanted to hide—but I knew I had to get this out in the open, had to address it before it spun beyond my control. I could not erase the black marks of my past, but perhaps it was not too late to stop myself from adding more. “We don’t kill anyone else that we don’t need to kill,” I said, forcing myself to meet Aster’s eye. “We don’t hurt people without a reason.”
Aster sighed. “Alma.”
“I mean it,” I insisted fiercely. My heart hammered in my chest. Saying these words felt like flaying myself open, exposing my own weakness. I feared that the sight of it would turn my god away. Still, I gathered what remained of my courage and soldiered on, “I don’t like how I felt today—like I was glad to have their lives ended by my hand. I know that it doesn’t matter to you, but it matters to me. It felt like I was letting go of the last memory of my mother—and if I don’t even have that anymore, then I don’t know what I’m doing this all for. Please, Aster.”
Aster’s face was terrifyingly blank. I held his gaze, refusing to look away, even though a part of me screamed for it. I had crossed a line, demanding such things of my elder god. He was the harbinger of death and darkness. What care did he have for my feelings?
But I had already lost something today—it had been hollowed out inside me. I could not get out of my mind the shining glee that had raced through me as my sword pierced through flesh. The hot elation as blood spattered my skin. It had never been like that before. The small animals around the estate, I had killed with only regret. I had done it because I had to, not because I wanted to, and sometimes that felt like the only part of me that was still good.
Today had been different.
And now, right before the Pilgrimage was to begin, I was afraid.
I did not want to be afraid. Not of the one person I trusted. If I was afraid of him, then I would truly be alone again—and that was worse than anything else in the world.
So I refused to look away. I held his gaze, watched those starlight eyes watch me back, as if assessing me for something I could not guess at. The gentle lap of water at the edge of the tub echoed in the silence between us, and my breath was loud in my ears. But I would not give this up. I would not give him up.
Finally, Aster smiled. He leaned in close, resting his forehead against mine. “All right,” he said gently. “We don’t kill anyone unless we have no other choice. A strange request to make of the god of death, but I will accept your terms, only because you’re the one asking me.”
I almost deflated against him with relief. But I knew I had to push my advantage while I still had it.
“And Sevelie,” I added. “Be nicer about her . . . and Fion, and Six.”
“Would you like me to cast away my possessions and join the Church, as well?”
“Aster.”
He rolled his eyes good-naturedly. “Fine, fine. I’ll be nice. Now, let’s get you clean. You’ll feel much better afterward.”
I allowed him to help pour water over my hair and scrub bloodstains off my back until the bath was filthy and red, and then I allowed him to stay sitting by the tub, back politely turned, as I refilled it with fresh water and repeated the process all over again until I finally felt clean. Afterward, when I was dressed, he helped rub my hair dry with a towel, the motion almost putting me to sleep. Outside the window, the Wanderer of Still Waters blazed in the sky, and the umbral gate turned in slow, glowing arcs. I met Aster’s eye in the mirror, and though a part of me yearned already for that bright clarity that had overtaken us this afternoon, I secretly hoped I would never feel it again.
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When I exited my room, I found Sevelie pacing around on the landing.
“Alma!” she greeted me, looking nervous.
I had little time to wonder why before the doorbell rang.
She jumped, then looked back at me again. “Alma, promise you won’t be mad.”
“Mad?” I repeated dumbly, and then froze. Horror unfurled in my stomach. Had she betrayed me? Had she ratted me out to the Inquisitors after all? “What did you do?”
“She can help,” Sevelie was pleading, even as she rushed down the stairs to the door.
I looked at Aster, confused and suddenly on edge.
“Are you sure you still want me to be nice?” he asked lightly.
Stubbornness won over my uncertainty. “Yes,” I answered simply, and followed Sevelie down the stairs. I prayed with a pounding heart that she hadn’t done something stupid, something that would put my monster into a mood I couldn’t protect her from. A maid was answering the door, bowing politely to whoever was on the other side. I rounded the corner feeling sick to my stomach. Would it be a member of the court? Or even my father?
The door opened fully, and Euphina stepped inside.
My footsteps faltered. This was the last person I had expected to see coming into Sevelie’s home. Sevelie had said that this would help—but how? My father’s wife hated me. Dread pooled in my gut. I did not know what Sevelie had been thinking, but she had made a huge mistake.
Despite the late hour, Euphina was impeccably dressed, her hair pulled into an intricate golden braid and wrapped into a bun at her nape. She glanced around the foyer with an air of distaste. When she saw Sevelie, who was hurrying to greet her, her eyes narrowed to icy slits.
“Well?” she snapped as the door closed. “You have used my son’s name against me, and if I find this to be a waste of my time, you will be sorry.”
“Lady Euphina,” said Sevelie, giving her a deep curtsy despite the rudeness of Euphina’s tone. “Thank you for coming at such short notice, and at such an inconvenient time. I promise this is no trick. Alma and I really need your help.”
“Sevelie,” I said as I joined them in the entryway, slowly, warily. “What is this?”
She turned to me. “If anyone knows about Lord Zander’s plans, it would be Lady Euphina,” she said in a hurry. “Euphina, please—we know he is plotting something on this Pilgrimage. He’s tried to hurt Alma, and she needs to know what else he’s prepared so she can keep herself safe.”
Horror filled me. She had told Euphina everything, just like that. Who knew what she might do with this knowledge? Euphina didn’t care for my father, it was true, but surely we could not trust her to have my best interests at heart. I sent a panicked look at Aster, who tipped his chin at Sevelie as if to ask, again, Would you like this taken care of?
I quickly looked away.
Euphina gave a delicate snort. “Even if I know anything, which I am not saying I do, why should I tell you? You, of all people—I’ve seen the way you look at my husband, and your blatant disregard for me. Let me say that it does not leave me feeling particularly charitable.”
Sevelie went red. Suddenly she looked very small—a young girl, chided for her fantasies. But she kept her head high and said, “I know you have plenty of reasons to dislike me. But I’m not asking this for my sake—it is for Alma’s, and if that doesn’t convince you, then do it for Ephrem.”
The change to Euphina’s demeanor of cool superiority was instant. “What do you know about Ephrem?” she growled.
Sevelie stood firm in the face of her cold rage. “Cora, will you bring Six out?”
By this point, I had sidled up to my cousin’s fiancée and was now close enough to hiss in her ear, “Sevelie, this isn’t a good idea.”
“It’ll work,” she hissed back. “I remember the way Euphina was with Ephrem. She would do anything for him.”
“That’s my father’s wife,” I said, struggling to keep my voice down. “She detests me. And from what I can see, she’s not very fond of you either. What makes you think she won’t just run back to my father and expose us all?”
It was too great a risk. If she tried to leave, I would have to stop her. I did not want to do it, and keeping her here would only arouse more suspicion, but what other choice did I have? I looked again at Aster, who was watching me intently, as if waiting for my signal.
“I know I’m taking a gamble,” Sevelie whispered plaintively, pulling me back to our conversation. “But I’m asking you to trust me. The Pilgrimage is tomorrow, and there really isn’t much time. If Euphina knows something about your father, Six can convince her to tell us—and convince her not to tell him, in return.”
Typically, I wouldn’t have worried about Euphina confiding in my father, knowing how much she hated him. But she was glaring at me with such animosity that I thought she might do it anyway, just to spite me. I stared back, refusing to cower. We might have stood there forever, both too stubborn to back down—but then her eyes caught on something over my shoulder and went wide. After a moment, she put her hands over her mouth and took a half step forward before suddenly freezing, as if afraid. A strangled noise choked its way out of her throat.
I turned to see Six, dressed in new clothes with his golden hair tamed from its previous mess, being led down the hallway by Sevelie’s maid. He almost looked like a normal boy, if not for the clockwork still ticking away where skin and flesh should be. Now that I was looking for it, I could see the resemblance between him and his mother, in the color of their hair, the shapes of their noses. But Six’s eyes were much kinder. I wondered where he had gotten that from, being born of two such ill-tempered parents.
Euphina took a great, shuddering breath, as if she had not tasted air in years. Then she broke like a dam, surging forward and dropping painfully onto her knees before the frightened little Thing, gripping his shoulders tightly.
“Ephrem?” she gasped. “Ephrem, is that you? It’s me—it’s me! It’s your mother!”
The poor kid looked terrified out of his senses. He clearly did not recognize her. He endured Euphina’s sobbing for only a second, and then he twisted away and came running to hide behind me.
She turned to me, shattered.
“I’m not Ephrem,” said Six in a small voice. “I’m Six.”
Euphina’s face went red with rage. Her hands curled into fists, shaking at her sides. “What have you done to him?!” she screeched at me.
“Nothing,” I answered calmly. “I found him with the Mother Meister. Who, by the way, tried to temper me so that I would follow my father into the umbral plane. I don’t know why he wants me with him, only that he does, and she said that if I were there, then he would not need Six. I’d like to know what he needed us for, so I can protect myself.”
Still shaking, Euphina stood. She took a deep breath to gather herself. Then she looked a long time at Six, and then at me.
“The Mother Meister?” she said.
“Yes.”
“How long has he been with her?”
I looked at Six, waiting for him to answer. “How long, Six?”
He shook his head slightly, unsure. “A long time. Years, I think.”
“Years,” Euphina repeated to herself, her breath catching in her throat. When she turned to me again, her eyes had hardened. “Very well. I will tell you what I know.”
* * *
IN MY FIRST YEARS AT THE AVERA ESTATE, I HAD FOUND IT EASY to hate Euphina.
She had hated me first, so it was only a natural response. More important, she had hated me because of what my mother had done. Taking sides was instinctual. My mother had been a kind and loving woman, and Euphina was cold and cruel. There were times when I even wondered if Euphina had been happy at the news of her death.
Over the years, as I found out more about her thorny relationship with my father and his continued infidelity, I would from time to time experience something like sympathy. Euphina must have been miserable in this family—just like me. Despite our mutual dislike, there was a sort of kinship in that. I could understand her contempt for my father, her utter coldness.
I had spoken to Aster about it once.
“Why does he . . . you know. Sleep with other women so much?” I had asked with all the finesse of a thirteen-year-old still uncomfortable with the concept of sex. “Euphina is beautiful and comes from a good family. You’d think someone like my father would be happy with her.”
“Men are greedy—especially men like him,” Aster answered. “They believe they are owed the world and see nothing wrong with taking what they like, whenever they like, and those who oppose them simply don’t understand.”
It was an apt description. “She should put him in his place,” I had grumbled.
Perhaps now, the sight of her dead son had finally convinced her to do it.
“Zander always spoke about his displeasure with the court,” Euphina was saying. She had settled herself into one of Sevelie’s plush divans with such dignity that one would think she owned the place. Sevelie and I sat across from her, with Six in between us, and Aster perched on the arm of the couch beside me.
“So your cousin’s bride gambled and won,” he had drawled as we crowded into the parlor. “What do you need me for, again?”
“Don’t be petty,” I murmured back. “You know if this goes south, you’re the only one I can rely on.”
That had seemed to mollify him somewhat.
Six shifted slightly, moving closer to me as if to seek shelter. It seemed he did not feel comfortable joining his once mother—which obviously disappointed Euphina, but it warmed an old, spiteful part of me to think he considered me safe instead. “We met soon after Maximus was chosen to be First Hand. Zander was very angry back then,” she continued, her eyes still flitting periodically to her dead son. “I will admit we shared that anger—House Carrine does not garner much favor from certain members of society, despite all the contributions we make. I had a fiery temper as a girl and did not appreciate such treatment.”
On her side of the couch, Sevelie picked at her fingernails, looking uncomfortable. I could tell she saw something of herself in Euphina. She, too, was angry in her own way, and had found refuge in confiding in my father. Perhaps she was finally beginning to understand that this was not the special bond she had imagined it to be.
“I shared ideas with him many years ago, ideas I have let go of since,” Euphina said. “I knew Kugara’s history—even the parts the court liked to keep out of their books—and Zander was fascinated by me.” A resentful smile twisted her face. “Or rather, he was fascinated by what I could tell him. About the days when the Despot Queen first summoned the elder gods to our world. He always said, ‘She made them so afraid they couldn’t wait to kill her—men and gods alike.’ It was our favorite topic of discussion: how to lay low the court and make them afraid again.
“But soon after that, I had Ephrem.” Here, her eyes went helplessly again to Six, who shuffled uneasily at the attention. “I never thought I could love someone the way I loved that boy. He became my life. I was happy to stay in House Avera, to let go of my rage and start anew, as long as I could be with my son.”
Her voice turned rueful, her head tilting and her eyes wide, a silent plea for him to recognize her. I glanced down at Six. He clutched at the hem of his frock as if for comfort, his face turned pointedly away.
Euphina wilted. Her mouth trembled, and I wondered if she would beg for her son to look at her again. But all she did was take another steadying breath. Her eyes met mine, hardening.
“Zander’s interest never waned,” she began again. “He was obsessed with those ideas we’d talked about. He wanted to be better than any other Avera vessel before him, and it only got worse after Kaim was born. House Metia had already decreed that the next Pilgrimage would not take place until Maximus’s new heir was already an adult. Kaim’s connection to House Metia meant his position was practically set in stone. I tried several times to convince Zander to let go of his ire, to give his attention to us instead.” Her lip curled. “It didn’t work, obviously.”
I found myself snorting in something like understanding. My father not having time to dote on his family was old news. “So, he was already a heartless son of a bitch back then.”
“Hmph,” said Euphina, clearly displeased with me but saying nothing to refute my insult. “He was . . . cold. Especially after Ephrem didn’t pass the Beast’s muster. I loved our son regardless—it did not matter to me that he was not chosen. Zander, however—I think that pushed him over the edge. Our relationship was distant, and I did not want to give him another heir for him to ignore. I suspected he had been unfaithful to me even before that. He often found reason to have business in other places—even backwater shitholes like Merey.”
It was my turn to shift uncomfortably. I felt an instinctual urge to defend my hometown—which didn’t make sense, as I had never particularly liked it there. It was simply because she had spoken of it with such disdain. But I wanted her to continue more than I wanted to fight, so I swallowed my retort.
“I could have forgiven him even that eventually,” said Euphina, pointedly not looking at me. “But then one day . . . he took Ephrem out of the estate. I thought little of it at the time. I was only relieved that he was paying attention to our son. Ephrem never returned.”
“The accident,” said Sevelie quietly.
Euphina threw her head back and laughed, startling us both. “Accident! Yes, Zander told me that. An unfortunate fall when they were walking home along the mountainside. As if I wasn’t the one he used to confide in, about the Despot Queen’s ambitions. All the things she had done to pursue them—including sacrifices of the flesh. He murdered Ephrem. But who could I tell back then, without convicting myself in turn? And now you find yourself in a similar bind.” She gestured serenely at me. “Tell the court of Zander’s ambitions, and risk them detaining you both—or keep it quiet, and keep yourself free of trouble? You did not come across this information without going through a slew of complications for it, that much I can tell.”
I narrowed my eyes. We had not told her of what happened to Olissa Goldmercy yet—but it seemed she had put two and two together and drawn her own conclusions.
“A sacrifice?” Sevelie repeated weakly.
“Of his own flesh,” Euphina confirmed. “Father and son.” She looked at me. “Father and daughter.”
My hands gripped the seat of the couch. A sacrifice of his own flesh. Was that what he had needed me for? What he had done to his own son? I had not thought my disgust for my father could climb any higher, but it seemed I was wrong. I had always known he was a killer—but there was a difference between taking lives in service to one’s nation and murdering one’s own child. I looked down at Six, who had been listening to all of this very quietly, and wondered if he thought anything of it. If he remembered anything. I imagined a face just like his twisted up in terror as my father ended his life, and felt sick.
“For what?” I asked grimly.
“I couldn’t say,” said Euphina. “It has been a long time since he confided in me. But of all the things we used to talk about, he was always most captivated by the Despot Queen’s attempts at transcendence. By the idea of ascending into godhood.”
It was preposterous. A heresy. The separation between deity and man was not to be breached. My father had always been so fond of calling out any insults against the elder gods—why would he do something like that?
The answer presented itself to me too easily. He wanted power. More than anything, more than even his respect for the Beast, he wanted power.
Sevelie put a hand to her mouth, looking pale.
“How?” I demanded. “Even the Despot Queen could not manage it, with all the people whose lives she gave to the gods. How does my father think he can achieve this?”
“I do not know,” said Euphina. “But I suspect there are many secrets in the umbral plane I am not privy to. I am, after all, just a daughter of a House once disgraced by its connection to the old sovereign. If Zander’s found some other knowledge that he believes will guide him on this path, then he has certainly not shared it with me. This is all I can tell you.”
Silence took hold in the wake of these revelations. Euphina sat stubbornly proud, but something about her seemed deflated, like she had been holding all of this inside her for so long and now had finally let it out. I had my hands clenched in my lap and my bottom lip between my teeth, worrying at it. My father had wanted to bring me into the umbral plane to sacrifice me. Had that been his goal from the beginning? From the moment he had taken me from my mother, had he been planning to kill me?
I had known there was no love between us, but even then, it hurt to think I mattered so little to him. It hurt even more to think that I had been wrong—that my plan to take the House from him might have been for nothing after all. If his goal had never been the glory of First Hand, if he had wanted something else all along, then how was I to sabotage those plans without even knowing what they were?
Sevelie had begun to quietly wring her hands together, pale and stricken. Out of us all, she seemed to be the most affected. All her desperate hopes about my father had been utterly crushed—he truly was not the man she had imagined him to be. I had thought I would feel vindicated when she finally realized this, but I simply felt sorry for her.
She was the one who broke the silence first.
“You should withdraw from the Pilgrimage,” she said to me, mouth in an unhappy but determined line. “It’s not worth the risk. We’ll tell someone about Lord Zander, and Olissa Goldmercy. Six can be proof of his misdeeds.”
I knew it was the sensible thing to do. She was right about the risk. I imagined how things might play out: my father being arrested, detained from the Pilgrimage, and questioned. We might have enough evidence to even convict him.
Perhaps that would be enough to ruin his plans and make up for my lost revenge.
But even as the thought crossed my mind, I knew that it felt wrong. I had not come all this way, endured all these years of hardship, in order to hang back and be nothing more than a spectator to my father’s demise. And there was no doubt that I would be withheld from the Pilgrimage as well, for I was now embroiled in this plot. Then, the only suitable heir to House Avera would be Kaim. I thought of all the blood I had spilled, the guilt that had almost crushed me earlier. I thought of my promise with Aster. I could not give up now, so close to the end.
“No,” I told her grimly. “I will not withdraw.”
“Alma,” said Sevelie, frustrated. “This is more than we know how to handle. This is the court’s realm of responsibility. People have died. Surely there will be other chances for you later.”
“Zander might not let you pin him down,” said Euphina. “I know in my heart that he had a hand in Ephrem’s death, but we cannot prove that Olissa Goldmercy did not take the body herself and without his knowing.”
She was right. The situation would not look good for my father, but the more I thought about it, the less certain I became that he could be held culpable. I was indeed caught between justice and my own desires. Telling the court meant letting them know of my own hand in the Goldmercy leader’s death. With my uncle still unable to wake, and all the rest of the House already against me, I would never become the First Hand of the Dread Beast.
I would fail Aster.
But if I took on my uncle’s challenge and proved myself above all others as the one worthy of House Avera—then that was another matter entirely.
“If we confront my father now,” I told Sevelie, already hating myself for how she would react, “then the court will likely wish to detain me as well for my role in his plans. I’ll lose my chance at winning the title of First Hand.”
She gaped at me, seemingly at a loss for words. After a moment she gathered herself and demanded heatedly, “Why does it matter? Let Kaim have it. There are more important things at hand!”
Aster rested a hand on my shoulder, warm and steadfast. I remembered his words about the role I had to play. My only defense. Even before Sevelie, who had done so much for me, I had to hold to it. “No,” I said again. “I made a promise to my god, and I will fulfill it, no matter what.”
I was not like my cousin’s fiancée, who cared that people had gotten hurt, who had put aside her affections and called Euphina here on the chance that it would keep me safe. I was selfish and spiteful, and I was going to use that to bring my father down, even if it meant putting myself at risk. Whatever my father sought on the Pilgrimage, I would find it, and rip it from his hold. I would do that and become the First Hand of the Dread Beast both. If he sought godhood, he would find himself unable to surpass me. I had already felt the true touch of a god inhabiting my body, and I would sooner die than let him have a taste of it.
“Fine,” said Sevelie, getting up. “I’ll tell them myself.”
I stood as well. The room grew dark. The windows dimmed. Even the fire crackling in the ornate fireplace shrank down as if in fear. I knew it was Aster’s doing—his way of helping me. Sevelie stopped in her tracks, eyes wide.
“Don’t,” I told her, putting as much warning into my voice as I knew how. I did not want to fight her. If I were a sensible person, I would have gladly listened to her sage advice, taken strength from her support. But I had a job to finish. My father had brought me here from my home, from a life that could have been peaceful, and taught me instead about violence. He had raised me as a lamb for the slaughter and expected me to be perfect all the while so as not to embarrass him.
I was going to have my revenge.
“Let the court do what they want with my father later,” I said. “But first I have a duty to fulfill.”
When Sevelie looked at me, there was a fear in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. I hated that I had put it there—that I had made her afraid, maybe even proved myself to be as much of a monster as she had initially thought of me.
She tried pleading one last time. “It’s dangerous. Lord Zander has a whole retinue of Dreadguard supporting him. How are you going to stand against that by yourself?”
“My father may have men,” I said, “but I have a god at my side.”
* * *
IN THE END, SEVELIE RELENTED. THOUGH I HAD KNOWN THAT she would, It was not a victory I felt particularly happy about. Euphina, too, had promised not to say a thing.
“They’ll take Ephrem away,” she said grimly. I did not know if she meant to keep his presence a secret forever or what that might entail for the case we were building against my father—but that was a concern for later. For now she was content to keep him here, where he was safe.
Then she had asked if I would walk her to the door. Surprise was not a strong enough word to describe how I felt. But I did not want to displease her, not after we had revealed so much to her, in case she felt the vindictive urge to rat me out later. So I had agreed, and when she stopped me in the hallway, I was already halfway prepared for whatever confrontation this might be.
“Alma,” she said, looking distinctly uncomfortable.
I paused. It was the first time she had ever referred to me by name. Usually, she preferred not to refer to me at all.
“Yes?”
She took a deep breath and said, “Will you look after him?”
It didn’t take much to figure out who she was referring to. “He’s not your son anymore,” I told her, just in case it hadn’t been obvious.
Her mouth went into an unhappy line. “I know. But I want him safe and happy regardless. It hurts me to leave him, but I . . . do not believe he is very fond of me, at the moment. So will you do that for me?”
I supposed I owed her that, after she had come all the way here on Sevelie’s request to tell us about my father. We were not friends—but at least she did not seem to hate my guts anymore.
“Sure,” I said, unable to muster much more than that.
Euphina noticed my clipped tone, and she at least had the grace to look a bit ashamed about it. “I feel as though I must apologize. I . . . did not like you, Alma. I have been cruel to you, in my own way. And I have done . . . unforgivable things.”
It was a surprising confession to hear. Despite my irritation, I did understand why she felt the way she did about me. “You were at least never as cruel as Darantha,” I allowed.
“No,” said Euphina, shaking her head and looking away. “I have done worse. When your mother died, I . . . I was still very angry at Zander for bringing you to us. You have to understand.”
My heart had stopped at the mention of my mother, then began beating again with a violent rush. My hands twitched with the urge to shake her even before she could confess anything, simply for daring to bring her up. I clenched them tight, trying to calm myself. “Understand what? What did you do?”
Euphina met my gaze without flinching, though I could tell it took some effort. “She left you some of her belongings, which were then delivered to us at the Avera estate. There was a letter addressed to you. I burned it. Threw all of it into the fire.”
I felt as though someone had plucked my spirit from my own body. Like some higher being had scooped my insides out to splatter them pathetically onto the floor, like I had been carved hollow. My mother had left things for me—a letter, with her last words that I never got to hear. Belongings that I might have held for comfort in the dark, lonely days that followed her death.
And Euphina had burned it all.
“I’m sorry,” she was saying. “I knew it was wrong and I did it out of nothing but malicious intent. There are no words to convey the depth of my regret. As a mother, if I had to imagine Ephrem in your situation, I—”
“Stop,” I interrupted her harshly. I did not want to hear about what motherly feelings she would have had. In fact, I did not want to think about this anymore. The Pilgrimage would begin in a matter of hours. Whatever catharsis I needed, I would find it there, after I finally earned my retribution. “I get it. You were angry. I will take care of Six.”
“Thank you,” said Euphina, and her smile would have been heartbreaking if I had any sort of feeling to spare.
“I’m not doing it for you,” I told her.
I opened the door pointedly. She looked as though she were about to say something else—but thankfully for the both of us, she simply took the hint, and left.
I closed the door behind her and then stood there, staring unseeingly at the grain in the wood, until a voice startled me out of my stupor.
“There’s really no way I can convince you?”
I turned to find Sevelie in the hallway, alone. She looked defeated, like she already knew my response.
I told it to her anyway. “No.”
Awkward silence filled the space between us. I wondered if she regretted joining me on the train that day. I had certainly filled her life with a great many complications.
“I’m sorry,” I added, a little too late. “I’m grateful for all you’ve done for me and appreciate your concern—but this is something I must do.”
“Who am I to deny an elder god’s will?” she said with a wry smile.
I had no good answer for her.
After a moment, she sighed. “You must think me an utter fool,” she said. “Falling for a man like that.”
I shifted uncomfortably. “I did, at first.”
“And now? When I’m asking you to let go of your ambitions?”
“A fool,” I said sincerely, “but a kind one.”
She huffed a soft breath of laughter and looked down at her hands clasped before her. “I understand,” she said, sounding tired. “I simply hope you’ll be careful. I’ve seen what the pursuit of First Hand does to someone. What it’s done to Kaim, and now Lord Zander. My only wish is that when this Pilgrimage is over, and the dust has all settled, you might be able to sort out your differences without killing each other.”
She turned to go up the stairs then, not waiting for my reply. It likely wouldn’t have been anything she wanted to hear, anyway. Hers was a sentiment my mother would have approved of, but not one I could see coming to pass. Vessels of House Avera were raised in violence. With violence, we would settle our affairs.
“Silly of her,” said Aster, watching her go with scorn.
I had to agree. But I couldn’t help a quiet longing for those silly ideals.
Maybe if we all believed in them, things would not be so complicated.
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The next morning, I woke up with Aster crouching at the side of my bed, watching me. His chin was pillowed on his arms, and he was close enough for me to count the thick lashes of his two open eyes, and then to trace the bareness of the one perpetually closed upon his forehead.
“Good morning,” he said.
I blinked in response, not wanting to fill the meager space between us with my voice.
He unfolded an arm to brush away the strands of hair that had fallen into my face. He paused then, as if to wait for any sign of rejection. When I only continued to look at him, his fingers tucked the hair behind my ear, lingered against the shell of it. “Today’s the day,” he said. “Are you feeling any better?”
I thought about it. Yesterday’s events had been dizzying, but a full night of sleep had done me good. The fear I had felt toward my monster seemed so far away, when he was being gentle with me like this. “I am,” I decided quietly.
“Good,” said Aster, and straightened up to offer me his hand. His eyes crinkled at me. “Let’s get you ready to kick some ass.”
At precisely noon, the umbral gate would open. The Pilgrims of each House would march through, and for three days and nights, we would be trapped inside that nightmare realm among the terrors to hunt down the fallen star. During that time, my father would be searching for his secrets—and I would need to be ready to stop him. Eight years I had prepared for this moment, to finally show him the fruits of his cruel labor. He had taken me to become a daughter of Avera, and I would instead become the vessel he had always wanted to be.
I let Aster drag me out of bed; then I checked my sword, my coat, and the light pack of supplies that I would bring through. I did stretches to get my blood flowing, and then I meditated, and even when I found myself in the familiar little kitchen of my memories, I did not think about my mother. Aster sat at the windowsill all the while, humming to himself. I focused on the sound of his voice, and let it ground me.

I knew it was time for breakfast when the smell of food wafted upstairs, even though the sky had barely brightened as the hours passed. At the table, Sevelie was subdued, but that didn’t stop her from accompanying me to the door after to send me off. It was strange how quickly things could change. Not even two days ago, I would have had no trouble imagining her praying for my downfall. Now I found myself thankful for her well wishes. Even her maids seemed to have warmed up to me, a few meeting me at the door to bid me good luck as I left.
“We will see you in three days’ time, Lady Alma,” said the one named Cora.
“Hopefully as the victor,” piped up another, whose name I thought was Liesa. “Then you can tell Lord Kaim that our lady is not interested in marrying him.”
“Liesa,” chided Sevelie without any real heat.
“You just want him back on the market,” Cora muttered.
“Cora!” Sevelie gasped. When her maids turned away, chastised, she cleared her throat. “Either way, Alma—we wish you the best. Be careful and do come back in one piece.”
“Aren’t you the popular one,” complained Aster, but I could tell that he was not truly upset about it, the way he would have been before. Perhaps he really was taking my request to heart.
I had certainly not received a farewell like this on my way from the estate. It was odd to think that there were people who cared what happened to me. “Thank you,” I said, hoping I did not sound too awkward. “I’ll do my best not to die.”
Not wanting to linger on the doorstep too long, I gave myself a quick last-minute inspection. Everything seemed to be in order—my uniform had been washed and freshly ironed, and the light leather pack I had strapped to my back contained three days’ worth of water and rations. Sevelie’s hospitality had made my stay in Sorrowsend relatively painless; now, however, I was truly on my own.
There was a carriage waiting to take me to Firmament Square, and we arrived as the court’s ornate clock tower was sounding a mournful toll of the half hour. Other Pilgrims had already gathered around the gate, waiting under their banners for their turn to approach when it opened. They stood in lines like soldiers preparing for an expedition, separated into their Houses with their leaders standing at the head. There was the pristine armor of the Weeping Lady’s knights, led by the three Sorrowless Disciples in brilliant white; the midnight blue of House Metia; Goldmercy’s gray and copper; and of course, pure Avera black, our banners fluttering like the wings of a dark portent under the sickly sky overhead.
I half-expected to be greeted by a band of Inquisitors upon my arrival and would have been sick with nerves if not for repeating to myself that it was too late for any of that—I had made my choice, and there was nothing to do but to see it through to the end. But no knights or clergymen came to point their fingers at me as the carriage pulled to a stop. Only a valet opened the door, bowing to me deeply as I stepped out.
The city was alive with elation. Though Firmament Square itself had been cordoned off, the streets around it were choked with people, many carrying ceremonial lanterns that sputtered in the sluggish sea wind. A couple of priestly men waved incense about, blessing them and blessing their prayers to us.
Inside the square, there was a different kind of anticipation—one that was charged with restless energy. My father and Kaim both stood at the head of their retinues, making their last preparations. I kept my eyes on my father as I alighted from the carriage, wary. Either he would be surprised to see me untempered, or he already knew Olissa Goldmercy was dead. If he chose to confront me about it, things could devolve very quickly.
To my relief, however, he did not look up at me at all. Instead he remained diligently occupied with his men, as if I were beneath his notice, though a few of the Dreadguard standing loyally behind him eyed me with open hostility. I had been supposed to join them, but in their eyes, I had betrayed my father for my own unknowable ends.
A couple of tempered horses stood at the rear of their procession, loaded with supplies. The sight of them brought to mind my own close call yesterday. They displayed none of the characteristic movements of animals at rest—no flicking of the tail or the ears. There was blood caked below their nostrils from the procedure that had taken their wits, and along their cheeks where it had trickled down from their gouged-out eyes. The first time someone had tried to bring pack animals into the umbral plane, they had promptly gone wild, grown sharp teeth and tentacles, and begun massacring the Pilgrims. Now, robbed of their senses, these horses were perfectly safe. They would not struggle, nor would they eat or drink or sleep. They would be used until their bodies gave out, and then they would die quietly, because they were no longer capable of doing otherwise.
Suppressing a shudder, I looked away toward the lines of Dreadguard standing behind my father and Kaim. Some of them had their heads bowed in fervent last-minute prayer, now that the hour drew near. All of them were formidable soldiers; Sevelie was right to have worried. These were men who were ready to follow my father to their deaths—or perhaps to a fate even worse than death, knowing the unspeakable horrors that could overtake their minds. They had sworn an oath to an elder god’s vessel, which gave them some measure of protection, but still they were only men. Pious men, who believed in their cause, just as I believed in mine.
Inevitably, my eyes wandered over to the Goldmercy banners. As expected, the place where Olissa Goldmercy would have stood was empty—and I could not help the guilt that flooded my stomach at the sight. I could glimpse people in the crowd craning their heads in confusion at the unoccupied space, as if wondering why it was taking the leader of House Goldmercy so long to arrive. A part of me desperately wished I had indeed let Sevelie go to the court, just so my conscience could be clear of this. I quickly turned away and went to stand before the gate below the last Avera banner—the one that was mine.
Of all the Pilgrims, I was the only one by myself. Murmurs stirred as I settled into place. Not for the first time, I felt perilously underprepared. All I had with me was my sword and my leather pack of supplies. No doubt there were people who expected me not to last long enough to need them.
“There she is,” I heard someone say. “The mad daughter of Zander Avera.”
Strangely, the title brought me comfort. My madness was now my greatest defense, and my greatest boon. It would become an indicator of my dedication to Kugara, as long as I succeeded in killing the Wanderer of Still Waters. I held my head high and let the people talk.
Then there was nothing to do but wait.
“You know,” said Aster at my side. “It’s been a long time since I’ve come back here.”
“Are you nervous?” I murmured, glancing around to make sure no one could hear me ask.
“Me?” Aster tossed his head proudly, silver hair flopping into his eyes. “Hah!”
But when I reached for his hand, his fingers immediately clasped mine back, holding tight. They were trembling.
My eyes widened. I had never, in all these years, seen Aster do anything so human as tremble.
“You are nervous,” I said, accusing.
He grimaced, caught and sheepish about it. “A little bit.”
“About what?” I wondered genuinely. Nothing ever fazed my monster. He was always the one offering me comfort in the face of adversity.
He pouted. “We’re so close to our goal. It’s been eight years—and many more of waiting before that, for you to come along. I’m allowed to express a little apprehension.”
I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. He was staring at the gate, a thoughtful quirk to his mouth that meant he was being serious for once. “You don’t believe that we can do it?”
He turned to me, outraged. “Of course I do! Alma, we can do anything together.”
“Then there you go,” I said. “Nothing to worry about.”
And somehow, saying that aloud allayed my own nerves. The fear I had felt last night seemed so far away. This was Aster—my first friend, my closest companion. I trusted him more than I trusted myself, and I would not want to be here without him—even when he was being silly.
He grinned fondly. “You’re right, of course. How foolish of me. Thank you for coming this far with me. I’m glad we’re here.”
The sincerity in his voice made my heart swell. It had been a harrowing few days, but I was glad too. I squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back.
We stood there for the rest of the time allotted for preparation in quiet solidarity. Despite it being the middle of the day, the sky grew steadily darker until it settled upon a gloomy blue-gray color more suited to dusk. The wind blew more fretfully with every passing minute, sending my hair whipping every which way as Aster’s white robes billowed around us. Above us, the star had come close enough that I could see how it flickered and glowed, an unnatural light in the noonday sky.
At ten minutes before twelve, the grand clock in the middle of Firmament Square tolled as if in warning.
All activity in the city halted for a heartbeat. The crowd went very quiet and then the gathering of intrepid Pilgrims in the square kicked into a buzz as they went through final equipment checks, head counts, prayers. It was almost time.
A group of holy men ascended the short steps to the great stone gate, led by one of the three Grand Cardinals of the Court of Divine Hearers. Her great bejeweled hat swayed from side to side as she stopped atop the stairs and turned to face the crowd of Sorrowsend’s citizens. As if on cue, the hum of activity and chatter quieted. Soon there was only the sound of the wind blowing and the cries of the birds fleeing Sorrowsend. The Grand Cardinal began to speak.
“And so the heavens turn,” she said, her voice strong and clear, carrying across the square. “It is, once again, a holy time for our nation. Perhaps more than ever, in this era of uncertainty, as our neighbors eye our borders, as the world churns and tumbles toward new horizons. But amid this turmoil, Kugara remains steadfast. We are the children of those chosen by the heavens—the heirs of celestial blessing.
“And now a star falls to our doorstep! By the blessing of our gods, we have the tools to not only overcome this terror but to use it to propel our nation to divine heights. We will slay this fallen star who dares encroach upon the demesne of our Four, and take its power for our own.” She raised her arms to the heavens. “Brave men and women of Kugara, loyal vessels of the elder gods. We entrust our fates to you, on this blessed Pilgrimage.”
She bowed. The holy men behind her bowed. The people in the crowd, every single one of them, bent their heads.
Overhead, a line of the glowing gate drifted into place, a circle spun at just the right angle—and with a flash of light, the falling star disappeared from the sky.
The wind died down completely, leaving the air still and heavy. The strings of lanterns and decorations that had been fluttering above the streets swayed slowly, and then stopped. All noise faded as the crowds and Pilgrims alike watched with bated breath. For a long moment, there was nothing but the stillness of the air and the unnatural quiet of an entire city in wait.
Then something moved. At first I thought it was a trick of the light—the flicker of a nearby lantern or someone in the crowd shifting around. But then it moved again, and I realized the empty space in the center of the giant stone gate was shimmering. Faces blurred and the edges of buildings wavered. The image of Firmament Square between its arches seemed to melt away until there was nothing but a great black void.

The gate was open.
I had expected more fanfare—perhaps some great noise, or a show of light like with a Heavenseer’s magecraft. But it had happened as smoothly as the tick of a clock’s hand from one second to another. There was a hole in our world, and through it, we would find another realm entirely.
The Grand Cardinal and the bevy of holy men rose to their feet and shuffled to either side of it.
“First to enter,” called the Grand Cardinal, “Kaim Avera of House Avera, Fifth Hand of the Dread Beast.”
It was customary for an Avera to enter first, to lead the charge against any awaiting terrors—and it seemed that despite my uncle’s declaration of me as his heir, Kaim was still the one favored by the court. My cousin’s proud, black-uniformed silhouette began marching up the stairs, followed by Fion’s smaller frame, and then his Dreadguard in their dark armor. Up to the stone gate they marched like emissaries of death—and then they stepped through and were swallowed by the blackness.
“Second to enter: Lord Carnus Metia, vessel of the Heavenseer.”
House Metia began their approach.
Over the crowd, the first few lanterns were being released into the air, their thin paper bodies bloated by the candles lodged within. They would carry the prayers of the people upward, in the hopes that they would light the way for the Pilgrims within.
Without my noticing, my heart had begun to pound. My flesh hand was clammy.
This was it.
One by one, Pilgrims and their blessed men marched into the void. The streets were now swarmed with floating lanterns, like we were standing in a city of burning stars ourselves. It would have been a marvelous sight, if I wasn’t so restless I could jump out of my own skin.
“Fifth to enter: Priestess Aulia of the Sorrowless Disciples, blessed by the Weeping Lady.”
I watched, feeling like a caged animal, as the Disciple and her knights with their billowing white capes were swallowed by the gate. The procession seemed to take an age. It seemed to take no time at all. I felt like a man half asleep: aware of my surroundings but feeling utterly detached from them.
What if they had already found the Wanderer of Still Waters on the other side? What if one of the Houses had gotten lucky, and I went through only to find my plan of eight years had been foiled before I could even put it into motion?
And then, over the din of my thoughts, I heard the Grand Cardinal announce, “Meister Olissa Goldmercy, blessed by the Odious Tinkerer.”
Uncomfortable quiet settled over the square as no men marched up to the gate at her call. Heads turned in the crowd as people wondered to their neighbors what had happened to the Mother Meister, and why she wasn’t present for the most important event of the decade. I could not help sending a furtive glance toward my father—who happened to be looking back at me.
The moment our eyes met, I knew that he knew she was dead.
But he did not say a word. Neither did I. We only looked at each other, faces grim, an unspoken challenge hovering in the air between us. I was not tempered, and I was going through that gate anyway; he was guilty, but he had not been charged.
Our fates would be decided in the umbral plane.
Once enough time had passed, and it became clear that Olissa Goldmercy was not going to show up, the Grand Cardinal called, “Seventh to enter: Lord Zander Avera, Second Hand of the Dread Beast.”
My father snapped his gaze away like he was closing a door, and his retinue made their way up the stairs. He did not hesitate. He strode through it with the confidence that came from an absolute belief that he deserved whatever glory he was going to find on the other side. His Dreadguard followed him through, their black armor melting into the void.
The square was nearly empty now.
I stood by myself where all the other vessels had lined up with their loyal men, and watched the last of the other Houses’ Pilgrims pass one by one through the gate. My metal hand curled atop the hilt of my sword like a child seeking reassurance from a favorite toy.
The men of the court bowed as the young Lynel Metia with his cloak of dusk approached. He strode confidently through; his guards in their crisp blue uniforms followed.
The Grand Cardinal straightened and fixed her eyes on me.
“Last to enter,” she announced, “Alma Avera, of—”
“Of my House,” Aster whispered by my side, his low, familiar voice drowning out her words. “Blessed by me, and my Dread blood.”
Still holding hands, we ascended the stairs. Up close, the void was an utter, terrible black—a black so perfect it seemed to consume all the light around it.
My common sense screamed uselessly at me to run. It was unnatural. Perverse. The hairs on my body stood on end, the tips of my fingers went cold, my throat dried. This darkness did not belong in this world. And yet all those men and women had walked right into it, confident in their right to traverse this bridge between realms.
I didn’t quite share the sentiment, but I knew one thing for sure. I was going to find my own kind of absolution through these gates. This debt I had cradled for years was going to be repaid. One way or another, this would be the start to my end, whatever that may be. It was time to square up.
“You’re with me?” I asked.
“There’s nowhere else I’d be,” said Aster.
We stepped forward and allowed the darkness to take us.
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Stepping through the gate felt like an absolute dearth of all sensation.
I had never experienced anything like it. Even in those dark, quiet rooms where my father had taught me about commune, it had not been like this. I could always feel the warmth from the candles, smell smoke in the air, and hear the quiet noises of living things from outside.
But in that black space, I truly felt nothing. Like the world around me had simply disappeared.
For a moment I stood still, on the brink of blind panic.
It was the squeeze of Aster’s hand around my own that brought me back to myself. I immediately returned the gesture, holding on to him like a lifeline. I focused on the erratic rhythm of my heart and remembered where I was. Everyone else had come through this way, and I would do so as well. I forced my feet forward once more.
A couple more steps and then every sensation slammed back into me at once, leaving me dazed as a drunken sailor after a bar fight.
Sight was what I registered first. The area around Firmament Square was almost fully terraformed, and it remained our most stable outpost to date. But as I blinked around at the same buildings, on the same streets I had just come from, I could not help but be surprised. Had I gotten turned around somehow and wandered back out the gate?
But no—a moment more of observation, and I determined that it was not quite the same place. The lanterns that had been floating through the air were all gone. So were the crowds of people. The sky above me was a vibrant, fantastical hue of blue-purple I’d never seen before, and littered with what looked like millions of pinpricks of light, not just twinkling but vibrating like living things hungry to jostle loose and soar downward. Beside me, Aster was quiet and unmoving as he gazed up at them. The air was still—unnaturally so. No wind, no hint of sea air. Everything seemed brighter somehow. Sharper. Even the air had a sharpness to it—like the tang of metal, abrasive but somehow cleansing.
Then I registered the sounds of battle.
Dark smears painted the ground, remnants of the terrors that had waited for the gate to open only to be met with Kugara’s most divine warriors, greedy for ichor to feed their connection to their gods. I glimpsed the blue cloaks of the Metia Heavensguard whipping around a corner. Somewhere beyond the nearest line of buildings there were voices shouting, metal ringing, an explosion, and then a deep, eerie wail that resonated through my very skull.
Whatever it came from was too big to be a terror, and something about it felt familiar—as if I had heard it before these last few days. Perhaps I had, as it approached through the sky, singing silently to the people of Sorrowsend. The fallen star was nearby, and someone was already fighting it.
I ripped my hand from Aster’s grasp—he would join me again one way or another—and pelted down the stairs from the gate. My feet ate up the pavement. I was weak, unfed by the droves of nightmares that had been taken down before I even arrived, but I would never forgive myself if someone else slayed the Wanderer of Still Waters before I could even lay my eyes on it.
Another deep, guttural boom rattled my bones as it crashed over me. It had come from behind the next row of buildings, and was followed by the sky briefly lighting up with silvery starlight. Metia Heavenseers and their magecraft.
Something big was happening, and here I was, missing all of it. Damn, damn, damn.
I tore around a corner, and then nearly tripped over my own feet as I jerked to a sudden halt. The path in front of me, the one leading to all the action, was blocked. Three Dreadguard had situated themselves in the middle of the street, almost like they had been expecting me.
“Lady Alma.” The one in the middle greeted me with a courteous nod of his head.
I did not want to be doing this. I did not have the time to be doing this. But from their dogged expressions, I could figure that they weren’t here just to say hello.
“Shouldn’t you be over there helping my father?” I said, jerking my chin at the sounds of battle going on behind them. There was another rumble, and then a chorus of agonized screams. I thought I saw something course through the air—a giant arm, with too many joints, bending in places it shouldn’t. The star had manifested itself into something resembling a god already and was not pleased to find itself hunted.
“We are,” said the Dreadguard in the middle, somehow unfazed by this. He was tall and broad with a reliable sort of face under his helmet. “Lord Zander has requested that we stay behind and attempt to convince you to join his cause before you run into one another in less auspicious circumstances.”
“And if I say no?”
We all knew I wasn’t really waiting for an answer. The Dreadguard who had been restlessly examining the street grunted in annoyance as he strode over, drawing his sword.
“Captain,” he said irritably. “We came here to help Lord Zander. To bring glory to Avera. Not to babysit his daughter. She doesn’t want to cooperate; I say we knock her out and drag her unconscious back to the others. They need us.”
“Tomin,” the captain reprimanded. “Watch your words. She is still of the blood.”
At this point, I was just waiting for them to make a move so I could be done with this confrontation and move on. I wrapped my hand loosely around the hilt of my own sword, waiting for the last guy to join them in their little show of intimidation—only he didn’t. He had hunched over slightly, letting the wall support his weight, and his face was hidden by the brim of his helmet.
“My,” said Aster, suddenly beside me again. “Looks like he’s not adjusting too well to these new surroundings.”
I looked at him sharply, and then back at the hunched-over Dreadguard, now tense for an entirely different reason. The other two also seemed to sense something was off. The good captain was too well-trained to turn his back on me, but extended a tentative inquiry to his subordinate, nonetheless. “Neele?”
Neele lifted his face, looking terribly lost. “There’s . . . in my . . .” he managed, and then his right eye gave a violent twitch, and jerked out of focus.
“I’d take a step back if I were you,” Aster commented mildly.
I backed up just as the Dreadguard’s eye jerked again and then popped out of its socket to hang boldly down his cheek. Something slithered out in its place—the dark, fat, shining body of a nightmare made manifest. It writhed out of the poor man’s face and dropped to the floor, wormlike, writhing, and covered in a film of goo. I was barely able to react before a second creature pried itself loose, and then suddenly there were more, a swarm of them pouring from the bloody socket.

“Shit!” The Dreadguard with the nasty attitude stumbled backward, a tinge of panic in his voice. “Captain, we have to go back!”
I bit down my own exclamation of disgust. We hadn’t been able to see the umbral mind worms during the demonstration at the banquet—but here in their home, they were very real indeed. This was the sort of thing my father’s blessing was supposed to prevent. Swearing an oath to an elder god under a vessel’s name should have helped shield their minds against such horrors.
Of course, there was no way to guarantee the strength of one’s psyche, especially when one was newly exposed to a world not built for mortal comprehension. Some people just didn’t hold up very well, and being so far away from my father, the point of his faith, had doomed this man’s brain to becoming a ripe spawning ground for tiny eldritch horrors to feast upon.
To his credit, the good captain hesitated only a second before he dashed forward, sword ready. Neele was still holding a hand up to his face, upon which one of those horrible worms was wriggling, and was staring at it confused. He had time to glance up at his approaching superior and mutter a small “Oh” before his head was lopped off.
The captain flicked the blood off his sword and stepped quickly away before one of those worms could crawl onto him. His remaining companion sagged in relief. Neele’s feet staggered, seemingly about to topple over, and then righted themselves. An even larger worm, this time with a gaping mouth filled with teeth, exploded out of the open cavity of his neck.
At this point, I had drawn my own sword and was rushing forward to cleave the worm in half, but it stretched out with lightning speed and attached that awful mouth to the captain’s face.
A swift sweep of my blade severed the worm’s neck, but I knew it was already too late. The captain was screaming, his voice muffled through the mouth still latched onto his face, and the end of the worm’s neck was wriggling around without its body, no doubt feeding off the sheer terror coming out of its victim.
“Stop moving,” I barked at the captain, trying desperately to get an angle at which I could pry the worm off. “I can’t—”
“You can’t save him,” Aster said sharply behind me. “Kill him before it gets worse.”
He was right. The captain might have survived having a terror attached to his face if he hadn’t panicked. But he had, and had given the worm a nice, helpful boost of power to sink its teeth in deep, and his mind would soon be eaten away.
Killing him would be a mercy.
The worm writhed and shifted, shaped itself into something new. Teeth grew out of the part that I had severed—another mouth. I had hesitated too long. The guard lunged toward me.
I stepped away in time—and the captain’s infected body lurched right past me toward his remaining companion.
The last Dreadguard had been too shocked to fall into a proper defensive stance. Panicked, he threw up a hand to protect himself. The worm latched itself onto his wrist.
Without thinking, I brought my sword forward in a swift sweep and hacked his arm off.
The Dreadguard fell back against the wall with a howl.
I faced the captain with my sword now gripped in both hands, and almost reached out to Aster again before stopping. He had ordered me to kill these men. But I was afraid that if I felt that murderous, vindictive glee that had overtaken me while butchering Olissa Goldmercy’s household staff, it would only drive me to doubt him. Hoping my monster hadn’t noticed my hesitation, I swooped forward and cleaved clean through both the worm and the captain’s head. The top half of his face flew off to land with a wet thunk on the ground.
With its source of terror gone, the worm fell still. I waited, sword held ready and dripping with blood. I hoped I had taken it down before it could spread much further. The first guard, Neele, must have had them latch onto him as soon as he stepped through. He probably would have attributed the nausea and discomfort to nerves, and by the time he spoke up, the worms had already spread through his system and grown large enough to wriggle out.
I watched the corpses carefully for any other sign of movement. Part of my mind supplied the fact that the sounds of distant battle had faded away. Whatever the others had been fighting was likely long gone. There was no resounding cheer to announce anyone’s triumph, so I could only hope that the star had fled somewhere to nurse its wounds while I had been distracted.
There was a pitiful whimper to my right.
Seeing no other signs of life from the two worm-infested bodies, I turned to face the last Dreadguard, now sagging slightly against the wall. His eyes slid from his mutilated companions to me slowly, like he was scared something might happen to him if he moved too fast. His expression was one of abject shock, and he looked ghastly under the pale starlight. Blood flowed freely from the severed stump of his right arm.
The sight of it triggered something in me. A memory of another guard, standing in the dark with his blood splashing onto the ground. Before I knew it, I was tugging the belt off one of the corpses, and then approaching my father’s soldier.
“Hold out your arm,” I ordered tersely. He did it without protest, and I quickly strapped the belt tight around what was left of his forearm, hoping to stem the flow. He was shaking slightly, and obviously trying hard not to succumb to the same fear that had taken his friends.
In contrast, I felt—alive. Intoxicated, even without connecting to my god. The two terror-infested souls I had just snuffed out had filled me with an energy that I had never felt before.
I could see why the court hadn’t wanted my uncle to come in here.
The belt was cinched tight. The guard was working hard to keep his breathing slow and steady and didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger of turning.
“Alma,” said Aster behind me. “He’s not going to last long.”
I knew what he really meant. However little ichor there was in umbral mind worms, taking down the other two Dreadguard had indubitably filled my monster with more power. Aster wanted me to let the guard succumb and then kill him too.
“We agreed not to kill anyone we didn’t have to,” I answered, checking that the belt was fastened tight enough. The flow of blood had turned sluggish—but he would still die if we didn’t get him help, fast. “There’s a chance that he survives this. Can you find your own way back to my father?” I asked the guard.
He stared at me, no doubt confused about who else I had been talking to.
“Really?” said Aster disbelievingly. “Even this guy? He wanted to hurt you.”
“You promised,” I said, whipping around to face him.
Aster blinked at my sudden ferocity, and then sighed. Here on the umbral plane, light seemed to seep from his very core. The darkness around us didn’t touch him; instead, the white of his robes and the silver of his hair soaked in the starlight. He planted his hands on his hips and looked up at the heavens as if for fortitude, defeated. “I did, didn’t I? Damn it, being nice is awful.”
“Aster,” I said.
“What?” He pouted at me.
“Thank you.”
His eyes went wide. Then his entire countenance softened, as if he hadn’t been whining and wheedling mere seconds ago.
Embarrassed, I turned back to the Dreadguard. “Where is my father?”
The Dreadguard looked at me, startled, then around me slowly like he would find someone else hiding there. When all I did was stare back, waiting for his answer, he cleared his throat shakily and said, “Lord Zander pursued the fallen star with everyone else, but . . . his plans initially were to head west.”
West. The wilderness, and the Pyres. I could not help but think what they had been used for, all those centuries ago. Euphina’s suspicions were looking more likely by the second. But I doubted I could traverse those untamed lands with an injured man in tow, and I couldn’t send him to go find my father alone either. He was a thread away from losing his mind. Chances were, if left alone now in this dark, terrible world, he wouldn’t last more than five minutes.
Damn it.
I sheathed my sword and hauled him up from the wall by the front of his uniform, then gave him a shove to get him moving.
“Come on,” I said, falling into step beside him. “We’ll find someone to heal you.”
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In my journal, I had marked several points on the city’s map where the Weeping Lady’s Sorrowless Disciples would set up waystations in the umbral plane, being more inclined to help other Pilgrims than to hunt for glory. The closest was half a quadrant away from Firmament Square. It was as good a destination as any.
The Dreadguard—Tomin—was at least able to walk on his own. He had ripped off part of his own uniform to press to his wound and was doing a fair job of focusing on the road ahead rather than letting his mind wander too far into panic. But there was a harried air to him, like something was constantly trying to get his attention and it was all he could do to keep himself together.

The Wanderer of Still Waters was long gone, leaving nothing but corpses and a couple of ruined buildings for us to find. I gave the bodies a brief check as we passed them by, wary of any terrors that might have taken hold. I was curious, too, if any among the dead were vessels. If any of my competitors, who had looked so proud to pass the ceremony of initiation, had already met their end.
Unsurprisingly, they all seemed to be guards. A couple of tempered horses had also fallen, torn apart but still alive, just serenely breathing. Though I wasn’t hoping for much, I followed the trail of blood and ruin briefly to the edge of one of the wider canals, where it then disappeared. The Wanderer had gone into the water. I looked at the perfect reflection of the stars above on its surface and wondered if the canals had felt most familiar to its home.
I crouched at the water’s edge with a huff of frustration. The blood that had been left behind was a dark, muted red. Mortal blood. The Wanderer must have found a taste for flesh and dragged some poor fool along to chew upon. With all our wants and fears and physical bodies, humans were irresistible to things that had spent millennia floating in the void of the heavens. It was dreadfully dull up there, Aster had told me once. Why else would stars keep falling to Kugara, trying to get a foothold through the door?
Unsettled, I straightened, and we continued on our way.

Though the sky remained vibrant and awash with cosmic light, the streets below were muted and shadowy. Everything was just slightly on the wrong side of perception. Whenever I looked up, the stars were so bright there was a blur around them—light breaking away at the edges, splintering off into prismatic colors. The buildings seemed to huddle closer when you weren’t looking, their shadows congealing, and within, I could glimpse dark shapes like lonely phantoms slowly drifting about.
I would have tried to hunt some of these shadows down along the way, to collect more offerings of ichor for Aster—but soon after we left the canal, Tomin began to stumble, and only a short distance later he lurched toward a building and collapsed against it, panting. I approached him warily. His eyes were still clear, but his face was sheened with sweat, and he was white as a sheet. He wasn’t turning, but he had lost a lot of blood.
I stood there for a moment, indecisive.
“I’m sorry,” he panted. “I can’t—I can’t.”
It was tempting to leave him. Like Aster had said, he had wanted to hurt me. But I looked at him, and he looked at me, and I thought of how I would feel if I were to draw my sword now and cut him down. The idea of it sickened me, and with it came relief. The good part of me was still there—the part I had been afraid to lose. So I went to his side and slung his uninjured arm around my shoulders and tried to heave him to his feet. But he was a grown man, a soldier in his prime, and no matter how many hours I had trained with a sword, I was not built to handle a weight like his by myself.
After another useless heave, Aster huffed in frustration and went to Tomin’s other side. He grabbed hold of his other arm, ignoring Tomin’s flinch at the touch of something unseen, and said to me, “Ready?”
“Ready,” I replied, and together we hauled the Dreadguard to his feet.
“What—” Tomin stammered, staring right through Aster, who was struggling with his weight. “What was—”
“The will of the Beast,” I answered him simply, pulling him along to start walking. Aster snorted in dry amusement.
After that, there was not much chance of hunting down terrors. In fact, we were lucky we were not hunted in return. I was acutely aware of how vulnerable we had made ourselves, and how I had already hindered my own quest to slay the fallen star and stop my father both. The Dreadguard was heavy, and soon I was sweating with exertion. Aster was not the type to sweat, but he muttered complaints every so often, which I could not even answer without raising even more questions from the stunned Dreadguard draped across our shoulders.
After a minute or so, Tomin said quietly, “Thank you, Lady Alma.”
“How sweet of him,” commented Aster, voice like acid.
“You’re welcome,” I made sure to say pleasantly in response.
We continued like that, the three of us, slowly and awkwardly, making our way east along one of the main waterways that I had memorized from Sevelie’s home. After some time, it opened up into a wider plaza—and there, at the edge of it, was flickering torchlight.
“Oh, thank the heavens,” Tomin almost sobbed out.
Someone had set up camp here. A waystation, just like I had hoped there would be. The surrounding streets had been cleared out and oil lamps lit to stave off the perpetual night. It was the sole point of brightness and the first sign of life we had seen during our trek, and like a beacon it warmly beckoned us closer. Tomin’s steps regained some energy, enough for Aster to let him go with a grunt as we hobbled faster toward the promise of safety.
A few men stood guard over the encampment, giving us mistrustful stares as we approached. I swept my gaze over them quickly. No Avera colors. My father wasn’t here, nor Kaim.
There was, however, a Church knight. “Excuse me,” I called as we came close. “You are with a Sorrowless Disciple?”
The knight’s eyes went quickly to my metal arm, then to my sword, and she seemed relieved to find it sheathed. “Yes, Lady Avera,” she replied, evenly but warily. “We have set up an infirmary here, in light of the Wanderer’s attack, to provide aid for Houses who need it.”
“This man needs healing. I request asylum for him.”
“In the Carrine statehouse, my lady, to your right.”
“Thank you.”
Even without the Church knight’s directions, I would have been able to tell where to go. Death hung heavy in the air. Not the quick, violent death of battle, but slower. There were people here injured—and something else, pulling some of these deaths back from the brink.
It could only be one of the Weeping Lady’s blessed healers.
We made our way into the statehouse—a public building donated by Euphina’s ancestors in a show of goodwill to the court. A statue of the Weeping Lady greeted us in the foyer, her hands clasped in prayer as tears ran from her closed eye. Someone had managed to light the grand chandelier above, and for a moment it felt as though we were back in Sorrowsend.
A howl of agony soon shattered that illusion. Beside me, Tomin jumped.
“Come on,” I muttered, hefting his weight up.
We followed the echoing cries into a hallway, and then into a dining hall, where most of the furniture had been pushed up against the walls to make space. There, a Sorrowless Disciple was surrounded by a collection of dazed and wounded men. Some of them, I noticed, had been patched up already, because I could see where their armor had been dented and uniforms bloodied, but they appeared healthy and hale underneath.
The man currently being attended to was of House Metia and was clearly not so lucky as the others. He lay atop a dining table with his gut torn open, which I was sure the Disciple would have patched up without a hitch, if not for the dark mass slowly writhing inside of it. Another umbral worm, and one that had grown quite large by the looks of it.
The Disciple had one hand wrapped around the worm’s neck in a clawlike grip, while the other laid daintily upon her breast as she prayed. She did not seem to care that her sleeve was being soaked through with blood, or that the man was whimpering for mercy like a dying animal. Her smile remained serene. Her hand began to glow with healing power.
The worm did not like this. It twisted ferociously in her grip. Her poor patient screamed, and then a nest of smaller worms began to boil around his stomach as they fed off his fear.
Giving it up for a lost cause, the Disciple calmly drew a dagger and drove it through his gut first, then yanked it out and drove it again into his skull for good measure.
The room fell quiet. The worms slowly melted away into a puddle of black goo, trickling down the poor guy’s body to congeal upon the expensive wooden table.
The Disciple wiped her hands, her smile unaffected, and said pleasantly, “Next.”
Beside me, Tomin blanched.
“You’ll be fine,” I told him quickly. “The terrors didn’t take you. You can rest here and find your way back through the gate with the other wounded when it opens.”
“Right,” he said, sounding dazed, his eyes still on the dead man now being dragged off the table. “Of course.” He took a deep breath, turned to me, and bowed deeply. “Thank you, Lady Alma.”
“It was nothing,” I said, uncomfortable with the sudden show of reverence.
“No, I must apologize,” said Tomin as he straightened, obviously not sensing my distress. “Our orders had been to take you to your father, but no matter my loyalty to Lord Zander, I am still a follower of the Beast. I was wrong to hinder one of his chosen in such a way.” He took a deep breath. “You helped me when you didn’t have to, and for that, I must warn you to be careful.”
“Ask him why,” said Aster, sidling over again now that the hard work was over. “Milk him for all he knows. He owes us that much.”
I narrowed my eyes at him briefly, but dutifully repeated, “Careful? Why’s that?”
Tomin looked visibly torn but, after a moment, seemed to find some inner resolve and straightened his spine to say, “I have sworn my fealty to Lord Zander, my lady, but you have shown to me what the rumors did not—that you truly are blessed by the Beast. I heard you speak to him and felt his touch at your command. I have committed a grave sin by daring to raise a hand against you, and for that I will atone by telling you what I know.”
“Go on,” I said, feeling Aster’s burning curiosity at my side.
“Lord Zander has claimed that he was shown a vision of the secret to transcending humanity, and that he would become closer to the Dread Beast than anyone else,” continued Tomin. “For that, he needs to make a sacrifice worthy of this knowledge, and that sacrifice is your life. This is a dangerous place for you, Lady Alma. I beg you to stay here, where it is safe among other people.”
I had already known this much of my father’s plans—but hearing again his intent to kill me left a bad taste in my mouth. “I can’t stay. I have a duty to my god, to slay the fallen star and earn the title of First Hand,” I answered bluntly, hoping it would spur Tomin to tell me more.
He hesitated, clearly turning over something in his mind, then seemed to throw all caution to the wind and said, “Then you must stop your father, at the Pyres. He has commanded his men to intercept another group along the way—any group of Pilgrims—and to lay them out as bait for the Wanderer of Still Waters. He needs its power to finish the rite of ascension. If he succeeds, I fear that he will be too strong for you to resist, no matter your favor with the Beast.”
I paused, taking the information in. My father wasn’t planning on sacrificing only me. He planned to do it with others as well. A whole retinue of men, offered up to a celestial being as the Despot Queen had once done. The fallen star would go to them, such a tempting feast they would make. It was a clever plan, and one I feared was sure to succeed.
“Thank you for telling me,” I said, maneuvering him to lean against a nearby chair. “I must leave you here now. Someone needs to stop my father.”
He lurched into an unsteady bow, startling me. “My lady,” he said quickly. “Words cannot express my sorrow at my own actions and my complicity in your father’s plans against you. If you have it in your heart to forgive me, I will be forever thankful.”
“He’s not forgiven,” said Aster with a pointed sneer. “He wasted our time—and weighed a ton!”
I tried not to roll my eyes at his antics. “The Beast and I both forgive you,” I told Tomin instead. I could see the Sorrowless Disciple making her way over now, ready to attend to her next patient. “You’ve done me a great favor by sharing what you know.”
“May the hunter be with you always,” said Tomin. His eyes shone with reverence. He truly believed I was the Beast’s chosen—and all because Aster had deigned to help me carry him here. Despite my dark companion’s reluctance, his complaints, and his very nature, he had lowered himself to help me, and in return, I had earned the gratitude of a man who had thought himself my enemy. Tomin was alive, and he had told me of my father’s plans, and this was one encounter I could walk away from with satisfaction in my heart instead of guilt.
It felt good. So much that it surprised me.
It felt like something my mother might have been proud of.
I thought about this all the way back to the empty foyer, where we stopped beside the statue. Aster went to lean against it, and said to me, “You look like you’re deep in thought. What is it?”
I looked at him, this beautiful monster who somehow was mine. Perhaps I wasn’t a mere vessel to him after all. Perhaps he really did consider me a friend—someone he genuinely cared about. I had never believed it before. Or rather, I had always stopped myself from believing it. Now, though, as I watched the way he rested his weight on one leg, the other tapping on the floor in absent restlessness; the way he blew his hair out of his face, pretending at nonchalance; the way his eyes rested on me, and only me, my heart swelled with quiet hope.
Before I could doubt myself, I stepped up to him quickly and pecked him on the cheek.
His eyes were wide when I pulled back. He touched tentative fingers up to the spot where my mouth had met his skin. “Alma. Did you . . . ?”
“I’m just saying thank you,” I snapped, already turning away. My face was surely aflame. If anyone had seen me, if anyone knew at all that I had just kissed an elder god, I would be strung up from the city walls for blasphemy. I hurried toward the door as if to run away from what I had just done, but, even so, could not stop a smile pulling at my mouth at the memory of his soft skin beneath it, and the joyous wonder I had glimpsed in his eyes before I turned away. I pressed my lips together, trying to force my expression back into one of nonchalance.
“Wait,” Aster called behind me, stumbling to catch up. “Alma, wait! That’s not fair, you took me by surprise! Give me some warning next time.”
“There will not be a next time.”
“Don’t say that,” he wheedled. “Come on, Alma, slow down. Where are you even going?”
Fortunately, I had an answer ready for him as we strode back onto the street, and I hoped it would be sufficient distraction. There was only so much my heart could handle in one day. For now there were other matters to focus on, and it was with relief that I turned back to my rage and my revenge.
It was clear now that my father had never intended to simply make a play for glory upon this Pilgrimage, despite his obsession with it these past years. His goals had always been larger—and I had been nothing but a convenient piece in the game he was playing. He had taken me away from my mother, condemned her to a lonely death and me to all my torment for it.
His current plan seemed to require three things in order to come to fruition: the fallen star, me, and whatever knowledge was hiding here in the umbral plane. I was going to take great joy in tearing it all down.
The safest option, the one that Sevelie would have approved of, was to simply never deliver myself to him. But the thought of hiding away like a coward for three days and nights until the gate opened once again to let me out sat poorly in my stomach. I would emerge alive but have nothing to show for it. Aster had not chosen me so that I could cower at the last second.
Instead, I would hunt down the star myself, quickly, before my father had a chance to set his trap. It was a gamble against time; as soon as those poor souls were caught and strung up as bait, I would not be able to reach it without putting myself in danger. But I had anger on my side, fresh and scathing, and I had my monster.
I turned back to Aster. “We’re going to kill a star,” I said.
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Warm torchlight was soon swallowed by darkness as we moved away from the waystation. Shades and phantoms lurked along every street, drifting slowly in and out of the empty, dark buildings. Some of them flew into a frenzy at the sight of me, like dogs that had been starved. They fell easily before my blade. Others merely let themselves be cut down with something akin to an exhalation of relief.
Aster breathed in deeply, his white robes aglow against the darkness as I butchered another offering in his name. It wasn’t just my imagination—he became brighter, more alive somehow, the longer we spent here. He’d been in an annoyingly good mood ever since I’d kissed him in the foyer and was now leading me toward the entrance of an imposing building several stories high. A brass sign out front proclaimed it as the Grand Peninsula Hotel—one of the more luxurious accommodations in Sorrowsend.
“Here,” he said. “This will be perfect.”
I eyed the tall, brass-and-mahogany double doors in trepidation. The walls around them were overgrown with vine-like shadows that pulsed gently like a slow heartbeat. There were sure to be terrors lurking inside.
“Are we going in there?” I asked.
“Yes, and then to the rooftop.”
I creaked one door open slowly. Something moved in the dark, stately lobby. I unsheathed my sword and held it out. “We couldn’t have done this back at the statehouse?”
Our plan was to hunt the Wanderer of Still Waters the same way that Aster had once led me to find those small, dying animals in the Avera estate. We would follow the trail of death it left behind like breadcrumbs through a forest. First, I would have to find a place to meditate. I would have preferred someplace where I knew I would be safe, but Aster had other ideas.
“Death was too strong back there,” he explained, standing aside as the thing in the shadows charged at me. It looked vaguely like a horse—perhaps from a previous Pilgrimage—but with terrible teeth jutting out from its many mouths. “And it’s easier if we’re higher up. Closer to the stars, that way.”
I charged back, dodging its clumsy approach and thrusting my sword clean through its neck. It fell to the ground with a terrible screeching whinny, hooves knocking against the floor. Another thing rose from the darkness, this one with many misshapen legs, and came lurching toward me. I sent it scuttling back with a neat jab at its chest. I pursued the shadowy terror, hacking off one limb and then another as Aster’s bond soared through my metal arm, guiding my sword exactly where it needed to go. I was barely breaking a sweat. I tried not to think about how this—the killing, the flash of my sword—was so much easier than bringing the wounded Dreadguard to the waystation. “What if it’s too far away for us to see?”
The creature died with a reluctant sigh, deflating into a cloud of shadows that swirled around my feet. Aster kicked it into the air as he strode through the now empty hall and toward a set of grand stairs. “Everything is amplified here,” he explained as he began to climb. “The things we see will be much clearer.”
I followed him to the top of the building, which opened up into a rooftop terrace. The view from here was astounding. On one side was sheer black void, where the ocean would have been if we were in Sorrowsend. On the other was miles and miles of city, bathed in perpetual shadow, and in the distance, at the very center of it, the Weeping Lady’s grand cathedral was refulgent with celestial light, surrounded on all sides by arcane mechanisms erected by the court to protect her presence within.
The city stretched valiantly on for a little farther beyond that; then, past a certain point, it warped into other things—a forest of trees standing at strange angles, a field of flowers that seemed to glow. Some parts of the ground were simply breaking off to float toward the sky, suspended, and even farther off, almost fading into the night, I could see the bones of some giant, ancient creature half-buried in the darkness.
Aster went to the middle of the terrace and motioned for me to join him there. As he took my hands in his and pulled me down to sit, he said conversationally, “I’ve been wanting to show you this sky for a long, long time.”
I looked up. The stars were so bright it was dizzying. A low hum resonated through the air, deep and almost melodious, like the notes of an ancient song.
“What is that?” I said, looking around for the source of it. “That sound. Like someone singing.”
Aster smiled and pointed a finger upward. “Them, of course. It’s much easier to hear them here.”
The stars were singing. They were singing, and I could hear them now. All my life, I had thought it ridiculous that the vessels of the Four High Houses were worshipped as deities.
Now I was starting to think there might have been some reason to it.
When I was done staring at the sky, Aster lifted our hands to motion that we should start. We were facing each other cross-legged, our arms forming a circle.
I looked at our joined hands. “How is this going to work?”
“Close your eyes,” he said, shuffling a bit closer so our knees were touching, “and just do what you’ve always done. I’ll lead you.”
I closed my eyes. This was decidedly different from the sunlit afternoons where I had first learned to sense death. Then it had been easy to seek out the coldness among the warm grass and fresh air. Even at the banquet hall, death had carved a distinct path for me among the glittering, lively glamour of Sorrowsend’s nobility. But everything here was still and cold. It felt like death was already all around us.
That was when I realized that it was. We were surrounded by it. This whole place hovered in the threshold before death. I felt as though I were floating beneath a still lake with only my face suspended above the water, all these ancient stars and figments of unreality trapped here and undying—
“Deeper,” said Aster, and pulled me under.
I might have gasped. I almost opened my eyes in shock. By some deep stubbornness I managed not to do it, but I knew that I was grasping Aster’s fingers tight, clinging to that grounding touch.
There was something tugging at the edge of my awareness—a sensation that prickled at me uncomfortably. I turned my attention to it and found before me, clear as day, all the threads of life belonging to the dying souls back at the Carrine statehouse. Some had already been snapped and were little more than wisps fading away in the dark, while others glowed brighter under the Sorrowless Disciple’s care. I understood now why we had to walk all the way over. Even here, a few streets down from the statehouse, it was difficult to pay attention to anything else.
But then Aster was tugging gently at me to continue, and I remembered there were other matters to attend to.
Now that I understood what I was looking for, it was easy to follow the call of other deaths around us. I grasped at one—not with my hands like one might usually expect to grasp something, because Aster was still clinging to them, but with my mind—and found myself plunged into pure sensation like diving into a body of water. There was a barked order, the words unclear to me as I scrambled to orient myself, and a screech of metal. The sky spun. A grand building, like a courthouse, with decorated mansard roofs, stood in the background. Men in black armor clashed against a creation of metal and dead flesh. It was holding someone—a familiar face. Fion. I felt the crunch of bone, the hot wet splash of blood. The carve of a black sword as it went into a man’s skull, his burst of pain and shock, and then, nothing.
I pulled away from Aster and threw up.
* * *
I WAS DIMLY AWARE OF A HAND BEING RUN SOOTHINGLY DOWN my back, another hand pinning hair away from my face, as I emptied the contents of my stomach onto the street below.
“There, there,” Aster was cooing inanely. “You did great!”
I held still for a second, trying to gauge whether I was done. My head was still spinning, my vision not quite realigned. But the awful nausea was mostly gone, and the flashes of violence did not seem quite so real now. I spat out the last of the sour taste in my mouth and turned to Aster. “Did you see that?”
“Of course. I was leading you.”
“The Dreadguard were fighting. A Tinkerer’s Thing,” I said. “Kaim must have run into House Goldmercy.”
I recalled what Tomin had told me—that my father had planned to take another Pilgrim’s party and use them as bait. I did not know if Iloise Goldmercy was allied with my father the way the Mother Meister had been, but trepidation ran through me all the same. I could think of no other reason for them to clash. My cousin should have been able to hold his own—but that was undoubtedly Fion I had seen, his arm crushed by the metal hand of a Tinkerer’s Thing. What if they had been taken by surprise? What if they were being brought now to the Pyres, to be tortured until their suffering became a delicious meal for the fallen star?
I thought of Sevelie and her quiet wish to see us resolve our differences. Of Kaim, and the weight upon his shoulders as he’d confronted me before the ceremony of initiation. Fion’s quiet smiles and his hope that I would be able to free my cousin from the burden of his station.
I cursed.
Fion had been sure that any meeting between Kaim and me on the umbral plane would end in bloodshed—but I couldn’t sit here and do nothing.
“Aster,” I said, hardly believing I was making this request. “I have to go help them.”
For a moment, my monster did not respond. His eyes hardened.
“What about the Wanderer of Still Waters?” he said.
“I just have to make sure my cousin is all right.”
“Why?” he said, and his tone was sharp enough that I almost flinched—but I held firm.
“Because I don’t want him to die,” I answered, and found myself meaning it. No matter our differences, I could not bring myself to abandon someone who I now knew was only trying to live up to the burdens of his birth.
Aster’s countenance remained stony. “How is his survival going to help you become First Hand?”
I gaped at him. “Kaim is your vessel too,” I said incredulously. “Do you not care what happens to him at all?”
“He can hold his own just fine,” said Aster with a dismissive wave of his hand.
He was probably right. My cousin was too well-trained to let anyone take him down easily. But something about my monster’s careless tone did not sit right with me. Kaim had dedicated his whole life in service to the Beast. The least he deserved was some semblance of concern in return.
“Aster,” I said. “I’m not going to ignore what I’ve just seen and leave Kaim to the mercy of my father’s plot.”
“No?” said Aster, one brow ticking upward. “And where do these acts of charity end? I don’t need to remind you what we are here for when we’ve spent years toiling in preparation for it. There are others seeking the victory we are owed, and we’ve already wasted enough time helping your Dreadguard friend.”
It hurt to hear him think of it that way, as it had not felt like a waste to me at all. Helping Tomin had felt good—like I had finally done something right. I’d even thought that Aster would share in my joy and thanked him for it. Embarrassment made me stubborn, and I bit back, “Our charity paid off. He told us about my father’s plans. Maybe Kaim will help us too, somehow.”
“And how do you figure that?” said Aster in a tone of such exaggerated patience that it set my blood to boil.
“He’s Carnus Metia’s nephew,” I snapped, mind racing now with the childish need to win this argument and prove my monster wrong. “Lord Carnus is the one man in all of Kugara who I’m sure knows the secrets of the umbral plane. If we ally with Kaim, maybe he’ll tell us more about what my father wants. Unless you already know, and want to enlighten me yourself?”
Aster’s mouth went thin. For several long seconds, all we did was scowl at each other. I could not tell if his displeasure came from my clear challenge or his own lack of awareness of the secrets my father sought. Either way, I wasn’t going to back down.
It was a relief when he lifted his eyes to the stars above.
“Damn it, Alma,” he snarled. “You’ll be the death of me.”
Guilt curled in my gut. I knew I had no right to ask this of him. For eight years, I had sworn myself to his service, focused on nothing but my revenge. I had played the role of the devoted vessel yet was giving up my quest in order to help a boy who still hated me. But now that I had spoken the request into being, I knew I couldn’t take it back.
“I swear,” I pleaded, “I’ll go right back to the hunt after. Please, Aster.”
Aster sighed. His shoulders slumped. He turned back to me, his mouth quirked dryly to the side. “When have I ever been able to say no to you?”
I almost didn’t dare to breathe. “So, we’ll go and find Kaim? You’ll really be all right with that?”
The displeasure hadn’t fully left his expression, and he wielded it like a weapon as he demanded, “This better earn me another kiss.”
Instantly, my face went hot. I did not know which was worse—the memory of my own boldness, or the clear indication that he had liked it. I sputtered in response, which finally got a laugh out of him.
Relief filled me at the sound of it. It was obvious that Aster wasn’t happy, but I was not going to let his moment of good humor go to waste. Surging to my feet, I held out my hand to pull him up.
“Come on,” I said, before he could change his mind. “Let’s go find my cousin.”
* * *
THE VISION OF DEATH LINGERED STRONG ENOUGH THAT IT WAS no issue to follow it through the streets. It led us back in the direction of the Church, though the trail broke off abruptly soon after into a street that in Sorrowsend housed offices used by up-and-coming business owners. Soon enough, I saw the building with the mansard roofs. Everything seemed quiet, but one of the front windows had been smashed in. Two figures were sprawled over the cobblestones, dead.
I drew my sword.
My approach was slow and cautious. The stench of blood made the air thick. The fighting here must have been intense, and that sent trepidation running through me. After the effort it had taken to convince Aster to come this way, I did not want us to be too late. I examined the corpses. One Dreadguard, and one Mercyguard.
“Where’s everyone else?” I said quietly.
And then death hit me like a wave.
The dullness, the stillness of it, wrapped around me. It drenched my senses in its fetor. It came not from here but from somewhere nearby. I could not help gasping, as if I were about to choke on it. The awful trail led me away from the two corpses on the road, around the building’s exterior, through a short archway into a courtyard, and there I found—carnage.
Blood was everywhere, pooling in the grooves between paving stones. Limbs had been ripped off and entrails strewn about. There must have been a whole retinue of men lying here dead. I spotted the gray robes of House Goldmercy, soaked dark. Three Dreadguard too, black armor glistening wetly. A Thing sat slumped among the bodies like a puppet with its strings cut. One of the corpses had a heavy golden pendant with the Tinkerer’s crest fastened around her throat. A vessel. Lady Iloise Goldmercy.
Had Kaim done this? What had happened here?
“I get the feeling this wasn’t all your cousin’s doing,” said Aster, crouching by one of the dismembered corpses. “This wasn’t the work of a sword. Something tore them apart.”
I went to him and saw the truth of his statement for myself. Flesh hung in strips from torso and limb, clearly having been ripped from each other. The unease that had been tickling at the back of my mind rose into a clamor. It would take terrible strength to do something like this. I would have suspected the Tinkerer’s Thing, but why had it attacked its masters?
“I don’t like this,” I said quietly to Aster. I angled my back to the wall, sweeping my eyes over the gruesome scene quickly to assess it for threats. There was nothing there. Whatever had butchered a dozen or so men had simply left them afterward. It was probably a good idea to disappear before it came back. A quick sweep of the area told me that my cousin wasn’t here, nor Fion. They must have escaped, gone somewhere else.
I turned, ready to head back to the safety of the open street.
A quiet slither came from behind me.
Heart racing, I whipped back around, blade at the ready. Something was sitting in the middle of the courtyard, among all that blood and carnage. A statue of the Weeping Lady. The exact same statue I had seen in the foyer of the Carrine statehouse.
“What the fuck,” I said slowly.
Aster only said, “Interesting.”
There was something unsettling about seeing it here. The Lady’s face smiled serenely at me. A deep instinct told me not to turn my back on it. Sword still held aloft, I took a cautious step back—only for my heel to catch on something, a loose stone, or maybe a stray weapon that had been knocked away in the fight.
I looked down briefly to catch my footing.
The slithering came again—and in the span of half a second, the statue was right in front of me.
I stumbled back, eyes wide open now and trained on it uncomfortably. “Lady’s fucking eyes.”
The stone smile had not changed.
“A mimic,” Aster concluded lowly. “It must have caught the Goldmercy party unawares.”
My pulse raced. A mimic was a broader category of terror that was weak to human perception, in a strange mirror of the way mortal minds were weak to eldritch sights. They took forms known to their targets to lure them into a false sense of security. As with most terrors, there was no hard rule to dealing with mimics, but a common warning was to heed what was hiding under their mundane exteriors. Some simply disguised themselves for protection; others were far more dangerous.

This one was clearly dangerous, having murdered all these men, but I had no way of knowing exactly what it was capable of.
“It’s chosen an interesting form to take,” said Aster.
“You can say that again,” I muttered, now backing away fast, keeping my eyes trained on the statue. My right hand held my sword, while my left was stretched out behind me to feel the way. I gave myself some space—some distance for it to cover if it were to sneak up again. My eyes were starting to burn. “Aster, how do I kill it?”
I must have blinked. A tiny, subconscious movement I had lost control of, distracted only for a second by the question I was asking. I felt the air shift, and those drills my father had run me through finally paid off as I brought my sword up on instinct alone and managed to stop the mimic from cleaving my face in.
Swearing, I backed up a few steps, eyes now strained wide to make sure I didn’t make the same mistake again. In that split second before the mimic moved, I thought I had seen an unspeakable horror in the place of the Lady’s smile, writhing, transforming. Sure enough, there was something in her hand now—a sword that looked exactly like my own.
I had been rattled, but now—it felt like a personal affront. A challenge. The mimic was getting bolder, but I wasn’t going to let it kill me with my own weapon.
I sprung forward and drove my sword against the side of the statue’s neck. The blade bounced off the stone with a horrible clang, almost making me lose my grip. I stumbled back, keeping my eyes open through sheer force of will alone.
“Aster,” I said again.
Before he could answer, there was a low scraping sound like rock against rock that resonated through the courtyard. Somehow, I found that I could glean meaning from the senseless cacophony.
The mimic was speaking.
Little god, it said. This place does not belong to you anymore. Leave us to rule in your stead.
Aster went very still. I waited for him to speak, to instruct me on how to fight this threat—but when he opened his mouth again, it was not to address me.
“You dare,” he snarled, with such rage in his voice that it froze the blood in my veins. “You and your kind are born from me and mine. You are parasites, nothing more. Know your place, or I will show you it.”
I could not help it anymore. My eyes burned. Already backing away, I blinked. I had hoped that Aster’s warning, with all its venom, would hold the mimic in place—but once again, I had to lift my sword to parry barely in time as it pursued.
It was as clear a refusal as it could give.
“Alma,” Aster barked. “Close your eyes.”
“But what about—”
“It changes form when no one’s looking at it,” he said. “It’s vulnerable during that time. Trust me. I will show you its death.”
All my instincts screamed at me not to listen, but it was the least I could do after he had come here on my request. I took a deep breath to steel myself, preparing to open my connection to Aster once again—but before I could do as my monster instructed, an unfamiliar voice called out behind me.
“Halt!” it said. “We are the Dreadguard of Lord Kaim Avera. Lower your weapon and turn around.”
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Relief flooded me at the mention of Kaim’s name, but so too did trepidation. If I closed my eyes, I would leave these newcomers at the mimic’s mercy.
I bit down a curse and began to speak, as evenly as I could manage.
“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said. “Your companions were killed by a mimic. If I don’t keep my eye on it, it’ll kill me as well.”
“Alma,” said Aster sharply.
I knew what he was going to say. He was going to reprimand me for not following his orders. I didn’t even know these people, yet I was putting their well-being above his will because I didn’t want their deaths on my conscience.
He was not going to be pleased.
“A mimic?” another voice hissed. “Shit.”
It was a sentiment I could wholeheartedly agree with. I wanted it dead as much as Aster—but not if it was going to cost someone else’s life. My mind began to turn, trying to figure out a solution to our predicament. “I’m going to walk over,” I said, still staring at the statue. “I’d like to speak to my cousin. Can you bring me to him?”
“Lord Kaim is busy,” responded the first Dreadguard coldly, halting my steps before they could begin. “I must ask you to leave.”
They clearly did not like me, and I could not blame them. If they were loyal to Kaim, they must see me as his enemy—particularly after his father had announced me as his heir. For years, everyone had believed Maximus Avera would favor his son as the next First Hand of the Dread Beast. My appearance in the Pilgrimage had thrown everything out of order.
“I don’t mean him any ill will,” I tried again. “I just wanted to make sure he’s all right.”
“My Lord Kaim is safe. And with all due respect, your intentions have been made clear, my lady,” the Dreadguard responded, not relenting. “You wish to take my lord’s rightful title. I consider that ill will enough. We were attacked without warning by another Pilgrim, so you’ll forgive me for my caution. Now, feel free to turn around and make your way out of here. We’ll keep an eye on the mimic ourselves.”
“What now?” said Aster viciously. “They don’t want to help you. These are the people you want to save?”
I did not need his vindictive needling. Mouth tight, I turned to face the two Dreadguard. I almost expected a stone sword through my chest, but at least they were keeping their word and diligently watching the statue over my shoulder.
It seemed my attempt to save my cousin had been not only in vain but also unwelcome.
“You can’t handle this thing between the two of you,” I warned them. “It killed this whole retinue by itself. Let me help.”
“Thank you, Lady Alma,” said the Dreadguard coldly. “But no thank you.”
Curse these soldiers and their loyalty. They were asking me to let them die. Jaw tightening, I began to make my way out of the courtyard. Perhaps I could watch over them, and the mimic, at a distance. I could follow them to Kaim—who I suspected would not welcome me any more warmly, but at least I could have helped keep his men alive. I walked past the Dreadguard, already resolved to do just that.
One of them flicked his eyes to me, as if to make sure I didn’t try anything funny.
It must have been a terrible coincidence. His companion must have blinked at the same time, or simply not been watching carefully enough. There was that horrible slithering sound, and then the wet rip of parting flesh. A scream. It happened so fast that when I snapped my gaze back over, it was already too late to help.
The mimic had taken advantage of our brief distraction to transform. Gone was the body of stone, replaced now by reanimated gray flesh and clockwork. It had taken the form of Iloise Goldmercy’s Thing. Only its face remained the Lady’s, still smiling with perpetual calm. In one vast hand it held the disconnected mass of the Dreadguard’s shoulder; in the other it held her head, torn right from her neck and dripping with fresh blood.
The remaining Dreadguard cried out and backed away in horror.
Aster cursed under his breath. “I told you to kill it sooner.”
There was no time to bite a retort back at him. The mimic tossed aside the body and sang out a single note, pitched like a whistle, sharp enough to make my ears ring. Shapes stirred in the shadowy buildings behind it. Dismay washed over me as I realized what they were. More terrors, poking their heads out from the doorways, roused by the call of their brethren. A myriad of glowing eyes and drooling maws were directed our way.
We were fucked.
“Run!” I called at the Dreadguard.
At least this time, he did not fight me. We took off at the same time, practically crashing our way out of the courtyard and back onto the street. The mimic had abandoned its attempts at a trap; now it was a predator, intent on running down its prey. I could hear its thundering footsteps chasing us, followed closely by a cacophony of skittering claws and hooves and mandibles as the other terrors joined the hunt.
“Shit!” the Dreadguard panted as our feet flew over cobblestone. “Shit, shit, shit!”
“We have to find Kaim!” I yelled at him. I was pumping my legs as fast as I could manage, but I could still hear the mimic keeping an easy pace behind us, its steps shaking the ground.
The Dreadguard did not answer right away. But whatever higher ideals he had of protecting my cousin from my nefarious plans were chased away when a screech came too close behind us for comfort. I chanced a look over my shoulder. A terror, skeletal and doglike in shape, had broken free of the pack and was closing in fast. With another screech, it pounced.
The Dreadguard cried out as it landed on his back, knocking him to his knees.
Cursing, I swiveled on my feet and swung my sword up to cleave its head from its neck. Then I grabbed the Dreadguard by his elbow and forcefully hauled him up and forward again. I was not gentle and he stumbled but by some miracle managed to catch his footing.
We ran.

The Dreadguard did not thank me. Instead, once he regained his breath, he called out, “Left! Turn left up ahead!”
It seemed he’d decided to trust me after all.
We tore around the next corner. I saw limbs reaching out of alleyways and shapes climbing out of the doorways as we sprinted past—more terrors, drawn in by the promise of a meal. My lungs burned. My legs were growing numb with how hard I was pushing myself, but I dared not slow down. I could still hear the nightmarish skittering and clacking of a dozen monstrous feet chasing after us—but dimly, I registered that the heavy footsteps of the mimic had disappeared.
“Turn right!” the Dreadguard panted. “We’re almost there!”
It was Aster who saved me. He was waiting there as we rounded the side of a building—and he flung a hand out to grab me, pulling me off my feet and sending me flying to the ground.
A great force crashed down right where I would have been. Stone and dirt flew into the air, coating my throat and making me cough. I scrambled to my knees, still clutching at my monster, and turned to see the statue of the Weeping Lady with her stone sword plunged into the earth like an avenging angel. The mimic had transformed again, probably to try and catch one of us off guard.
“Don’t take your eyes off it this time,” Aster warned.
I was only too happy to listen, not wanting to give it another chance to turn into the Tinkerer’s Thing—but behind it, the terrors were closing in. Like a wave of shadows, they crashed around the corner, howling and screaming in anticipation of a fresh meal.
“Lady Alma!” the Dreadguard called.
I launched to my feet but could not do much more than stumble backward. My legs weren’t obeying me. I had pushed myself too hard.
Aster’s arms went around me, his hands closing over mine on the hilt of my sword. “You have to trust me, Alma,” he said low in my ear.
I would have to fight. With Aster, I might stand a chance against the terrors. I was less hopeful about the Dreadguard’s chances.
“Run!” I barked at him. “Get out of here!”
I gave him a second to get out of the way. One precious second as the horde closed in on me. Gritting my teeth, I readied my sword, and closed my eyes.
Aster guided my blade upward, though his grip on me loosened and he stumbled back with a hiss as we were met with a blow that set my bones rattling. I opened my eyes to find the mimic had transformed back into the Tinkerer’s Thing—only, this time, it had kept the stone sword. It swung its arm back in a heavy whoosh of air, ready to slash at me again, just as a terror finally came close enough to leap at me.
In the split second I spent deciding which threat to defend myself against, someone else rushed in. A flash of black carved neatly through the terror, and then pivoted to butcher another. Instinctively, I refocused on the mimic, parrying its blow as ichor splattered the ground around us. I could feel the energy of it, the lifeblood of this place, seeping into my rescuer.
“Lord Kaim!” the Dreadguard exclaimed in near rapture.
My cousin dove into the mass of shadowy limbs and monstrous mouths. His sword flashed through the air, each swipe of steel vicious and efficient. His eyes blazed and his black coat rippled over his broad shoulders as he fought. He looked like one of the heroes in Sevelie’s book of fairy tales.
He barked at me, “What are you doing here, Alma?”
I gritted my teeth as the mimic began to rain blow after blow upon me with the stone sword. But with Kaim taking care of the rest of the terrors, I could handle this. I had fought a Tinkerer’s Thing before, and this was hardly any different.
I answered, “I had a vision of your men fighting Iloise Goldmercy. I thought I’d make sure you were all right.”
“You thought I couldn’t handle House Goldmercy by myself?” he snapped, silencing a screeching terror by driving his blade through its skull. Its long, toothed beak clacked together and then went silent.
“I didn’t say that,” I snarled.
“You sure as hell implied it,” he sniped back, and then ordered, “Duck.”
I ducked. His sword went singing over my head and cleaved through a small, wasplike terror that had decided to take its chances with me. I surged upward in its wake and fended off the mimic’s next blow, then repaid the favor by spinning on my heel and lopping another terror’s head off as it leaped toward my cousin’s neck. In turn, he slipped smoothly into the space I had left open and began his own duel with the mimic.
It was shockingly easy, learning to fight with Kaim. We had both studied Avera swordcraft, dedicated years of our lives to it. I found that I trusted him to know where to move, which attacks to dodge and which openings to take. I had never trusted anyone like this before—only Aster.
I had to wonder what things would have been like if my cousin and I had trained to fight with, instead of against, each other.
Footsteps pounded behind us, and more figures in black leaped into the fray. Kaim’s men. A familiar voice—Fion’s—called out my cousin’s name. As if my cousin were taking strength from it, his swordwork became sharper, even more brutal. The horde of terrors thinned, one by one. Soon, there was only the mimic left.
As if realizing this as well, the mimic let out a shrill noise of rage. Its movements turned erratic as it tried to fend off half a dozen soldiers at once. A wide swing of its stone sword left it open, and I lurched forward to hew its arm from its body.
Shadows spilled from its wound like blood. It shrieked once more, so loud it stopped me in my tracks as my head rang. Its shape began to pulse in and out, like a pair of lungs gasping for air. Then all at once, it burst into a mass of dark, writhing limbs, grasping at us all.
The Dreadguard moved to attack, but it slithered between their blades like gelatin, and then it wrapped one long tendril around a man’s arm and squeezed. There was the horrible crunch of bone and the man screamed.
I barely dodged a flailing limb as it tried to grab at me. The mimic was no longer made of stone or flesh, but we had cornered it, and that made it angry. Its form changed from one blink of an eye to the other. That horrible scraping voice resounded through my head once again.
You think this will end me, little god? said the mimic. I will destroy your vessel and become king.
“Alma,” Aster barked. “Kill this thing now.”
Clarity shot into my mind, illuminating the thread of its life, ready to be cut. I could feel Aster’s hatred for the mimic as if it were my own, white-hot and setting my whole world ablaze—and through it, that same awful, vindictive elation that had overtaken me in the abandoned school as Olissa Goldmercy’s blood had soaked into my skin.
It was only a split second, but that was enough to make me balk. The connection between us severed and left me reeling. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see my cousin preparing to strike, ready to cut the mimic down in my stead.
I made the decision then. The mimic was old, cunning. It had likely been here in the umbral plane for millennia, hiding and feeding until it became strong enough to come after us. Killing it would grant me power enough to kill the fallen star.
But I could give it to Kaim. I had never seen eye to eye with my cousin, but I found that I did not want to have to fight him. Against all odds, we had managed to work together just now, and it had lit a spark of hope inside me that I never dared acknowledge before. Maybe, like with Sevelie, and like with the Dreadguard, we could find a way to coexist.
So I drew back from my connection with Aster, and let Kaim move first.
“Alma?” said my monster, disbelieving.
It was already too late to change my mind. With blinding speed, Kaim swooped forward under a swiping limb, then with a flash of black metal drove his sword into the darkness above him.
I felt something inside it tremble under his blade. The mimic squealed and writhed, but my cousin did not relent. He heaved his sword through its mass, dragging his blade through it until it burst out of its side. Shadowy ichor spilled from its gaping wound into the ground. There was so much power there—and it all seeped into my cousin, for taking the life of this ancient terror. The mimic gurgled, shaking horribly, and then it slid like oil into the water of a nearby canal and dissipated.
Kaim, too, collapsed to the ground, gasping.
“My lord!” called half a dozen of his men, rushing to his aid. He lifted a hand to hold them off. Only one ignored him. Fion, his face gray and sheened with sweat. Belatedly, I realized that my cousin’s efforts must have taken a toll out of him as well. Despite this, he slung one of Kaim’s arms over his shoulder and hauled him to his feet.
“Kaim,” Fion said. “Are you all right?”
The question puzzled me. If anything, I would have been more worried for Fion, whose arm was wrapped in a makeshift sling. But as it took my cousin longer and longer to answer, I realized Fion was not asking about his physical state at all.
Kaim had just slaughtered a dozen terrors. He was overflowing with ichor.
“Kaim!” Fion said again, more sharply.
Kaim shook his head as if to clear it. His breathing gradually slowed. He looked dazedly at the canal water as it settled into stillness once again. His eyes sharpened as if remembering where he was.

I finally looked at my monster then. Aster was already watching me. His eyes were wide. He looked almost hurt.
My heart froze. He had felt it, the moment I pulled away. It was nothing like our usual teasing, where I would sometimes pretend not to hear my monster, and he would wheedle at me, and we would take it all in good humor. This time, I had gone against his will—and I could tell that it mattered. I had thought that any vessel of the Beast could kill the mimic in his name, and he would be glad for it regardless. Clearly, I had made a mistake.
I noticed then that he wasn’t glowing any brighter. Not like when I had butchered the other terrors for him.
Kaim’s offerings did not matter.
I had no time to contemplate this. As soon as he got his feet under him, Kaim fixed his eyes on mine, blazing.
“Now that it’s dead,” he said, “we’ll deal with you.”
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Grab her,” ordered Kaim.
Two Dreadguard seized me by either arm. Now that the threat was gone, Kaim was furious—furious and brimming with new power. The man who’d had his arm broken was nursing it with muffled whimpers on the ground. A couple more sported new injuries.
I was all too aware that those were my responsibility, as was the Dreadguard we had left behind, dead. I had led the mimic here, after all.
Hiding a wince, I said, “I apologize for bringing this situation upon you. I didn’t mean to—”
“Shut up,” said Kaim, so harshly that it made me freeze. Any hope I had of finding even footing with him dissipated like smoke in the air. “You came crawling to me for help and put my men in danger. You, who my father named as his heir. What did he see in you?”
I almost snarled in frustration. Of course, I should have expected him to bring that up. Kaim had dedicated his whole life to one thing, and then had it thrown onto the ground and spat upon—by his own father, no less. He had probably been seething for days. Now he finally had a chance to confront me, and his blood was running hot from battle, feeding his anger.
“Kaim,” Fion tried. “She can tell us about what House Goldmercy wanted.”
I felt a wave of gratitude. He was trying to help, just like he had promised.
“I don’t care,” said Kaim. “I defeated them, just like I’ll defeat anyone who gets in my way. Including this fraud of a vessel, who needed me to kill a mere mimic.”
“I let you have that kill on purpose,” I snapped in response. Embarrassment made me defensive. I had denied my god, let go of a great advantage, all for the sake of trying to win my cousin’s goodwill, but he had rejected me without a second thought. It stung.
Too late, I realized it was the wrong thing to say.
“Let me?” repeated Kaim, eyes blazing. “You think you’re good enough to pity me?”
“That’s not what I said.”
It didn’t matter. He was too angry, too hurt, to listen to reason. I thought of my uncle, mad with bloodlust—how he had come out of the umbral plane changed after his Pilgrimage.
Kaim had disliked me before, but now the ichor singing in his veins was pushing him over the edge. He pointed his blade at me. “Perhaps my father’s words have given you too much confidence. You want to prove yourself worthy of First Hand? Prove it against me first.”
His men clamored for me to take the challenge the moment he raised his sword. I had inadvertently insulted their lord and brought them danger. The two Dreadguard holding me let me go, backing away to give us room to fight. My heart sank. Nothing was going the way I had wanted it to. Perhaps it was my fault for expecting too much. Desperately, I tried to think of a way to salvage this situation, but all that filled my mind was a memory from years ago, of a sunny afternoon back in the Avera training halls. When Kaim had stood over me, poised to bring his wooden sword down upon my head, I had thought to myself that if we were ever to meet as competitors, one of us would end the other.
It was Fion who interrupted our standoff. He pushed himself in front of Kaim and faced him, mouth set determinedly.
“Stop your posturing and just listen for a second, you stubborn idiot,” he said. “Your father named her his heir—so what? You don’t want to be First Hand anyway, not for real.”
Kaim’s expression darkened. His eyes held anger—but also something more vulnerable. “Don’t start this now,” he growled.
“Don’t talk to me like that,” Fion bit back sharply. “I’m not your servant and I’m tired of fighting about this. Should we wait until I’m dead before you want to find a solution?”
I had never heard anyone speak to my cousin this way. I half-expected Kaim’s men to leap to their lord’s defense and reprimand Fion for his tone, but they seemed reluctant to step in. Their eyes flickered between the two uncertainly, which led me to believe that Fion’s words weren’t an empty threat. He really was going to die if Kaim didn’t stop.
Kaim made a noise of frustration. “I told you it won’t come to that. But I need to secure my position. After all my father’s years in service of the Beast, I won’t let our House fall into some bastard’s hands.”
Fion tilted his chin up defiantly. “You’re a coward, Kaim. You let your family walk over you and convince yourself that’s what you want. You’re so scared of failure you’d rather kill yourself, and me—”
“I would never—”
“—to prove a point. You pluck out the best parts of yourself and feed them to your god, hoping at the end that it’ll be worth it, but it won’t. I can tell you that right now, but you never fucking listen. Every time you come out of commune you’re going to be less, until one day you’ll open your eyes, and I won’t see you there anymore.”
“What else would a son of House Avera and House Metia do?” said Kaim, frantic now. “I was born into this. What is there for me if I give it up now?”
“Come away with me,” begged Fion. “Just like we said. Just you and me. No more nightmares. No more killing.”
The expression on my cousin’s face would have broken anyone’s heart. For the first time ever, I wondered what sort of person Kaim would be if he hadn’t been born into his role. So quietly I almost didn’t catch it, he said, “I can’t. You know I can’t.”
Fion was silent. When he next spoke, his voice was cold.
“Fine. You want to condemn yourself to a life like your father’s—just don’t drag me down with you. Let me go.”
The space between them crackled, the energy shifting as Fion took a step backward, twisting to walk away. Kaim lurched forward, grabbing his wrist and forcing him to turn back around.
“Go?” Kaim snapped, taking a threatening step closer until his face was a mere hair’s breadth from Fion’s. “Go where?”
“Wherever my life won’t be a dead end.”
I saw Kaim’s grip tighten until Fion’s skin under his fingers turned white. “You are bound to me by sacred contract. I’d like to see you try.”
Fion pried his arm free. He took a step back, then another, until he was standing beside me, still looking at my cousin with dogged determination.
Kaim looked as though his entire being had been lit with fury. The air around him seemed to tremble, a grim and sudden reminder that he had just gorged himself on ichor. Divine power ran through his veins, and now he was turning all of it in my direction.
“You’re leaving me for her?!” he spat at Fion.
“Calm down, Kaim,” I said quickly. I had no place interrupting their argument—except when my cousin looked ready to murder me for the perceived slight of his person. “I have no claim on your aide.”
“She’s right,” said Fion calmly. “I’m not leaving you for her. But she is going to help me leave you.”
There was no warning other than the way Fion’s spine went suddenly rigid beside me. He gasped out, as if in pain. Then, with all the power granted him by their arcane connection, Kaim surged forward like a black tide of vengeance, his blade slicing at me viciously.
I barely parried in time, the force of it knocking me a couple of steps backward.
He did not relent. Fury propelled his blows, each meeting my sword with a sonorous clash. His blade whipped through the air with such brutal speed it was near impossible to keep track of. On an average day, my cousin was fast and merciless, and his moves had the powerful grace of many years of the best training Avera had to offer. Now he fought like a wild animal, like something dangerous that had finally been cornered and now had nothing to lose. I was quickly driven away from Fion’s side—and still Kaim kept going, as if to beat me back as far as he could manage.
With Aster’s help, I could have stopped him. But I did not want to heed the call of death to win this fight. I wanted to calm my cousin down—not kill him.
So I was left to fend for myself, using only the skills I had learned from my father over the years. Only, Kaim had learned those skills too, and he’d had much more opportunity to put them to use than I did. He pursued me with relentless ire, in a way that was far too reminiscent of his father.
“Kaim!” Fion called desperately. Another spasm jolted through his body, and he collapsed onto the ground.
“Mother was right,” Kaim spat at me, his eyes wild. “Uncle Zander should have never brought you to us. You’ve ruined everything!”
“You’re being ridiculous!” I barked back at him, doing my best to disengage even as he steadily drove me back. “I came to you for an alliance, not for us to kill each other right here, Kaim!”
He adjusted his grip with both hands to put his full, devastating strength into the next blow. “You should have thought about that before you tried to take everything from me!”
Mirroring him quickly, I gripped my own sword two-handed to block him, metal scraping between us, my joints threatening to buckle. “Don’t blame me for the unhappiness you’ve sown!”
“Kaim, you blistering idiot!” shrieked Fion from the ground through his agony.
It didn’t matter. There was no arguing with my cousin now. Here on the umbral plane, in its perpetual gloom with all the stars singing above, he looked just like my Uncle Maximus. The manic light in their eyes was the same. I wondered how long he had pushed himself—if he had known his limits and willingly gone beyond them, hoping it would relieve his father’s burden; if he had prayed that being born of not one but two prestigious bloodlines might have eased the toll; if he had been afraid when he found that wasn’t the case at all.
Under his perfect facade, that beloved veneer of the handsome young lord born to rule, he was just a jealous, maladjusted boy who had somehow learned to care for someone who no longer wanted to be by his side.
And he thought I was the one responsible for it.
By now my sole focus was on staying alive. With every passing second, the monster inside Kaim seemed to grow, like a shadow had taken hold of him and flooded his senses with nothing but its hunger. There was something about this power that felt unrecognizable to me; it did not feel like Aster’s familiar, bright presence, and I could not parse it; I could not win against it.
“Aster!” I called, desperation driving me to touch my mind to his just for a moment. In that split second, I could sense exactly where to cut in order to end Kaim’s life—but no, I didn’t want to do that. I didn’t want him to die. I aimed instead at his right rotator cuff, hoping to incapacitate his flesh arm.
My cousin’s blade surged up to meet mine and shoved it away with enough strength to jar me from that state of focus. Of course. With Fion’s sight, there was no way he would fall for anything less than a killing blow delivered by my Beast. The clarity I needed to win the fight disappeared with the ringing of my head. Then I was left open and vulnerable.
This was the end.
Kaim moved to pursue the opening he had made—only to suddenly double over, clutching at his head. He let out a ragged scream.
“Aster?” said a tremulous voice. “Is that your name?”
I turned. Fion was looking at me—or rather, at the white-robed shadow that had appeared beside me. In his hands he held a bloody lump of—something.
It took me a moment to realize that his left eye was missing. There was nothing there but a gaping socket. Blood trickled slowly down his cheek in stark contrast against his ashen skin. It must have been horrifically painful, but his shoulders were set, determined. He had torn out his connection to Kaim and was holding it aloft like an offering.

“Is this enough of an exchange?” he asked my monster. “It’s not quite what they took, but it’s the closest I can give.”
Kaim had staggered away to go throw up into a nearby canal, but now he dragged himself back upright, eyes wide and horrified. “Fion, no—”
My monster approached the offering. He stopped a few steps away, addressing Fion like a lord before a prostrate follower.
“I suppose that will do.”
Fion gave him a mordant bow, then let his bloodied eye fall onto my monster’s palm.
Aster lifted it up to examine. His fingers gripped the slippery organ securely, blood and viscera still dripping, as he turned it one way, and then another. Then—he opened his mouth, jaw unhinging like the great maw of his statue in the Avera temple, and swallowed it.
The eye on his forehead, the one that had always remained closed, flew open.
My ears rang with shrill, terrible song. It set my entire world ablaze. I gripped my sword in my left hand, felt Aster’s power flow through me. There it was—that trajectory of light. I let it pull through my blade like lightning, like the flaming tail of a falling star. Kaim hauled himself bodily upright, his legs shaking, leaning hard on his sword. Even in his agony, he wasn’t going to let me off easy. He came at me again with all the abandon of a man with nothing to lose. But he was shaky now, his movements weak.
At the last second, I veered away from the draw of his death. I felt his blade slice into my torso, but not deep enough to be worrying. My own blade went forward, up, guided not by that divine power but by my own hand.
Kaim’s right arm—the one hosting his metal hand—flew off, severed from his body. It landed some feet away, still holding his sword, clattering dully as it met the hard ground.
My cousin gasped. Blood sprayed hotly from his wound. I had cut him close to the shoulder to get to his unarmored flesh and cleave away his point of connection to the Beast. He collapsed to his knees, eyes wide. He looked younger somehow. All the fight had gone out of him at once.
I lowered my sword, panting.
Fion staggered almost on all fours over to him, blood still oozing down one side of his face. He seated himself before my cousin and brought a careful hand up to cup the side of his jaw. His fingertips left smudges of red on my cousin’s skin, but neither of them seemed to care.
“Kaim?” he said tentatively. “Is it over?”
Kaim looked at him as if dazed. After a moment, he gave a small laugh.
“It’s quiet,” he said.
“You should’ve listened to me, you stubborn ass,” chided Fion—but it was fond.
Around them, the Dreadguard drew closer, hovering and unsure. They seemed confused that the fight had ended, and that it was me who had triumphed. A couple of them looked half-ready to draw their own swords and challenge me on their beloved lord’s behalf. I pointedly looked away from them—and my gaze snagged on my monster, still watching me with a baleful turn to his mouth. The third eye on his forehead blinked once, twice.
I wanted to ask him what had happened. Why he had taken Fion’s eye, and for what purpose. But with a rueful smile he said, “I see now. How it must be done. We’ll talk later, Alma.”
And then he was simply gone.
I stood there as loss and guilt crashed down on me. Had I driven him away again? Had I finally depleted the last of his patience?
Or had he felt, the moment we connected, that he made me afraid?
I had no time to dwell on this. Kaim turned his disgruntled gaze on me. “What am I supposed to do now?” he said. I braced myself, ready for another attack, but it did not come. He seemed content to simply grumble at me from afar.
“First, let’s get you bandaged up,” said Fion, already ripping off the hem of his robes. “You’re bleeding all over the place.”
I watched as my cousin allowed himself to be wrapped up and then helped to his feet by his nervous Dreadguard. They looked unsure whether to finish me off in Kaim’s stead or to take this newly mellowed version of their lord in stride. The latter sentiment seemed to win out as Kaim got to his feet and glowered at me sullenly, almost like a child.
“Well?” he said, still haughty despite everything. “You’ve ruined my chances at this Pilgrimage and thrown my hard work for the past twenty years down the drain. What do you want now?”
“I’m sorry,” I said, and really meant it. I wished we hadn’t had to fight—it had eaten up precious time that could have been used to either track the fallen star or stop my father. And now Aster was gone, leaving me afraid to embark upon my hunt again by myself. “I only wanted to make sure you were safe. I’m not sure what to do now.”
My voice threatened to wobble as the truth of my own words hit me. It had been an exhausting day. I felt as though I had made all the wrong decisions, and now that it was time to return properly to the task of stopping my father, I was alone.
Fion, who was rubbing soothing circles on Kaim’s back, looked at me with a sort of understanding in his eye. He had seen Aster. He knew, too, that my god had left.
“Why don’t we go to Lord Carnus?” he suggested to Kaim. “We need to get your arm looked at. And I’m sure everyone can use some rest.”
“Don’t forget about your eye,” Kaim groused, as if that wasn’t further proving Fion’s point.
“Exactly,” said Fion, and then met my gaze again. There was that knowing look—the one he always seemed to give me, like he knew more than he let on. “You should come with us, Alma. House Metia will have an encampment set up and you’ll be safe for the night.”
I was prepared to announce my own departure so I could try and find Aster and go back to our task, but at Fion’s expression, my thoughts began to race. He was clearly trying to give me a clue about something again, and I knew better than to underestimate him by now. He’d invited me to see Lord Carnus with them—Lord Carnus, leader of House Metia and member of the court. Keeper of the umbral gate.
As I had said to Aster—if anyone knew what my father was looking for, it would be him. He understood all the workings of the umbral plane. He could tell me about them and set me back on track. It might not be as efficient a plan as killing the Wanderer of Still Waters, but it could give me the advantage I had been seeking, and I could prove to Aster that I hadn’t forgotten what we came here for.
Perhaps I could salvage this situation after all.
“I’d be delighted to,” I informed them grimly.
Fion smiled and Kaim nodded, apparently much more welcoming now that we were no longer in competition for the same thing. But before my cousin set off, he turned to his men.
He bowed.
“I apologize for failing you all,” he said to them. “You put your faith in me, and I have let it go to waste. Forgive me.”
His Dreadguard looked startled. Then, hastily, they all bowed in return.
“Lord Kaim,” one of them stammered. “There is no need to apologize to us.”
“There is no one else we would rather serve.”
Kaim straightened. “From the depths of my heart, I thank you.”
Then he dutifully began to lead them, some still looking lost at this sudden change of pace, down the canal. He jerked his head at me, beckoning me to follow. When I caught up to him, he said, “So, why does Fion want you to meet my uncle?”
I stared at him. He had surprised me with his perceptiveness once again. Fion only laughed. I gave my surroundings a surreptitious sweep, seeking reassurance from Aster before I told my cousin anything—but he was still nowhere to be seen. Trying to ignore the sinking feeling in my heart, I started, “My father,” and then paused, wondering how to best convey everything I wanted to say about the man I had spent the past eight years hating. “He’s looking for something here in the umbral plane, and he’ll hurt people to get it. That’s likely why Iloise Goldmercy attacked you—they were working together. Since Lord Carnus is the keeper of the umbral gate, I think he can tell me what my father wants.”
Kaim hummed thoughtfully. “And I suppose you’re trying to stop him?”
“You already knew I was here for revenge. But it’s not just that. He’s going to put all of Kugara at risk. Euphina believes he seeks the key to godhood.”
Some of the Dreadguard behind us began to mutter among themselves. I wondered how my cousin would react, if he would call me delusional, for suggesting such a thing. He, too, had grown up around my father, and known of his ambitions to lead House Avera. Perhaps he would find it as difficult to believe as Sevelie had.
Instead, all he said was “I didn’t think he had the imagination.”
Again, I stared.
“If that’s really what he seeks,” said Fion, “then I imagine Lord Carnus will be only too happy to lend you his assistance.” Then, more cheekily, he added, “It’s about time someone showed him his place, anyway. Zander’s been growing bold, trying to seduce away Kaim’s fiancée.”
Kaim shoved him, and his laughter rang out across the streets of the umbral plane. And even though I missed my monster, there was a gladness inside me that somehow, my cousin and I had found some common ground to stand on.
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By the growing ache of hunger in my stomach, I guessed that it was around late evening when Fion announced, “We’re almost there.”
“Thank fuck,” Kaim muttered. We had been walking for some time; he’d grown steadily slower as we went, clearly troubled by his wound. A wound that had been my doing. Though Fion had tied a tourniquet around his upper arm and expertly bandaged the open stump, with strips torn off his own robes wadded up beneath them, Kaim’s blood still left a dripping trail on the street.
If he died here, after we finally made amends, I did not know if I would laugh at the awful irony or curse myself for the rest of my life.
My only comfort was that he still stubbornly refused to be carried by any of his men. If he was well enough to be haughty, he was well enough to survive. Or so I hoped.
I had been relegated to guard duty and been told to keep the streets clear as we advanced. It was a task I took to gladly, for otherwise I would have been too busy wallowing in Aster’s sudden disappearance or worrying over my cousin. There had been a fair share of terrors along the way, drawn in by the scent of blood, though thankfully none as fearsome as the mimic. I secretly hoped, too, that my own taking of ichor would soothe some of my monster’s ire and return him to my side.
No such luck.
Now we were finally drawing close to the Court Library of Sorrowsend, another established waystation, and presumably where Carnus Metia had decided to set up camp for the night.
Unlike at the Carrine statehouse, there were no torches outside to welcome weary Pilgrims. It was only as we drew close that I caught the glimmer of lamplight between gaps in the curtains. Whoever was inside had planned to lay low, most likely in preparation for the night. Or perhaps they simply did not care to open their arms to potential competitors. Fion helped Kaim to the front door, and together they banged the heavy brass knocker, shaped like the Heavenseer’s great eye.
It was a moment before anyone answered. A voice came muffled through the door, “This waystation has been claimed for House Metia’s use. Identify yourself.”
“I am Kaim of House Avera, Fifth Hand of the Dread Beast,” my cousin answered. “I’m here to see my uncle Lord Carnus.”
A pause. Then the scrape of a heavy lock. The door swung open, and warm yellow light spilled over the street. I could see Kaim’s men relaxing as it illuminated their faces; though they had not complained once of their duty, they were only mortals, and had already spent hours in the strange, starlit gloom of the umbral plane. I found myself relaxing as well. The light was familiar—safe. It was shelter from the glow of the stars, and haven from the terrors that lurked nearby.
A House Metia guard, dressed in blue fatigues with a spear at the ready, poked his head out to greet us. “Lord Kaim. Please, come in. Lord Carnus would be glad to see you safe.”
“You wouldn’t happen to have a Sorrowless Disciple in here, would you?” asked Fion as he dragged my cousin’s weary body past the threshold.
The guard frowned at my cousin’s arm. In proper light, I could see now that the bandages were heavy with blood, dripping slowly onto the floral carpet beneath our feet.
“I’m afraid we don’t,” the guard responded. “Priestess Aulia took station here earlier, but followed Lady Agatha out on an expedition, and they have not yet returned. Only Lord Carnus and Lord Lynel are here right now.”
“No healer. We’ll have to cauterize it,” Kaim said, not sounding at all excited by the prospect. “Where’s my uncle?”
“Lord Carnus is in the librarian’s study on the second floor.”
My cousin dismissed his men for the night before motioning for me to join him up the stairs. Climbing them was an ordeal. By the time we reached the top, he was gray in the face and panting like a dog. I had only a second of warning before he tilted dangerously to the side. Fion cried out in surprise. I managed to grab my cousin before he went tumbling back down the stairs.
“Don’t die,” I grunted, planting my weight against him to hold him up. “I’d feel really bad if you do.”
“I hope the guilt haunts you to your grave,” he grunted in response, but managed to get his feet back under him.
The librarian’s study was thankfully only a short walk farther. Between myself and Fion, we managed to get Kaim there, and at that point we were too exhausted for propriety. Fion fairly kicked the door open, not even caring to knock. Inside, Carnus and Lynel Metia were gathered before a roaring fireplace, talking quietly. As the door banged open, they both turned—and as soon as Lord Carnus laid his milky eyes upon his nephew, he hissed, “Heavens, Kaim, what happened?”
He rushed over to help prop Kaim up. Lynel Metia stood from the armchair he had been lounging in, eyes wide. Together, we dragged my cousin over to the fire and deposited him onto the chair.
“We need to cauterize his wound,” I said, repeating Kaim’s words as my cousin didn’t seem in any shape to do so himself. Fion unsheathed one of his daggers and stuck it into the fire. Then he came back and patted Kaim on the cheek.
“Hey,” he said softly. “Don’t go to sleep. Stay awake.”
“Don’t want to,” my cousin mumbled. “Tired.”
“Tough luck. Come on, Kaim, this can’t be worse than Master Vuong’s poetry lessons.”
My cousin gave a weak chuckle, but dutifully sat up straighter, shaking his head as if to clear the fuzz from it.
“Your eye,” said Carnus Metia accusingly, looking at Fion.
Fion shrugged, sheepish.
Lord Carnus’s penetrating stare was then directed at me. I tensed, unsure if I should begin to explain my reason for being here. Though we were all Pilgrims save Fion, there was no doubt that Carnus Metia was the senior member of all of us. He wore authority like a well-fitted suit, and I felt the inexplicable urge to lower my head and defer to that piercing gaze. I was a stranger encroaching upon his territory, and suddenly the idea of asking for his help against my father seemed laughable.
“I suppose there’s a good explanation for this,” he said after a beat. “But it will have to wait until after we take care of my nephew.”

I felt my shoulders relax just the slightest as he finally turned away to approach the fire with Lynel Metia. Both of them watched in silence as it heated up the dagger’s blade. After a couple of tense minutes, Lynel waved at us and made a few quick motions with his hands.
“It’s ready,” translated Lord Carnus, and wrapped his hands in the ends of his robe to grab the heated dagger himself. “Give him something to bite on.”
Fion quickly stripped off his own belt, then folded it twice over to create a suitable gag. Kaim bit down on it without complaint. His eyes were a little wild as he watched his uncle come closer, the blade of the dagger not yet glowing but certainly hot enough to burn. His hand shot out to grasp at Fion’s.
“Hold him down,” Lord Carnus ordered.
Lynel and I both scrambled behind the armchair to pin Kaim in place by his shoulders. Fion gingerly unwrapped the bandages to expose Kaim’s stump, throwing them onto the ground with a wet plop.
Without further ado, Carnus Metia pressed the hot metal onto his nephew’s open wound.
Kaim was too proud to scream. But his breathing quickened painfully until his gasps almost sounded like whimpers, and his knuckles turned white as he held on to Fion’s hand, making Fion wince. His whole body lurched against the chair as if trying to escape; it was only due to our efforts that he did not fling himself onto the floor completely. An awful, nauseating smell like charred meat filled the room. I fought not to gag.
Carnus Metia held the blade against one side of the wound for two seconds precisely, then flipped it and held it against the other. As soon as he withdrew, Kaim collapsed backward, chest heaving and tears streaming silently down his cheeks. The belt fell from his slack mouth. Fion was already there, carding fingers through his sweat-soaked hair and murmuring gentle assurances. My cousin leaned his forehead against Fion’s shoulder, slumped in exhaustion. The bleeding had finally stopped.
Seeing them brought to my heart another wave of gladness. I was thankful that we had somehow made it to this point, the both of them battered but safe. But it also brought a pang of regret as their easy closeness reminded me of Aster. I could not help but wish that he were here, and that he weren’t upset with me. I was in a strange place with people who were not quite allies and not quite enemies and would have appreciated a familiar presence.
I stepped away from the armchair, allowing my cousin and Fion their space. Lynel Metia hastily did the same, looking a little embarrassed as he rejoined the leader of House Metia by the fire. Lord Carnus dropped the knife onto the stone tiles beside the hearth, and then he approached me.
“Lady Alma,” he said. “You are the last person I expected to see with my nephew, after all your efforts to take his position away. I would like an explanation of why you are here, and why my nephew is missing that which marks him as Fifth Hand of the Beast.”
I straightened my spine; he was the sort of man who instilled in one the need for perfect posture, as if reporting to a superior. Though I suspected he would not appreciate knowing I had effectively taken Kaim out of the Pilgrimage, I resolved to be honest. As briefly as possible, I explained the altercation between my cousin and me, and my reason for seeking Kaim in the first place. All the while, Carnus Metia listened with a slight frown, his eerie white eyes fixed on me, expression unreadable.
But when I began to explain what I knew of my father’s ambitions, Lord Carnus marched up to me and clapped a hand across my mouth.
I stared at him, eyes wide.
“Do not speak of such things so freely,” he hissed. He glanced over to the others—all of whom were now watching us with barely concealed interest. Even Kaim, exhausted though he was. He growled, turning back to me, “You foolish child.”
I did not appreciate being silenced like this. I wrenched his hand away. “So you know what he’s looking for?” I demanded. “Please, tell me. I have to stop him.”
“Tell you?” he scoffed. “Only the highest members of the court have even an inkling of this knowledge. You haven’t earned the right. In fact, neither has your father.”
To my surprise, it was Kaim who spoke up.
“And yet he knows,” he said, his voice low with exhaustion. “You can’t confront him by yourself, Uncle. He’s a heel, but he is also a vessel of the Beast. You won’t stand a chance. If you don’t want him to do whatever it is he’s doing, you should tell Alma. She’s going to be the next First Hand, anyway.”
My eyes widened. I could barely believe what I was hearing.
Seeing my incredulity, my cousin gave a rueful snort. “I’m not good for much more on this Pilgrimage,” he said, gesturing vaguely at his stump, which Fion was now wrapping fresh bandages around. “And we certainly aren’t letting Uncle Zander take the title. Turns out my father was right after all.”
Lord Carnus’s mouth went tight. The thunderous scowl furrowing his brow told me that he did not appreciate what he was hearing. “Kaim,” he said. “Are you certain?”
“Yes, Uncle,” said Kaim, sounding more accepting of it than I had expected of him. “I’m tired. I just want to rest.”
“Your mother won’t be pleased.”
“She never is.”
Lord Carnus hummed in reluctant concession. Then he looked at me and jerked his head in the direction of the door.
“Come with me. It seems we have things to discuss, Lady Alma.”
Still reeling, I allowed him to lead me out of the study and into the library proper. The second floor, where we were, was made of narrow balconies along the wall overlooking the floor below. Grand bookcases two stories high spanned the entire length of the enormous room. It seemed this library had been used as a waystation many times in the past, for it was meticulously terraformed. There were desks and comfortable reading chairs arranged around the center, where the rest of the men were all gathered, Heavensguard and my cousin’s Dreadguard alike. Some of them were napping against the shelves, others quietly opening up ration packets to share. The curtains were drawn above the tall, narrow windows, and the only light came from a couple of dim oil lamps. The air was one of wariness, and exhaustion—a far cry from the quiet reverence one found in most libraries.
Carnus Metia rested a hand upon the wooden railing beside us and stopped, seeming to find this an appropriate spot for us to have our talk. I expected more questions—perhaps regarding my cousin, whose withdrawal from his duties as a Pilgrim obviously disappointed him.
What came out of his mouth instead was “Olissa Goldmercy wasn’t here today.”
Trepidation ran down my spine. Of course Carnus Metia would notice the absence of one of the highest-ranking members of the court. Perhaps he already knew I was involved somehow. Perhaps this was part of a test, to see if I really did deserve the title of First Hand. I didn’t think that the truth would exactly paint me in a favorable light, but lying would do me no good. I steeled myself.
“She’s dead,” I said. “She ambushed me in the city and tried to temper me, so I had to kill her.”
A silver eyebrow calmly rose. “And why would she do that?”
“So that I would follow my father into the umbral plane. He had always planned for me to be a part of his retinue; I threw all his plans out of order when I entered the Pilgrimage by myself. It turns out that he needs me as a sacrifice, for whatever procedure he must conduct to find the secret to godhood.”
His eyes narrowed at me. The mere mention of godhood had put him on edge again. “This is heresy, you realize,” he warned lowly. “You are making unspeakable accusations against sworn protectors of Kugara.”
“I understand,” I said, refusing to look away from the milky gaze pinning me in place. I needed him to trust me enough to tell me what my father was looking for—and perhaps help me stop him. My own bleeding heart had led me from the path Aster and I had set, but there was still time to remedy that. “But I know what happened to me. I mean to stop my father from getting what he wants.”
He watched me, barely unblinking. After a moment he allowed slowly, “If that is true, then Olissa has betrayed her station. She would have been put to the death even if she had survived you, for plotting with one such as Zander, and for something so vile.”
“That’s not all,” I continued, pushing forward while I had his attention. “I helped one of my father’s men earlier. He told me that my father plans to capture another Pilgrim’s party and use them all as offerings in the Pyres to lure in the Wanderer of Still Waters. I had hoped to hunt the star myself before my father could do so, but then I saw Iloise Goldmercy’s retinue fighting with Kaim, and wanted to make sure he was safe. That’s why I’m here.” Worry came roiling to the surface. “But the day is nearly over, and I fear now that my father’s already put everything into motion.”
“He shall be arrested on the spot, as soon as we find him,” Lord Carnus assured me.
Hope crested in my chest. “You’ll help me find him?”
Lord Carnus sniffed. “I am the keeper of the umbral gate, and the Grand vessel of the Heavenseer. It is my responsibility to stop the ambitions of men like Zander.”
“Can he really do it?” I couldn’t help worrying. It sounded so absurd—to bridge the gap between god and man. To become something else entirely. “Surely he cannot actually become a god just by slaying the fallen star.”
Lord Carnus’s thin mouth worked minutely, as if he were chewing over something distasteful and didn’t want anyone to know it. For a moment I wondered if he was going to go back to Kaim and instruct him to fight me again for the title of First Hand, but after a moment, he simply sighed.
“I had hoped to be telling my nephew this one day,” he said, “as I had once told Maximus. I never imagined the next First Hand of the Dread Beast would instead be Zander’s bastard.”
I frowned but remained silent.
“The truth that is kept from the ears of our people,” he continued slowly, “is that the Despot Queen Symbele II, may her name be blemished forevermore, succeeded in finding a path to apotheosis. To becoming one like a god.”
“But,” I started, and paused, taken aback. “But the books never mention that. They always say that she failed.”
“These books?” He gestured at the shelves beside us and snorted. “We wrote these books, and we omitted that information on purpose. We did it to prevent people like Zander Avera from doing exactly what he plans to do. So awful was that power that the four newly chosen vessels of the Heavenseer, the Dread Beast, the Tinkerer, and the Weeping Lady killed her before she could destroy Kugara with it. Then they sealed the knowledge of it in the Church inside the umbral plane, guarded by the Lady herself. No mortal man can bypass the wards placed outside. But with the power of a fallen star . . .” His expression turned grim.
With the power of a fallen star, a vessel of an elder god could become nigh unstoppable.
Dread filled me. “What happens if he manages it?”
“Even I am not sure exactly,” said Carnus Metia. “All I know is that the key to godhood is intrinsically tied to the umbral plane. The first-ever vessel of the Heavenseer used this key to create the gate above Sorrowsend.” His pale eyes fixed on mine. “If your father were to achieve what he wanted, to merge humanity with godhood, then it would likewise bring the umbral plane into the mortal world.”
The thought of my father obtaining such a power nearly made me lightheaded with horror. I thought of all those terrors lurking outside, and this perpetual night. The chaos that would ensue if the umbral plane were ever to leak out into our realm. So many people would die. “We have to stop him,” I said. “We have to go to the Pyres.”
“Indeed. This is no longer a Pilgrimage to rid Kugara of a fallen star but a mission to keep it safe from those who would tear down its very foundations.” He looked over the railing at his men below again and sighed. “I will gather my men shortly. I had hoped to give them more time to rest—more for their minds than for their bodies. But I don’t imagine we have much choice.”
I nodded. I was exhausted and still worried at Aster’s absence—but I couldn’t simply wait around for him to come back. I had to trust that he would be there when I needed him.
“Rest while you can, Lady Alma,” said Lord Carnus. “We will give you a room where you can refresh yourself. And then”—he turned back to me, eyes seeming to stare right through my soul—“we will see if you truly are worthy of becoming First Hand of the Dread Beast.”
* * *
“WE’VE ALREADY CLEARED THE BUILDING OF TERRORS BEFOREHAND,” reassured the Heavensguard leading me toward a private reading room, in which I could quickly eat and nap a little before we set off. “You’ll be safe inside, Lady Avera.”
“Thank you,” I said as he bowed to me at the door. After Lord Carnus had announced to his men our plan to go after my father, they had begun treating me with the same respect they afforded Kaim. We were allies now, I supposed—something I had not expected to have upon this Pilgrimage. It was strange to think that there would be people at my back. Reassuring, in its own way, and yet—I could not help but worry for them now. We would be going into danger. They barely knew me, and yet they afforded me their loyalty, and I did not want to fail them.
Things were easier back when the only person I could get hurt was myself.
The guard left, and I opened the door to step into the dark room. It was a cozy size, with the same floral carpeted floors and bookshelves lining one wall. The curtains were partly drawn back, letting in the starlight. There was a comfortable leather sofa that I would be glad to rest upon. I turned to close the door.
Behind me, Aster’s voice said, “So they’ve accepted you as the next First Hand of the Dread Beast.”
It was ridiculous, how his voice alone settled my nerves. Only, there was another feeling alongside the relief. For the first time in my life, I did not know what to say to my oldest friend. I had wanted nothing more than to see him again while he was gone, but now a part of me wished he hadn’t returned. Tension pulled between us like a taut string, and any wrong word could snap it.
I see now. How it must be done. He’d said that before he left. I wanted to ask what those words meant, but was afraid to confront him. I couldn’t stand when he disappeared, but now, it was also difficult to have him with me.
The door clicked shut and I turned. My monster stood by the window, half-facing the street outside. The starlight limned him in silver, like a specter one might see in a dream. Leaving the lamp unlit on a desk nearby, I went to join him.
“It seems so,” I said, cautious.
I had chased after the title for so long, borrowing strength from that promise we had made each other, that it didn’t seem real. And now not only had my uncle passed it on to me, but it had been acknowledged by both Kaim and Carnus Metia, one of the highest members of the court.
Perhaps, if Aster acknowledged it too, it would help. But though he tried to smile, there was an unhappy twist to it. “You must be pleased.”
My heart fell. The feeling of wrongness between us grew. “What is it?”
“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” he sighed, leaning his elbows on the windowsill.
I shifted, caught out. So he had sensed it after all—that I was afraid of him. “You know how I feel about bloodying my hands.”
“And you know it’s an unavoidable task—one that you were ready to accept for years. Yet you shy away from it and jeopardize our goal, your revenge, the whole reason we’re even here. For what? I know you want to do good, but you must accept that the result can only be achieved with sacrifice.”
“What sacrifice? Theirs? Or the one I must take upon myself every time?” I shot back, indignant enough to admit it. “It’s not all about the people I kill—it’s about me. It’s about how I feel, and what I don’t want to become. We’re still getting what we want—maybe not the way we’d planned, but a member of the court has acknowledged me as the head of House Avera. I thought you’d be happy. We’ve been chasing this dream for so long.”
“That’s exactly it,” he said, running a hand through his bangs. “I had imagined this all to happen quite differently. The two of us, slaying the fallen star and claiming victory in a blaze of glory. Together. Not having it handed to us by someone else, someone who thinks he’s so important everyone will simply listen to what he says. We were going to prove ourselves.”
I understood. I had wanted the same thing as well. How things had happened left me glad in a different way—but I could understand the pining for a dream we had nursed together for so long.
“It’s not over yet,” I tried. “We still need to stop my father’s plans—and we’ll do it together. No one will take that from us.”
But when he looked at me, his eyes blazed.
“Will you be up for that, though?” he said viciously. “Or will you cower from it again?”
It felt like someone had pulled out the floor from under me. Aster had never spoken to me like this before—so full of venom and accusation. I knew he had a good reason for it. He had felt it after all, the moment when I had wrenched myself away from our connection.
It still hurt.
For a moment I could not speak past the lump in my throat. I felt pathetic for it—driven to near tears by a few words. But I hadn’t cried since the death of my mother, and I was not going to start now. I swallowed down my emotions and said, “I understand why you’re upset. But you’re the one who promised me we wouldn’t kill those we didn’t have to. You said I could help my cousin if I wanted. And now I have allies, people who want to believe in me.” My voice was growing louder, but I couldn’t help it. “For the first time in my life. Did you ever think that it could be different? That sometimes, it doesn’t have to be us against the whole world?”
The words were tumbling out of me unbidden. I did not know where they had come from—only that as I spoke, I found myself meaning them. For so long, Aster had been my only friend. And I had done everything to please him—trained endlessly, fostered my hate, snuffed out those tiny lives of birds and rabbits around the Avera estate even when I hated it. But the moment I wanted to do something for myself, to assuage the small part of me that still wanted my mother’s approval, it was met with his displeasure. He had chosen me for being horrible—but did that mean I had to be horrible forever? That I could not ever become someone better, that other people might like?
Aster’s eyes hardened. “It is us against the whole world,” he said. “After everything they’ve done to you, all the years of misery, you’re going to just join them? You’re going to leave me behind, just like that?”
“I’m not leaving you behind!” I almost screamed. “I want us to finish this together!”
“They won’t let you. Carnus Metia will not simply step aside and let you kill the Wanderer of Still Waters and take all that power for yourself when it’s right at his fingertips. It was the Heavenseer whose men abandoned you in your hour of need when your mother was ill. Their lord will do no different, and still, you trust him.”
His words stung as if he’d slapped me. Of course, I couldn’t forget that it was a Seer-Priest who’d driven me past desperation to reach out to my father in the first place. But that was then, and this was now. Or was he right? Was I betraying my own grief by allying with Lord Carnus?
I didn’t know what to think anymore.
Aster sighed, then came in close. I wanted to grab him and hold on for comfort—I wanted to push him away. His hands came up to cup my face, the pad of his thumb brushing sweetly over my cheek. His brows were wrinkled with turmoil, but he was handsome, even now. “I care for you, Alma. So much. I wish you’d see that I only want what’s best for us.”
It hurt to breathe. “I know,” I managed.
“Then remember I’m always with you,” he said, his breath brushing against my cheek. “I always have been, and I always will be. Nothing will stand in our way.”
He leaned in slow, waiting to see if I would resist, until he was close enough to brush my cheeks with his lashes. The tip of his nose bumped against mine. Then he pressed his lovely mouth softly to my own. My eyes slipped shut as he held me there, cradling me against him like I was something precious.
After a moment, he withdrew, only just enough to speak.
“When you need me, I will be there,” he said, his lips brushing against mine. “Whether you believe in me or not.”
When I opened my eyes again, he was gone.
“Aster?” I called into the empty room. “Aster!”
But he did not reply.
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There was little chance of getting any rest. Half-dazed and feeling empty, I stared out the window at the stars, at the dark streets and the shadowy shapes that crawled along them. The sky never changed; there was no indicator of time passing here in the umbral plane, but I knew it was almost time for us to go.
I had never seen Aster upset like that before, and at me, of all things. It hollowed me out. Left me more exhausted than taking on the mimic had done. I knew my new alliance with Kaim and the two vessels of House Metia had made him unhappy, but was it simple jealousy? Or had he truly believed I was abandoning him? It tore at me, to think that he felt that way. He had been there for me all those years, and yet I was leaving him behind at the first opportunity I got, for the House who had denied me aid all those years ago.
But no, I told myself. I was not leaving him—not truly. I would never want to.
Yet I could not bring myself to regret the choices I had made. I could not regret abandoning the hunt for the fallen star and instead finding an ally in my cousin. That, more than anything, terrified me. Aster and I used to be of one and the same mind. What would happen if we could not see eye to eye again, when we were so close to confronting my father? More than ever, I needed him by my side. He had promised to be there, but what if he decided in the end that I wasn’t worth the trouble?
These thoughts tore and chewed at my nerves—as did the memory of his kiss. Over the years, I had spent many a day imagining what it would be like to finally give in and kiss my monster.
I had never imagined it would leave me feeling so sad, and so lost.
What had he meant by it?
When a knock came at the door, it made me jump. I hadn’t washed or eaten, and the flesh inside the socket of my metal arm was sore. I had worn it for too long. The ache only reminded me of Aster’s gentle touch that first night in Sorrowsend. I would have given anything to go back to that moment, to the ease with which we’d existed around each other. Back before I was afraid of him and he was wary of me.
Lynel Metia greeted me on the other side of the door. He smiled at me. Wearily, I smiled back. I was surprised to find myself quite comfortable doing so. I only regretted that I could not understand him when he spoke with his hands. When this was over, and if I had a chance, I would have liked to learn how. As things were, he signed something quickly, then pointed down the hallway. The message was clear enough.
It was time to go.
I strapped my sword around my waist. Checking my pack and my gear one last time, I followed him back toward the library’s entrance.
Two dozen Heavensguard were gathered there, as well as the remains of Kaim’s retinue. Carnus Metia stood on the stairs above them, and Lynel and I went to join him.
“Where’s Kaim?” I asked.
“Resting,” answered Lord Carnus. “I’ve told him not to come. His Dreadguard have volunteered to join you in his stead.”
Surprise filled me, and warmth. I hadn’t expected such an offer, or that they would find me worthy of their service. But then, as I glanced over at the determined faces of my cousin’s men, doubt trickled in. I did not want to be responsible for any lives other than my own, and I thought of Aster balefully watching me ally with yet more people, and quickly said, “No. Let them stay here with Kaim. They’ll keep him safe.”
“As you wish, Lady Alma,” said Lord Carnus, dismissing the Dreadguard with a wave. Then he turned to address his retinue. “My men: I know I ask much of you. We will be traveling to the umbral wilderness of western Sorrowsend to stop a blasphemer from his mad ambitions. This is a Pilgrimage not only to honor Kugara but to save it from those who would destroy it completely. But you have been training for this your whole lives; the Heavenseer has blessed you, and with this blessing we shall prevail.”
The men of House Metia answered as one, “Yes, Lord Carnus!” Fervor filled their eyes. Lord Carnus descended the stairs. I hesitated—but then Lynel smiled at me again, and I found myself following them down to the door, and then out into the starry night.
* * *
IT WAS A LONG JOURNEY TO THE PYRES, AND UNEASINESS weighed on my chest as we marched. My father would have had plenty of time to put his plan into motion. Perhaps he was already fighting the Wanderer of Still Waters. Again, I almost wished I had gone after him by myself.
Maybe Aster would still be with me.
But the thud of two dozen pairs of armored boots at my back was a comfort I could not deny. The terrors of the umbral plane were no match for two retinues led by vessels of the Heavenseer, not to mention one of Carnus Metia’s experience. Every single shade or monster we came across was quickly eradicated by magelight, if not by the spears of all the trained soldiers marching at our heels. Those not cut down by the Heavensguard were met with my sword.
I was almost thankful for something to keep myself occupied with. My mind continued to turn and roil with doubt—something I had no time for, so close to the end. I could not help wondering where Aster had gone. If he had been right. If I had betrayed him, and myself, by listening to my own bleeding heart. Had I forsaken my revenge?
I wondered, too, what my father would think, to see me allied with another House. He would have never imagined it possible. Once the men he’d sent after me had failed to return, he might have sent more to hunt me down. Perhaps he was on the way himself, so he could slit my throat or carve my heart out before whatever profane altar he had built. I hoped I would get the chance to confront him before the end. No—it wasn’t about hope. I would seize that opportunity for myself. I had promised Aster.
We made good pace across the northern quadrant. The others were blind to my unrest, focused and ready for battle. They marched down the terror-ridden streets with single-minded determination, the faith of their elder god at their back. As we passed the Church’s light, approaching the western part of Sorrowsend, the scenery began to change. The buildings were no longer carbon copies of their counterparts in the mortal realm. Some of them were fractured, with pieces broken off and floating up toward the sky. Others were half formed, their walls and windows burgeoning into unknowable shapes. The ground, too, became broken and uneven, the slow chaos of the umbral plane creeping out from the cracks to overtake the streets. The water picked up a gentle current, the sound lapping at the edge of my consciousness, making everything seem more alive somehow. Even the stars seemed to glow just the slightest bit brighter.
Here, we encountered more terrors. Ones that were larger and fiercer, as they had lived longer, hiding in the places where most Pilgrims did not venture. Their forms were awful to the human eye—twists of flesh and bone, flashes of black pupils and snarling mouths, teeth everywhere. Each one was a burden to kill, and their horrible visages stayed burned into our eyes long after. Some of the men began to slow their pace, harrowed. “Stay close,” Lord Carnus ordered them. “Remember your faith. These monsters will not take hold of your minds as long as they belong to the Heavenseer.”
Though the Heavensguard remained stout, celebrating each victory to keep up their morale, I could not help noticing that there were fewer terrors than I had expected. Almost as if someone else had already come through and culled the worst of them. Eventually, we came across the ruins of one, its bones stark white and its flesh half melted into black sludge, and my suspicions were confirmed. We were not the first ones to pass by.
Carnus Metia looked at the corpse and his expression darkened as well.

The terrain became even more uneven, alternating between sections of familiar paved road and rugged wilderness, broken up by fissures in the ground large enough to form canals of their own. Whatever buildings remained looked like ruins, worn away by time, some barely recognizable as man-made structures.
Because of this, it was easy enough even from a distance to spot the great wooden beams jutting horridly from the ground.
We had reached the Pyres. The great sacrificial grounds used by the Despot Queen, where she had first made contact with the elder gods.
This was the only memory of the old city left, imprinted into the umbral plane at the time of its creation and not yet wiped away. Death blanketed the area like a heavy fog. Even from a distance, the miasma of it was beginning to stir up nausea in my throat. The Metia guard behind me murmured among themselves in unease. Their boots no longer marched to a confident rhythm, the way they had when we first set out. The ground was too rough. Their careful, hesitant footsteps only added to the disquiet.
Eventually, Lord Carnus snarled, “Blast him. He’s already found his offerings.”
Blessed by sight as he was, it took another minute or so before the rest of us could confirm for ourselves. But indeed, as we drew closer, I saw the dark silhouettes of bodies strung up along those heavy wooden beams. And then I sensed them—several threads of life quivering, desperate, their deaths lurking near. “Some of them are still alive,” I realized, aghast. They were struggling, afraid.
But where was my father, and where were his men?
Lord Carnus narrowed his eyes, and then hissed, “Agatha!”
Lynel turned to him, horrified, then back to the Pyres. After a moment, he let out a gasp.
“We must hurry,” said Carnus Metia. “We can still save her.”
Agatha Metia must have been captured by my father, then. If the Heavensguard were not convinced of his crimes before, they certainly were now. Many of them exclaimed in outrage that a vessel of their House had been strung up as an offering. They hastened their steps, climbing over potholes in the ground and patches of dark, vine-like growths. Unease pricked at me. If my father had laid this trap for the Wanderer of Still Waters, then why wasn’t he here, watching over it?
Still, I followed dutifully, until a break in the water froze our steps at once.
Waves splashed over the broken ground and lapped at our feet. A couple of the figures strung up on the Pyres began to whimper and writhe, the sounds of their distress carrying over the water. A great, long, graceful shape rose out of the shallows nearby, undulating like a snake. It slithered across the marshy ground toward one of those wooden beams before rearing up to appraise the offering upon it.
The fallen star had appeared at last.
It was not yet an elder god. Not by the court’s definition. The Wanderer was in a form more easily contained—gruesome and otherworldly, but not yet searing out my pupils from a single glance. It looked like a bird, or a deep-sea shark, or some combination of both. Two large fins on either side of its streamlined torso feathered out into delicate filaments that would have resembled wings if not for the wet, scaly texture. Above those were a pair of appendages that resembled human arms. It had a long tail scored with keratin-like growths that trailed into the water. The top half of its body narrowed into a slender neck, crowned by a mass of longer filaments that looked almost like hair, except they were clearly tensile and were currently wrapped around a poor captive’s head, feeding.
A low hum filled the air, melodic and beautiful, like a siren’s call. Somehow, I knew it was the Wanderer—singing, pleased. The eyes of the Heavensguard glazed. Their feet began to stumble toward the Pyres. I should stop them, I thought, but I couldn’t remember why. My attention was caught on the star before me. The filaments detached from around the man’s head, withdrawing to hover in the air the way a snake watches its prey. The flesh around the skull had been largely eaten away, leaving behind nothing but thin strips of pale muscle.
The Wanderer slithered from its current meal and to the next victim, who began wailing for help. With a shock, I realized the man wore Dreadguard armor. But he wasn’t one of Kaim’s soldiers.

My father had strung up his own men for the Wanderer to find.
Horror filled me, pulling me from the strange trance I had fallen into. “That’s a Dreadguard,” I gasped. “My father’s men. He sacrificed his own men.”
Lord Carnus blinked heavily, as if to clear his eyes of something, and then cursed. “That depraved dog. Come—we must strike now!”
The sound of his voice seemed to pull his men out of their stupor. They readied their weapons again but did not yet move. They were waiting for their lord’s command.
“Lynel,” ordered Carnus Metia.
Lynel Metia stepped forward. He raised his hands in front of him and began to circle them around each other, and between them, silver light bloomed. It grew brighter and brighter as he worked it around like a craftsman molding clay, until it looked ready to burst—and then he flung it like a bolt of lightning toward the Wanderer.
The light struck its body with a shattering sound, cutting off the Wanderer’s sweet song. A screech of outrage filled the air instead, the noise ripping into my ears painfully. Lynel’s light had left a deep burn against its wet hide. The Wanderer wailed and convulsed like a salted slug and turned those filaments in our direction. All at once, it came slicing through the shallow water toward us.
“Now!” commanded Carnus Metia. “Forward, now!”
The Heavensguard formed into disciplined pairs, spears held forth, and dashed to intercept the fallen star. Carnus Metia took his turn hurling forth a bolt of light, even as Lynel began collecting more between his hands again. There was no place for me with them and their magic, so I joined the guard in their advance. The first of them were now reaching the Wanderer and bravely thrusting their spears forward, scoring scratches into its hide. They were herding it away from Lord Carnus and Lynel, keeping them free to cast their magecraft.
The Wanderer bellowed and shied away, and then, like a whip, lashed its long body along the ground in front of it. Two men were knocked away, two more crushed under its body. With its arms, it grabbed one of the charging Metia guards and wrapped its filaments around his head. The guard thrashed, screaming. Another bolt of starlight struck the Wanderer’s body and it wailed, dropping its victim. But as soon as the guard hit the ground he was staggering back onto his feet, movements stilted, flesh half-peeling off his face. Some of the tendrils from the Wanderer’s own head wriggled in the cavities. He lunged for one of his own comrades, taking the man down with a scream.
The Wanderer thrashed again, sending water flying. We were ankle-deep in marsh, now quickly clouding with blood.
“Hold it still!” called Lord Carnus.
Easier said than done. I had finally come close enough to strike it with my sword—but another lash of its tail had me stumbling back, trying not to get crushed. Its size was enormous, the breadth of it thicker than the height of a grown man. And I could feel the aura of its power—the power that had made Sorrowsend’s animals mad and driven its people to restless revelry, even from thousands of miles away. Up close, it felt as though it could weigh me down and crush me into the soggy earth.
A great bolt of light arced down from the starry sky and struck the Wanderer right through the middle. It screeched in agony. Stardust and ichor sprayed into the air from a great wound on its back—but far from stopping it, the wound only seemed to enrage it further. It began dashing at each of the Metia guards, knocking them down with its weight or picking them up in its arms and flinging them, screaming, into the air.
“I must strike it again in the same place!” Lord Carnus shouted. “Hold it still!”
I planted my feet as it sliced through the marsh toward me next. I saw the moment its body snapped back, flinging the weight of its tail forward in a wide arc over the ground. If I tried to dive to the side to avoid it, I would be crushed—so instead I dove in. I barely dodged it in time, feeling the force of its movement whipping behind me even as I landed facedown in the shallow, filthy water. But it had left its torso unguarded while it attacked with its tail. Seeing my chance, I scrambled back upright and drove my sword into its gut.
It screamed. I pushed my sword in deeper—which was my mistake. Instead of whipping its tail back around, it kept it going, wrapping around itself. By the time I realized I had no escape, I was already being crushed.
I struggled. I kicked my leg out, planted my hands along its side, trying to create space for myself. It was no good. The Wanderer began to squeeze. I locked my metal elbow into place to give myself at least room to breathe, but soon my joints began to groan under pressure.
Even if I called for Aster, my sword was stuck inside the Wanderer, and there was no room for me to move.
I was fucked.
I tried to kick upward, to free myself that way. I managed to squeeze myself up a few inches, but soon became trapped again. As I twisted wildly, throwing my weight back and forth, something made the Wanderer screech and shudder, its grip loosening for an instant. I craned my head backward and saw that I had dug my shoulder into the edge of the wound inflicted by Carnus Metia’s bolt of light.
With renewed vigor, I began throwing my shoulder against it, digging it in. Ichor sluiced down the Wanderer’s wet scaly hide. It screamed and flinched away from my onslaught, and suddenly there was more room to breathe, to maneuver. I kicked my feet out, crawling my way up the tunnel of its coiled body, and managed to brace my back against it while pushing out with my legs. Like this, I could drag my sword out of its body. Ichor spilled onto my feet as I pulled the black steel free of eldritch flesh. I could still move—not much, but hopefully enough to strike.
There was no need. The next bolt of light struck the Wanderer right in its bleeding wound. I squeezed my eyes shut, but even then, my vision blazed white. The howl it let out was deafening. This time, the light did not dissipate, but drove right through its body and pinned it into the ground. The hold around me slackened. I immediately clawed my way up over the crest of its tail and dropped back onto my feet, unsteady.
Footsteps approached. I looked up to see Lynel Metia hurrying toward me, worry on his face. Lord Carnus came more slowly, his brow furrowed in concentration as he maintained the great bolt of light pinning the Wanderer in place with his hands. The Heavensguard, the ones who were still alive, gathered uncertainly around us. But when they saw that the Wanderer could now only writhe like a skewered bug, they began to cheer, victory lending energy to their voices.
“Thank you,” said Carnus Metia to me, “for holding it still.”
I snorted weakly. I had certainly not planned on doing it that way. Lynel Metia signed something quickly with his hands, and then gestured at me. He seemed to be asking if I was all right.
“I’m fine,” I assured him.
He smiled at me. I smiled back.
The smile froze in place as a familiar voice said, “Lord Carnus. I see you’ve been kind enough to do the hard work for me.”
I turned. My father strolled through the shallow water toward us, a black figure under the starlight, as severe and put together as always. One would never guess that he had just sentenced all of his men to their deaths. Had they struggled? Had they tried to fight him, only to find themselves helpless against a Hand of the Dread Beast? His expression remained calm, smug, almost amused. Rage stirred within me. I wanted nothing more than to punch that look off his face, but when I made to go after him, Lord Carnus lifted his arm to hold me back.
“Zander Avera,” he called, brow still creased with the strain of holding the Wanderer still. “You are under arrest for high treason against the court, for seeking forbidden knowledge beyond your station, and for orchestrating a conspiracy that has led to the deaths of many. We are here to bring you to justice. Will you come quietly?”
My father’s eyes roamed our small party and landed on me. His smile widened. “So, you came after all. I thought you might.”
The Grand Heavenseer took a step forward. He spread his hands. In each of his palms, starlight began to glow. “Do not test me, Zander. You either come with us now, or I will take great joy in reducing you to—”
A cry of pain interrupted his words. It was accompanied by the distinct sharp, wet sound of flesh parting beneath a blade. Blood splashed into the water around us. The light in his hands sputtered and died. I made to dash forward, certain that my father had done something—only to find that I couldn’t move. My feet were planted to the ground.
And it was my own metal hand that held the sword currently plunged into Carnus Metia’s back.
My eyes grew wide with horror. My fingers were wrapped firmly around the hilt of my blade. But when had I raised it? “What . . .”
Gentle fingers cradled my jaw. With sweet reverence, they guided me to meet the eyes of my monster, all three of which were open. His expression was very tender.
“Forgive me for this, Alma,” he said. “I’ll make it up to you later, I promise.”
Lord Carnus tried to tug himself off my blade but failed, crying out in pain. He twisted around, his eyes flaring. He growled through the blood bubbling up his throat, “You. It was you. I should have known. The curse upon Kugara, it was you—”
Aster leaned forward as if to kiss me again. But instead of making contact, his body just kept going, his form merging into mine, until he had bled into me completely.
In one smooth motion, my metal hand wrenched the sword from where it had been lodged between Lord Carnus’s ribs and lopped off his head.
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The Heavensguard charged me as one. I would have readily given myself up for what I had done, but my body refused to listen.
Aster had taken over it completely.
These soldiers were the best of the best of House Metia. Their spearwork was precise and powerful and their coordination flawless; despite their protector now being dead, they were keeping level heads. I hoped they would be able to subdue me.
But I could only watch as my sword caught their onrush, parrying all of them with blinding speed before darting in to seek the kill. Death guided my steps like music to a sharp waltz. Weapons were knocked away, men driven back, by the impossible force of an elder god. My sword sang through the air with such ferocity it was nothing more than a black blur, blood spraying in the wake of its path. It punched through bone, tore through muscle, severed limb from torso. Screams filled the air, and the water around me churned red.
“Aster, stop!” I cried.
But no words came from my mouth.
I felt more than saw the bolt of light zipping through the air toward me. A simple step to the side and it whipped past my cheek, coming close enough to sear the strands of my hair. Lynel Metia was already summoning another bolt between his hands.
I could have cried in relief. I didn’t even mind the way he looked at me with horror as his Heavensguard surrounded me, their spears pointed at my heart. He should be afraid; I was too. His wide eyes went to the pile of bodies around me, and he brought his fingers up to his forehead, then forward and down.
The question was clear. Why had I done it?
I didn’t mean to, I wanted to say. I was wrong to come here. I have damned you all. Please forgive me.
Instead, what came out of my mouth was a laugh. A sharp, mean laugh. Then, a whisper: “By my decree,” said Aster in my voice, “you have no power here, Lynel Metia.”
The light between his hands sputtered into nothing. Shock twisted Lynel’s face. Then pain, as I dashed forward and put my sword through his throat. He fell to the ground, his blood mixing with that of his men in the water.
I wanted to scream. I wanted to rush to Lynel, to stanch the blood spewing from his neck. How? How had I broken another elder god’s power, simply by saying so?
Nausea surged through me, but even then, I did not stop. The spears thrust at me were knocked away by the flat of my blade as if they were nothing more than twigs. The Metia guards with their so very mortal reflexes were overwhelmed one by one. My blade plunged again and again into soft flesh until I was drenched in blood. At the end, I stood with the corpses of almost two dozen men around me, my allies who had taken a chance on me against all odds. I tried to scream.
My metal hand, sticky with blood, came up to cradle my own face. “Just a little longer,” my voice murmured to myself soothingly. “Would you like to speak to your father? I can allow you that, at least.”
My hand dropped away. I found that I had control of my mouth again.
“Fuck you!” I shrieked at the air. “Get the fuck out of me! Why did you do it? Why did you kill them, you lying son of a bitch?!”
Even as I yelled, my body began marching me toward my father. I tried to dig my feet into the ground, tried to throw myself off-balance, but my limbs did not obey me. I was nothing more than a passenger, and the sheer helplessness of it made me want to scream. I stopped before him, breathing raggedly and brimming with rage and horror.
My father had not moved the entire time, and was now watching me with surprise, some wariness, but mostly amusement. Slowly, he walked past me to where Lord Carnus’s severed head was lying on the ground and tapped it with his boot. It rolled a bit, leaving those empty, dead eyes to stare up at me accusingly.
“You’re not in control of yourself right now, are you?” my father asked me.
“Fuck you, too!”
He laughed. A full, hearty laugh, the likes of which I had never heard from him before. “What rich irony! For a moment I almost believed that the rumors were true—that my own daughter heard the Beast better than I did. But perhaps, in the end, the divine word was too much for you to handle. I have been favored.” He smiled with something near exultation. “I heard his voice, telling me to offer my own men to the Wanderer until you arrived. Now their sacrifices have paid off and this fallen star is mine for the taking.”
I could only watch in horror as he marched up to the wounded, exhausted Wanderer, sword drawn. It lifted those filaments to him, trembling in song, as if in one last attempt to sway him away. But there was nothing it could do against his fervent mind. With one clean thrust, he drove his sword into the Wanderer’s chest and ended its life.
Power erupted from it. The force of it would have sent me staggering back if my feet had been my own. It all went rushing into my father, who cried out and dropped to his knees. Water rippled around us. Starsong burst behind my eyes. With shaking limbs he forced himself to his feet again, and the edges of him seemed to fuzz, like the twinkling lights in the sky. He turned to me, and I could see it in his eyes: he had gotten everything he wanted.
I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream and beat my fists against the ground. All those years I had spent yearning to be the one to take this moment from him, gone. The endless hours training until my arms shook, studying and planning until my head was sore, staring at the ceiling on sleepless nights envisioning my victory—useless. The vengeful dreams that had kept me going through the darkest times of my life were now irreversibly tainted by blood, by my monster’s betrayal. I was nothing but a fool, and I had let my father win.
“My faith has paid off,” my father breathed. “Soon, I will be greater than any vessel seen by House Avera. We must go to the Church. Our god has brought my errant daughter to heel, and I will not squander this opportunity.”
My boiling blood would not allow me to stay silent even in the midst of my own self-flagellation. “Opportunity?” I spat at him. “Do you know what you’ll do to the city? You’ll destroy the whole of Kugara, throw it all into chaos for the sake of your stupid ambitions!”
“Sacrifices must be made if we ever hope to achieve anything,” he replied—words that were distressingly familiar. “You should know this—you were willing to drag our entire House down into the mud for the sake of your petty revenge.”
I faltered, unsure of how much he knew. But something in my expression must have given my thoughts away because he cast an amused look in my direction. “You thought I wasn’t aware of your plans?” he asked. “It was easy enough to deduce. I will admit that you were as much a thorn in my side as you wished to be—but I also knew that your pride would not let you stay away. In the end, you will still be able to make yourself useful.”
Looking very pleased with this outcome, he began leading me back toward the city and the light of the Church.
* * *
BY THE TIME WE REACHED THE INNERMOST CIRCLE OF SORROWSEND, I had stopped trying to resist as my feet carried me after my father. I felt numb. A voice told him to sacrifice his own men, he had said—to lay a trap that kept the Wanderer occupied until I arrived. My monster had brought me right to him. They had been working together. Had it been my moment of weakness that spurred Aster to seek my father instead? Or had they always planned for this outcome?
Had everything Aster said to me been a lie?
Hurt sliced through me, sharper than any blade. If it weren’t for the compulsion holding me upright, moving my feet along the streets of the umbral plane, I would have fallen to the ground. Suddenly I felt like the girl I had been eight years ago, the day I discovered my mother had died. I wished only to curl myself back into a ball, let myself rot until everything became numb. I should have let myself waste away then.
The worst part was that I could only blame myself. I should have seen the ruthlessness behind Aster’s sweet words. I hadn’t wanted to believe that he could hurt me like this, and so I had trusted in him blindly until the end. If I had stayed away like Sevelie had warned me to, Lord Carnus and Lynel might have had a chance at stopping my father.
Now they were dead, and it was my fault.
This time, there were no terrors. The ones that weren’t dead took one look at the power emanating from Zander Avera, slayer of the fallen star, and scurried quickly away. I prayed silently, harder than I had ever prayed, for another Pilgrim to come across us and kill us both. But we were unmet by any resistance the whole journey back, and soon we were climbing the grand stairs that would lead us to the thing my father so wanted to find.
The first ward enclosing the Church was a sacred circle around its perimeter, a shield anchored in place by an emblem embedded in the stairs. I entertained the brief hope that it would repel us, a hope that died as soon as it was formed. The power that had been seething under the outline of my father’s skin, the ichor of a fallen star, flared to life as he plunged his sword down. The emblem shattered under the blade.
There was a reason the Dread Beast had been revered as the master of death for so many centuries. The elder gods of Kugara each had their own gifts, but none matched the Beast in brute strength.
As the circle ward dissipated into the air, my father began, almost conversationally, “Lord Carnus must have given you the rundown of Kugara’s dirty little secret. But I suspect he hasn’t told you the whole of it.”
I wanted to ignore him and wallow in silent despair. He did not deserve the breath it would take to respond. But as always, he had a way of getting under my skin. When he received no reply, he raised an eyebrow at me and said, “Come now, Alma—are you telling me Carnus Metia kept it from you? Perhaps he trusted you less than I thought.”
“He’s told me enough,” I said, fuming, as we climbed. “You want to become like a god. You’ve stolen knowledge kept by the court and committed sacrilege for the sake of your ego.”
“My ego,” repeated my father, with the gall to sound genuinely baffled. “I am only taking what others have been too afraid to pursue. The court is full of fools who think they can keep shackles on us without repercussions, when the power to change everything slumbers undisturbed above them.”
“If they had elected you as First Hand instead of Uncle Maximus, you would have been content to play your role. Instead, you’ll unleash chaos without a single thought for the consequences just to prove you’re not as pathetic as everyone thought you were.”
He turned on me. His palm struck my face, hard enough to snap my head to the side.
“Perhaps then my own daughter would afford me a little more respect,” he said coldly.
My cheek felt raw. I had forgotten what it was like to feel so acutely helpless. I glowered at him. “I will never respect you. You can be assured of that.”
“Perhaps so,” he agreed lightly, marching on again like he had never been interrupted, while I was left to follow him like a trained dog. The second ward fell just as quickly as the first. “But if you won’t respect me, at least respect the wishes of our god. He wants this as much as I do.”
I couldn’t help my pathetic “Why?”
For the life of me, I could not understand why Aster would want the same thing as my father—and that hurt most of all.
“Penance. Retribution. This I was once told in commune. Imagine—an elder god who feels regret. Ah, but I doubt the Grand Heavenseer wanted to reveal this.”
Penance?
We had reached the Church doors. Though they had been thrown open in Sorrowsend, in this realm, they were locked. Here was the final ward—a grand sentry mechanism crafted by House Goldmercy covering the entire length and height of the doors with twisting clockwork. This one, my father unlocked with a golden key he took out of his pocket.
The Mother Meister must have given it to him.
As the doors clicked and whirred, the mechanisms disengaging in acquiescence, my father turned to me and said, “You know, you could have made a good daughter. You are a lot like me.”
“I’m nothing like you,” I spat. “You killed your own son. You sacrificed him to fulfill your goals years ago, and when that didn’t work, you brought him back to try it again.”
I had hoped the mention of Ephrem would pluck a chord in his conscience. Perhaps hearing someone accuse him of such a horrible thing would finally elicit some sort of emotional response. Perhaps it would stop him from trying the same thing again with me.
He didn’t even blink. “You are as much a murderer as I,” said my father calmly. “Would you like a list? Olissa Goldmercy. That guard whose face you tore off as a child. How many others? You have justified those deaths to yourself, yet you condemn me for doing the same.”
“No. That’s different.” But even to me, it sounded like a weak denial.
He snorted humorlessly.
I had nothing more to say. Perhaps he was right. I knew the price paid for my revenge—all of my sins, all the marks against my soul. I couldn’t forget them if I tried.
But if my guilt was the only thing that kept me from being the same senseless narcissist as him, then I would cling to that guilt until my dying breath.
Light spilled out as the doors opened. The Church in Sorrowsend had been magnificent, but here in the realm of the gods, it was enough to inspire worship. Alive with arcane lights and symbols, it was the amalgamation of all the mortal devotion given to it in the mundane world. The waterways sparkled like they were filled with liquid gold. The vignettes of the Four on the stained-glass windows moved as though they were alive.
Upon the grand altar sat the Lady herself. She resembled a human woman, perhaps one of her Disciples draped in holy cloth, but there was no doubt about it. She was an elder god in the flesh. The very air around her seemed to warp with power. To look upon her felt like blasphemy—and indeed, it was a very difficult thing to do. A light emanated from her that made her shape hard to perceive. Her edges seemed to pulse in and out of existence. When my eyes grazed across her form, a low ringing sounded between my ears.
At our entrance, she lifted her weeping face from her hands. Her eyes opened to look at us—one black, one the color of solar fire.
I stared. I had never seen her with both her eyes open before.
My father bowed to her, and she watched him serenely. If she knew of her fate she wasn’t fighting it.
“Lady,” he greeted the elder god. “I regret to do this to you after all your services to Kugara. But I aim to elevate us; I hope you will forgive me, when you see the results of my enterprise.”
Leaving me at the entrance, he began his march down the pews to meet the final guardian of the key to godhood.
Desolation overtook my rage. For the first time, I realized that my father truly was about to get everything he wanted. This crooked, selfish man was going to emerge victorious while I would meet my pathetic end here, having achieved nothing and having mattered to no one.
All because I had trusted the only friend I ever had. I had listened to his lies and his vague assurances out of desperation to keep him close. To have a companion, to have a purpose. To be someone’s chosen, even if that someone was terrible.

And though this was all his fault, I still wanted him to take my hand and tell me everything would be all right. I wanted his comfort, the one thing that had kept me going through the long, hard years. I wanted him near—had been unconsciously clinging to him even as he violated my body, hoping for an answer to all my insecurities.
In an act of irony, perhaps he was the closest he had ever been, inhabiting me in the flesh.
Suddenly, I could not stand it any longer. My skin crawled with the knowledge that someone I no longer trusted was inside it. I wanted to scratch at myself, to claw the intruder out, but I could not do even that. A silent scream grew deep in my belly. I needed him gone. I needed to draw my sword against my father and my violator both. I would likely die here, but I could do it in defense of the Weeping Lady and know that there had been some value in that fruitless endeavor.
First, I would need to get rid of my monster.
So I closed my eyes and thought of home.



Chapter
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I opened my eyes to sunshine in the familiar kitchen of my childhood.
Nothing had changed since the last time I was here. It was a perfect, mundane afternoon frozen in memory. The sea was as blue as ever, the sky a peaceful, hazy turquoise. A warm breeze carrying the scent of ocean salt crept in through a window left slightly ajar, and layered underneath it were the indistinct voices of playing children and chattering neighbors.
Everything was as I remembered. The only thing that ever changed was me. Growing more bitter and angry every time I came back. Further and further away from the person my mother had wanted me to be.
I had been so focused on my revenge, I hadn’t cared. In fact, it had hurt to care, so I had stopped thinking about it.
Look where that had gotten me.
I pulled the chair with the patched-up leg out from the table and sat in the exact same spot where I used to sit for dinner. Where my mother used to teach me my letters on quiet evenings and would smile at me and tell me “good job” at even the simplest progress. All the remaining rage drained out of me, and with it, my spirit. I slumped with my head hanging over the back of the chair and stared emptily at the ceiling.
After a while, another chair scraped across the floor as someone seated themselves at the table across from me.
At this point I had no energy to spare for surprise. Slowly, I rolled my head back up to see who it was.
Sitting there was a small figure with a familiar mop of dark golden hair. Six. His face here was whole, his cheeks full and healthy, his features pleasantly symmetrical. There was something different about his eyes, though—they were subdued, older.

Not Six. Ephrem.
No one had ever come into my mindscape before. As far as I knew, it wasn’t possible to. It was supposed to be one’s personal haven, the place one went for communion only with one’s elder god. Yet Ephrem’s presence did not feel like an intrusion. It was almost like he’d been here for some time, and I had only just noticed him.
And there, standing near the wall behind him, was the guard with the missing jaw, his grotesque face a stark contrast to our warm surroundings. I looked from him to my dead brother, finally beginning to feel the first stirrings of curiosity.
“How are you here?” was my most pertinent question.
“We are connected to you,” said Ephrem simply. “We have been for a while.”
I looked at the guard again. The last time I saw him, he had been standing in the dark corner of my room, lurking at the edges of my nightmares. “Are you . . . my ghosts?”
“I was your first ghost,” said Ephrem. His voice was the same as Six’s but the inflection of his words made him sound like another person. He had been born an aristocrat’s son and spoke like it. But his eyes were kind, just like the eyes I had seen in the little Thing that had taken his body. He smiled, looking amused. “In fact, I’ve been with you since you could barely walk.”
“Since I . . . ?” I started, confused. I could not imagine what I might have done as a child to warrant a restless spirit haunting me. I certainly had never seen him, or any of my other ghosts, before Aster came into my life.
“It wasn’t your fault,” said Ephrem, reading my mind. He was the same age Six was—the age he had been when he died, I assumed—but something about him was wiser than his appearance would belie. Technically, he was still my older brother.
“I was young,” he explained with a rueful smile. “I was lost, and confused, and I tethered myself to you. It was the path my father had set, though he didn’t know it at the time, and now I’m glad I did because I can give you this.”
In his hands there was suddenly a letter, which he offered to me.
My heart stopped.
I recognized the writing on the envelope. I had studied the letters written to me in this hand as a kind voice instructed me on how to read.
“My mother burned it,” said Ephrem apologetically. “But you know, House Carrine used to burn offerings to their ancestors. It was a custom from the old religions, before the elder gods took over. I found its ashes and thought I might keep it with me. I hope I haven’t overstepped.”

I could not answer. My shaking hands took the letter from him almost without my permission, as if controlled once again by someone else. For a long time, I only stared at the looping cursive on the envelope.
My duck.
How long had it been? Eight years, during which I had done my best to forget what that voice sounded like and how it felt to be given such a casual, nonsensical endearment. In the span of a second, it all came rushing back.
These were her last words, Euphina had told me. A final message from my mother that she couldn’t give me in person, because I had left her. Fear gripped me. I did not want to know what pain she had spent her last moments in; I had imagined it for myself enough times over the years, and it was almost too much to bear.
But I had to know. If I was to face my death soon anyway, it was better that I knew, so if somehow in the afterlife I found her again, I could apologize.
Steeling myself, I opened it and unfolded the letter.
Alma,
I hope you are well, my sweet child. I hope you are happy, and that your father is providing you all you need, and that you have made friends in your new home.
I have been prepared for this for a long time. This illness has taken enough from us, and now we may both be free of it. My only regret is that I will not be able to watch my beautiful daughter grow into the upstanding young woman I know she will be. I hope you will think of me from time to time, but don’t grieve my passing for too long. You know I like it better when you smile.
Though I hope he is a better man than I thought, I doubt your father will worry after you the way I always have. So remember:
Eat well. Study hard. Play hard as well, from time to time. Remember to wear a jacket when it is cold. Find joy in small things. Know that you have brought me happiness in every moment of your life since you came into mine. I am so proud of you, my Alma, and I love you forever.
Your mother

My hands shook. Tears clouded my vision. Before the wetness could fall, I folded the letter back up and tucked it carefully, safely, into the envelope. I placed it on the table and faced Ephrem.
“Why isn’t she here?” I asked. I had always wondered this—why my mother had never appeared as one of my ghosts, why I had never seen her again even though I longed so much for it.
“She has passed on,” said Ephrem. “She lived a happy life and died accepting of her fate. You did not kill her. She is not your ghost.”
I put my face in my hands and began to bawl.
I cried the way I had when I was young. The way I hadn’t done since my mother had died, when the tears had been quiet and full of a different kind of desolation. I filled my lungs with air and then let it out in great, hitching, ugly sobs, my ragged voice filling the small kitchen, echoing in the sunshine drifting in through the windows.
I cried for a long, long time. By the time I was finished, I felt drained—but also cleansed. My heart was still heavy, but some of the weight that had been pressing on it for the past eight years had finally been shed.
Not a word of blame. I had been terrified for so long that my mother resented me for leaving her alone to die, but there had not been a single word of blame in her letter. Only love and the small reminders of care she had always given me, condensed into words on paper that felt as warm as her comforting hand always had.
I had brought her joy. My terrible self had given something to her, when I thought I had been nothing but a burden.
A small hand took my metal fingers and held them warmly. I had a sudden memory of an unknowable shadow reaching for me in the clouded moments between sleep and waking, always halted before it could come close enough. Now we were finally speaking face-to-face. I wiped my face messily with my sleeve and looked up to see Ephrem smiling at me.
“I’m glad I stayed with you,” he said, “if my keeping that letter has brought you some peace.”
“I’m sorry if you weren’t able to move on because of me.”
He shook his head. “It was only at first that I was trapped—and only because I did not know any better. My bitterness should have been directed at my father. By the time I realized, I could have let go—but I have helped more than one person by staying, and that makes it worthwhile.”
I sniffled pathetically, trying to dry my face with my sleeve. “More than one person?”
“Six, of course.”
Six. The anomaly, the enigma, the unexpected friend. “Are you the reason why he was able to live past his Meister’s death?”
Ephrem tilted his head, thoughtful. “I assume so. When you found him, a part of my soul you carried went back into him. He won’t remember any of this, of course, nor anything from my own life. But he is closer to human than anything else made by the Tinkerer. I’d say it was the result of Father’s ritual—he got closer to finding the key to melding humanity and godhood than he knew.”
“So, he did succeed?” I said, agitation stirring again. I still had a chance of stopping him before he found his secrets in the Church—but I felt as though I had yet to see how everything fit together. “But you said he wasn’t aware. You said he set a path to me, and I don’t understand.”
“That was the other reason I wanted to stay with you,” said Ephrem, now subdued. “To help against that dark thing that walks in your shadow.”
A cold dread settled in my gut. “Aster.”
Ephrem nodded gravely. “He got into you young too. He’s done a great job of keeping me away all these years, but I’m thankful we finally have an opportunity to speak.”
“He’s . . .” I trailed off. A picture was being formed, and it was one I did not want to see. Yet I knew there was no avoiding it any longer. “He’s working with my father.”
Ephrem gave me a wry smile. “I don’t imagine your monster actually wishes to grant Father any favor, but he wouldn’t be against facilitating some of his plans. After all, Father was the one who awakened him.”
“Awakened?”
“Father murdered me,” Ephrem stated blandly. I blinked at his frankness, and he smiled. “I’ve had enough time to come to terms with the fact that he is not a good man. He murdered me for a purpose. A sacrifice of the flesh as an offering to a god of eld. He always assumed that his ritual hadn’t worked, and in a way, he was right—it hadn’t been complete. But he had in fact made contact. The only difference is, the thing he tried to summon latched onto you instead.”
My head felt light. The thing he had summoned. Something that had gotten its hold on me early.
A friend I had found as a child.
“I tried many times to reach you over the years, to warn you. So did he, once he found out.” He gestured at the mutilated guard who had been watching us unmovingly. “But that one in your soul is very clever, and he knew how to keep us away.”
“What is he?” My voice shook. “He’s not the Beast.”
Somewhere, a baby began to cry. The thin wail of a newborn thing drifting to us through the door of my home.
There had never been anything beyond that door. Nothing in this space existed apart from this kitchen, my temple. My heart began to race.
I had to see where that cry was coming from. I had to know why the owner of it called to me.
“Go,” said Ephrem. “It is time you knew the nature of your dark companion.”
“Thank you,” I said to him quickly, taking his hand again, this time in my flesh hand, and squeezing it. “I was scared of you for so long, and I’m sorry. If I had listened sooner, if I had reached back, maybe it wouldn’t have come to this.”
“There’s no need to apologize,” said Ephrem gently. Then his voice turned chiding. “But, as your elder, it is now my job to berate you. You blame yourself for everything. Even the things that no one would think to blame you for. If you spend all your energy fighting yourself, how shall you defend against the ones who actually mean to hurt you?”
Though his words were gentle, they sent shame rushing hotly through me. I found myself unable to meet his gaze. “I don’t know how not to,” I admitted.
He grinned smugly—exactly the kind of grin I would imagine on an older brother. “Whenever you find yourself doing it from now on, imagine I am scolding you. Maybe in time you’ll finally listen.”
I snorted. “I’ll do my best.”
“I’m only glad we got to meet, Sister.” He paused, then laughed. It was a bright sound, cutting through that wailing for a moment to fill the room with light. “I always wanted a sibling. It’s kind of nice, isn’t it?”
Despite everything, I found myself smiling back. “It is.”
In that moment, I knew I would not see him again. He had completed his purpose. His soul was finally free to move on, unburdened. I could not help but wonder what things would have been like if he had been alive—if I had found another friend after my mother’s passing, if my life had had his brightness in it.
I squeezed his hand again, and he squeezed back.
“Go now,” he said. “Find the one that has been hiding in your soul for so long. You have friends with you, even if you don’t know it.”
He smiled at me one last time. Our hands parted. I stood and took a long look around my childhood home. I looked my fill of the worn wooden floors, the warm sunlight filtering in through the windows. The rickety table with notches on its legs from my mother marking the progress of my growth. The chipped counters where she had taught me how to cook.
The crying had grown louder, the call tugging me forward. I nodded a goodbye at the guard, at my brother, and went to the door.
What lay beyond it, I did not know. I only knew it was something I could never come back from. For so long I had ignored all the warnings about my monster—but if I wanted to be the person my mother had believed I would become, a person I could admit to being without shame, I had to find out. I had to face the truth.
I took a deep breath and opened the door.



Part III
The Boy from the Stars
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It was dark. I would have likened this place to the void between the umbral plane and Sorrowsend, except that I could still hear that constant wail. And after a few disorienting seconds, as the light from the doorway faded behind me, I could see other lights in the distance—little pinpricks of it, like stars in the sky.
There was nothing else around and no path to follow, so instead I followed the baby’s cry. My footsteps were muffled like they weren’t really there, or perhaps like the ground beneath me didn’t truly exist. Thinking about it left me unsteady, so I kept my head up and walked. It was impossible to gauge how far I went without landmarks to guide me, but after some time, one of the lights on the horizon began to grow brighter. I took that to mean that I was going in the right direction and quickened my pace. It continued to grow as I approached, brighter and larger and closer, until it opened up like the exit at the end of a tunnel, its edges fading into the darkness. The cry was all around me now, hitching and rising with the stubborn strength borne by something eager to announce its arrival to the world.
Another few steps and my feet landed on something solid. I looked down to see a polished floor of pale marble shot through with gold. The darkness had faded away; the tunnel closed up in the blink of an eye. I was in a room—though the word room could not adequately describe its grandeur. The vaulted ceilings were high enough to make one dizzy, and displayed magnificent murals inlaid with precious stones and metals.
It was night. Ornate sconces lined the walls, flames flickering lowly within. Gauze curtains fluttered in a warm breeze; the windows had been thrown open to air out the smell of blood, and the view outside was astonishing. Beyond the walls of what must have been an opulent estate were the myriad ramshackle roofs of an unfamiliar city, its streets and buildings packed so tightly together I wondered how its people breathed. Even the docks were crowded with ships, drifting slowly across the moonlit ocean as they searched for a place to berth.
A woman sat in the bed at the center of the room, cradling a soft bundle in her arms. Her face was sheened with sweat and pale with exhaustion. She would have been rather plain in appearance, if not for her hair of pure silver and the glow of triumph around her. Two figures in dark robes and golden masks bustled nearby, silently collecting soiled rags and a basin of bloodied water, but she paid them no mind. Her eyes were focused solely on the precious burden she carried. She cooed down at it.

“There you are,” she sang, “here at last in my arms. We will do great things together, my little monster. My prince from the stars.”
My heart stuttered. I walked forward, led again as if by an invisible path as the bundle gurgled back at her. The masked figures hurried past me as if I weren’t there, their heads bowed low in deference. The woman, too, did not care as I drew closer to peek down at her arms.
Right at that moment the bundle kicked, and the blankets fell away.
His small form was strong already—lively and obstinate. His skin was an awful red, as if he had been stained with old blood; his mouth opened in a terrible wolflike maw and his legs were twisted like the roots of a tree. He was missing his left arm.
It was so strange to look upon him like this.
The light changed. The room was the same, but now it was day. The ocean shimmered a deep blue-green in the distance as the sounds of men toiling under the hot sun drifted in through the windows. A whip cracked. Beyond the lush palace grounds, the city was in poor shape. It had fallen into decrepitude as its queen gave everything to her new pursuit of godhood.
The little monster—bigger now, big enough to sit by himself—was perched upon a plush pile of cushions on the ground. His malformed legs were tucked close as he listlessly played with wooden figurines that looked too fine for a child’s hands. More masked servants watched over him, but even as he gazed at them with his three wide, pleading eyes for attention, they ducked their heads and looked away.
They were afraid. He was an abomination, the son of a queen who had lain with a monster. A monster that had been summoned with the blood of their people, their screams echoing long into the night, and every day they feared it would be someone they knew next mounted on the Pyres. Their queen did not care for their hardships. She cared only for her new gods, who spoke maddening words to all who were able to listen, driving people to frenzy.
These servants would wait on their grotesque little prince because they had no choice, but there was no love there.
A clatter, and one of his wooden toys fell to the floor. He could not walk yet, not with those legs. He reached for the toy and his stubby arm fell short. The servants pretended not to see.
I rounded the bed and went toward him, and he turned those firelight eyes on me. He watched as I picked up the toy—a carving of a bird—and held it out to him, cradled in my hands. Though I was still filthy and covered in blood, he looked at me without fear. Instead, there was something like fascination in his expression. Like he couldn’t believe that I was there, and that I had reached out to him. Tentatively, he smiled—the kind of smile one would give to one’s first friend.

In the depths of my chest, my heart ached.
Everything shifted again. It was night. The ground was wet with blood. Sounds of battle raged beyond the open windows as the bodies of servants and guards turned cold on the marble floors. The palace grounds were aflame. The queen had been left dead in her throne room, and now it was time for her infant fiend to join her.
Four figures stood in ominous anticipation around the bed of the little monster. He was crying again, the helpless cries of a child too young to do anything else. He was everything his mother had hoped he would be, and thus he could not be suffered to live. Sorrowsend was already his. Reality bent its head to his whim. Both the men, with their fragile, arrogant rules, and the gods, with their whispered words, were nothing in the wake of his existence.
They had come to an agreement, and it was time to put that agreement into order. The monster’s death was quick: a blade drawn across the soft young flesh of his throat. His cries cut off with a gurgle; his heartbeat stuttered desperately, slowed, and stopped.
But he was not mortal. And they could not kill all of him. His death was merciful, but it was what came next that horrified him so. The four men and the four gods they had bound themselves to were not content to leave his mother dead and him with her.
They wanted more. They hungered. Those rules, so arbitrary, would become dogma; those whispered words, so easily ignored, would become an anchor in this mortal world.
They carved out the monster’s third eye—that blazing, sunlight eye, that marker of his divinity—and seized it for their own. It would nurture the new Kugara, hidden in plain sight of all its people.
The image before me crumbled. Firelight lashed my vision. A great pyre had been built where the queen had once sacrificed so many of her countrymen, and her broken, battered body was thrown in. She would not be given a proper burial. Her ashes would scatter in the wind and besmirch Kugara no longer.
Her child, the monster, the boy from the stars with his broken legs and bloody skin and three terrible eyes, one now taken away, had at least been given the courtesy of being bundled in funeral robes before joining her.
The flames grew strong, and I turned to escape the heat. Darkness enveloped me and brought cool relief—but once again it was not the darkness of the void. I knew this darkness, this starry sky overhead.
The little monster’s temple. The ghost of his mind, born again into the umbral plane.
I watched as the god who saw the heavens opened a gate into it, as the dread hunter’s vessels ventured in to butcher the ghosts percolating in this dead realm, as the sorrowful Lady’s men came in after to heal their wounds. They built a Church here to match the one in the new city for the Lady to rest inside. They set down seals to guard the secrets of the city’s beginnings.
Time passed. Stars moved in their inexorable paths across the perpetual night sky of this midnight temple. Every so often, one of the stars would notice this place that their brethren had taken residence in, where they could reach into mortal minds and see all the lively, fervent things that didn’t exist in the great void above. They would come close and fall into its orbit, hoping to have a taste of that for themselves, and the monster, trapped as he was in this state between waking and death, could only watch as they were butchered and consumed by the vessels of the new order.
Decades passed. Then centuries. The monster’s anger grew. His resentment festered. His fever dreams of rage birthed new, frightful shadows that lurked in the city they built, in the corpse of his mind. How dare they use him like this; how dare they treat him with such indignity while they basked in veneration. He was a prince. This land was rightfully his.
Stars continued to fall, and the new order grew stronger. More pacts were made with the Odious Tinkerer, the Heavenseer, the Weeping Lady—and the Dread Beast, the sinner who had lain with a queen. In the mortal realm, the court of betrayers became unstoppable, and their vessels were worshipped as holy men.
The monster waited and slept and yearned for release from this ceaseless undeath. Every now and then, someone would aspire to unbind him. They would speak the secret of his name and, with a sacrifice worthy of the one his sire had made, waken him briefly from his long slumber.
But they were always the same. The same kind of men who had butchered him in the first place. Hungry for power, small-minded, and more boring than the monotony of his death. He woke and despaired and slept again to dream of one day destroying the ones who had done this to him.
And then, finally, something changed. A man just like the others stirred him with blood. But this time there was something else.
Another soul. A lonely girl with an empty space in her heart.
One that he recognized from a half-forgotten dream.
The monster reached for her, this girl who was as bitter and frightened as he was, and she reached back.
She gave him a name. She imagined him charming, so he learned how to make her laugh; she imagined him beautiful, so he left behind the old memories of his twisted flesh body, only keeping his mother’s moonlight hair—the last remnant of a dynasty no one else remembered. He had finally found a home away from the cold and empty graveyard of his mind.
He had found his friend again.
She was not the one who had called him, but he stayed with her still. His sire saw this as he arrived at His temple; but He saw, too, all the years of debasement and agonizing tedium, and let the monster be.
And as the girl grew more bitter and angry the monster delighted, because now he had found someone who could understand his revenge. Someone who knew the injustice of the world and raged against it. Together they would make their villains pay.
That holy order of betrayers had tried so hard to keep him locked away. To forget the sins of their foundation. They could not destroy him completely, for they needed his power still. His eye, tucked safely into the Weeping Lady’s socket, the keystone between Sorrowsend and the umbral plane. But they could bury the knowledge of it, a secret to be kept by only their most loyal servants—that the grail of apotheosis came from the boy abomination who cursed Kugara.
I could finally see it.
When I put all the pieces together in my mind, the word that formed on my tongue was—
“Aster.”
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I opened my eyes, and he was there. I looked at him as if for the first time. I took in his moonlight hair, his sunfire eyes. His face, so pleasantly and perfectly symmetrical. The pristine white funeral robes. His left arm, the skin a slightly darker shade than his right.
He smiled at me sadly. “You know I hate when you do that.”
“Don’t you have something else to say first?”
His expression sank with remorse. “I’m sorry, Alma.”
“I don’t know if I can forgive you,” I told him truthfully. “That was the worst thing anyone’s ever done to me.”
“I know,” he had the gall to say. “But if you can’t accept killing them yourself, at least now you have someone else to blame. I will bear that burden for you, Alma. I only hope that one day you will forgive me.”
I did not answer. I asked instead, “Were those memories yours?”
“I kept them hidden from you for a long time,” admitted Aster, “but I put a piece of my soul inside yours, so they are open to you now that you know where to look for them.”
“You lied to me.”
He looked sheepish. The scourge of Kugara, the mighty monster that set our gods quaking in their temples, stood scuffing his feet before me like a docile schoolboy. “You were always going to find out at some point. I put it off because I was afraid of how you’d feel.”
I thought about it. All the signs I had overlooked, the circumstances I had ignored. “I had probably known for a long time that you weren’t the Beast,” I admitted, “but I hadn’t wanted to face it. It was easier to believe otherwise.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You’ve said that already. You also said you would never hurt me, and you lied about that too.”
“I did it all precisely to keep you from being hurt,” he pleaded, reaching for me. I promptly stepped out of his reach. His face fell, but he quickly regrouped. “You were slipping away from me. I understand—the path we walk is a difficult one. But that’s precisely why I’m here, to guide you back to it when you need.”
My eyes drifted from his plaintive expression to the altar over his shoulder, where my father stood before the Weeping Lady. I hadn’t realized it from this distance, but she was easily twice the size of any man. Even seated, she towered over him. My father spoke to her; I couldn’t hear what was being said, but the Lady did not resist as he climbed up onto her holy pedestal and reached for her head.
I could stop him now. I had meant to stop him. I could yell for his attention, rush down the nave and get to him in time before he completed his dreadful pursuit.
My eyes went back to Aster, whose remorseful gaze had not left me.
“I needed a place to hide,” he said sadly. “I am a child born of man and god. An abomination. My father had believed bedding a mortal would bring him closer to humanity. But then he realized, as did the rest of them, that the one to bridge that gap would be me, and the power to be both was mine alone. They would remain their feeble selves while I held reign over the mortal domain.”
I said nothing, only looked at him. At the poor prince doomed to this terrible fate. He reached for me again.
This time, I let him.
“I needed to make them pay,” he said softly as his arms went around me. At first his hold was gentle, as if afraid I would shrug him off. When I didn’t, he held me with almost bruising force, as if he would never let go.
I chose my next words carefully. “You never meant to hurt me.”
“No,” said Aster quietly. “Never, Alma.”
“I believe you.”
He pulled back but stayed close enough to keep his arms around me. His fingers dug into my coat, desperate, and his eyes blazed with joy.
“I always meant to tell you,” he said in a rush. “I just didn’t want to lose you. You mean everything to me. I want to be with you for the rest of time. You and I, we’ll be unstoppable.”
His hold tightened again, drawing me close. I remained there, unresisting as I watched my father pull the Weeping Lady down by her hair and rip out her sunfire eye—the one that had originally belonged to my monster. The crux of his divinity, the heart of the umbral plane. I could not bring myself to do anything about it. The Lady’s grace, her blessed serenity, provided no defense against the might of the Dread Beast. Perhaps she knew there was no hope in resisting, or perhaps she, too, felt it was time to let go of the guilt she had hidden for all these years. She fell.
Blood spilled from the empty socket of her eye into the pool of holy water below, staining it black and foul. It spread quickly down the length of the waterways inside the Church and began to trickle out the drains in the walls, feeding into the canals below.
The light that had inhabited the Lady ruptured out of her. She was no longer the bright, glowing thing that had watched us regally from her altar—only a gray, tired husk weighed down by her sin. The light spilled up, seeping through the high ceilings, pulsing in time with the heartbeat of the monster wrapped around me.

The very air seemed to shift.
My father dropped down from the altar, his feet thudding back onto the ground loudly and with decisive triumph.
“The key to godhood has been reclaimed,” he declared skyward, holding the eye aloft in his hand. “The palace of your mind is free, O Abomination. Now, for your final offering of flesh.”
He turned to me—and paused.
The foundation holding the umbral plane in place had been freed, and Aster could finally exist outside of me. He was no longer a ghost occupying my soul; his body was real, and his life had been released from its deathless bonds. For the first time, my father could see him.
My father began walking toward us, his steps slow with caution. His sword remained drawn, dripping black blood down the aisle.
The look he wore was more confused than anything. It almost made me laugh. After all, he thought he had succeeded. He had killed a fallen star and broken the wards around the Church, and then taken Kugara’s greatest, most terrible treasure from a god. His enemies were either dead like Lord Carnus or driven to madness like my uncle. All that was left was to bind the power he had awoken to himself.
But I wondered if he knew that it had already bound itself to me.
“Daughter,” he said, stopping a few feet away. His eyes went to Aster, who still had not acknowledged his presence. “And . . . I don’t believe we’ve met.”
My monster retracted his arms at last. He turned, and in that moment, he looked very much like the prince I had imagined for myself in my childhood daydreams. He eyed my father, his noble countenance cold.
“I suppose I should thank you, Zander Avera,” he said congenially, “for all the dirty work you’ve done on my behalf. You served your purpose well.”
My father’s eyes widened. He was not the type to ever bow to anyone, but now he lowered himself on one knee, head angled down respectfully.
“The curse of Kugara,” he said. “Son of the Beast. I have yearned many long years for this day. You grace me with your presence and with your words, but . . . I had not realized that you would be here in the flesh. The ritual for your awakening is soon complete. My daughter has been bound by the Beast himself and will not resist.”
He still thought I wasn’t in control of myself. But of course. I hadn’t tried to stop him like I had so desperately wanted to; I had barely moved since stepping into the Church.
“Indeed,” Aster agreed. “The ritual must be finished.”
My father rose to his feet and raised his sword, pointed it straight at my heart.
“Goodbye, Daughter,” he told me.
I had so much to say to him. So many years of anger hidden away from his sight for the sake of this very moment; so many hours spent lying awake in the dark formulating the speech I would give upon my victory over him as I conquered the umbral plane.
I had just never expected it to happen like this, and I found I was lost for words.
There was no point in them. My father would never recognize his faults even if I wrote them down and presented them like one of those essays my tutors used to request of me. In his mind, my regard had never been of any consequence.
And, I realized, neither were his words of any consequence to me. Not anymore.
When I was growing up, he had always been my villain. Larger than life, an impossible obstacle to overcome. But now I saw him for what he truly was: a shortsighted man too obsessed with himself to ever achieve any amount of greatness. His was a pathetic existence, and I was done wasting my energy on someone I would soon be free of.
“Goodbye,” I settled for saying.
With his metal hand, my father plunged his sword toward my chest.
It never reached me. Aster caught it in midair, the bare fingers of his left hand holding it calmly.
My father’s eyes went wide. “I don’t understand,” he stammered as the sword trembled in his touch. He turned upon my monster, expression wild. “Is this not what you want of me?”
Aster scoffed. “Stupid man,” he said.
Those two simple words unraveled him. Gone was the smug, self-satisfied man I had known all these years. My father looked lost, his wild eyes flickering between me, his sword, and my monster, and back again. “I—what do you—”
“That’s right. You thought I was going to take residence inside you, didn’t you, Zander?”
“I summoned you,” my father snarled. “I awakened you. I am the one now making the sacrifice of the flesh. Your power belongs to me!”
“You poor, feeble-minded fuckup,” Aster tutted. “You truly thought this would be it. This would be your chance to prove that you were something more than a second-rate shadow, a self-absorbed, self-important waste of good blood. I have to hand it to you—you were creative, at least. Summoning an ancient abomination just to prove something, no matter how many died as a result of your actions. And congratulations! It worked.” He smiled, slow and hurtful. “But I don’t choose you.”
There was a moment when the look on my father’s face could only be described as devastation. It almost took me aback. I hadn’t thought him capable of anything like it.
As quickly as it had appeared, it was overtaken by sheer animal rage. He ripped his sword out of Aster’s grasp and lunged for him.
“You dare!” he roared. “You exist because of me. I was the one who brought you here!”
“I existed long before you came along,” said Aster coldly, flickering into thin air as my father’s sword plowed through the space where he had been standing. He materialized again a mere step away, taunting. “You were a vehicle to be manipulated and it was so easy to feed those plans into your head. I let you kill the star so you would spare us the effort of dragging you here. The Beast was only too happy to enable me. He has His debt to be paid.”
My father roared again, bearing down on Aster with his blade. He still held it in his metal hand. He was trying to call the Dread Beast’s power, the power he had fed with the felling of a star, the one thing that should have ensured his victory no matter the situation. But I could tell that something was not right. His movements had lost that fluid grace I’d seen in the Avera temple, in the trial against the Meister’s Thing. He was off-balance.
His blade cleaved toward my monster’s neck and all of a sudden stopped.
Aster had his left hand held aloft, palm facing upward. “By my decree,” he said, “the Dread Beast no longer favors Zander Avera.”
In one violent movement, my father’s hand swung back, and his sword buried itself deep into his shoulder.
His cry echoed through the Church. My hands jerked at my sides before I forced them to relax. Even though I hated him, even though I had waited for this for so long, a part of me found it hard to watch him die. My mother had loved this man once. She had seen something good in him and cared enough to bear him a child. Sevelie had loved him too, emboldened by their shared passions. Even I, in my darkest moments, had once craved his acceptance. I could not help but mourn for the version of him that he could have been. The father I had needed and never gotten.
His knees hit the ground. His sword had gone through his collar completely, through his right shoulder blade and part of his rib cage, to lodge inside his chest. He scrambled for the hilt with his other hand as if to try and pull it out, but the movement only made him cry out again in pain. Blood gushed onto the ground in steady spurts. His shoulder began to gape apart from the flesh of his torso, exposing muscle and bone.
“Your offering of flesh is accepted,” said Aster.
My father laughed. Air wheezed out wetly from his wound; his lung was probably punctured. His eyes, already glazing over, went to me.
“Well played,” he gasped through his bloody teeth. “You really are just like me. My stupid, useless daughter.”
He let out one last wet, stuttering breath, and went still. His eyes dulled. His body listed to the side and then toppled over, the sword, still stuck in his torso, knocking dully against the ground.
Aster went to his corpse, to the eye still held in my father’s hand, and plucked it from his grasp. He held it up, considering.
“Mine again at last,” he said.
He swallowed it whole.
The eye on his forehead closed, and when it opened again, it glowed with celestial light.
And then the screaming began.
Distant cries drifted through the brilliant serenity of the Weeping Lady’s Church. At first I thought it was my imagination; after all, there was nobody outside. But the cries soon grew into a cacophony, and among them were the unmistakable voices of women, children—regular people living in Sorrowsend.
Heart dropping to my feet, I realized what had happened.
The monster had been awakened and his temple, which for so long had been plundered by his court of betrayers, was now becoming one again with the land of his blood.
Just like how Aster’s body had become flesh, the umbral plane was melding into Sorrowsend.
Aster took my hand and grinned.
“We should go take a look,” he declared.
He led me outside, and I could do nothing but follow. The glowing gate that had circled Sorrowsend’s skies for years had broken into pieces, like stars scattered in a canopy over the city. Light spilled from the roof of the Church like blood from a wound and cast everything in a sickly glow. The Lady’s blackened blood had seeped into the waterways to spread like a plague through the streets. As we stood at the top of the stairs, I saw the doors of nearby buildings slam open to spit their inhabitants out, pursued by shadows. The city roused from its revelry and roiled into a panic.
Aster’s expression was bright and vicious. He let go of my hand and positioned himself facing south toward the court’s buildings, then raised his hand as if to hold the city within its palm.
“By my decree,” he declared, “the Court of Divine Hearers shall be no more.”
His fingers curled in like he was crushing something between them. With a great crash, the banquet hall we had danced in together only days ago collapsed in on itself, glass shattering, stone crashing down. Dust and debris billowed into the air. The screams grew louder.
“This place is mine now,” my monster said triumphantly. “As it always should have been. And now that eyesore is finally gone, thank the heavens. I hated when they put it there.”
“Aster,” I said.
“Hmm?” he hummed distractedly, still gazing at the city that now belonged to him.
I swallowed my fear. I forced my voice even. “Don’t do this,” I said.
The exuberant energy that had been near radiating out of him dispersed like warm breath in a winter wind. He looked at me, head tilted to the side as if puzzled.
“Don’t do this?” he repeated lightly. “Why not?”
He knew why. He was going to make me argue with him anyway. “People will die.”
“Yes,” he said viciously. “They will—as they deserve. They are guilty, all of them.”
“Not all of them.” I shook my head, pleading. “Some of them are good. Innocent.”
He scoffed, that bright smile morphing into something ugly. “Innocent? They’ve been living off my remains for centuries. They’ve prospered off the actions of my murderers and would have happily kept doing so if I let them.”
“They didn’t know,” I beseeched. “You can’t punish all of them for the sins of their forebears.”
“I can if it means I will be free of the punishment given to me simply for being born.”
I should have known by now how stubborn he could be, but I had hoped that he would listen to me.
“You said you would do anything for my forgiveness,” I tried again, growing desperate. “I want you to stop.”
His face fell. “You know I can’t, Alma,” he said, sounding in that moment like nothing more than the lost young man that he was.
I had suspected as much. This merging of the two realms was his birthright. His was the existence between humanity and godhood. Had he been allowed to live, he might have eventually accomplished something just like this. But his death had guaranteed it. The umbral plane was all that had been left of him—and now that he was awakened and walked the mortal realm once more, it came along with him.
“We can figure out something else,” he tried. “Anything else you want, and I promise I will do my utmost.”
“No, Aster,” I said. My heart felt like it was breaking. “It’s not going to work like that.”
He was quiet. Chaos raged around us. Knights of the Church swarmed the streets, trying fruitlessly to control the frenzied masses, but terror had spread as quickly as the black water through the city. There would be no hiding inside homes, waiting for the worst to pass. There was no containing it. Even if I went down there and fought until my last breath, I would not change a thing.
It was the end of the world as we had known it, and the birth of a new one.
When Aster spoke again, his voice was hard.
“Haven’t I given you everything you wanted?” he demanded.
“You have.”
“I killed your father for you.”
“I know.”
“All I ever wanted was for you to stay by my side.”
“Not like this,” I managed through the lump in my throat.
His expression turned bitter, and finally I could see a bit of the monster through that perfectly crafted veneer. “You’d give me up for them?”
I thought of the lonely little boy whose face had broken into a smile when I’d reached out to him. Of my own childhood, finding comfort in an unseen friend. He would always be my love. I reached for him. “That isn’t—”
“That’s exactly what this is!” He began pacing back and forth in agitation. “This is because of those people. Your cousin’s fiancée. That clockwork Thing. I told you that you shouldn’t have gotten close to them! And those two vessels of the Heavenseer—they were a part of this, you know? The Heavenseer knew! All of them, scions of the Houses that betrayed me.”
He pivoted on his feet, a furious whirlwind. His hand raised again.
He was facing Sevelie’s home.
“If you won’t listen to reason while they’re around,” he declared grimly, “they’ll just have to go. By my decree—”
I had drawn my sword and lunged at him before my senses could hold me back. It hadn’t been an attack with true intent to hurt, only to make him stop—but he had been slow to dodge, surprised by my action as he was. He staggered backward. A line of red bloomed across his cheek.
He brushed his fingers against it, then stared at the blood on them with wide eyes.
“After everything, it’s come to this?” he asked me.
“I won’t let you hurt them,” I said, my pulse thudding almost too hard for me to hear my own words. I wanted to cry—but I had cried enough for one day. “And I won’t let you hurt all those people down there either. It’s wrong.”
“What’s wrong is how they’ve used me all these years!” he yelled back. “Kept forever undying, feeling every brick they piled upon my bones to build this city! Of course it’s wrong—but should I just keep lying there, stuck in a dream, until they have no more need of my corpse? I thought you of all people would have understood.”
I did understand. I understood all too well. I had stepped on a lot of toes in my quest for revenge. I had ruined lives and ended many more that I had not wished to end. It was only coincidence that my goals had aligned with the greater good. That stopping my father had given me, momentarily, the moral high ground.
Aster’s revenge, however justified, came at the cost of thousands of lives. Nothing would change that. There was no way to erase the past—to give him back a life not tied to the ghost of his mind.
He had only wanted to live again. To be free of his immortal prison. I understood.
But I also knew that if I didn’t do anything to stop him, I would not be able to live with myself afterward. No matter how happy I would have been staying by his side, no matter what forgiveness he sought—I would never have peace again with myself.
Aster looked at me. The anger faded from his expression and was replaced with anguish. He had always known me so well.
“I can’t back down now, Alma,” he said to me, softly and full of regret.
“I know,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I raised my sword. For the second time tonight, and for the first time with true, grievous intent, I pointed my blade toward him. “Neither can I.”
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Time grinded to a near halt. I was keenly aware of the mayhem coursing through the streets of Sorrowsend and my own sorry urgency to stem the flow, but between me and Aster, the seconds stretched on as the rest of the world seemed to fade away. There was only us, our careful breaths, our eyes locked on each other. Neither of us wanted to do this, so we hung in the moment before it, for as long as we could.
Then everything snapped into motion. Aster’s hand swept up toward me. “Hold still, Alma.”
His command was peaceful, insidious, draining the movement from my limbs as control was wrested from me.
Before it could take hold completely, I shored up my mind and emptied it of him. I could not go back to my home again—my business there was finished—but I found I had no need to. All I needed was the warm confidence from Ephrem and my mother’s letter, and then I pushed Aster from me, soul from soul.
The compulsion disappeared. His face twisted with annoyance. I leaped into my own offense and charged him.
Something intercepted my path, and I brought my sword up to block it, lurching to a halt. Metal rang against metal. I stumbled back, eyes wide.
It was my father’s sword, held by my father’s metal arm and still dripping with his blood. The leather harness at the end of it swung emptily in the air. It had been ripped off his body and was now mounting its own offense against me.
It fought the way my father had fought—with perfect grace and precision, forcing me back step by step. My years of training turned the exchange into second nature, and I met it blow for blow, but with mounting frustration. It was keeping me at bay with flawless technique. There were no openings.
And I no longer had my monster to call upon to help me.
As it drove me away, Aster raised his hand, palm upturned, and made a motion like he was pulling something down.
In the distance, the walls of Sevelie’s home caved in and plummeted to the ground with a terrible crash that echoed through the streets.
I might have screamed. I couldn’t tell over the surge of fear and rage that overtook me. I aimed a blow at my father’s sword, hammering it away with frantic strength. As soon as that metal arm reeled back, I shoved past it and charged at Aster, feet pounding against stone, my blade flashing.
Aster pointed his hand down at the floor and flicked two fingers up.
The ground rippled below me. The solid stone paving convulsed like a wave and then kicked up beneath my feet. Dust clouded my vision, wrenching coughs from my lungs as my balance lurched. I toppled to the ground like a crippled foal, barely managing not to impale myself on my own sword.
My head knocked against the ground, hard. Pain jolted through my skull. When I blinked, light burst across my vision and the edges of everything took a second to solidify. The breath had been knocked from me and my knees felt like someone had taken a hammer to them.
Still, I braced them against the ground, and my battered hands too, and shoved myself upright again, snarling.
“I think I’ll take this away now,” said Aster calmly. He made a short chopping motion with his hand.
I nearly ate pavement again as my metal arm suddenly collapsed below me. I couldn’t move it.
My arm was dead.
A cry of frustration ripped out of me. It was an impossible fight. Aster knew my every move—he had taught me many of them. He had been with me through all my father’s lessons, watching as I drilled these movements into my brain, and he had taken away my only advantages, leaving me handicapped and as feeble as I had been before he found me.
But I did not need my arm to stand, and I still had one with which to hold a sword.
I forced myself to my feet again, sword clutched in my flesh hand.
Something whistled through the air. I looked up just in time to duck as one of the lances wielded by the House Metia Heavensguard came hurtling down toward me. It buried itself not even two steps away from me with a great crack; the entire tip of it had gone through the stone.
More Metia spears stormed down upon me. I managed to batter one away, my shoulder nearly feeling like it would snap off from the force of it, but the others came too fast. I closed my eyes and waited for the end.
But they did not hit me. Like the first spear, they only buried themselves into the ground, surrounding me like the bars of a makeshift cage.
I was trapped.
“Fight me properly, you cheating fucking worm!” I screeched at Aster.
I threw my weight against one of the spears, hoping to dislodge it. But the ground rippled again, stone closing up over the spearheads, holding them in place.
“Just stay put, Alma,” said Aster coldly. “It will be over soon.”
“Over there!” someone yelled.
I whirled around to see a group of Church knights rounding the side of the building. They must have come from the halls of healing. There were two Disciples in their midst leading a small parade of sickly-looking people in white gowns.
“Get back!” I screamed at them. “Run! Get away!”
“Put the sword down!” one of the knights said instead of listening to me like he should have. He stepped forward, drawing his weapon. “Or we’ll—”
He didn’t have the opportunity to finish that sentence. His skull suddenly caved in on itself with a wet pop, blood and gristle showering the ground. His companions flinched back with a chorus of strangled cries.
I whipped around to see that Aster had pinched his thumb and forefinger together, looking amused. With a flourish, he flicked them apart again.
Something shattered nearby. Glass pelted the ground as tentacles of shadow, just like those of the Heavenseer, reached out from one of the stained-glass windows and wrapped around the screaming congregation.
“Aster!” I cried—calling for him to let them go.
“They threatened us first,” he responded lightly. The tentacles coiled tight. Bone crunched and blood showered onto the ground. The screams choked off and then died.
I couldn’t breathe. There was too much air in my lungs. I remembered the rageful joy that had flooded me when we killed Olissa Goldmercy’s men and knew that Aster wasn’t going to stop. He had been waiting for his revenge for too long. Even if I got on my knees and begged and cried, he was going to destroy this whole city and everyone living inside it.
I threw myself against the side of my cage again, my metal arm hanging heavily and uselessly at my side.
And then Aster was there. He reached a hand in through the shafts to brush his fingers against my cheek.
“Stay in there for now and let me handle everything,” he soothed. “It’ll be over soon.”
“Not if I can fucking help it!” My arm shot out to grab him. He stepped easily out of reach, but I used the momentum of my movement to begin trying to wriggle out from my prison.
He watched me struggle for a second like a pinned bug before turning back to face the court. “Always so stubborn,” he said. “But I know you’ll come around eventually.”
With another easy flick of his hand, the court’s judiciary building, where my father might have been tried, collapsed in on itself. Another, and the clock tower followed.
I squeezed and stretched, paying no mind to the way my bones ground painfully together as I tried to force my way through. I made it almost halfway. Then the ground shifted, and the two lances on either side of me moved in, pinching the breath from between my ribs. It was too much. My vision swam. Grunting in frustration, I wrestled myself backward.
But Aster was too busy yanking down another building to close up the wider gap that had been left on either side of the lances pinning me down.
I wriggled through before he could think to rectify that. He spared me a lazy glance of incredulity at this, and a flick of his fingers—and then I was back to fighting my father’s sword again.
The attack was relentless, and this time, two lances tore themselves up from the ground to help. I was pinned in place from three angles, and it was only by sheer strength of will that I was not forced away from Aster again. I fought as hard as I ever had, trying to make myself an opening, but it was futile. In fact, I should have been long dead by now.
I should have been long dead.
The thought lodged in my brain. I was fighting like an animal, yes—but I had only one functional arm, the light that had always led me in battle was gone, and my temple throbbed almost blindingly with every movement. Exhaustion weighed my hand down. I was wild and desperate but barely at half my strength.
And yet I was still fighting. I had not been skewered or dismembered or gutted, even though there had been ample opportunity for it to happen. The weapons commanded by Aster weren’t trying to kill me—only to match me blow for blow, to keep me occupied while the curse of Kugara tore down the city around us.
After everything, he was still doing his best not to hurt me.
I knew then what I had to do.
Shoring up the last reserves of my strength, I watched for when one of the Metia spears would dive toward me—and I did not knock it away this time, but merely redirected it with my blade, giving myself space to slip quickly past.
I lunged for Aster, drawing my sword level with my chest as I did so, aiming straight for his heart.
Black flashed in my peripheral vision. My father’s sword shot after me in pursuit, delivering a lightning stab that I normally would have drawn myself up short to parry.
But this time, I ignored all the years of training and instinct that had kept me alive. I kept up my charge.
The blade tore into my torso.
I saw Aster’s eyes widen. He had not meant to do that. He knew how I fought, how I dodged; he had calculated that blow to interrupt me but leave me safe.
“Alma!” he gasped, eyes wide and stricken, hands instantly reaching for me. He made an aborted step toward me as if to help.
It was all I needed.
My blade exploded through Aster’s chest. I drove it in deep, all the way to the hilt.
White-hot agony lashed through my abdomen, but it didn’t matter. My actions were what had brought us to this point, and if I had to pay for them with my life—at least I did it without regret.
At least if I saw my mother again, I could tell her I had done my best to be good.
Aster’s blood was warm as it spilled down my knuckles. It soaked into the front of my coat, ran gently down my skin, dripped onto the ground. He looked startled at first, then angry—but more at himself, rather than at me. A small, resigned smile crept across his face.
“Took advantage of my only weakness, huh?” he teased softly.
Around us, the earth stopped heaving. The screams of terror suddenly seemed very distant. My monster leaned his weight heavily against me, and together, we fell to the ground.
One of his hands came to rest gently over mine, still clutched around the hilt of my sword. The other went around my shoulders to pull us in close. Blood soaked through my filthy coat, dripping sluggishly from my wound to mix with Aster’s.
He looked at me, and his eyes were so bright.
“Why?” I managed.
He smiled a little lopsidedly. “You know why.”
My heart felt like it was tearing itself in two. It hurt worse than the blade through my gut.
Neither of us was the type to surrender quietly for another’s convenience. It was what had bound us from the beginning, when he had first asked me to be his friend on that dark, quiet evening back at the Avera estate. This was something he had had to do, and I understood.
“I wish,” I began, but didn’t know how to continue.
“Me too,” he said simply, and rested his forehead against mine. “I always knew this story wouldn’t have a happy ending. But still, I wanted to dream, for a while.”
I blinked my tears stubbornly away. When had I started crying?
“You should have chosen someone else,” I said.
He laughed. His voice was growing weak. The pool of blood around us widened. “Never.”
“Maybe you would’ve had a chance.”
“It wouldn’t have been worth it,” he said simply. “It never was, until I met you.”
He leaned into me harder. His strength was fading.
The tears were streaming freely down my face now, hot and bitter. “Why? You said it yourself. I’m sullen, cowardly, and too softhearted, and now I’ve ruined all your plans.”
“You are the worst thing that’s ever happened to me,” he agreed amiably despite the strain in his voice. Every breath he took was growing more labored, his chest rising and falling unevenly. “But also, the best. In another world, maybe you and I would have been happy, living quiet lives and keeping each other company.”
I wanted that. More than anything, I wished for those idle surrogate lives, where my anger was tempered, where the hurt was gone, where we could have simply grown old together.
But maybe then we would never have met. Maybe then my heart wouldn’t be shattered beyond repair, my life wouldn’t be coming to its end.
“I hate you,” I told him.
He smiled at me one last time. “Liar,” he said. “My sullen, cowardly, softhearted liar. You were the worst of the worst, Alma, and I loved you anyway.”
He took my metal hand and brought my fingers up against his lips. Then he fell against me, his face pressing into my hair, his weight going heavy before suddenly it was fading—and so was he. The very image of him waned right before my eyes, dissolving into shadow. My hands—flesh and metal, its life given back to me—went around him, desperately holding him close.
Another breath . . . and my sword clattered to the ground. My monster, my friend, my prince from the stars, my Aster was gone.




Chapter
36
The sky was still dark when the knock came at my door.
“Come in,” I called quietly, not wanting to wake the other residents of the hotel we were staying in. We had been given our own set of suites with assurances of its privacy, courtesy of the court—but the hour was late, and I did not wish to alert anyone to my current enterprise.
The door creaked open and Sevelie tottered in. Despite all her complaints about how uncomfortable it was to walk with crutches, she somehow managed to make it look easy. She smiled at me, though there was an edge to it when she caught sight of the suitcase open on my bed.
“Almost done packing?” she asked.
I looked over my meager belongings. “Almost.”
The collapse of Sevelie’s house had meant that there wasn’t actually all that much for me to pack. I had brought few belongings to Sorrowsend in the first place; now everything had been buried under rubble, save my sword and the clothes I had on my back. Not that I managed to spare all that much concern for my material possessions. I had thought Sevelie and her household were dead, and was overjoyed to find them battered but alive, pulling each other out of the ruins of her home.
It had all been thanks to Six, Sevelie told me. Everyone had holed up in the parlor, taking comfort in each other’s presence when the screaming started up outside. When the walls collapsed, Six had somehow managed to hold up a section of it all by himself, which saved them from being crushed. Those who were able had quickly cleared out an opening large enough for them to squeeze through one by one, though it had been a harrowing affair. The debris had caved in the rib cage of one of Sevelie’s maids, Liesa, and she had had to be pulled out by the others. My cousin herself had gotten her leg crushed by part of the ceiling.
In the chaos that had ensued after, there had been no Disciples to offer their healing—and now there wouldn’t be any healing at all. Liesa had not made it through the night, and the damage to Sevelie’s leg meant she was confined to a cast for at least two months.
That didn’t stop her from springing back up, ready to tackle all the new problems that arose in the aftermath of such an event. She was the one who had purchased all my new clothes for me, now all packed into the equally new suitcase. I hadn’t even protested the addition of some color in my wardrobe. I looked over my work. “It took a while, but I’m pretty much done. How’s Six?”
“Oh, he’s having a wonderful time. He’s very excited—but also trying to act grown-up about it all, so he keeps doing these little jumps when he thinks I’m not looking—but I digress. That’s not what I’m here to talk about! There’s someone here to see you, Alma.”
I made a face. Who could be visiting at this hour? “It’s not her, is it?”
She snorted. “I thought you and Euphina would be more comfortable around each other by now—but no. It’s Fion.”
My attention, which had been a little hazy in the early hour, immediately sharpened. I had not had a chance to speak to Kaim’s former aide since the last time I saw him in the umbral plane. I hadn’t even seen him again until my uncle’s funeral yesterday.
Maximus Avera had awoken as the umbral plane descended upon Sorrowsend and taken up his sword to protect it once more. He had given himself over to his elder god in one last blazing charge of glory, and at the end, after the gate had shattered and left his mind quiet, had sat down drooling and empty-eyed upon the ruined steps to the court and waited for the knights to grant him mercy.
Darantha had been beside herself. I had almost felt sorry for her, the way she wept at my uncle’s coffin. But then she’d fixed me with a glare that left no doubt of what she wanted to do to me, and I had remembered my verdict at the hands of the court and the role she had played in condemning me to it.
The funeral had been my last sortie as a free woman. A courtesy for saving the city. My father, the traitor, had not been granted the same ceremony as my uncle had, his body instead burned the way they had done in the old days, and his ashes discarded like a bad memory.
Now, because he was dead and no longer around to receive the court’s ire, many of the remaining members had shifted the blame onto me. It was only by the grace of Kaim and—surprisingly enough—Euphina testifying on my behalf that I wasn’t thrown immediately behind bars.
I had expected this kind of treatment. The umbral gate, the doorway that allowed Kugara to commune with the elder gods, had been destroyed. The Four’s voices receded to feeble whispers, their miracles no longer capable of manifesting upon the mortal realm, and the High Houses suddenly found themselves on the brink of losing everything they had built over the centuries.
And yet I still had the use of my arm. A final gift. One that soon had everyone seething with envy and suspicion.
I could not deny being curious about what was in store for House Avera now—Kaim and Fion included. I nodded at Sevelie.
“I’ll talk to him.”
I was directed to the sitting room, down a short corridor away from our bedrooms. More lavishly furnished than Sevelie’s home—though she had spent some time pointing out how her own decor had been far more tasteful—its grandeur was softened by the darkness. I closed the door quietly behind me as I entered.
Fion stood by the windows looking over the view of the city. At my approach, he turned and smiled in greeting. The empty socket of his left eye was hidden behind a layer of gauze taped to his skin.
“It’s a nice view,” he commented, gesturing outside. “Are you enjoying your stay here?”
I shrugged. Despite his unfailingly friendly demeanor, a part of me was still wary. “It’s comfortable enough.”
“They have the best wine cellar here, apparently,” he said absently. “Not that I’ve ever had any. But Kaim says so.”
I had very little patience for this sort of small talk. “You knew about Aster,” I said bluntly. “You knew what he was.”
It was the first time I had said his name since he had gone. The shape of it in my mouth sent a sharp pang through my heart. I doubted that would ever go away.
“Your umbral prince? I did.”
I squared my shoulders and straightened my spine. “Why didn’t you say anything to me?”
Fion blinked his one wide eye at me. “He was your companion. I thought you already knew.”
“Cut the bullshit. I know you’re lying.”
A sheepish grin stretched across his face. “All right,” he agreed readily. “I did suspect that you weren’t fully aware. I only figured it out myself after the Pilgrimage began, after Kaim hopped us both up on some ichor. I could see him more clearly then—Sorrowsend’s vengeful ghost, hanging around you. You seemed—well. He seemed to care for you. I’d hoped that would be enough to quell his rage. I’m sad to see that it didn’t, but you made the right decision in the end.”
The comment cut me at the same time as it soothed some of my guilt. “You don’t know me.”
“I knew enough to decide that I could trust you,” he said, his sincerity disarming. “I never got to say thank you properly, so I’ll do it now: thank you for freeing me, and for freeing Kaim. I’m a big enough person to admit that I wouldn’t have told you about your companion until I achieved my goals, but I figured you’d be up for killing two birds with one stone. I am glad that you’re safe, and that you managed to stop him. You’re a hero, you know?”
“That’s not what the court thinks.” It wasn’t what I thought either. I was no hero. I had only righted a wrong that had, in a way, come from my own actions.
But I had been trying harder to do as Ephrem had instructed me. It helped to think of his gentle scolding whenever I was inclined to go down a path of self-flagellation. Frankly, there were a million ways I could have blamed myself over the Descent of the Umbral City, as people were now calling it. Sometimes I still did, but my brother’s words had helped, as had the company of Sevelie and Six.
I had done my best. I had managed to save some people. That was enough.
“Yes, unfortunately they’re a bunch of hardheaded morons,” Fion said mildly. His eyes flickered to my metal hand. “Ones accustomed to jealousy. I assume that’s why you’re running away.”
I narrowed my eyes at him, wondering how he had found this out.
He grinned at me. “No magic tricks, don’t worry. I doubt I can do them anymore, since you closed the gate and all. It was just a hunch. I’m about to do the same.”
This came as news to me. I could not help but wonder at his reasons for leaving. “Are you, now?”
“Yep,” he responded cheerfully. “Always wanted to get away from Kugara, even if just for a little while. I plan to go to Coltrand, to see how the people there live without our holy Four looming over them. That’s why I came here, actually: I wanted to extend an invitation for you to join me.”
I had certainly not been expecting that. I had entertained my own thoughts about Coltrand in the past, with its radio and its electric lights and all the things it had that didn’t exist in Kugara. But there was a difference between idle daydreaming and having a plan, and the invitation caught me off guard. I blurted the first thing that came to my mind, which was “Why?”
Fion tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Well, the family’s been putting some pressure on me lately. Darantha probably suspects my missing eye has something to do with this whole disaster, and she’s been trying to get rid of me ever since I brought Kaim home without his arm. It’s best for me to leave before she manages to pin me down—and then I thought, if things were tense on my end, they must be even worse on yours. Even though you saved all our asses, you’ve made quite a lot of powerful people unhappy, and I don’t imagine there are very many places for you to go in Kugara. So, I thought, ‘Why not get her to come along?’ Coltrand would be a brand-new start. And it would be nice to have a friend there.”
I angled a look at him. “You’ll be going alone?”
“Mhm.”
Now my curiosity was really brimming. “What about my cousin?”
“Oh, Kaim will probably come after me at some point” was his easy response. “Darantha’s been busy hurrying his marriage to Sevelie along, trying to tie him into financial stability with House Ward in these trying times. It’s driving him insane. I don’t imagine he’ll stay here and endure that for long. Once he realizes I’m gone, he’ll take off almost immediately.”
I could only imagine too well Darantha’s harried attempts at damage control after Kaim had lost everything she’d been working for these past years. Sevelie had mentioned something to the same effect, that her family’s unsubtle chiding was about to make her snap. What puzzled me was Fion’s casual willingness to depart from Kaim after he’d gone to such lengths for my cousin’s happiness. “Why not just . . . ask him to come along with you?”
Fion looked like he was trying not to laugh. “Kaim is still a little slow in some regards. I’ve followed him around for long enough; if he wants to stay together, it’s his turn to put in some effort.”
I couldn’t imagine my brooding cousin would be happy about being left behind or tricked into chasing at someone’s heels. Or perhaps he would. I was not going to pretend to understand their relationship.
“Thank you for the offer,” I said dryly, “but I’ll pass. I have my own way to make.”
“I understand,” said Fion easily. He held out a hand. “But if you ever need a helping hand, I would be glad to extend mine. It was a pleasure knowing you, Alma Avera.”
I took his hand and gave it a firm shake. Though there was still a lot I did not understand about Fion, I couldn’t deny that it warmed my heart how he had apparently formed quite a high opinion of me. “I’ll see you around.”
He left. As the door shut behind him, leaving me alone in the darkness again, I could not help the now familiar tug at my heart that reminded me of my solitude. Taking a deep breath, I turned back to the sitting room and gave it a long, hard look, searching every corner with my eyes.
The deepest, most traitorous part of me still expected to find Aster there—lounging on a chair or leaning against a table, smiling. I would wake up at night and expect to see him sitting by my side, eyes crinkled in amusement at the mess of my hair or the drool on my face. I would turn to say something to him about something I’d seen, only to remember that he was gone.
At times I longed for him to haunt me the way Ephrem and the guard had done. I imagined myself the new source of his ire, his ghost tethering to me the way my brother’s had, and almost welcomed the thought. Even if he hated me after what I’d done, at least he would still be with me.
But he never showed up. Neither did any of my dead. Ephrem, and the guard, and all the little shadows that had crowded me in the past were gone now, their regrets fulfilled, free to rest in peace.
And I was finally given my own peace. The quiet that I used to find only in the temple of my own mind was now real. Yesterday, I had let myself sit in the sun, feeling its warm rays upon my skin instead of as a memory in my mind, feeling the sea breeze ruffle my hair, and heard no voice but my own.
I hoped Aster, too, could finally rest.
* * *
SEVELIE WAS STILL IN MY ROOM WHEN I RETURNED. SHE HAD been joined by Six, and the two of them sat in the plush armchairs by the cold fireplace, discussing something quietly.
“Alma!” Six greeted me as I closed the door. He was bundled up in a new coat with a high collar and a hood that could be pulled down to hide his clockwork face if he wanted. “Sevelie says you’re almost done.”
I could not help but smile at the way he subconsciously kicked his feet as I approached. He was every bit as excited as Sevelie had described—and I was glad he finally had the chance to feel this way, after all those years in miserable service to Olissa Goldmercy. “I am. Give me five minutes.”
“First you must tell me what Fion wanted,” demanded Sevelie, the shameless gossip.
I rolled my eyes. “He asked me to go to Coltrand with him.”
“Coltrand?!” she squawked, then slapped a reprimanding hand over her own mouth. After a beat of silence, she said in much quieter but no less impatient tones, “What about Kaim?”
“He has apparently not been factored into Fion’s plans, but Fion expects him to follow soon enough.”
Sevelie muffled a laugh with her hand. “Oh, I hope so! Maybe I could leave him at the altar, so it’ll look like he ran away after. Darantha would be beside herself. Will you go with him?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“Wise decision. Leave those two to their courtship.”
“When are you actually going to annul your engagement?” I asked as I bundled the last of my personal belongings into the suitcase. “It sounds like Kaim’s near his breaking point.”
“It’s been the only thing keeping our parents distracted from coming after you,” she muttered, chewing at a nail. “Once you’re out of Kugara, I’ll tell them. I have to be the one to leave him. I deserve that much, after all these years.”
“I’d better get going, then.” I turned to Six. “Ready?”
He hopped down from his chair and slung his own backpack over his shoulders, practically vibrating with anticipation. “I’m ready!”
Initially, I was reluctant to bring someone with me—after all, I had no concrete plans for my own journey beyond my first destination. But between the court’s investigations and House Goldmercy’s increasingly desperate bids for control, Sevelie and I had decided that Six was safest away from Sorrowsend. And when he asked if he could accompany me, wide-eyed with hope, I had found myself agreeing without hesitation and not even regretting it afterward.
My only concern had been the money. While I trusted in my own ability to endure a meager living, I did not want Six to starve.
That was when the letter from Euphina had arrived.
Somehow, she had known that I was leaving. She had sent the letter to remind me of my promise and had it delivered along with a hefty sum of gold. My father’s inheritance, she had explained. Though he had never meant to leave it to me, given that he had expected me to be dead by now, Euphina had transferred it over to cover all the expenses of my future travels.
I had asked Sevelie to come along too, but more out of consideration than anything. Now that the gods were gone, I had a feeling she would want to stay behind and make use of all her bright ideas in the midst of this upheaval. Sure enough, she had already begun drafting plans for her father, outlining all the new trade Avera might benefit from in the absence of the Four. There was no one I trusted more to do so.
Checking one last time that the money had been tucked safely into my suitcase—with a portion of it divided up and given to Six to carry as well—I snapped the lid shut.
“Let’s do this, then.”
The three of us moved into the sitting room, where we had agreed this next scene would take place. The first hint of light was beginning to color the inky sky. Sevelie’s household staff were still abed and would remain in their rooms until the sun had risen, per her instructions. That would give Six and me enough of a head start and give them ample defense if questioned later on about my whereabouts.
There was a train in the station that would bring us to Merey. We would stow away in the luggage compartment, under assurances from the conductor that he would not check there for the duration of our journey. While I had pissed off a fair amount of people by closing the umbral gate, there were some who still appreciated that I had managed to stop the umbral plane from fully merging into the city.
To my surprise there were others, too, who were even grateful for a new start away from the watchful eyes of the elder gods. It was Sevelie who had made our arrangements, once again working some sort of magic I would never understand to sniff out these sentiments and form connections from them. From what she had told me, it sounded like she was already building up a network of like-minded people—people who were hopeful about this new world we had been thrust into.
Avera would be in good hands with her.
“All right,” she said, with the air of a woman bracing herself for war. She hobbled over to a luxurious couch and gave its overstuffed seating a few thoughtful pats before turning back to me. “Would it work if I fell here?”
“Sure,” I said. “Though I can’t exactly arrange you in a comfortable position—just in case anyone comes to check.”
“I can deal with a sore neck. Just don’t leave me on the ground for the day.”
“All right.” I nodded at Six standing behind me. “Say your goodbyes now.”
He ran up to Sevelie and gave her a big hug, catching her off guard. Instinctively, I bit down a grin at the surprise on her face, before thinking better of it and giving in. It felt like it had been a while since I smiled. So I let myself do so, taking a small joy in the stretch of muscles across my face.
“Thank you for taking care of me,” said Six.
Sevelie wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her face softening. “It was my pleasure. Keep an eye on Alma for me. She can be a bit of an idiot.”
He pulled away to nod at her solemnly. “I will.”
I rolled my eyes. “If you’re all done, we can get on with it.”
“A regular bundle of joy you are,” said Sevelie wryly as I approached. As soon as I was close enough, she grabbed me by the shoulders. I was not prepared for this and stood as still as a startled deer as she hugged me as well.
“If you tire on your travels,” she said quietly, “if you ever need a place to rest, or a shoulder to lean on—Avera will be open to you. Give me some time—I’ll make sure those stubborn bastards at home listen to me.”
I felt myself getting choked up. I hadn’t ever thought I would consider anyone from House Avera family—not the same way my mother had been. But Sevelie came close.
“Thank you,” I managed.
She pulled away and gave me a pitying look. “You look like you’re about to combust. Don’t worry, I won’t burden you any longer with my sappy speeches. How about you punch my lights out, instead?”
“Yes,” I agreed, relieved. “Are you ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” said my cousin’s soon-to-be-ex-fiancée, drawing herself up to a dignified height. She squeezed her eyes shut.
“Sorry about this,” I said, managing another small grin. She must have caught it in my tone because she opened her eyes in surprise—but before she could say anything, I had socked her right in the jaw.
She wheezed out a decidedly undignified sound and collapsed.
I caught her before she could hit her head on anything, and Six helped me lower her onto the couch. There would be an ugly bruise on her face tomorrow, which she had assured me she would loudly complain about so no one suspected her involvement in our escape. She was perhaps a bit too comfortably seated, but I had confidence that no one would question a lady such as Sevelie on her ability to faint in a way that would not rumple her delicate demeanor.
And then it was finally time to leave.
The city was still asleep when Six and I made our way down the hotel stairs and out the back door. The bedraggled decorations that had lined the streets during the Pilgrimage had all been taken down, and the sky was dark in a way that it had never been before with the glowing gate lighting it up. The citizens of Sorrowsend were still recovering from the ordeal—but that worked for us just fine. I adjusted my left sleeve over my metal arm and Six tugged his hood down low, and we made our way to the station.
As we walked, I could not help but notice the lightness of my chest. It was a new feeling, but one I embraced readily.
I was alone in a way that I never had been—but there was a friend at my side, even now as I escaped a city that wanted to condemn me. I had found alliances where I least expected them and had earned the support of a family I never expected to reconcile with. Things were far from perfect—the strife brewing within Kugara would likely come to a head before things calmed down. Already there were rumors of certain parties plotting drastic measures to bring back the umbral gate.
But if their plans ever succeeded, they would have me to contend with. I would make sure that no one else could be hurt the way Aster had been hurt, and I would do it with the power he had left to me, his final mark on my soul.
For now I could return to Merey and visit my mother’s grave and tell her of my life without being ashamed. And after that was done—well, I would cross that bridge when I came to it. The uncertainty was daunting, but also exciting in its own way.
For the first time in a long time, I was hopeful. Hopeful that one day, I might find that peace I had wanted so badly. One day, I would be content with myself and all my flaws. One day, I would know who I was and be proud of it—whether that was Alma Ven, Alma Avera, or Alma of the Umbral City.
After all, a monster had seen the worst of me and still cared for me enough to give up his hatred in a moment of vulnerability. He had been witness to every single aspect of me, every small shame and embarrassing moment, every dark impulse that had run through my head, and he had loved me anyway.
One day, I hoped I could do the same.
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