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THE FOUR NOBLE HOUSES OF NEXUS
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House Mardova

Heads of House: Adela and August,1 Miko

Heirs: Angelica, Kikou,2 Eiko3

Realms: Vitae

Power: Elementalist

God: Deia

[image: Logo featuring a sword with a sun-like design behind it, intertwined with a figure at the base.]
House Cyr

Heads of House: Waren4 and Madeia

Heirs: Nikolas, Rian

Realms: Vitae / Solara

Power: Lumin

God: Phos

[image: An illustration featuring a sword intersecting a crescent shape adorned with swirling patterns and small stars around it.]
House Lastrider

Heads of House: Elena and Cormin

Heirs: Dante, Taesia, Brailee

Realms: Vitae / Noctus

Power: Shade

God: Nyx

[image: Illustration of a skull composed of intricate floral patterns, surrounded by leaves.]
House Vakara

Heads of House: Rath and Darsha

Heirs: Risha, Saya

Realms: Vitae / Mortri

Power: Necromancy

God: Thana

Footnotes

1 deceased

2 adopted

3 adopted

4 deceased








When the Three Sisters were founded, their barren midway became a sight of faith, the singular point on which the parent and children suns shone. It was there the temple was constructed, and there the people knelt. The site of our evermost faith.

Then the god spread glorious wings and spoke, words of amber and glass, of desert wind and mesquite thorns.

“Build me a throne, and I shall reward you. Build me a throne, and I shall distribute my power. Build me a throne, and I shall protect you.”

There was no order that was not followed. There was no reason to question, then or after, what the god sought to protect us from.

—From The Collected Histories of Solara, Volume 2









PERIGEE

When the Third Sun crossed the horizon, Imperator Kaspan was summoned to the Divine City.

Attend me.

Kaspan’s hand stilled in the ringing aftermath of his god’s voice. He carefully set down his carafe, the round, lacquered bowl only halfway filled with the milky liquor of fermented agave sap. He stared at its cloudy surface and tried to remember when he had last heard that low cadence, that exacting order.

Months. Years. At least a thousand sunfalls.

Kaspan had hoped for a thousand more.

His fingers twitched as he picked up the bowl and downed its contents. The liquor was sour and thick. He waited for it to dull his senses before turning to the attendant at the door.

“Fetch my mask.”

It was a heavy, full-faced contraption, with sharp contours fitted to his cheekbones and its surface adorned with filigree. The weight of solid gold belied its softness, tallied by the scratches it had accumulated over the years that he didn’t bother to buff out. Kaspan held it to his face and the metal plates hidden inside fanned around his head in imitation of a corona, securing the mask in place.

His attendant fastened a white cloak to his broad shoulders and tied his graying, candle-bright hair into a queue. Kaspan put his gauntlets on himself, hoping they would hide the tremor in his hands. The metal caught stripes of crystal light, beaming from the only lantern he had lit.

Kaspan froze again. Not from the sound of his god’s voice, but something else—an unspoken whisper, a cold fingertip to the knob of his spine.

He turned. His chambers were a study of chiaroscuro, white and dark, crystal and gloom. He stared into the deepest pockets of shadow, his skin warming the gold of his mask as his fingers throbbed with cold.

“Your Eminence?”

Kaspan drew a deeper breath. “I have been called to the Divine City. Send word to open the gate.”

Perhaps the liquor had done more than dull his senses.

The guards who greeted him along the gilt-wreathed corridors wore helmets that reflected the sunlight pouring through the skylights overhead. Kaspan did not acknowledge them, debating how long he dare make the god wait. His stride was slow as he crossed the skybridge, taking his time to survey the city from far above and noticing a dust cloud on the horizon of the Sand Sea.

Too soon they arrived at the lightspeed gate. Not the one that sat before Aurora Tower, allowing citizens and dignitaries alike quick passage to the other cities, but one solely for the imperators’ use. Large and circular, the Devisers had built it atop a dais within its own guarded chamber. It sat like a faded sun, the magic that powered it a sluggish sheen of gold.

At Kaspan’s nod, the Lumin guards on either side held their hands to the wide hoop of the gate, the bangles of light around their wrists brightening. The swirling power within—like the slippery, rainbow gleam of a bubble—eased into a vision of where the gate’s eye was directed, the point that sat within the triangle of the Three Sisters: the Divine City.

The glare distorted the image of the walled, abandoned city. It had once been a grand temple, its surrounding houses and estates filled with clerics and holy warriors. But that was before Kaspan’s time.

Now, it was only inhabited by one being.

A tremor rolled up his spine, and he glanced from the guards to the attendant. They glanced back at him, noting his hesitance.

His eyes went to the corners of the chamber, the closed door, the slanted shadows on the floor. No one had moved or spoken. And yet he’d thought, for just a moment…

The metal of his gauntlets creaked as he curled his hand into a fist and stepped into the warmth of the gate.

He had traveled to and from the cities enough times that the experience was dull. He had no doubt a plebian, without the gift of Phos’s blood or even a drop of Lumin magic, marveled at the yank and pull of the gates, the way it bore you forward with the force of a sandstorm. Kaspan’s body was pulled out of space and time, surrounded by the flowing golden current of lightspeed—feeling its resonance within his core, and where his familiar hugged his neck in a luminous choker.

The journey only took a handful of seconds. One instant he was in the Aurora Tower, and the next he was stepping into the courtyard before the temple of Phos, beneath a sky blushed with the setting of the Third Sun and the rising of the First.

Despite the sweat along his hairline, a chill prickled his shoulders. He’d always been chary of the emptiness here, the vacant buildings, the lack of life. Not even desert weeds thought to grow between the cracks in the stone. The sounds of the Three Sisters didn’t carry to this sacred site; all was hushed, hollow. Haunted.

Kaspan was staring at the steep incline of steps leading to the majestic columned temple when the gate flared behind him. A tall figure wearing a mask nearly identical to his emerged, cape fluttering.

“Kaspan,” Ulshära said, in a tone anyone else would have mistaken for defeat. “So He has summoned us all.”

“Yes.” He eyed the empty sheaths at her hips; they were not allowed weapons in their god’s presence. Her long, white hair was tied back save for the row of bony quills woven along one side, spilling over her left shoulder to end in a single radiant feather. Kaspan touched the clasp of his cloak, where his own feather bestowed to him by Phos hung within a fortified brooch. “It’s been a while. I was hoping…”

Within the eyeholes of her mask came a flash of pale amber. “You know better than to speak your hopes here.”

He did. But the liquor made his pulse throb, and though he seemed to have shaken the whisper that had trailed him from his chambers, he carried its echo.

Another flare of the gate, and the third and last of their number joined them. Varrick was shorter and broader than his fellow imperators, with a barrel chest made for armored plates and square hands meant for spear stocks. Phos’s glowing feather sat ornamenting the bracer on his right arm.

“Brother,” Varrick rumbled. “Sister.”

Kaspan’s mouth twisted behind his mask. No matter their origins, they were separated by centuries of mixed blood, born of different sires. Ulshära found the title endearing; Kaspan found it overly familiar.

A droning hum spread across the courtyard. As one they looked to the temple, the spill of light against the columns like blood splatter.

“Let’s not keep Him waiting,” Ulshära whispered.

The temple was a grand if ostentatious sight, once a place of pilgrimage. There were signs of neglected reverence everywhere: the unlit thuribles, the candle wax drippings, the offering pedestals that only proffered dust. Chants and prayers no longer rang against the walls, replaced with the sound of the imperators’ footfalls.

The entry hall fed into what was once the inner sanctum, the womb-chamber, where the icon of their god had stood with fanned wings and open hands. Elaborate carvings of the three suns on their daily journeys spanned the curved walls, extending up into a spire with an open top so that the sunslight would always splay across the statue’s shoulders. It had been designed according to the god’s specifications, with numerical precision in its repeating circles and turning squares.

But it had been many years since that icon stood with its patient, prayerful hands. Many years since inner sanctum had been replaced with throne room.

Kaspan evened out his breathing as they approached the tall dais. There were no steps, and no way to climb; it was meant to bear the weight of one being alone. The imperators all took a knee before it, heads bowed.

“Blessed Phos,” they intoned as one. “We attend you.”

The pressure in the air grew stronger. Kaspan heard the faintest intake of breath from Ulshära.

“MY CHILDREN,” echoed the voice that could trigger storms and start wars. “RISE.”

They did so. Kaspan finally allowed his gaze higher, to what sat upon the dais.

The throne was constructed of gold, both pure and alloyed, the detailed topography gleaming white with electrum. It was far too large for a single Solarian to fill, its back at least twelve feet high and six across, bristling with gilt-sculpted feathers that spiraled into a palmette of a beaming sunburst. The seat emanated a troubling energy, the source of the low hum that pervaded the entire temple and vibrated along Kaspan’s bones.

That was nothing compared to the throne’s occupant.

The body of a god was difficult to perceive, if one was not accustomed. The largeness of it, the uncanniness of it, the sheer truth of its existence was enough to drive one mad. Even now Kaspan could only observe Phos in pieces: the bare torso scrolled with metallic, geometric designs beneath a golden torque; the plumage along his arms sprouting from the feather follicles peppering his skin; the taloned claws of his hands and feet; the arc of his radiant wings tucked between his broad back and the throne.

When Kaspan had last seen Phos, he’d thought the god as vacant as the city surrounding him. He looked much the same now, if not worse. The deep bronze of his skin had faded to a sickly, ashen hue, and his hair—a wave of burnished white—lay lank and long around his fey, abnormally frozen face.

Not once had Phos ever moved his gaze, let alone his body. So long as their realm showed signs of erosion, the god was forced to sit here, fueling Solara with his power alone, staring into a distance too far for anyone to guess. The god’s eyes, colorless save for a pale ring of crystal, wept gold and black ichor that dripped steadily onto his skirted lap.

None of the imperators spoke. Kaspan’s gaze landed traitorously upon the blackened, seething wound on Phos’s chest, where a human heart would lay. Shivering, he quickly averted his eyes.

“I HAVE NEGLECTED YOU,” Phos said without so much as a twitch of his pale mouth. More ichor oozed down the hollows of his cheeks. “BUT IT IS NOT WITHOUT JUST CAUSE.”

Ulshära rested a hand upon her empty sheath. Varrick remained unmoving, arms clasped behind his back.

They listened to the god describe his efforts in Noctus. His plans to expand Solara, to find the remedy for their various plights—to flood their oases with fresh water and drive off the new chill turning people sick. How he had been thwarted by the spawn of the other gods, those who would lay waste to Solara given the first opportunity.

Ulshära sent a glance Kaspan’s way, but he didn’t meet it. Even Varrick had grown stiffer within his armor. The hinge of Kaspan’s jaw ached from the clench of his teeth.

They knew of the other offspring, and they knew of Phos’s schemes. Their consensus, while the god was away, had been not to interfere in either. Although there were some high-ranking generals in the Three Sisters who would jump at the chance to assist the god’s desire for conquest, Kaspan’s concern was not of other realms, but of fixing their own. A task that he had long given up hope for.

But now the god was returned, and impartiality was no longer possible.

“THE REALMS WILL RETALIATE,” Phos went on. “THEY WILL SEEK TO DESTROY US IN THEIR FEAR OF EXPANSION. THEY WILL SEEK TO DESTROY ME. THEY ARE PRIMAL, FOOLISH THINGS, AND DO NOT UNDERSTAND THAT WHAT I DO IS A KINDNESS—OR THAT WE ARE THE MOST FIT TO RULE THEM.”

Varrick nodded, accepting this as truth. They all felt the scars of the Century of Eclipse to this day. The thought of Noctus retaliating with an attack equal to the one that created the Shadow Sea was unthinkable.

Worse, the annihilation of Phos would condemn them all no matter what. This time Kaspan did share a glance with Ulshära, who cleared her throat.

“Blessed Phos, what can we do to prevent this from happening?” she asked in a voice that belied her unease.

“IT WAS FOOLISH OF ME TO NOT EMPLOY MY MOST LOYAL SERVANTS FROM THE BEGINNING,” Phos replied, deepening the pit in Kaspan’s gut where the liquor churned. “YOU ARE NEEDED MORE THAN EVER. TOGETHER, WE WILL REBUILD SOLARA. TOGETHER, WE WILL REBUILD THE UNIVERSE.”

Before any of them could question what this meant, a fire started in Kaspan’s chest.

He crashed to one knee, unable to clutch at the spot that burned so horribly his eyes watered. Ulshära had also fallen, her left shoulder erupting into a beam of scalding light, holding back a scream so that only a thin whine crawled out her throat. Varrick alone remained standing, gripping his right arm while his legs shook under the onslaught.

Kaspan had to shut his eyes against the light and the pain. It seemed a century passed before they both diminished, leaving him a panting, sweating mess on the floor. Ulshära cut off a sob.

“WE ALL KNOW MY DEMISE MEANS THE DEMISE OF THIS REALM,” Phos said over their dazed forms. “FEAR NOT. YOU ARE MY CHILDREN, MY WARRIORS—AND MY PROTECTORS.”

When the tears and sweat cleared from his eyes, Kaspan finally looked down. His cloak had slithered onto the floor around him, a fallen banner of white. Where its clasp once sat—the brooch containing his god’s prized feather—was the iron-hot outline of a brand.

The feather had been grafted onto him. With trembling fingers Kaspan touched its red, tender outline, gasping at the flash of heated magic that licked through his limbs.

But he didn’t feel stronger. Only more aware of the uncanny being before them, and the decaying state of their world.

Ulshära and Varrick were also gaping at the feathers seared into their flesh. Varrick’s neck shone with sweat, and Ulshära staggered when she rose to her feet.

“TOGETHER, WE WILL THWART THEIR EFFORTS.” Phos’s own tears dripped steadily, accompanied by the blood that oozed from the wound on his chest. “TOGETHER, WE WILL DEFEND WHAT IS OURS.”

Kaspan didn’t bother to speak to the others; they could not do so freely in the Divine City. They would have to wait and communicate a different way, and try to reason what the god had in store for them.

My protectors, Phos had called them, as if he hadn’t promised to be their shield so long ago.

Now we are the shield, Kaspan thought as he stepped through the lightspeed gate and back into the Aurora Tower, holding his cloak around him. We cannot even help our realm, and we are being called on to aid a god.

He wanted to laugh. He wanted to be sick. He wanted to fling himself off the tower’s spire.

“Your Eminence?” his attendant asked, clearly alarmed when Kaspan hurried past him. Kaspan waved him away, nearly running into the wall as his head pounded and spun. His shirt stuck wetly to his skin, and he wanted to claw off his mask if only for one gulp of unimpeded air.

Once he slammed his chamber doors behind him, Kaspan did just that. He took in great, sobbing breaths and dropped his cloak, baring the front of his ruined shirt on his way to the standing mirror in the corner. The feather curved like a smile beneath his collarbone.

What is he planning?

What will he do with us?

Kaspan leaned against his desk, hands flat on its surface, but the panicked fog of his thoughts would not dissipate. He shoved off his gauntlets and rubbed a hand against his clammy face before reaching for the carafe, planning to down the whole thing.

A whisper stole through him. Kaspan looked toward the window, dreading another summons, to be told Phos wasn’t done with him yet.

But the whisper wasn’t in his mind. It settled instead on his shoulders, carding through the hair that had fallen out of its queue. The shadows in the corners writhed and reached.

Slowly Kaspan turned. The darkest shadow along the far wall spread, opening like an unhinged jaw. The longer his eyes fixed on it the more he could not comprehend its existence, his heart pounding at its impossibility, its paradox. It almost seemed to draw him in, a gravity well both alluring and repulsive.

The carafe dangled from his slackening fingers. The darkness devoured the wall, the floor, snuffing out crystal lamps as it went. The whisper warped into a low drone, much like that of the throne room, as frost splintered along the furniture.

Kaspan stared into the heart of the shadows and saw a cosmos. The entrails of the universe that waited out beyond the triple suns, vast and cold yet brighter than he ever thought, from the silver gleam of stars to the bruise-deep clouds of galaxies.

But the blackness between them was antithesis. His mouth quivered as it crept closer, as it formed a shape. A steady, loping gait, the slope of strong shoulders and the flow of loose hair. The jagged outline of a wicked sword speckled with stardust.

The woman the shadows birthed could have been monster or madness. She carried the darkness like an extension of herself, and in her eyes Kaspan beheld a reflection of the cosmos he’d just glimpsed, sclera black as pitch and studded with constellations he had no name for.

The carafe slipped from his fingertips and crashed to the floor, spilling its hazy liquid. The woman grinned, a flash of white against all that antimatter.

“DON’T WORRY,” she said, and under her voice came the echo of another, deep and disturbing. “I’LL PUT YOU OUT OF YOUR MISERY BEFORE IT EVEN BEGINS.”

When the sword pierced him through, bisecting the newly branded feather, Kaspan wondered if it was a mercy. His blood pooled into the cloudy liquor, white and scarlet with a thread of gold.

For the first time in his life, Imperator Kaspan ost Phos witnessed nightfall.






PART I
Feather and Flower






I
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Nikolas Cyr stared at his reflection, and a stranger stared back.

It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. It was the same face he had seen for months, either in half-hearted glimpses or numb observance. The stark cheekbones, the pale eyebrows. The red muscle of the empty socket.

But it wasn’t his face. Not as he knew it—or had known it.

He touched the lower eyelid with its short blond lashes. Traced the arc of bone at his brow. The medic had told him this was good, the mirror and the touching—that the more he became accustomed to it, the more he would make peace with it. There had been discussions of an implant, a curved thing of glass with a lifeless blue iris.

“It helps not only in terms of healing, but mental recovery,” she had explained as she held it in her palm. Nikolas had felt wetness on his own hand, phantom blood and lymph. “It’s not necessary, but we find most patients fare better with one.”

The prosthetic lay on the surface of his dresser, beneath the mirror, gaze affixed to the ceiling. Beside it was a bowl of warm saline water, and beside that, an eyepatch.

For comfort, the medic had claimed, and Nikolas suspected she didn’t mean his own. He had already noticed glances and winces from the others, the thinning of mouths, the flicker of pity.

His fingertips hovered between his two choices. His nose burned, and though it made no sense and had no cause, he wanted nothing more than to hurl the prosthetic out the window. To hear the crash and revel in the broken glass, the lifeless eye lost in the gardens under loam and leaf.

Nikolas fisted his trembling hand and banged it on the dresser. After a moment to deepen his breathing—In through your nose and out through your mouth, Lord Cyr—he swallowed down the prickling in his throat and picked up the eyepatch.

It was black and plain. Fin had suggested painting something on it, and Nikolas had done his best to smile at the time. He slipped the eyepatch on with more familiarity than he used to, but it was still an awkward process that meant readjusting the strap so that it wouldn’t flatten his hair.

The face that looked back at him was even more unfamiliar, now. He felt as if he were standing before a portrait of someone he had never met. That this body was not even his body, this world not his world.

His throat seized up again. Nikolas held on to the dresser as he choked. The coughs were wet and thick, and came from deep in his chest. By the time he was done his lips were flecked with spittle.

The last thing he needed was to get sick. They were out of winter’s grip, crawling into spring, but the air still stung with cold. Unseasonable, some people muttered.

Nikolas knew better. Whenever he glanced up at the sun, all he saw was its diminished glow, its fading warmth.

We’re running out of time, Angelica had said weeks ago. The same words Nikolas had thought in the days before Godsnight when his father had pulled him from bed to acknowledge their dying sun.

Maybe their time was already up.

He breathed. In for five, out for seven. Nose, then mouth. The storm in his head gradually lessened until he felt—well, if not human again, then something within its proximity.

A knock on the door gave him a full-body start. “Yes?” he called once he was sure his voice wouldn’t waver.

The door opened, revealing a servant in white and gold. The villa was significantly short-staffed, but the few who desperately needed the employment—or rarer, who maintained a steadfast loyalty to the Cyrs—had stayed on.

Isobel, one of the latter, ducked her head in greeting. “Sorry to disturb you, my lord, but we have more correspondence from the acting high commissioner and first comandante regarding the redistribution of soldiers. It’s waiting for you in Lord—in your office.”

The slip was minimal, but a cut still bled no matter how small.

“Thank you,” he said as firmly as he could, and waited for her to leave before massaging his tight chest.

He didn’t go to the office. Instead, Sunbringer Spear slung across his back, he headed for the stairs. He kept one hand on the banister, not wanting a repeat of last time; he was still adjusting to his shift in depth perception. The lavish ornamentation of the Cyr villa was a familiar eyesore, but he couldn’t help but be grateful that the walls surrounding him were not made of bone and the echoes of a dead god.

On his way outside, Nikolas made a detour to the solar, a spacious room with folding doors opened wide. While the sun room upstairs was for the early morning, the solar was for the afternoon, when stripes of light slanted over the wide-leafed ferns his mother enjoyed.

She and Fin were sitting on one of the white couches. Madeia Cyr was a slip of a woman, dark hair falling loose down her back and her face sharing the same angles as Nikolas’s. He remembered a time when she had boasted a loud laugh and strong hands, when her eyes had been sharp instead of sullen.

They held a gleam now as she spoke, the words rattling off her tongue like she had been holding them back for years—which, in some sense, she had. Grief had not been kind to Madeia Cyr, even now during her attempts to climb out of its depths. There were still bad days, quiet days, heavy days, only now the good days were better.

She was knitting something while Fin obediently held a skein of yarn between his hands to keep it from tangling. He nodded at Madeia’s words, occasionally responding, until he said something that made Madeia laugh.

Nikolas’s heart soared. He hadn’t heard his mother laugh in… he didn’t even know how long.

He let their mirth draw him into the room, and Fin turned with a welcome smile. His gaze landed first on the eyepatch, quick as a hummingbird.

“There you are,” Fin said. “Done with work?”

Nikolas didn’t care to admit no work had been done today. “For now. What are you two making?”

“I’m just here as decoration. The lady’s doing all the work.”

Madeia smiled, deepening the lines of her face. Once again Nikolas wondered at how well she had taken to Fin. He had worried that it would complicate things, but the fact of the matter was that the young man had nowhere else to go. The palace was gone, his father dead, his title compromised. No one knew the prince of Vaega even existed.

The least Nikolas could have done was offer him a roof over his head, even one as gaudy as theirs.

His mother lifted the half-done project from her lap. “It’s supposed to be the start of a sweater, but I’m not sure if it’s right…”

“It looks just fine to me,” Fin declared. “And the color will suit Rian well.”

Madeia mumbled something about Fin being a flatterer. As she turned her project over, the sleeves of her dress slid up, revealing the still-vivid scars along her wrists.

Nikolas’s throat went tight again. He coughed into his elbow and swallowed hard against the tickle that was forming.

“I’m sure it’ll be lovely,” he said, somewhat strangled. “I—Where is he?”

“In the garden.” Fin, with his hands occupied, jerked his chin to the open doors. “Are you—?”

“Thanks.”

He hurried out of the solar, ignoring Fin’s plaintive call. The pinch of guilt was overshadowed by the growing pressure in his throat, and once he was far enough away, he had to lean against the wall and cough again, cough until he was gasping for air and blinking tears from his eyes.

“It’s not unusual for patients to fall ill more easily after a stressful experience,” the medic had told him when he’d been suffering insomnia and constant headaches. “Rest as much as you’re able.”

Nikolas had been doing nothing but rest. His body was a contradiction of exhaustion and restlessness. But until the next step he was stuck here, reading correspondence meant for his father and pretending to know what he was doing.

He had a guess where Rian would go, and after a few minutes of walking he was proven right. There was a small circular courtyard laid with smooth cobblestone, surrounded by pristinely cut hedges and pedestals with decorative ceramic vases. It was too frigid for the flowers to bloom, but the vases gave a hint of needed color, their russet lacquer a pleasing contrast to the faded greenery.

On the bench that overlooked the courtyard sat Rian. His gaze was aimed above the hedges, toward the structure of the indoor training ring.

Nikolas paused. Rian hadn’t noticed him yet; his face was blank, almost vacant. A rattle of disquiet went through him, and for an instant he expected Rian’s eyes to light up gold and his flat mouth to curl into a sneer.

Lux tightened around his wrist. Nikolas touched his familiar in reassurance, waiting for it to loosen its hold before he stepped into the courtyard.

Rian’s head whipped around. No matter how many days had passed since their journey from Noctus to Vitae, Nikolas couldn’t help but be stricken over and over at his brother’s transformation.

He remembered a cheerful boy with wind-ruffled hair and bright crystalline eyes. The constant motion of his body, snapping his fingers and bouncing on the balls of his feet. Wide grins and white teeth. Confident, exact movements practiced under their father’s instruction.

The person before him was a specter of that boy. A pale mimic, a house that had been haunted for so long it couldn’t remember a version of itself without its ghosts.

But he was still Rian. Still his brother.

And no matter how many times Nikolas had failed him, he still chose to be here.

The panic died in Rian’s expression. He sat back, gaze returning to the outer wall of the training ring. Not a dismissal, but not quite an invitation either. Nikolas sat on the opposite side of the bench, slinging the spear off his back and letting it lean against the iron arm.

Lux unspooled from Nikolas’s wrist while Lucent, Rian’s familiar, slithered out of his brother’s sleeve. The two balls of light hovered together in the air as if to share warmth. Rian was bundled in two separate coats—Nikolas was fairly sure their mother had insisted on the layering—and didn’t seem to feel the cold. Then again, compared to the chill of Noctus, this was nothing.

Finally, Rian sighed. “I haven’t slept in two days.”

Nikolas could tell. The bags under his brother’s eyes were vicious, the planes of his face stark.

“Take the medicine,” Nikolas said, stern as he could handle. “I know it makes you nauseous, but—”

“I’ve been taking it.” Rian swallowed. “It’s not working anymore.”

Nikolas sighed in sympathy. The same thing had happened to him during his worst bouts of insomnia.

“I think…” Rian gave a lengthy pause, testing the words in his head before speaking them aloud. “I think I want to try drills.”

It was the last thing Nikolas expected him to say, but this, too, he sympathized with. He’d learned that the best way to feel in control of your own body was to move it. Exhaust it. Strengthen it.

He had picked up training a month ago with mixed results. Maneuvers he could have done in his sleep were suddenly off-kilter. Where he moved his spear didn’t seem to line up with where he thought it was going.

He touched the edge of his eyepatch and traced its seam. When he remained silent, Rian glanced at him—at the eyepatch—and flinched away. Nikolas dropped his hand.

“It’s a good idea,” Nikolas said after swallowing another tickle in his throat. “I can… We can do them together. If you want.”

After all, they had no one left to teach them.

And they both knew who to blame for that.

The Sunbringer Spear shone beside him, its light source coming from the metallic wings that framed the blade. The same blade Nikolas had driven into Waren Cyr’s neck, cutting artery and muscle into useless meat. The gift of a god, returned.

Once Rian had been declared stable by the medics, Nikolas had knelt at his bedside and spoken his confession. His hand had laid open on the counterpane, and remained empty as the words took shape and effect. Explaining the madness of grief in their father’s eyes, and a rooftop on Godsnight, and the desperate urge to survive. To save their city.

“I’m not seeking forgiveness,” Nikolas had whispered to the sheets, to the play of shadow along the bed. “Just that you—If you could understand—”

“Nik.” The backs of Rian’s fingers had brushed his, there and gone, possibly an accident. “Don’t say any more.”

So he hadn’t. Days of silence passed. Rian had started taking turns around the garden with Madeia, and even smiling tremulously at Fin’s jokes. He started sitting in the same room as Nikolas, simply existing together. It was the most he could ask for.

Yet Rian had trouble looking at him. A problem, he supposed, if they were to pick up sparring again.

“Maybe,” Rian said. Then, “When’s the next meeting?”

“Tomorrow.” Provided that Dante Lastrider could get the answers he needed before then. If he couldn’t… Well. There wasn’t much time left until the spring equinox, when the barriers between their world and Phos’s weakened. The day that might be their one and only chance to get to Solara.

Rian curled his hand inward, then unfurled it. “I’m going with you.”

Nikolas pushed down his first instinct of giving him a flat no. “Why?”

“I… I want to do something. I want to help.”

Phos had been forcefully driven out of Rian’s mind by the combined efforts of Brailee and Julian, but that didn’t mean he was out of commission. Somewhere in Solara he was undoubtedly preparing his next strategy, setting up his next attack.

“It must be the summer solstice,” Dante had theorized weeks ago. “It’s when Solarian magic is at its strongest, and the barriers to Solara are at their thinnest. Phos will no doubt use the advantage to rain down everything in his arsenal.”

They had to find a way to make a portal before that happened. If Dante was to be believed, the spring equinox and the use of the stepwell in Phos’s basilica might be enough to get them there.

Nikolas carefully chose his words. “Do you want to help, or do you want revenge?”

His brother had been Phos’s puppet for years. Now that he was free, Nikolas wasn’t surprised Rian had a mind to make the god suffer for every injustice he’d inflicted.

But Rian’s expression was calm. Serene, even.

“I want what the rest of you want,” he said softly. “To put an end to this.”

In Nikolas’s nightmares Rian stood at his side facing down their god until his mind and body were taken hostage. In those nightmares, Nikolas died at his brother’s hand; or worse, he was the one to plunge his spear into Rian’s heart, in the same place Taesia had run him through.

Nikolas coughed into his sleeve and cleared his throat. “You can come to the meeting.”

But he wasn’t about to let Rian think he would be going to Solara. He wrapped his hand around the spear’s stock, hefting its familiar weight. Nikolas allowed himself a moment in its warmth before he pushed it toward Rian.

His brother leaned back, gaze sharpening. “What are you doing?”

“Father trained you to be heir. Not me.”

Rian turned his head away. “It doesn’t matter who he trained more.”

Nikolas wanted to argue that it did, though he admittedly had trouble understanding why. He shifted and knelt before Rian, holding out the spear in both hands.

“It’s yours,” he insisted. “I was only a temporary keeper.”

Rian kept staring into the distance, his face blank.

“You were always better with the spear than I was, anyway. Better with people, better at political games.”

His brother shook his head. “Giving me this—this weapon, this useless title. None of it matters.”

“It does matter. The city—”

“You know what I did with that spear in my hand,” Rian whispered.

The column of scorching light. The screams.

“That wasn’t you,” Nikolas asserted. “It was Phos.”

Rian turned his right hand over, the wind stirring his pale hair. “I still held it. He still spoke through me. Used me.”

“You didn’t have a choice. We were all doing what we had to in order to survive.”

“And what does that amount to?” Rian shot back. “What’s your plan, Nik? When you face him, what are you going to do? You were—we were raised to dedicate ourselves wholly to Phos. Can you forget his teachings so easily?”

“You seem to have.”

Rian looked away again. Nikolas tightened his grip on the spear even as he shoved it closer to Rian.

“You said you wanted to start training again,” Nikolas reminded him. “You said you want to help. The best way to do that is to take up your title while I—”

“While you what? Disappear to kill a god who almost killed you?”

Nikolas gritted his teeth.

“You’re just trying to throw your life away,” Rian went on, deadly quiet. “Trying to get rid of everything that no longer serves you. Your weapon, your position, your god. Yourself.”

“That’s not true.” He grabbed Rian’s hand, pressing it to the metal. “If you just—”

“I don’t want the fucking spear!”

In one fluid movement Rian knocked Nikolas back and grabbed the Sunbringer Spear. He flung it across the courtyard and it smashed through one of the decorative vases, spraying shards of red clay across the cobblestone like blood.

Nikolas braced himself with one arm and raised the other in the long-practiced motion of fending off a blow. Lux spun worriedly around him while Lucent hovered over Rian’s shoulder. Rian stared down at him, panting harshly, until the flame of his anger dimmed to regretful embers. He staggered back and covered his mouth, holding something back—a sob, a retch, an apology.

“Rian.”

His brother hurried away with his familiar at his heels, coat flaps snapping in a sudden gust of wind.

“Ri—”

His throat spasmed. Nikolas gagged, wondering if he, too, should cover his mouth to keep something inside that shouldn’t get out.

He suffocated around the pressure scratching up inside him, taking up space in the very back of his mouth. He braced his hands on the cold ground and heaved. His skin felt too tight, and his stomach writhed as he fought for air.

Nikolas sank down to one elbow and reached for his tear-streaked face, prodding at his trembling lips with equally shaking fingers before slipping them inside. He kept coughing, hacking, struggling with whatever sought to choke him.

His fingertips touched the edge of something damp. He slowly drew it out until it slid free from his mouth.

He blinked hard to clear his vision. Even then he had trouble comprehending what he held. It was thin yet curved, about the length of his hand, its downy barbs and outer vane wetly spiked.

A feather, white as alabaster, with the faintest hint of gold.







II
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Dante Lastrider stood before the building that had been his prison with a grimoire under his arm and a demon at his back.

The latter was barely more than a cloud of black fog, a roiling reminder of his presence. It shifted until Azideh whispered directly into his ear, “Are you frightened?”

Dante did not respond. He was staring at the guards at the gate leading into the outer yard, remembering a time when seeing their uniforms had been a daily occurrence. When those who wore them shoved and grabbed him, sneered and cursed and spat at him, thinking him a heretic. A killer.

His wrists prickled. He resisted the urge to encircle the faint scars with his fingers, replacing the phantom chill of lightsbane shackles with the warmth of his own flesh and blood.

Instead, he strode purposefully toward the gate. Azideh chuckled.

“Stop,” said one of the guards upon noticing him. “We’re not allowing—”

“Let me in,” Dante said, his voice low and chiming with the demon’s influence.

The guards were all caught by its spell. Their eyes glazed over, and those who had reached instinctively for their batons let their arms grow slack. The one who had told Dante to halt motioned to someone on the other side of the gates, which opened with a creaking welcome.

And just like that, Dante swept onto the grounds of the Gravespire.

He was an omen of ill fate in his long black coat with its gleaming silver buttons and Lastrider crest pinned to the lapel. He’d forgotten to take the crest off when he had pulled the coat from his closet at the villa, but ultimately it didn’t matter; no one here would recognize him unless he wanted them to.

Again there was a flurry of perplexed outrage when the guards at the front doors spotted him. Another simple command and they were escorting him into the sandstone walls that had entombed him for months, turning him into little more than an insect trapped under glass. Dante stared at the guard ahead of him rather than observe his surroundings. It kept his breaths from snarling in his throat.

“Your heart is beating so loud,” Azideh crooned against his ear. The pinprick of talons rested against Dante’s chest, under his House crest. “You are frightened. Poor thing.”

Dante didn’t bother to respond as his ensorcelled escort brought him to one of the warders. Dante grabbed the bewildered man by his uniform jacket and shoved him into the wall. If the warder’s head hit the stone harder than he’d meant it to, he considered it a minor reparation.

“Take me to the topmost floor.”

The Gravespire was unique in its design, conch-like and spiraling, with its highest point reserved for the city’s greatest offenders. Dante had once been kept there, in isolation and darkness, until he’d flirted with madness. Being able to do little else than anticipate one’s execution had that effect.

He wondered if there had been another way out. If those fleeting thoughts of madness had urged him to draw that Conjuration circle with his own blood, spelling out Azideh’s name and all its wicked intent. If he would be here now, a free man who still bore a collar around his neck, a prisoner of a different kind.

Dante lost count of how many stairs they climbed. Higher, and higher, and higher, until the barred cells became metal-fused coffins, until the shouts and jeers of the prisoners became muffled sobbing and muttering. His thighs burned and his hairline was damp with sweat by the time the compelled warder stopped in front of a thick iron door studded with bolts.

“Open it.”

The dim torchlight of the hall cast a sheet of pale yellow across the dark cell. Dante’s fingers twitched and the shadows moved at his command, rippling into the corners and allowing the sheet to spread farther.

It first illuminated the flat, lumpen shape of the bed. Then his eyes settled on the figure seated against the far wall, shackled and squinting at the onslaught of light.

Without missing a beat, Camilla Lorenzo graced him with a wry smile. “And here I thought I’d never get any visitors.”

Dante’s hold on his aunt’s demon was the only way he’d been able to drag Camilla back to Nexus.

Weeks ago, in front of a judicial committee that had included the royal magistrate of Vaega, the Lastriders had put forth their claims of Dante’s innocence. After sufficient pleading (mostly on Brailee’s part), Houses Cyr, Vakara, and Mardova had offered themselves as witnesses attesting to Camilla’s guilt.

The whole trial felt like one long fever dream. Mostly he’d had trouble believing that Angelica was willing to sit in and give her word that he had done no wrong.

“I’m not doing this out of goodwill,” she’d said when he thanked her afterward. “Unfortunately, we need you. You’re best suited to decipher the grimoire.” That, he could believe.

But although the ruling had ultimately ended in his favor, it hadn’t gone smoothly. He had been under house arrest for its duration, unable to properly scour said grimoire without revealing that he was, in some sense, actually a heretic. At least the Lastriders had been allowed access to their villa again, trashed though it was by incensed citizens.

Dante had expected Camilla to be one of the hardest obstacles. His aunt had always had a way with words, able to charm paint off a wall, and she could have swayed the committee to her side if she’d really tried. But for some reason, she had admitted to Prelate Lezzaro’s murder and her use of Conjuration at Godsnight, albeit in terms that presented her as a tragic hero. She hadn’t mentioned the king, or the son she had made with him. Only that she had been attempting to undo the barriers around their realm and reverse its decline.

And then, of course, there had been Taesia.

“Even if Lord Dante is exonerated from the murder of Prelate Lezzaro,” the royal magistrate had said from her perch at the long table where the judicial committee had convened for five days in a row, “the Lastriders must still answer for the killings of Don Samuel Soler and of High Commissioner Cristoban Damari.”

Elena and Cormin Lastrider had sat on either side of Dante during the extent of the trial. At this, his father had breathed in sharply and his mother’s face had hardened.

“In both cases, there are witnesses who saw Taesia Lastrider engage in this wanton violence. In the matter of Cristoban Damari, this includes several officers under his command as well as citizens in the Noctus Quarter who were present.” The royal magistrate had peered over her spectacles at the court stands, empty save for the other Houses. “And in the matter of Samuel Soler, Lady Risha Vakara.”

Risha, sitting with her own parents, had grown ashen while the magistrate read the report the high commissioner had written after Risha had reanimated Don Soler for questioning. In it, he shared his suspicions that the Shade who had dismembered the king’s former spymaster was in fact Taesia.

“Do you believe this is correct, my lady?” the magistrate had asked in a tone indicating she already knew the answer.

Risha had stood with her father’s gaze boring into her. Thanks to the demon’s power, Dante had read her aura as a cloud of charcoal apprehension. After a long moment, she had breathed a quiet yes.

Dante’s heart had been pounding when Azideh hummed in the back of his skull.

You can change the course of this. You can change their minds.

He could have stared the royal magistrate in the eye and compelled her to grant Taesia clemency as well. He could have compelled everyone assembled in the court to forget all transgressions save for his aunt’s.

He’d nearly done it. The first words had been on his lips, ready to be given suggestion.

And then he’d glanced at Camilla’s solemn face. Remembered how they had taken on the baron of Seniza, a man who’d changed into a monstrous entity when fused with his demon. Dante had shuddered hard enough to rattle his chains.

Azideh had sighed. What good is my power if you do not use it when you should?

“Then I declare that the Lastriders—”

“Hold, please.” Elena had also stood. His mother’s words were curt yet bland, the same voice she used whenever he had gotten into trouble as a boy. “Before the honored committee makes their ruling, there is something the Lastriders must announce.”

Foreboding had sunk its claws into him. He’d searched for Brailee in the stands, who’d stared back at him in wide-eyed horror.

“The Lastriders have no association with the suspected murderer of Don Damari and Don Soler.” Elena had drawn a shallow breath, shrouded with the shade of mournful evergreen. “As Taesia is hereby banished from House Lastrider.”

The shocked murmurs that had followed were broken by Brailee’s dismayed cry. Saya had held her back, looking nearly as stunned as Risha, while Angelica’s jaw dropped and Nikolas glared at his own lap.

Dante had done nothing. Said nothing. He’d been numb from crown to toes, barely aware of Elena stiffly regaining her seat or what the magistrate had said next.

Only the ruling that he was free, free, and Taesia was not.

Dante reached into his pocket and drew out a hand torch affixed with a flare quartz, which he tapped on and set down. Then he turned to the compelled warder and ordered him to close the door.

“Reopen it in a quarter of an hour,” Dante added.

He braced himself against the familiar sound, the scrape and shriek of metal and the finality of the lock thunking into place. He stifled his breaths so Camilla wouldn’t catch on to the panic swimming under his skin. In the gloom of the cell, cut through with only the white luminescence of the hand torch and the uneasy cyan haloing Camilla’s head, aunt and nephew studied one another.

The last few weeks had not been kind to her. Her dark hair lay loose and unwashed, and the formless garb they had put her in hung large on her thinning frame. Compared to the woman he was used to, who wore fine fabrics and never hesitated to indulge, she seemed a stranger. Despite everything, regret washed over him.

Even though Camilla held no magic of her own, she bore the same lightsbane shackles that had once weighed down Dante’s arms. Around her shoulders was a glimmer of red mist, the only trace of her demon that could manifest in this condition.

Partially due to the shackles, partially due to Dante’s command. In speaking the demon Shanizeh’s true name, given to him by Azideh—a betrayal Shanizeh hadn’t been expecting, no matter how much they despised one another—Dante held her leash in a way Camilla couldn’t hold his.

Provided that Camilla herself never learned the demon’s true name, it would hopefully stay that way. And Dante didn’t expect Shanizeh to give that up so easily.

“I see you’re more adept at that.” Camilla nodded to the door. “Must be, to get all the way up here without fuss.”

Dante ignored her and knelt on the floor, opening the grimoire to flip through its old, musty pages.

“Bit ironic, isn’t it,” she went on, undeterred. “Having to convince your way inside the very place you had to convince your way out of.”

He pressed his fingertips to a worn page decorated with demonic names for summoning. Azideh’s was near the top.

“And who was it who put me here in the first place?” he asked softly.

Camilla afforded him a dry smile. “You heard my reasoning. I won’t bother to repeat it.”

“Yes, and I’d rather you didn’t.” Dante searched through the grimoire until he found what he wanted. He turned it around to face her. “But I’m giving you the opportunity to make up for it.”

Intrigued, she straightened and leaned toward the ancient tome. It was open to a spread of various Conjuration circles, from stars to triangles to quadrants, with lists of symbols waiting on the next page. Dante had spent weeks studying them, to the point he saw those arcane glyphs whenever he closed his eyes to sleep.

All spelling out different gods, different realms, different offerings, different intentions.

And when arranged correctly, they could open doorways to various points within the Cosmic Scale: the flow of energy that ran through the realms and comprised their known universe.

“When we made a portal to Noctus, we used a circle like this.” He pointed to one that contained four quadrants, nearly identical to the sketch he carried in his pocket. It was a remnant from the mysterious circles that had cropped up in Nexus before Godsnight, when Rian Cyr—or rather, Phos—had prepared a massive one around the city to summon the Bone Palace to Noctus.

But the realm of eternal night was not Dante’s destination.

“It’s the strangest thing,” Dante went on. “But when I researched how to construct one of these circles to make a portal to Solara, I found the circle that should have worked didn’t do a damn thing.”

He had resumed his experiments in the room under the Lastrider villa. But no matter the symbols he drew or the offerings he made, every attempt to connect to the realm of light was unsuccessful.

Then he’d moved to the stepwell within the basilica of Phos. Though dormant, the portal should have been a stronger conduit, but all it had given him was a vague tremor.

The spring equinox was less than a week away. He had been confident he could make this work, but now he was getting desperate.

Camilla raised her eyebrows a fraction. Now that she wasn’t regularly getting them trimmed, they’d filled in thick and dark.

“That is a nasty little setback.” She leaned back against the wall. “But unfortunately, I can’t help.”

“You’ll understand if I have trouble believing that.”

“I’m afraid I truly don’t have a solution for you. You’d have been better off asking our dear late prelate for advice.”

He fixed her with a mild look. “You mean the prelate you killed in order to get this grimoire?”

She shrugged with a light jangle from her shackles.

“She doesn’t lie.” Azideh didn’t morph out of his cloud form, but he spoke aloud for Camilla to hear. “Now that her pest is contained, I can sense it.”

At the sound of his low voice, the red mist around Camilla’s shoulders thrashed. Azideh chuckled at Shanizeh’s stifled fury.

Dante drummed his fingers against the grimoire. He wondered if he could ask Risha or Saya to reanimate the prelate’s body. But no, Shanizeh had snapped the man’s neck; he’d have trouble talking even as a corpse.

“I may not know the specific instructions for opening a portal to Solara,” his aunt ventured, “but I do know something that could be of help. Something Lezzaro passed on to me. Even Marcos Ricci confirmed it, before he disintegrated all over the floor.”

Dante’s fingers stilled. Azideh’s curiosity buzzed along the back of his skull.

“You remember, of course, how Don Ricci explained that in order to activate certain circles—in this case, portals—a proper offering must be made. Of magic, or blood, or both.”

He kept his face blank as he thought back to a plateau in southern Vaega, to the rising dead below and a young woman falling off its ledge. He must not have kept it as blank as he hoped, since his aunt clucked her tongue.

“You did what had to be done,” she said. Words he had tried to comfort himself with, and now felt revulsion at. “The portal opened, did it not?”

“Just say what you want to say.”

Camilla smiled. “I will. But only if I see my son first.”

Dante shut the grimoire with a resounding thump. “You’re not in a position to make demands.”

Besides, he wasn’t sure if Vincenzo Accardi—Fin—had any desire to meet her. They had traveled separately back to Nexus, and since then, his newfound cousin had stayed with the Cyrs. Dante had no doubt Nikolas had filled him in on what his mother had done, as Fin hadn’t expressed any desire to visit her.

Not that Camilla had the privilege of visitors, save for himself.

“We don’t have time for that,” Dante said. “But if you tell me what Lezzaro told you, I’ll pass on to him—”

“I will see my son first, Dante.”

As if she had any power to negotiate, to sound like she was merely his elder, his aunt, when she may as well have given up that title the moment she’d betrayed him. The moment she’d condemned him to this godsforsaken place.

Azideh’s hands settled on his shoulders.

Remind her who actually holds the power.

The revelation was a scab removed, sordid yet satisfying.

He would not let all his work be for nothing. He would not miss their one chance of reaching Solara and finding Taesia.

Dante looked his aunt in the eye. Expecting to be given what she wanted, the corner of her mouth curled higher.

“Reveal what Prelate Lezzaro told you about opening portals,” he ordered.

Camilla’s expression was wiped vacant. The red mist fought again, snarling in its futility to protect its summoner from the influence of another demon. Some part of it must have still taken hold of his aunt, her gaze hardening as sweat bloomed along her temples.

Azideh’s talons pricked Dante’s shoulders.

“Reveal what Prelate Lezzaro told you about opening portals.”

His words were booming, ringing, making the floor and walls tremble at his mere existence. Azideh pressed a grin to the back of Dante’s head.

Camilla exhaled a strangled noise before her gaze clouded over.

“Offerings,” she murmured, somewhat slurred. “The proper offerings will activate the circles.”

“And for the circles that create portals to other realms?”

Camilla’s stare went beyond him, her mouth sagging open. It was a moment before she answered, “The strongest offerings are of blood and magic.”

“You already said that. I—”

“Blood and magic,” she repeated as if she hadn’t heard him. A bit of drool shone on her lower lip. “Blood and magic that originates from the realm the circle leads to. A sacrifice strong enough to open the way.”

A young woman following Dante’s order to throw herself off the side of the plateau.

The metal door screeched open. Dante jumped and the grimoire fell with a loud thud to the dirty floor. He swung around, but the guard remained under his compulsion. His quarter hour was over.

He fought to swallow, fumbling the grimoire in his attempts to pick it back up. “That can’t—that can’t be the only solution. Right? Au—Tell me what else he said. What can I… ?”

What am I supposed to do with this?

Camilla shut her eyes and shook her head, cyan aura blooming sharply around her. When she looked back up at him, the cloudiness had been replaced with disquiet. Discomfort.

Breathing fast, Dante left her cell and shut the door, cutting off that unnerving look, that anxious shade. He ignored the still-compelled guard and made his way to the stairs.

You did what had to be done.

Only when he was away from the looming walls of the Gravespire did he find the nearest alley, pull the shadows in around him, and throw up everything in his system.







III
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Risha Vakara, wielding the bones of undead kings in either hand, walked steadily toward a nightmare come to life.

The dead crawling from their graves was not uncommon these days. For centuries the way to Mortri, the realm of death, had remained shut. It was only a matter of course that the angry, bemused spirits trapped in their realm sought any escape they could. And if there was an empty body for them to inhabit, all the better.

Risha did not fault them; she felt sorry for them. Her frequent visits to the necropolis were acts of mercy, her way of apologizing for not yet finding a solution.

But today’s summons carried a different tone. As soon as she laid eyes on the creature, she understood why. It wasn’t the typical horde of risen dead searching for revenge, or atonement, or aid.

Multiple bodies had fused together into an amalgam of ruined flesh and howling mouths. A dozen arms flailed from the sorry thing, displaced legs kicking and attempting to find solid ground while scores of lifeless eyes bulged from their sockets. The bulbous form’s unwieldy movements caused it to smash into the wall of a mausoleum. The tattered remains of the corpses’ burial outfits had been torn away in the joining, leaving it a naked, pitiful sight.

Injured soldiers stirred feebly in the consecrated soil and propped themselves against the nearest tombs. They looked up as Risha passed; whether their faces bore reverence or revulsion, she didn’t bother to check.

Samhara hummed readily in her grasp. The chain scythes were constructed of bone and spirit, from their humerus handles to the rib bones fused along the backs of the blades. Marigold etchings crawled over their ivory-hued surfaces. The flower was associated with her House, founded by the very woman who had built this weapon. Who had journeyed to Mortri to fight the four kings, then humiliated them by using parts of their fiendish bodies to build a tool in which to better defeat them.

The humeri from Tenamar, the ribs from Rescentia, the calcaneus bones from Moraditis—the latter of which had been used to carve small, decorative skulls between handles and blades.

And from Valentin, king of Cruciamen, the city where souls went to endure eternal torture: his fingerbones.

The handles no longer rattled with those prized phalanges. Instead, a bristling red light ran down the curves of the scythes. Risha thought she heard the chime of silver jewelry.

“My lady, please be careful,” choked out one of the nearby soldiers.

Risha drew in a breath. The bones woke at her simple command, the power stored within them brilliant and wicked.

She eased one foot back and lifted her left leg high, knee bent. She raised the scythes before and behind her, their points viciously sharp. But that was not the only danger Samhara brought to the dead.

Exhaling, Risha quickly spun and turned her wrist. The right scythe flew, and as soon as it left her hand she formed the mudra for air.

The chain extended impossibly long. The scythe, guided by her command, shot past the amalgam and turned midair, the chain wrapping around its form before the blade sank into its side.

The creature released a many-voiced howl. The soldiers shrank back, but Risha grabbed the chain and yanked, urging the blade to sink deeper into fused flesh. The various limbs scrabbled and punched and kicked, toppling the mausoleum it had already halfway destroyed. It tried to turn the bulk of its contorted faces toward Risha.

The left scythe flared red. Risha gripped it tighter.

“What a hideously beautiful beast,” came a breezy tenor from the blade. “Don’t you want to dissect it, see how it formed?”

Risha ignored the voice as her power crackled down the chain like black static. Her torus kicked in around her as a cyclone of cold air. Dressed as she was in her form-fitting necromantic leathers, only her braid was caught in the wind’s force.

A pair of crimson eyes burned along the curve of the left blade. “This is a rare specimen,” Valentin went on. “In fact, it’s giving me some ideas.”

Risha’s hold didn’t waver. “That’s a shame, then, considering you won’t be returning to Cruciamen.”

Those eyes narrowed in what she thought was amusement. “We both know you’re not yet done with Mortri, little Vakara.”

Her power reached the amalgam. It writhed with gaping jaws, decayed fingers scratching through grave soil. One of its arms flung out and hit a soldier, sending them crashing into a marble statue of an old woman sitting on a chair reading to what Risha guessed were the likenesses of her grandchildren.

Risha’s hand shifted into the mudra for fire. Her power expanded, sending waves of black lightning over the creature. It continued to make its sluggish way toward her even as it convulsed and screamed, rolling and slumping over the ground, a slow rotation of grotesque faces.

She was about to summon the right scythe back for another attack when one of those faces brought her up short.

It was a face she had seen often at galas and meetings with King Ferdinand, shrewd and observant. It was a face she had last seen on an autopsy slab at the city guards’ offices, gaping in horror at its last memories under the influence of her reanimation spell.

Don Samuel Soler stared at her with the murky eyes of the dead, rotting teeth set in a resentful grimace. His neck and arms had been reattached postmortem, sutured lines snaking across his flesh where it merged with the other bodies.

Neck and arms that had been severed by Taesia’s shadows.

Risha’s power stuttered. The amalgam inched closer, Don Soler’s teeth clacking in search of a throat to tear. Risha began to melt out of her own body, the scythes an unbearable weight, her torus stinging her skin with its chill, even the burden of her long braid pulling her down, down—

It’s not your fault.

The voice didn’t come from the blades. This one opened like a flower at morning, a soft blossom along the thorned vines of her thoughts. A breath eased into her lungs, and the power running down the chain restabilized.

You had no choice. Not a real one, anyway.

Risha wrapped the chain around her hand and tugged. The amalgam wailed and thrashed its limbs.

“They were forced to exile Taesia because of me,” she whispered, pitched low so the soldiers couldn’t hear.

Because of her actions. Not yours.

And yet…

Focus, now, Jas whispered.

Risha jerked the chain, and the right scythe came flying back. She grabbed it and spun again, directing the blade to pierce into the fused flesh, landing with her left leg extended and her right arm poised over her head. In the new pose, guided by her lessons of the dance-like tandshri, she formed her left hand into a spiritual mudra, ring and pinkie fingers touching her thumb while the first two fingers remained straight. She aimed it at the amalgam, strengthening her connection to the turbulent souls that comprised its shape.

“Return,” she commanded.

The souls shrieked. They fought against her grasp, her energy burrowing out of Samhara and into jumbled skin and atrophied muscle, worming in until it found the dozen angry ghosts. One of them she recognized immediately from having touched it before: the actual Don Soler, having claimed his ruined body in a fit of pique.

When Leshya Vakara had made Samhara, the purpose of the weapon was to absorb the spiritual energy around her and unleash it in offensive moves against her foes. A perfect weapon for Mortri, where such energy was abundant. But Risha had shunned the thought of using spirits this way without their consent. After all, one of the more steadfast beliefs of House Vakara was that the dead deserved respect.

But now there was no need to worry. In absorbing Valentin’s spiritual energy, she had more than enough to infinitely fuel Samhara.

She felt the Mortrian king’s power thread with hers, sickly crimson. Hers outshadowed it by leagues, snaking around each soul with a gentle yet firm pull.

Before, she used to unbind spirits from bodies with the visual aid of string. Now she could see each soul as its own ephemeral tether, which had tangled together. It uneasily reminded her of Godsnight, when she had braided the gossamer threads of the other heirs’ lives.

All she had to do was tug Samhara back to her waiting hand. The tangle of spirits loosened and dispersed, abandoning the bodies they had taken hostage. With nowhere else to go, the spirits furiously returned to the void, a dark expanse of nothingness that lay in the cracks between Vitae and Mortri.

The merged bodies spilled apart, though some limbs remained stubbornly fused together. The soldiers backed away with sounds of disgust, but Risha mostly felt pity.

And something else—something that pressed against the base of her throat and crowded the back of her mouth. Something thorny and scarlet-wreathed.

It’s unfair.

Her own thoughts, her own voice. Her own desire to dig up every single one of these graves and turn the bodies within to ash.

It had been months since she’d last heard her god’s terrible voice. Now she detected a hint of it on the breeze, a contemptuous laugh that made her scythes bristle with unspent energy.

Soon there will be nothing to laugh at, Risha promised. She half expected Jas to answer, but his voice had fled.

“Thank you, my lady,” said the soldiers’ captain. “What shall we—?”

“Burn them.” Risha shoved the scythes into the holster against her back, their blades crossed. “Scatter the cremains outside the city. Break down any bones that remain.”

“But…” The captain spoke slowly, clearly unwilling to question a Vakara on this matter. “Some of these bodies belong to, ah… important dignitaries.”

Which meant, in Vaegan tradition, they should be laid to rest in marbled mausoleums. Catered to even in death.

Risha glanced at the amalgam. Don Soler’s face lay in twisted repose, one hand curled into a rictus claw.

You had no choice, Taesia had said across a moonlit room, carrying a strange black sword while her gaze weighed heavier than Samhara against Risha’s back. The voice of a friend. The voice of a stranger.

“Burn them.” Leaving no room for argument, Risha turned and made her steady way out of the necropolis, spine straight despite the cumbersome yoke of bone and memory.

Risha climbed the stairs to her tower bedroom to put Samhara away. She’d cleared the saris and lehengas out of her bureau and installed dual hooks weeks ago, where she hung up the chain scythes. She shut the doors before the blades could glow crimson with Valentin’s presence.

The Mortrian king didn’t come out often; Risha’s power ensured it. But when she was distracted and irritated, a state she’d become regrettably prone to, he slipped past her defenses. The bureau prison was to ensure she slept undisturbed—although she didn’t need Valentin’s jeering to keep her maddeningly awake most nights.

A servant had left a sealed missive on her wardrobe. She thumbed under the wax crest of House Mardova and read the sprawling cursive inside.


Noon tomorrow. Thakar’s Tearoom. Staggered arrival times to throw off attention. Bring any and all relevant information. —AM



Risha frowned and turned the missive over, but Angelica had written no further instructions. Thakar’s Tearoom was across the city, near the library, in a district close to the hollow crater where the Bone Palace once resided with its resplendent domes and towers. Not the most public area these days, aside from those who paid their respects to the late king and laid out offerings for the souls lost at Godsnight, but a far cry from clandestine.

“Why not just have it at your villa?” she asked out loud. Then again, she supposed Adela Mardova wouldn’t be fond of allowing the other heirs under her roof. As if they were still competing for a throne that had been spirited away to another realm.

Instead, they were trying to figure out how to infiltrate a realm they had never been to and kill its god. And it was Risha’s task, apparently, to learn how to best do that.

She waited for a response that never came. In Mortri, the core of her power had altered when it had merged with Jas’s, the black sphere of winter burgeoning with verdant spring. The strength of a Vakara mingled with the earthen magic of Vitae.

It had been Jas’s last gift to her. Despite this comfort, this proof that he remained with her in what ways he could, she only heard him in rare moments. More and more she questioned if he was actually there or if her mind simply couldn’t bear the thought of forgetting his voice.

Risha crumpled the missive in her hand before letting it fall into the waste bin. She knew she should burn it but didn’t have the energy to search for a match.

Relevant information. She did not yet know how to kill a god, but a suspicion had been brewing ever since her return from Mortri.

Where do you think you’re going with my crux? Thana had snarled in her head when Risha had cut open the barrier between Mortri and Noctus, her mad escape from the realm of death.

Thanks to Marcos Ricci’s grimoire, they had learned of fulcrums: objects into which the gods had bestowed their basest essence, a core that existed outside their selves and tethered their material bodies to their realms. After Angelica’s descent into Mount Netsai, where she had discovered the primordial wyvern called Yvri, they were now in possession of one.

Risha believed they were actually in possession of two.

The four Mortrian kings had been crowned by Thana after they had proven their strength. They were recipients of the god’s gifted power, split evenly into fourths. With that power, Leshya had crafted a weapon the dead could not withstand—her own kind of amalgam.

The humeri from Tenamar, the ribs from Rescentia, the calcaneus bones from Moraditis. But the fingerbones that had once dangled from the handles had been restored to Valentin’s body shortly before Risha and Jas had strangled it with vine and vegetation.

Did that mean all the gods’ fulcrums could be split between objects? How much more difficult would it be to make them whole?

How difficult would it be to make Samhara whole?

Exhausted by questions she couldn’t answer, Risha crawled into bed wearing her necromantic gear. The outfit felt tight around her, restricting pulse and breath. Her braid kept getting trapped underneath her. She tugged it loose with a burst of ineffective anger, as if she could rip it off in one yank.

The next time she opened her eyes, evening gloom had bled across her bedroom. Her body was so heavy. She would have continued lying there, without thought or reason, if not for the gentle knock on her door.

“Risha?”

Rolling over was more difficult than banishing the amalgam’s dozen souls had been. “Yes.”

Saya eased the door open and slipped inside. Her younger sister wore a now-familiar expression of concern.

“I didn’t know you’d come back,” her sister said, a stone’s throw from accusatory. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

Because why else would Risha have lain down for hours? “I’m not hurt.” Saya sat on the edge of the bed and Risha smelled the rosemary and lavender from the garden on her sister’s clothes. “Several bodies had merged together. Very unpleasant. It’s a good thing you weren’t there.”

Saya, while accomplished at the spells passed down along the Vakara line for centuries, had an admittedly weak stomach. She blanched now at the mere mention of the amalgam, although she frowned with something other than disgust.

“I should have been there, though,” her sister muttered.

While Risha had been fighting her way through Mortri, Saya had stolen out of Nexus alongside the Lastrider siblings to journey down to Seniza. There, she had assisted the Revenants in reanimating the author of Dante’s grimoire and creating the portal that had brought Risha back to Vitae.

Rath and Darsha’s ire had been somewhat tempered by their relief at Risha and Saya’s homecoming. Even now Risha recalled the bone-creaking grip of her father’s hand on her shoulder, as if he intended never to let go again.

While Risha had been given the space to heal, Saya had been confined to the villa and excluded from missions that Rath couldn’t join. Considering most missions fell to Risha—their father busy helping run not only the city, but the kingdom beyond—Saya had been reduced to a bored tiger prowling its cage.

“He won’t be mad forever. Just give it a little more time.”

Saya nodded mournfully, then eyed Risha’s outfit. “Want help changing for dinner?”

Risha had half a mind to say she wasn’t coming. That a tray could be brought up instead, and maybe some hot water for a bath.

Then she noticed the cut on Saya’s hand. It was narrow and red, already a day or two old, along the outer curve of her thumb.

Risha sat up with effort and took Saya’s hand. “What’s this from?”

“Oh.” Her sister wiggled her fingers. “I was down in the storage vault. There was a splinter I didn’t see in time.”

“What were you doing in the storage vault?”

Saya pursed her lips while Risha laid a careful thumb over the cut. It felt warm. “I wanted to see if there was anything useful down there. A missing journal of Leshya’s, maybe.” She glanced at the bureau. “Anything that would give us more information.”

Risha read the intention in her sister’s words and glared at her from under her lashes. “You are not talking to him.” Valentin was already difficult to speak to. She wasn’t going to subject her sister to his foul-mouthed behavior.

Saya pouted. “I wasn’t going to.”

Risha tapped into the sweeter, softer magic coursing under the current of her own. It tingled along the pad of her thumb and against the offending slash in Saya’s skin. The cut sealed, speeding up the healing process by a week. And still Risha kept going until not even a thin scar remained.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Saya admonished. “Now look…”

Risha followed her gaze. Small white chamomile flowers had blossomed along the bedspread. Their stems were tangled within the gray and blue fibers, as if they’d been sewn in deliberately. She gently touched the yellow disc of one, a miniature sun surrounded by pale petals.

“You’re always doing more than you should,” Saya murmured. “It’s going to end up harming you.”

“I can’t change who I am.”

Her sister rolled her eyes. “You can always change who you want to become.” She ran her fingertips over the flowers and sighed. “We can fix this later. Amaa is expecting us.”

With Saya’s help, Risha was able to get up and change into a flowy, coral-colored kurta that reached her ankles, along with a sheer dupatta. It was what her mother would call plain compared to what else her wardrobe boasted, but Risha couldn’t stand the idea of hefty embroidery or multiple layers.

Their parents were already seated at the table in the dining hall. There had been a time, while Risha was stuck in Mortri, when this had seemed impossible: a simple dinner with her family in the safety of their home. Risha’s step faltered under a fresh wave of unreality. In Mortri, there were beasts that could imitate loved ones or make you have visions of your innermost desires, and she wondered if she’d stepped into their clutches.

Then Saya took her by the arm and guided her to a chair. Risha felt its carved wooden back and allowed it to ground her in the here and now. Painfully aware of her mother’s and father’s gazes, Risha sank into the chair as a servant filled her wineglass.

Darsha waved the servant away and pushed a water glass closer to Risha. Her kohl-lined eyes lingered on Risha’s hair, which had been left in its windswept braid. Instead of pointing it out like she’d used to, Darsha simply tucked an errant strand behind Risha’s ear.

Saya chattered about the dwindling number of students at the university as aromatic dishes were brought to the table. Darsha piled a daunting amount of food before Risha: glistening chickpeas and thin, crepe-like dosas beside small bowls of savory sambar and spicy keema. But all of that paled next to the mountain of khichdi her mother spooned onto her plate, a porridge of rice and lentils Darsha always asked the kitchens to make when someone was sick.

“Eat,” her mother ordered, gesturing at the presentation she’d made like Risha couldn’t see it with her own eyes.

Saya tapped Risha’s thigh, a silent warning. Risha swallowed her irritation and began to tear up her dosa.

Finally, Rath cleared his throat and spoke. “How was the situation at the necropolis?”

Darsha cut him a glare. “Not over dinner, please.”

But Rath was busy from sunup to sundown, leaving Risha only narrow windows in which to confer with him. Thankful for a reason to use her mouth for something other than eating, Risha made her report while leaving out the more sensitive details for Saya and her mother’s sake.

“An amalgam…” Rath furrowed his thick brows. “This is concerning. Should I post more guards along the necropolis?”

“I’d suggest more inside as well,” Risha said. “In fact, I have an idea that would make it possible for them to take care of low-level threats on their own.”

While Risha had been readjusting to life in Nexus, she’d had many conversations with the Revenants—those who used the dangerous magic of Conjuration to recreate necromancy spells. Only four of them remained after their leader, Jas, had sacrificed himself for Risha’s sake. Though Risha was far from their favorite person, they were willing to work together.

“Their methods may be unconventional, but they don’t pose a wider threat to Nexus,” Risha continued despite the storm brewing on her father’s face and Saya’s now-constant tapping on her thigh. “They would be our first line of defense, and hopefully deter any further amalgams from forming.”

Darsha glanced between her eldest daughter and her husband with thinly veiled unease. “Let’s save this conversation for tomorrow morning. Meer piaara, eat, eat.”

But the khichdi’s cumin seeds had left a bitter taste in Risha’s mouth. It strengthened at her father’s disapproving frown.

“I will not have those heretics interfering with our business,” he said. “They’ve caused enough damage. Or have you forgotten the state of Thana’s basilica?”

“We are stretched thin,” Risha responded slowly, as if she were the parent and he the child. He stiffened at her tone. “If you are unwilling to employ additional help, then I have another suggestion.”

“Risha,” Saya hissed.

“We dig up every body in the necropolis,” Risha went on. “And we burn them. There will still be restless spirits to deal with, but at least they wouldn’t have vessels to steal.”

Rath gave a single, severe shake of his head. “That is impossible. It goes against Vaega’s traditions.”

“Traditions formed from the worship of a god who does not care,” Risha stressed. “They burn their dead in Azuna and in Parithvi.” And from what Angelica had told her of Azunese practices, they contained all the restless spirits in the southern mountains. Risha itched to see it for herself, wondering if they could replicate it here.

“Things are already tenuous enough,” her father said. “Without the king, we are doing everything we can to make sure the kingdom doesn’t collapse in on itself. Desecrating the dead won’t help.”

“We’d be saving them from a worse fate. And there’s a chance it would summon enough spirits in which to use Samhara to tear an opening through the void, like the portal that helped me escape Mortri.”

Rath twitched at the mention of Leshya Vakara’s weapon. As much as Risha disliked Samhara, her father disliked it even more—especially the tainted soul that powered it. When Rath had tentatively held the chain scythes, he’d immediately hissed and dropped them, claiming they felt wrong.

Darsha’s eyes were round, and Saya had given up on tapping Risha’s thigh to shred her dosa into smaller and smaller pieces.

“What would creating a tear in the void do?” Rath asked quietly.

“It would allow the congregated spirits into Mortri.”

“Where they will only wallow without direction or judgment.”

Risha had told her father of the mismanagement of Mortri, how Thana had turned her back while the kings ran wild and neglected their duties. The realm that should have harbored both the sorrows and beauties of death was becoming nothing but a landscape of terror.

Rath looked between her eyes, left to right, right to left. His mouth tightened.

“You wish to return to Mortri,” he deduced.

Darsha gasped and Saya knocked over her glass, spilling water across the table. “Why?” her mother demanded, like a whipcrack. “Why would you ever want to step foot in that place again?”

Risha’s fingernails pressed jagged crescents into her palm. The skin there mended as soon as it broke.

She couldn’t tell them I have unfinished business. She couldn’t say Nothing will improve unless those who currently hold power are ousted.

She couldn’t admit, I wish to kill Thana with my own hands.

“It was merely a suggestion,” Risha said as calmly as she could manage. “But one I encourage you to consider.”

“Risha,” Saya whispered.

She could feel them: the growing tendrils snaking into her hair, winding through her braid. Risha shoved herself back from the table without bothering to excuse herself. Darsha called after her while Rath sat unmoving.

Climbing the stairs to her bedroom felt like scaling a mountain. Risha was panting with exertion by the time she reached the top, her limbs and her braid so heavy, dragging her down and down and down.

Risha locked the door behind her and stumbled to her wardrobe. The mirror above it gleamed silver in the low light, revealing her sweat-lined, haggard countenance.

Her vision narrowed on her braid. It had fallen over one shoulder, thickened with vine and leaf. Between the interlacing strands emerged five-petaled flowers, their shade such a dark purple one could mistake it for black.

Petunias.

The name didn’t come from her own knowledge or memory.

Risha held on to the braid. Heavy, it was so damn heavy, everything had such an intolerable weight: her ghost, her body, the souls inside her.

She moved with the jerky, unpredictable actions of the haunted. Pulling open drawers, searching and shoving, throwing clothes and possessions to the floor. When she found the shears, she uttered a sound of relief.

At the mirror, she severed the overgrown braid without a second thought. The freed strands of her hair stuck to her sweaty face and neck.

Shears in one hand and braid in the other, Risha closed her eyes and savored the new lightness. The petunias withered, their shrunken, starved petals drifting to the floor.

Meaningless in a realm already overrun with the dead.

“But not for long,” she murmured.

She heard a low chuckle. Whether it came from herself, Jas, or the spirit in her bureau, she could not say.







IV
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Angelica Mardova savored the stinging wind as the wyvern beneath her flapped his wings to soar higher.

They were already a good distance above the Dorso Ridge that separated the city of Nexus from the Volto Gulf to the north. The mountainous peaks were pale with clinging snow, looking like the vertebrae their name provoked. Beyond was an inlet glittering in the weak afternoon light that fed into the oval shape of the gulf. She felt confident that with their speed, she could cross the gulf and enter the territory of Parithvi within a couple hours.

But that wasn’t her objective. She tightened her legs against Yvri’s sides, a silent ask to climb even higher.

Soon we will reach an elevation where breathing will prove a challenge, the wyvern warned her, the low rumble of his voice audible despite no movement of his mouth. Yet he obeyed with gusts rolling off his wide, bat-like wings.

“Like that’s stopped me before,” she muttered. Yvri laughed, accompanied by a ripple of flame along his red and black scales.

The air did become thinner, and the clouds denser. Her loose jacket dewed with precipitation and her tied-back hair grew damp. Although Yvri’s heat staved off the worst of the chill, Angelica’s face was soon numb and aching.

“Here,” she gasped.

The wyvern turned with a powerful flex of his muscles. Angelica steadied herself against his back, hands pressed to his warm scales on either side of the line of webbing that ran along his spine. Then Yvri tucked in his wings and dove.

The swoop in Angelica’s stomach became a wild laugh. No matter how many times they did this, the sensation never grew old; in fact, it fed into a part of her that was desperate for more thrill, something she hadn’t known she harbored until recently. Something, she suspected, she had been ignoring for quite some time.

Yvri’s wings spread out and he leveled himself in order for Angelica to hop into a crouched position on his back. Once steady, she stood and let the wind pull tears from her narrowed eyes.

She held out a hand and opened her mouth. Working against the driving force of the wind, she sang a rich three-note bar, two lower tones and an A-sharp. The wave of sound vibrated through the air, a condensing of natural magic.

A portal bloomed below her. The shape was round and soft at the edges, the inside shimmering with cosmic substance, flashes of black and gold with the faintest hints of jewel tones. If she stared at it too long, she started to feel her mind unravel.

So she didn’t hesitate. As soon as the portal formed under the direction of her voice, Angelica leapt off Yvri’s back and toward its waiting mouth.

This, too, was a thrill: falling with purpose, slicing through the air like a knife in search of a target. If she was off mark, all she had to do was whistle and let the wind push her back on course.

But her aim was true today. Angelica plummeted through the portal, and before the pressure could steal her breath, she sang the same three notes, focusing intently on her destination.

The portal closed behind her. Her body tumbled without meaning or matter, as if she had liquefied into pure thought. The madness of it snaked around her, telling her to stay, to abandon her body and become quintessence—the building blocks of their universe, the magic that shaped and powered each world.

Magic that had long been cut off from each realm after the gods had sealed the portals between them.

Angelica focused on the quintessence around her, still thinking of her destination, still hearing the echo of her three notes. They resounded across the expanse of this nothingness and made it ripple. Distort. Part into a second portal.

Instead of cosmic substance, it opened to the bright gray sky above Vaega. Angelica fell through it, her gorge rising as she immediately became aware of her body again.

Before a scream could be ripped from her, she collided with Yvri’s back. She clung to the wyvern and screamed anyway, but with victory.

“I did it!” She pressed her face to Yvri’s heated scales while her limbs shook. “Oh fuck. Oh fuck. I’m going to be sick.”

Do not expel your fluids on me. I will drop you.

She giggled. Giggled. Relief and triumph formed small, fizzing bubbles in her chest, like she’d become a freshly poured glass of sparkling wine.

If they couldn’t rely on Dante’s Conjuration, they now had a possible backup measure for reaching Solara. That is, if her power could extend that far.

Ever since she had returned to Nexus, she had been steadily testing the limits of her abilities in relation to aether, the forgotten fifth element of their realm. On her own, she could make small, quick portals, but only to places where she had been before, places she could perfectly visualize.

With Yvri, it was a different matter. The wyvern, whom she’d found chained within a volcano that had once been Deia’s forge, had a powerful piece of the god hidden inside him. When Angelica was within his range, her magic could take on new heights. Sometimes literally.

Her plan in going to Azuna had been to find Deia’s fulcrum—what Yvri referred to as the god’s crux—so that she could break the barriers her god had placed between Angelica and the full extent of her powers. While she’d been afraid she would need to kill Yvri to excavate the crux from his intestines, she’d discovered during that wretched battle with Deia above the volcano that proximity worked just fine.

And it wasn’t as if she’d walked away from that encounter without a trophy.

Angelica’s forehead itched. She pressed it into Yvri’s scales a moment, then pushed herself back into a seated position.

“Will you fly over the gulf?” she asked.

Yvri snorted.

“Please,” she added wryly.

He veered to the left, turning them toward the water. Deia did not bother to make requests of me, only orders. I find being entreated far more agreeable.

Knowing what she did of their realm’s god, Angelica was not surprised by how she’d treated her erstwhile mount. “Good thing I’m not her, then.”

He made a low rumble in his throat she couldn’t interpret. Her forehead was warm, almost feverish, and she pressed the heel of one hand against it.

In the distance she spotted the coastal town that inhabited the curve of Volto Gulf. She steered Yvri away from it and toward an empty stretch of water, just before the small islands that prevented ships from using this area as a bay.

It wasn’t only portals Angelica had to practice. If their plans for the spring equinox were successful, then they all had to be prepared to meet the challenges they would undoubtedly face in Phos’s realm. Namely, Phos himself.

And what better way to beat a god than with another god’s power?

Angelica stretched out her hand again. She admired the stream of wind between her fingers, sensing the currents the way a gourmand could pick out flavors in a dish. Far below, the water was briny and restless, crashing against the dark rocks that acted as a breaker.

She reached inward—to the row of doors that contained her magic, her ties to the elements that ran abundant in Vitae. Each of them were firmly locked. Once, they had been barred from her by the will of her god. Now, their locks had been turned by her own hand.

She went unerringly to the door that resonated with the roaring waves below. Carefully she eased it open, first a centimeter, then an inch.

As she did, the third eye upon her forehead also cracked open.

Her core shuddered. Angelica ignored the rush of euphoria trying to engulf her, taunting her to reach for every door and yank them open. Blow them all off their hinges. Let them free.

How easy it would be to flick her fingers and send a tidal wave toward the coastal town. To uproot the mountains of the Dorso Ridge. To fly over Nexus and burn the entire city to char and ash.

Yvri, as if sensing her thoughts, made that low rumble again. Do not allow her to influence your decisions.

Angelica shook her head to deny it as much as clear her head. The scar on her arm, in the shape of Deia’s handprint, prickled. “She hasn’t spoken to me since Azuna.”

But it was difficult, in these moments, to tell if the urges that hounded her came from herself or the impossibly blue eye sitting above her brows. An eye Angelica had torn out of the god’s own flesh to make her own.

She exhaled vaporously between her teeth. She inched the door open wider, feeling the crash of waves in the highways of her veins and the pounding of her heart. The eye opened a little wider. Beneath her, the crux within Yvri hummed in confluence.

At her direction, the water gradually swirled into a maelstrom. She rolled her wrist and it spiraled into the air, a liquid ribbon forming into a helix. Compared to what she’d done in Azuna, this was nothing. But she didn’t dare unlock every door; not yet. Not when she clearly remembered how hot she’d burned, a star forming and dying within a single breath. She would have burned up to nothing if it hadn’t been for the others calling her back.

The third eye on her forehead widened further.

Angelica flicked her fingers. The ribbon thinned while she attempted to separate salt from water, an exercise she thought would help with finer control. All it did now was tighten her chest and make a headache throb between her ears.

I need more.

Panting slightly, she pulled the door another inch. The maelstrom spread while flames licked against Yvri’s sides.

More.

The door was halfway open now, her forehead burning, her scar burning, her blood burning, and still she desired more.

A dull roar, and the world tilted. Angelica slid off the wyvern’s back and, for the second time that day, hurtled toward the ground.

She had no breath to scream or cry. Before she could reach for the door to air, claws clamped gently around her body.

I told you not to let her influence you, Yvri growled.

With her concentration severed, the ribbon of seawater fell back into the gulf with a booming splash, causing high waves that lapped against the rocks and raced toward the coastal town.

Shit.

Her third eye was halfway open. She quickly reached for the water and grasped it like a misbehaving child at the same time Yvri gave an eerie cry that echoed across the gulf. There was power threaded through that cry, ringing harmoniously with Angelica’s.

The agitated wave split. Both halves hurtled toward the rocks instead, leaping up and over, partially flooding the uninhabited land on either side of the gulf.

Angelica firmly shut and locked the door again. The third eye closed reluctantly, and far too slowly.

Yvri flew back to the mountains. Once they were low enough to skim over a flat summit, Yvri dropped her. Angelica rolled across the snow and came to a disgruntled stop while he landed nearby, flapping his wings a few times before tucking them in.

I believe that is enough for today, he said, unimpressed.

Angelica propped herself up and threw a handful of snow at the wyvern. It hit his chest and instantly melted.

“I had it,” she argued.

Until you didn’t.

Shame and disappointment stung her cheeks. It wasn’t the first time she’d been seduced by the depths of her powers, and she doubted it would be the last.

When the locks were fashioned by her own hand, it made it all the easier to break them.

Perhaps you should return to using a conduit after all, Yvri said. You claimed it worked before.

Back then she’d had no choice but to rely on music, on her various instruments, to draw a solid strain of magic. But now she had a way to access the elements without string or woodwind. She still used her voice for aether, and whistles for the smaller spells, but that was all she would allow herself.

“It would be a huge step back.” Angelica got to her feet and brushed the snow off her jacket. “And all this training is to make sure I’m not reliant on conduits anymore. That when I face the gods, I won’t have any impediments.”

Oh, drawled the wyvern, and here I thought it was to prevent you from leveling an entire continent.

“I can do both.” Angelica fixed her hair with cold-stiffened hands. Her fingertips skimmed over her forehead; it was smooth and flat, with no sign of Deia’s eye. “I just need more practice.”

There is very little time for it.

She knew that. Knew that they had to put an end to Phos, and soon.

Angelica glanced over her shoulder at where the coastal town sat undisturbed. She swallowed the embers climbing up her throat.

“Then I will make time.”

With that, she sang the three-note bar and a portal opened before her, a perfect oval through which she could see barren flower bushes and just-budding trees. Leaving Yvri to his evening hunting, she stepped through and left the snowy summit to emerge into the gardens of the Mardova villa.

The portal shrank and winked out behind her. She swatted the last bit of snow off her shoulder and strode down the stone path.

The missives she’d sent to the heirs this morning should have arrived. Between Dante’s lack of success, Nikolas’s cagey attitude, and Risha’s withdrawn demeanor, they had made little progress; and though she’d had some accomplishment with her portals, the victory felt diminished by what had just happened over the gulf.

Angelica batted a thin branch out of her way and paused. The air behind her shifted, not warping the way aether did but rather a natural weft, like the wind through her fingertips.

Her jacket was still damp. With a low hum the water seeped out of the fabric and spilled into her hand, where it crystallized into a dagger of ice.

She continued walking. There was a faint crunch of boots on soil behind her, not audible so much as felt through the vibrations it made in the earth. Angelica bided her time, concentrating on the shifting air, until she spun on her heel and brought the dagger up.

A pair of dark eyes widened above hers. Angelica allowed herself a few seconds to admire them, from the lashes framing their shape to the nearly black outer ring of their irises, before she noticed the practice sword aimed at her chest.

“I thought you were a thief?” Angelica kissed the cold tip of her ice dagger to Cosima’s neck, which was sheened with sweat. “You’re supposed to be good at sneaking.”

Those lovely eyes narrowed. Cosima straightened and poked the blunt tip of the practice sword into Angelica’s shoulder.

“Not my fault someone’s one with the elements or whatever it is that makes you all…” Cosima wiggled her fingers. “Mystical. It’s an unfair advantage. Give me that.”

She took the ice dagger from Angelica and pressed the flat of it to her neck, groaning in relief. Cosima’s white undershirt was soaked, and even from where she stood, Angelica felt the heat radiating off her. Judging from the sword, she’d just come from practicing with the House guards.

When they had returned to Nexus, Cosima had decided she wanted to wield a sword in earnest. Angelica hadn’t asked why, but she already had an inkling. If they were to run into trouble again—whether in the form of despotic warlords or estranged brothers—Cosima wanted to be ready to fend them off.

Which meant they had ended the ruse that Cosima was a House guard. The fury Adela would have unleashed on them had been diverted by the fury she now leveled at Azuna—more specifically, the warlord Nanbu Daiji. Under Angelica’s orders, Cosima had been given a room and free rein of the villa, which she wholly ignored to crawl into Angelica’s bed. If her mother had anything to say about the arrangement, she blessedly kept it to herself.

“I’ve got no magic or abilities other than having quick fingers,” Cosima had murmured one night, trailing said fingers up and down Angelica’s arm. “Might as well put them to good use.”

“You’ve already done that,” Angelica dryly commented.

Cosima had waggled her eyebrows. “But just think of how much stronger they could get. I know how you ogle my musc—oof.”

Angelica had ceased the conversation with a pillow to the face, but only to hide how much the idea secretly thrilled her. Even the sight of Cosima casually resting a wooden practice sword on her bare brown shoulder kindled a warmth in her that had nothing to do with fire.

She pointed at said practice sword. “I thought you weren’t supposed to take those from the training grounds?”

“Eh,” Cosima said, the pinnacle of unbothered. The dagger was melting, so she tossed it into the bushes. “I’ll return it eventually.”

“Like all the other swords you’ve been stashing in my rooms?”

“Gotta practice whenever I can, don’t I?”

Angelica ran her fingertips over the shaven sides of Cosima’s head, her natural hair running in a floppy, curly stripe down the middle. Cosima closed her eyes in contentment, then pulled Angelica in closer.

“You’re nice and cold,” Cosima murmured, pressing her warm, plush lips to the underside of Angelica’s jaw. “You were practicing, too?”

“Mm,” Angelica agreed, only slightly distracted by Cosima’s roaming mouth. Then she wrinkled her nose. “Which means we both need baths.”

Cosima snorted and pulled back, but not before planting a soft, teasing kiss to Angelica’s lips. “Good thing that tub of yours fits two.”

She extended her right arm as a gentleman might, and Angelica took it. Together they walked through the gardens shaking off winter’s long, barren grasp. The spring equinox was right around the corner, a thought that made the tiny smile on her face die.

We haven’t done enough. I haven’t done enough.

They slowed as the foliage opened to a proper pathway. Beyond lay a small clearing where a stone memorial had been built shortly after Angelica’s homecoming. A gleaming plaque named the branches of the Azunese imperial family that had fallen to the assassins hired by Nanbu Daiji in his bid to claim the empress’s remaining power. At the top of that list were the names of the Ueda clan.

And at the memorial’s base knelt the last remaining members of the Ueda clan. Her stepmother, Miko, had her eyes closed, the incense burner on the offering table before her streaming ribbons of fragrant smoke. Even from where she stood Angelica smelled cedar. Beside the incense burner rested a small bowl of salt and another bowl of hazelnuts harvested from the orchard, with a thick branch of cypress lying across the table’s surface.

At Miko’s side were the twins. Eiko and Kikou held hands as they listened to their mother’s quiet prayers, and though Angelica couldn’t discern their expressions from this angle, the slope of their shoulders were weighed with grief.

Angelica lingered for a couple minutes. There was an unfamiliar instinct to join them, to rest on her knees and remember those who had lost their lives for such a meaningless reason. But then she remembered the iron scent of blood and the embers of fire, the screams cut off by quick knives.

A massacre that Nanbu Daiji had declared was at her hand. A massacre she had unfairly survived.

Cosima nudged her gently. “You wanna go over?”

She did. She didn’t. She had no right to.

One of the twins looked over her shoulder and noticed Angelica. Eiko, distinguishable from her shorter hair and the divot she carried between her brows. She perked up and murmured something to Kikou.

Unwilling to disturb them, Angelica pulled Cosima toward the main house. Cosima must have started feeling the cold, since she shivered at the next gust of wind. Angelica was about to berate her for not bringing a jacket when she heard quick footsteps catching up to them.

The twins slowed when Angelica turned around. Kikou offered Angelica a shy smile before running into the house, but Eiko stayed behind. She bit her lip and shook out the wide sleeves of her Azunese wrap dress.

“We were just finishing,” she said. “Were you with Yvri? How is he?”

Eiko hadn’t seen the wyvern since the day a few weeks ago when Angelica had brought her to the Dorso Ridge to experiment making portals for other people. She had panicked at her stepsister’s disappearance only to realize Eiko had ended up on a different summit entirely. The wyvern had graciously carried her back over.

That day, Eiko had watched Angelica perform her magic with wide, wondering eyes. Wistful, perhaps.

“Still mouthing off every chance he gets,” Angelica answered.

“At least you’ve met your match.” Eiko ignored Angelica’s glower and Cosima’s laughter to ask, “How was the… portaling?”

“Ohh, I like that word,” Cosima said, slinging an arm around Eiko’s slim shoulders. “I’m using that from now on.”

“Eugh, you’re all sweaty…”

Angelica told them about her midair success and kept what had followed after to herself. Her forehead was still warm, but she resisted the urge to touch it, or to ask if it looked strange. She often found herself checking mirrors to make sure there wasn’t a sliver of bright blue.

“It needs work,” Angelica muttered. “Especially if we’re aiming to enter a wholly different realm.”

Eiko swallowed at the thought, but Cosima readjusted her grip on the practice sword’s hilt. Before Angelica could snap that neither of them were going, and if they did, it would be over her mangled body, Miko approached them.

Her stepmother cast a warm, if muted, smile at the three of them. “Angelica. I was about to look for you.”

“Have we received more correspondence from Bushan Takenaka?” The warlord of the earth state of Azuna had, last they heard, taken the child empresses into her protection and coordinated a search for the traitor Nanbu Daiji. The other two warlords were tentatively supportive, but there was no telling if they would turn around and use the deaths of the imperial family against Vaega.

“Not yet, unfortunately,” Miko answered with an apologetic dip of her chin.

Angelica masked her disappointment. She was anxious for news of Asami and Akane, as was Eiko. After all, they were Eiko’s cousins. “Then is it about the baronies?” If Angelica had to write, No, actually, you cannot claim autocratic control over your territories just because we are in a period of transitioning power, one more time, she would go to live in the Dorso Ridge with Yvri and never return.

“It is not related to Mardova business.” Miko glanced over at Eiko, who was ineffectively trying to push Cosima off her. Cosima responded by making herself heavier and earning a frustrated squawk from Eiko. Miko gave a breathy laugh. “I’m glad she’s here,” her stepmother whispered. “She is good with the girls. And with you.”

The warmth in Angelica’s chest at these words was negated by the memory of Miko at the offering table, the glint of tears on her heart-shaped face. White had started to thread her hair, and the faint lines in the corners of her eyes had deepened.

“I know you did all you could,” Miko had whispered to Angelica all those weeks ago, clasping her hand like a drowning woman. “And you saved Akane and Asami. I couldn’t ask for more than that.”

And still, most of her family had perished while Angelica got to live.

Angelica ran her tongue over her teeth, her mouth dry. “I’m glad she’s here, too.”

The doors to the main house opened behind them. Kikou returned with a bundle in her arms and Adela beside her.

These days it was bizarre to see the head of House Mardova anywhere other than behind her monument of a desk piled with haphazard stacks of papers and ledgers. Even now her hands were ink-stained with whatever missives she had just been writing, and her eyes winced at the brightness of the outdoors.

Angelica’s worry outpaced her guilt. “Mother, when’s the last time you slept?”

Adela rubbed a hand over her exhausted face, leaving streaks of ink. Miko clicked her tongue and pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve to clean her wife’s cheek.

“I’ve slept,” Adela murmured.

“At your desk, or in your bed?”

“Don’t worry about me, Angel.” Adela scrunched up her face in a distinctly un-Mardova-esque fashion as Miko strove to get all the ink off. “This is a difficult time for everyone.”

Angelica had been raised to believe that the Mardovas, an offshoot of the line of kings and gods—as was the case with all the Houses—would be chosen as King Ferdinand’s successors. Adela had believed that most of all, priming them both for a future of politics and statecraft.

In some ways, Adela had gotten her wish, if not the crown she desired. Vaega was too unstable for a power bid; instead, the Mardovas were desperately holding the kingdom together alongside the other Houses in a tentative, if resentful, truce.

Even with the responsibilities split four ways, it was running them ragged. Especially Adela, who had the difficult task of holding Azuna at bay with Miko’s help. Which was why Angelica had kept her plans away from her mother’s.

“Let’s not talk business for once.” Adela gestured to Kikou. “There’s something we wanted to give you.”

Angelica didn’t know what to be more surprised by: her mother not wanting to discuss current affairs or being the recipient of an unexpected gift. Unless it was complaints from the various regions that were experiencing a befuddling range of drought, inclement weather, and earthquakes, which Angelica had already dealt with by sending what mages they could spare from the elementalist division—

The spiral of her thoughts was broken when Adela took the bundle from Kikou and unwrapped it to reveal a long wooden case. It was black and lacquered, rectangular in shape with two clasps along one side. Cosima and Eiko immediately ceased their scuffling.

Adela laid her fingertips on top of the case. “I try not to regret my decisions, Angel. In our positions, there is little use in regretting.” She brought those same fingertips to Angelica’s cheek, as if holding the weight of memory. “But I do regret trying to take what was yours. What your father gave you.”

Her mother’s fingers were cold and trembling as they brushed Angelica’s forehead. Adela swallowed.

“I’m sorry,” her mother whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Pressure grew behind Angelica’s eyes. Not Deia’s power, but something of her own design, the shock and gratitude of an apology she never thought she’d hear.

Miko placed a hand on Adela’s shoulder. With a small nod she bade Angelica open the case.

Angelica’s hands shook as she reached for the clasps and lifted the lid. When she saw what lay inside, she again experienced the sensation of tumbling through the air even with her two feet flat on the ground.

It was a violin. New and polished, strongly scented of varnish. The red tint to the wood suggested maple, but there were lighter streaks along the scroll that could have been cedar.

Angelica cautiously touched the taut strings, the scrollwork-like F holes, the buttery soft curve of the chin rest. She could already hear its sweeping, mournful notes, the promise of music and of fire.

She’d told Yvri she was done with conduits, yearning to access her power the proper way, the innate way. If she went back to how things were before, there was a chance she could descend back into old habits. Into her elemental addiction.

But though she craved the instrument, it was from a tender fragment in her chest, not the inferno raging beyond its shut door. Angelica slowly picked up the violin and cradled it, her breath catching in her throat.

“Will you play for us?” Miko asked, just as she had once asked Angelica to sing for her—what no one else had asked of her since her father died.

Angelica blinked back the stinging in her eyes and brought the instrument up to her shoulder. Even tuning it was like a dream.

When the bow swept over the strings on its first honeyed chord, the door to her fire rattled but stayed shut. So she allowed herself the pleasure of the scale, and then of a song, slow and somber and aimed at the shrine.

She may have had no right to grieve, but she could offer what condolences she could.

Angelica had only ever played for her father or for herself. Now she was playing for all of them: for Eiko, who sighed deeply as the notes washed over her, that hint of wistfulness returned to her expression; for Cosima, who closed her eyes with a contented smile; for Kikou, who reached for Miko’s hand as her mother silently began to cry.

For her father, who had gifted Angelica her first violin, the one she had destroyed in order to thwart Deia.

And for her mothers, looking on tearfully, as Angelica vowed that the only thing she had left to destroy was the god herself.







V
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Julian Luca knew he was dreaming, because it was only in his dreams that he could see her.

Seeing was a gratuitous word; it was more of a sense, a beckoning, an impression. It started with a nudge in the back of his mind, a feeling similar to beastspeaking, when a creature’s thoughts laced through his own. He had no body to turn with and no eyes to perceive, but there were tracks to follow—and he was nothing if not a Hunter.

A glimmer of a shape, four-legged and bright-eyed. When it turned to fix him with its pale stare, Julian was folded deeper into the darkness.

He emerged into a plain stone room filled with the sound of buzzing. The air was hazy, the noise distorted, like a memory poured through a sieve.

A shirtless man was sitting backward in a chair, another behind him holding something that droned like an angry horde. Ink and blood bloomed in lines across golden skin. There was light—terrible, sublime light, illuminating a third man in the room, slim and frowning.

But it was the shadows Julian watched. The outline of two cosmic eyes taking in every detail. The darkness breathing, beating, with a life of its own.

The beast that called to him.

The slim man blinked, and the room was gone. In its place was a chamber holding a stepwell. At the man’s side stood another, older and broader and wearing gilded armor.

“How many?” asked the larger man as he paced around the stepwell. The question echoed in various tones around the chamber, sharp and apathetic and eager and frightened and impatient.

“At least—”

Time jumped forward, the larger man now standing across the stepwell. “—more. You know this.”

Suddenly the slim man was wearing armor, too, with far more golden ornamentation. “And you know what caused that number to decline.”

The shadows behind him stirred. The back of Julian’s mind itched. The chamber flooded with the scent of cloves.

The slim man wrinkled his nose and glared down at the stepwell. “Is what He says true? Can He prevent them from—?”

A wrinkle, a crack in stone, and the stepwell opened like the mouth of a volcano, spitting spark and ash.

The larger man took only one step to return to where he’d been standing before. He loomed over the other, face distorted by too many expressions fighting to show themselves at once.

“It is not your place to question Him.” This time his tone was singular as it boomed through the chamber: contempt.

The light of the gaping stepwell flickered across a blade. A mouth that stretched along with the shadows. Julian unthinkingly reached for them.

The slim man suddenly turned—not toward the shadows, but toward Julian.

Over his gilded shoulder, cosmic eyes flashed.

Julian only had a moment to sense the animal-quick pulse coming from the darkness before it swallowed him whole.

Julian didn’t know what to wear to a brunch where the guests would be discussing how to kill a god.

For that matter, he didn’t know why he was attending in the first place. There was the how—the circumstances of his blood, the situation of his powers, the ivory cuff around his wrist—but he was the outlier, the piece that didn’t fit.

Which made Angelica Mardova’s request for him to attend all the more unnerving.

“How did she even know where Ma lives?” Julian muttered to himself as he made his way through the gate in the city’s interior wall, which separated the inner districts from the outer ones. His mother’s apartment, which was also his for the time being, was in an affordable yet cramped neighborhood where luxury was little more than a foreign word.

Although the sun was out, the late morning was frigid, and oddly dim despite the lack of clouds. Julian walked with his head down and his hands shoved into the pockets of his long duster. Underneath he wore a crisp, if plain, white shirt with the nice black vest he kept in his closet for rare special occasions, paired with black trousers and his everyday boots, which he’d drowsily polished that morning after a night of strange dreams. He felt like he was on his way to give offerings at the basilicas on a holy day.

But the basilicas, for the first time anyone could remember, were closed to the public.

He picked a slightly longer route through the city’s winding streets to avoid the Hunters’ compound. A week after returning to Nexus—a week of his mother’s frantic care, which included heavy meals and heavier desserts—Julian had finally dragged himself to Captain Kerala’s office. The last time he’d seen her was on Godsnight, when he had brought his injured mother to the Hunters.

His former commander had sat with her fingertips pressed together on her desk, staring at him while he explained where he’d been and what had happened that horrible day. After everything she had done for him, he felt he owed it to her.

“I see now why Lord Cyr had need of you then,” she’d said once he finished. “And how he may have further need of you, considering your abilities.” Abilities she had once used for the Hunters’ benefit. “I’m not going to be the one to deny him that. But, Luca—”

“I know,” he’d interrupted. “I’m resigning from the Hunters. I would return my uniform and equipment, but…” But they were currently in some unknown corner of Noctus.

Kerala’s eyes had tightened. “You were formally discharged weeks ago. You should’ve gotten a notice, but what with the state of the city, mail’s not running that smooth.”

Part of him had expected it. But the part that had wanted to do it on his own terms shriveled up in mortification, and he could no longer meet her consolatory gaze.

Without a job, his funds were dwindling rapidly, and it was all he could do to keep him and his mother fed. Marjorie could no longer work, as she suffered a chronic condition referred to as languor, which weakened her body and drained her of energy. He thankfully had enough medicine to last his mother another few months, but after that…

Well, there were shorter deadlines to worry about first.

The circuitous route meant passing through the innermost districts. Where once the shopfronts and restaurants had been bustling and full of color, now the window displays were empty and doors covered with PERMANENTLY CLOSED notices. The few people Julian spotted walked with purpose. They didn’t linger as they once would have, enticed by the aroma of a bakery or the sight of new leatherbound books, but steadfastly moved toward their destinations. Even more disconcerting, the beggars who used to post up at the street corners were nowhere to be seen.

His path put him parallel to the palace square. He snatched glimpses of it in the gaps between buildings, the vast crater ringed with candles, incense, and flowers. There were only a handful of mourners around the perimeter, saying prayers for those they hadn’t even known—or perhaps, with the basilicas’ doors shut, trying in vain to reach the ears of the gods.

For the first time in days, the cuff around his wrist pulsed. Julian lengthened his stride.

The place they were meeting was called Thakar’s Tearoom. Standing before its lavish facade with its ivy trellises and floral archway, he couldn’t help but wonder how a spot like this managed to stay in business these days. And whether or not they’d even let him through the doors.

Thankfully, the attendant behind those doors—which opened with the whimsical tinkling of a bell—did not give him a once-over or immediately kick him out. Wearing a pristine uniform and a courteous smile, he bowed to Julian and gestured to a flight of whitewashed stairs. “The rest of your party is waiting for you in the Orchid Room, Lord Luca.”

Julian’s entire body had stiffened at the bow. “Oh—no, please, I’m not—”

“Right this way.”

His only options were to follow or run back outside. Julian bit back his unease and climbed the stairs after the attendant.

The Orchid Room, no doubt named for the painted pink walls, was a space meant for private parties, containing one long table draped in white cloth with a dozen richly upholstered chairs. The chandelier hanging above the table reflected the dreary light coming through the windows.

He was far from the first to arrive, but fortunately not the last. Angelica Mardova sat at the head of the table, already halfway through a glass of sparkling wine, with Risha Vakara on her right. While the former wore a lilac dress with flowing sleeves, the latter was garbed in a black militaristic outfit, the jacket fitted with leather detail and gold accents. Across from Risha were the eldest and youngest Lastrider siblings. Dante was stately in a brocade tunic of dark blue that left his forearms and part of his collarbone bare, while Brailee sported a high-collared dress of black velvet.

As soon as Julian entered, all eyes turned to him.

“May I check your coat, my lord?” the attendant asked.

Julian nearly clutched the front of his duster, suddenly unwilling to part with it. Yet with everyone watching, he had no choice but to shrug it off.

“By the way, I’m not—”

The attendant swept out before Julian could correct his choice of honorific, holding the duster across both arms like it was to be treated on par with whatever cloaks and outerwear the actual nobles had brought. Julian ran a hand over the shaved underside of his hair and hoped the sweat forming on his nape wasn’t noticeable.

“Do join us, my lord,” Angelica drawled.

Dante pulled out the chair beside his with a catlike smile.

Julian again considered making a run for it, duster be damned. Figuring it would be impolite to choose the seat beside Risha instead, he sat down and fiddled with his shirt cuffs. Dante’s attention lingered on his profile a second longer, then dismissed him summarily. Julian reached for his own glass of sparkling wine and took a gulp that made his nose burn.

After a long pause, Brailee leaned forward. “I like your hair, Risha.”

The heir of House Vakara lifted a hand to touch the blunt edge of her hair, shorn far shorter than when Julian had last seen her. It now reached above her shoulders.

“Thank you,” Risha said with a tired smile. “Saya sends her regards and wishes she could be here.” Dressed as she was, she provided a stark contrast against the pink wall behind her. She had opted for tea rather than wine, poured from one of the three steaming pots on the table. Julian, whose mouth was now quite dry from the wine, stared at them longingly.

“Tea?” Dante asked. His tone and movements were airy as he went ahead and poured some for Julian, filling the empty cup at his place setting, like he already knew the answer.

Which, considering the demon that clung to him, might be the case.

Julian murmured his thanks and made no move to drink. He hadn’t yet had the chance to approach Dante about the subject of Azideh, considering the man had been kept plenty occupied between his trial and his research. But now, maybe—

The doors opened again, admitting the attendant with the Cyr brothers on his heels.

Julian reined in his surprise; he’d thought Rian was still recovering. Nikolas and Rian seemed haler compared to a few weeks ago, though they carried a hint of sickliness about them, hidden in the gaunt hollows of their cheeks and the bags under their eyes. He supposed that was to be expected when both had undergone their god’s ruthless thrall.

They handed their overcoats to the attendant, revealing simple outfits of linen tunics and breeches that likely cost five times the amount of Julian’s. With their similar builds and whitish-blond hair, the brothers could have been mistaken as twins from far away.

The biggest difference, of course, being the black eyepatch that sat like a shadow on Nikolas’s face.

Brailee stood with an expression of… delight? “Rian.”

The young man hesitated, then nodded politely at her before picking Julian’s coveted seat beside Risha. A thin snake of light drifted out of his sleeve and began to circle one of the teapots.

“Lucy,” Rian admonished. His familiar ignored him and drifted over to Brailee, who had sat back down. Her shadow familiar sleepily emerged from her high collar and went to join Lucent, the two of them drifting through the Orchid Room like the sun and moon made miniature.

Risha put a hand on Rian’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

He nodded again, somewhat helplessly. His pale eyes flickered to Julian, then away. Remembering his time as Julian’s captor, perhaps, or else unsure how to greet the one who had helped clear his mind of Phos’s control.

Not that he hadn’t thanked Julian. During his prescribed bedrest, Rian had summoned Julian to the Cyr villa to voice his gratitude, leaving them both unsure how to interact afterward. It seemed Rian was having a similar problem with Brailee, who had been a large part of Julian’s success that day.

The cuff around Julian’s wrist pulsed again. He pulled his sleeve down over it.

Nikolas leaned the Sunbringer Spear against the wall—he hardly went anywhere without it—and took the seat beside Rian, which put him directly across from Julian. The two of them carefully did not look at one another.

Angelica drummed her fingernails against the table. “What a delightful atmosphere we make.”

Dante huffed and took a sip of wine. “Then let’s skip pleasantries and get right down to business, shall we?”

What am I doing here? Julian thought while the heirs launched into political babble: how to mitigate the effects of realm deterioration across the kingdom, where to find additional resources, what the best methods were for bolstering foreign relationships during this stressful time. They reported on each House’s actions and inactions, questioning decisions in a way that utterly disregarded the decorum of their parents.

While they argued and agreed over socioeconomic matters, servers delivered food. There were tiered platters of scones with lemon curd and rose honey, miniature fruit pies topped with berries glistening in sugar syrup, and a wide assortment of canapés garnished with smoked fish, herbed cheeses, and caviar. Beside those were trays of curried egg tartines, potato omelets, crispy ham croquettes, and polenta pancakes with stewed tomatoes.

The others hardly blinked while the servers doled out respectable portions. Julian could do little more than sit in stunned silence until one of the servers approached him, hands clasped together.

“Which would you like, my lord?” they asked.

Julian’s mouth worked soundlessly. His first thought was if he could ask for a box to bring some back for his mother. She had only eaten half a piece of toast that morning, and she was fond of polenta.

“Give him a little of everything,” Dante said with an affable wink. The server did just that, subjecting Julian to some of the most uncomfortable minutes of his life while more and more food was added to his plate.

Once their teacups and wineglasses were refilled and the servers left, the mood shifted from businesslike to somber.

“Updates,” Angelica said. “Risha, you first.”

Risha was ignoring her plate in favor of keeping her hands around her warm teacup. At the sound of her name, she stirred to attention. “I—yes.”

While she described what she had fought in the necropolis and asked Angelica about a place called the Godan Mountains, Julian finally acquiesced to his empty stomach and took a bite of polenta pancake. It tasted as delicious as it looked. He was extra careful to eat over the plate, fearful of staining his one good shirt.

“—might be a possibility,” Angelica was saying as she twirled her fork in one ringed hand. “But considering the current state of Azuna, I’m not sure.”

“Of course,” Risha said sympathetically. “It was only a thought.”

“Besides, we don’t need you researching portals.” Angelica pointed her fork at Risha. “We need you to figure out how to kill a god.”

Brailee turned ashen. Rian closed his eyes. Julian took another long swig of wine.

Risha was the only one who didn’t seem perturbed. “I’m afraid I’m no closer to figuring that out. However, we know that when the gods are without their fulcrums, they’re significantly weaker. I think this will be key to defeating them.”

“But what is Phos’s fulcrum?” Dante asked. “Nik, you were supposed to be investigating this. Have you learned anything?”

Nikolas shook his head. Rian glared down at his plate, which was mostly covered in sweets.

Angelica speared her fork into a croquette. “Really? Nothing? This is the realm you’re descended from.”

“I’ve spoken to the Solarian refugees and went through their records, but I found nothing useful,” Nikolas said. “I wish that wasn’t the case, but it is.”

Everyone except Julian tensed, as if expecting her to yell or fling her fork, croquette and all. Instead, she took a measured breath.

“At least we have Deia’s fulcrum,” Angelica reasoned. “And we know what Nyx’s is.”

“Actually…” Risha looked up. “I have a suspicion that we have Thana’s as well. Or most of it.” She explained her theory regarding Samhara, the chain scythes she had acquired in Mortri. “If Thana split her fulcrum between four different beings, this might mean all the gods can do the same.”

“And that Phos could have split his as well,” Rian finished in a murmur. “Damn it.”

“I wonder if…” Risha grew distant, as if listening to some distant voice, before rousing herself. “I’ll continue looking into it.”

“See if you can at least find some good descriptions of Solara,” Angelica said to Nikolas. “Yesterday I was able to make a portal without envisioning the destination, but I doubt we can extend that as far as Solara. A visual aid would be useful.”

“I can do that.”

Angelica lingered on Rian. At Nikolas’s ominous expression, she moved on to the Lastriders. “Please tell me you have something.”

The siblings exchanged a look. Dante swirled the wine in his glass and tipped it toward Brailee in a go ahead gesture.

“I’ve been trying to refine my dream walking,” Brailee admitted, fidgeting with her teacup. The youngest Lastrider sibling often looked tired, the bags under her eyes dark enough to rival those of the Cyrs. “Specifically, trying to find Taesia’s dreamscape.”

Julian froze while reaching for the walnut shortbread tea cakes with the intent to slip some in his pockets. Everyone else at the table was similarly petrified in place—except Dante, who kept swirling his wineglass.

“Why?” The word fell from Nikolas low and flat.

Brailee’s fidgeting turned harried. “We think she may have found a way to Solara. Something—that is, Nyx—is preventing me from accessing her dreamscape, but from what little I’ve glimpsed—”

“What use is she to us?” Nikolas demanded. Rian opened his mouth, but Nikolas spoke over him. “She made her choice to leave. Whatever she does has no bearing on our plans.”

Dante set down his glass with refined control. “Careful, Cyr.” The shadows of the room grew stronger, a subtle yet unmistakable gathering.

Brailee put a cautioning hand on her brother’s scarred wrist. “We admittedly have a personal goal in finding her, but it goes beyond that. If I can access her dreamscape and determine where she is in Solara, that can help Angelica form a portal.”

Angelica was deconstructing a caviar canapé without eating it. “That would be useful, yes.”

Risha glanced at the spot on Rian’s chest where Taesia’s sword had run him through. The spot Risha had miraculously healed, but only after Taesia had fled into Nyx’s portal.

Julian wondered if one of the reasons Brailee was trying so hard to find Taesia was to tell her that Rian was alive. But if Nyx was shielding Taesia, there would be no way for her to know.

He exhaled shakily. Brailee might not have had luck finding Taesia in dreams, but Taesia had had no trouble finding his. Or rather, his mind had decided to cruelly remind him of her absence, to show him her likeness when he closed his eyes, her sly grin and dark gaze.

If they spoke in those dreams, he often couldn’t recall what they said. Sometimes they strolled across various landscapes, whether it was the city or the night-drenched fields of Noctus or an expansive desert. Once or twice she helped him fight off a beast. A few times they sparred, her laugh ringing above the strike of steel.

There were also fleeting touches: the skim of fingers on his cheek; holding his hand while they strode down make-believe roads; the warm press of her arm against his.

And then he’d wake, and grow cold in the face of reality.

It was then he remembered his dream from last night, different than the rest. The strange men, and the stepwell. The breathing darkness.

Dante was staring at him again. When Julian raised his head, he saw the man’s eyes held a strange, pale shine, his near-black irises now an otherworldly shade of green. Dante slowly smiled, and it was so similar to Taesia’s grin that Julian shuddered in foreboding.

“Something you’d like to share?” Dante asked.

The hairs along Julian’s arms stood on end. The troubled, fanged thing lying dormant within him could sense the demon sensing him.

Which meant Dante had caught a glimpse of Julian’s thoughts.

About his sister. In Julian’s dreams. Touching him.

Across the table, Nikolas stared at Julian as well. Between the congregation of Dante’s shadows and the faint nimbus outlining Nikolas’s frame, Julian was in danger of sweating right through his nice shirt.

Angelica also pinned Julian with her gaze. “How has your training been coming along? Any breakthroughs?”

Given the choice between being here or facing a pack of beasts, he knew with certainty which option he’d choose. He wrapped a hand around the cuff on his right wrist, his sleeve a thin barrier between them.

“Not… not much.” He’d been dreading this question. Unable to look at any of the heirs without losing his nerve, he gave the scone on his plate excessive scrutiny. “Just practicing.”

In Noctus, he had discovered a new facet of his abilities: creation through Conjuration. As demons were the twisted forms of those who had once resided in Ostium, the long-destroyed and forgotten fifth realm, their blood still carried an echo of its magic. In the formation of certain circles and glyphs, Julian found he could shape and change objects, and even Conjure them out of thin air.

But it had been easier with the Bone Palace nearby, which harbored the remains of Ostium’s dead god. Now all he had was a hunk of bone to amplify these new skills.

Julian lifted his sleeve. The cuff was plain, an ivory-colored band that sat snug against his skin. For some reason Rian twitched at the sight of it, his mouth drawing into a thin line.

“I used it to forge this,” Julian said. “Easier than carrying a bone around in my pocket.”

If Taesia were here, she would have immediately made a crude joke. The others only waited for him to go on. He cleared his throat.

“I don’t know if my abilities extend into making portals,” he admitted. “I’ve tried, but got nowhere.” And had, in fact, blown a small hole through his mother’s apartment that had smelled like sulfur for days afterward.

“I wasn’t raised to study or wield magic,” Julian went on, hoping it didn’t sound like the excuse it was. “I barely understand how any of yours works, let alone mine. It might help if…” He risked a glance at Dante. The man’s eyes had returned to normal, and there was a thoughtful frown sitting on his handsome face. “If I could speak to…”

Again he sensed Azideh near. A slight static in the air, a silent whisper.

“Yes, I think that would be best,” Dante murmured. “But first…” He regarded the others at the table. “I should share what my aunt told me.”

Angelica sat up straighter. “You saw Camilla?”

“How were you not caught?” Risha demanded.

Dante grinned. “I’m a Lastrider. We’re very good at sneaking.”

“He used the demon,” Brailee said tightly. Dante tsked at her while Angelica and Risha shared a troubled look.

“Only in pursuit of knowledge,” he assured them.

“And?” Angelica prompted. “What did she say?”

Dante tapped a finger against his wineglass. Julian realized he hadn’t let go of it this entire time. “It’s… not promising. There is a way to make a portal into another realm, but the requirements are unfeasible.”

“Spit it out. What would we need to do?”

Dante’s gaze slid over to the Cyr brothers. “Sacrifice.”

Nikolas tensed while Rian nodded, as if he had suspected it all along.

“That could have multiple meanings,” Risha pointed out. “Even a single drop of blood can be considered a sacrifice.”

“Correct,” Dante replied. “But in order to power a portal strong enough to enter a different realm, we would need far more than that. Far, far more.” He shook his head. “That’s why it’s unfeasible.”

“But nothing else has worked,” Angelica said. “I was able to make a portal from Mount Netsai to Deia’s Heart because of the fault line between them, and the stepwell rests on the ley line between our realm and Solara. If we use Cyr blood in the Solarian stepwell at the spring equinox, it might give us similar results.”

Risha turned to Dante. “You were able to use the victims of the Alma family to power the portal to Noctus. What if we try a similar method with the dead? The Godan Mountains—”

“I told you, the situation in Azuna is fragile,” Angelia snapped at her. “Especially if one of the warlords goes after Vaega.”

“But if the only other option is—”

Nikolas stood abruptly. He rested one hand on the table, his remaining eye fixed on the knife beside his plate.

“I’ll give you the blood you need,” he said. “Risha, would you be able to heal me afterward?”

She visibly struggled, her eyes unfocused like she was arguing with herself. At last, she sighed. “I can.”

Rian also stood. “But what if that isn’t enough? What if it requires not just blood, but a life?”

“Then we’ll find another way.” Nikolas rubbed his forearm as if it pained him. “We have the stepwell, Deia’s and Thana’s fulcrums, and Angelica’s use of quintessence.”

The cuff around Julian’s wrist grew warmer at the word, and he tugged his sleeve back down.

Quintessence—the lifeblood of the universe, forged by the first god, Orsus, to create the five realms. Julian may not have understood how magic worked, but through the god’s whispering in his skull he knew one thing: that they were all connected by this power. That there couldn’t even be power without its existence.

Once, it had been the force keeping the realms alive. In their sealed-off state, the flow of quintessence was blocked, which meant each realm was on a steady path to ruin.

Again he remembered his strange dream. The men and the stepwell. The closed portal opening and spitting fire.

“I…” He sensed their attention shift to him. “I don’t think we should use the stepwell.”

“What?” Nikolas sounded more bemused than irritated. “What are you talking about?”

Julian faltered. “I just. I have a bad feeling about it.”

“That isn’t enough to—”

“I had a dream.” Julian’s face heated under their stunned silence. “Some sort of… I don’t know. Premonition, maybe, about the stepwell between Vitae and Solara.”

Angelica scoffed. “And you’re telling us this now?”

“It was a dream. I didn’t think it was important. And neither Taesia or I are dream walkers.”

He realized his mistake only when Brailee gasped. “You saw Taesia in the dream?”

“I—” He purposefully avoided Nikolas’s and Dante’s stares. “No, not really.”

“Then how—?”

“You’re right,” Dante spoke over them. “It’s not important, because the stepwell is our best bet for opening the way to Solara. Whether it’s a bad idea or not, we have to use it.”

“Agreed,” said Nikolas.

“We only have a few days until the equinox,” Dante reminded them. “If we’re going to attempt this, we have to be ready by then. In the meantime—”

It started as a pressure in Julian’s chest, prickling and sharp, as if he’d swallowed a shard of glass. He pressed a hand to his sternum at the same time Rian’s head shot up and Angelica grabbed the edge of the table.

The earthquake hit like a punishing wave. The building rocked with its devastating force, the Orchid Room swaying drunkenly around them. Brailee screamed while the platters and teapots slid off the table and went crashing to the floor. Dante called in the shadows and formed a protective shield over them as Nikolas and Rian did the same with their light familiars, creating an unusual bubble of light and dark.

Julian smacked his shoulder against the floor and rolled away from the table just as his knife clattered down after him. On the opposite side, Risha had also collapsed with a grunt of pain.

Angelica continued to brace herself against the table with a clenched jaw. The air in the room turned dense, plugging up Julian’s ears. The skin on Angelica’s forehead creased, then cracked open to reveal the glisten of a bright blue eyeball.

With a wordless yell she struck the heel of one foot against the floor. Julian felt the power splinter through the wood and plaster of the building, down and down and down into the bedrock of Nexus and then farther down still.

The tremors faded as soon as they had started. They had lasted only seconds, but that seemed impossible as Julian cautiously sat up and took in the damage. The pink walls of the Orchid Room were cracked, and shattered pottery and glass littered the floor among a mosaic of spilled foods. The chandelier above the slanted table swung in a dangerous arc of tinkling crystal. Below, Julian heard customers and service staff calling out to one another.

“Risha, are you all right?”

Julian pulled himself to his feet and held in a curse. So much for not getting his shirt stained. On the other side of the room, Nikolas helped Risha sit up. There was blood on her face, but no sign of an injury. Smashed tea cakes and red flower petals had spilled across her lap. Odd. Julian hadn’t noticed any flowers on the table.

“I’m fine,” she gasped. “The servers—”

“We’ll check on them,” Dante said. “Angelica?”

Deia’s eye had closed, leaving her forehead smooth once more. This was the first time Julian had seen it, and the image—not to mention the power coiling off her, how easy it had been for her to stop something as destructive as an earthquake—left him perturbed.

On the table, scorch marks had fanned out around her fingertips. Carefully she let go. “I just need a minute,” she said stiffly. “But it should be over.”

“I’ve heard of more earthquakes in the Sarnai Steppes recently,” Brailee said. “Is this something similar?”

Angelica shook her head. “This felt like… like aether. Quintessence.”

The prickling in Julian’s chest. “I felt it, too.”

“And me,” Rian added. “It came from nearby.”

“You can tell?” Dante demanded. “Could you figure out where the epicenter was?”

“I already have.” Rian turned to Nikolas as a man sentenced to hang would turn to the gallows. “It’s Phos’s basilica.”







VI
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If Nikolas had the choice, he would never set foot in the basilica of Phos again. But his life seemed to be one of predetermination, and he’d long grown used to having choices ripped from his hands.

He spotted signs of damage as he and Rian sped for the basilica on foot. Several buildings sported crumbled corners or caved-in roofs, and even the pavers in the streets had been split. Shell-shocked citizens had wandered outside to assess the damage or check in with one another. Some were trying to reach a boy hanging off the edge of a broken beam.

Wings of light sprouted from Nikolas’s back. He flew up and grabbed the boy around the middle, returning him to his frantic father below. The people saw his wings, his spear, and sobbed his name.

There were more crying for help, calling out that their relatives were injured or stuck. Nikolas turned toward them, but Rian grabbed his arm.

“The city watch will be on their way,” Rian reminded him. “They’ll help. We can send word to the House guards to join the relief efforts.”

But these people were his responsibility. They were looking to him, they had faith in him, and yet he wasn’t enough. He wasn’t—

“A simple yet effective tool,” the medic had told him, “is to simply say the word stop. When your thoughts start to spiral, or when your anxiety rises, you merely say—”

Stop.

The ache that had been plaguing him all morning skittered down his forearm, making him twitch. Rian dropped his arm.

The damage was even worse at the basilica. Two columns had toppled, spraying marble debris across the square. The sun sculpture above the entrance—a design of intricate metalwork intended to reflect the sunlight—had tilted hazardously to one side, its sharp rays pointed downward.

Although the basilicas had been closed to the public, the guards posted at the doors couldn’t exactly deny entry to the descendants of the gods worshipped there. At the sight of the Cyr brothers, they hurried to pull the doors open. One of them sat leaning against the wall with a broken arm, watching Nikolas and Rian with wide, spooked eyes.

“Is it—It’s not going to be like Godsnight, is it, my lords?” another guard asked of them.

“It shouldn’t be,” Nikolas said, dearly hoping that was true. “But get clear of the building, just to be safe.”

The guards gratefully went to stand in the square, and Nikolas and Rian entered the domain of their god.

Without priests and worshippers, it felt gutted. Part of the ceiling had collapsed inward, crushing the eastern colonnades. Long candleholders that had been unlit for weeks lay fallen across the gold-veined marble floors. Despite not having seen proper services in some time, the scent of amber and teak hung on the air among the particles of mortar dust.

Nikolas’s first instinct was to turn to the apse, where Phos had once visited Vitae and asked for his basilica to be built. Its domed recess housed a sculpture similar to the one above the basilica’s entrance: a large golden sun. Although the sculpture hadn’t toppled, the candles that had sat on each of its rays had fallen and rolled down the steps. A deep fissure now bisected it.

Hoarfrost crackled along his spine. Before it could reach his legs, Nikolas forced himself to ascend the steps. Rian followed.

“I…” Nikolas’s voice seemed forbidden in this place, where silence clung to the walls the way the incense did. He had the urge to drop to his knees and whisper forgiveness. “The last time I was here, it was to receive Phos’s blessing.”

Only now he was without the weight of his armor. Without the wrathful, expectant gaze of his father on his back.

And unlike then, it wasn’t his brother’s ghost who responded. “Let me guess,” Rian muttered. “He didn’t answer.”

Lux and Lucent weaved around the sculpture’s rays. Nikolas followed the unnatural gash down its length, its edges scorched, as if it had been hit with lightning. The Sunbringer Spear hummed restlessly.

“He didn’t.” Nikolas rubbed his aching forearm. “Can’t imagine why.”

Rian huffed. Wholly unimpressed with the sculpture or the statement it was trying to make, Rian kicked away one of the fallen candles and moved on.

“The last time I was here,” his brother said tonelessly, “he did bless me. And look where that got us.”

When their father had moved Rian’s fever-ravaged body to the basilica to plea with Phos for a cure, none of them could have predicted that said cure would be taking possession of Rian’s body and using Conjuration to spirit him to another realm.

Nikolas was about to remind him that Phos’s actions were not his when Rian inhaled sharply. Lucent rushed toward him with Nikolas on its tail.

Behind the dais was the inactive portal to Solara. The stepwell was square and tiered, its descending sandstone steps engraved with glyphs that had withstood the passage of time and the countless footfalls of inter-realm travelers. The same one was repeated throughout: a circle with a dot in the middle to represent the sun.

Like the sculpture, large cracks now ran through those steps, turning them uneven and jagged. The basin at the bottom of the stepwell was shattered, as if a boulder had been smashed into the very center.

Whatever power lay dormant within the stepwell hovered in eerie reverberations. The tingling in his arm spread throughout his body until the spots where his wings emerged started to itch.

“This is where it began.” Rian crouched and touched one of the broken-off pieces of the stepwell. For a second Nikolas thought his eyes flashed gold, and he froze, holding his breath, until Rian looked up at him with his usual pale irises. “And where it was supposed to end.”

Dread winched Nikolas’s lungs tight. “Phos knows we’re planning to go after him.”

And had destroyed what remained of the Solara portal to hinder their chances.

“But how was he able to do this?” Nikolas stared down at the fragmented sandstone, the fractured glyphs. “We’re still days away from the spring equinox.” Not to mention that they had been counting on Phos using the summer solstice.

Rian shook his head. “Even with the barriers he has some connection to this spot, so it’s easier for him to access. Especially considering that he’s able to use quintessence.”

After the gods had attacked Orsus, dissatisfied that they did not share the power to create new worlds, Phos had eaten the first god’s flesh. Now some of that magic sat within him—the magic they referred to as Conjuration. The ability to create, to summon. To open doorways in the fabric of the universe.

Julian had somehow guessed the stepwell was in danger. Had Orsus been the one to warn him?

Or had it really been… ?

“Will he be able to attack other parts of Vitae?” Nikolas asked sharply.

Rian mulled it over. “I don’t know. Now that he’s returned to his body, he’ll likely have greater control over what powers he took from Orsus.”

“Does that mean he’ll be stronger?”

Rian straightened and put a hand on his chest where Taesia’s sword had pierced him. That moment haunted Nikolas’s dreams and waking hours alike, from the shape of that unnatural sword to the fathomlessness of Taesia’s eyes. The heat of Rian’s spilled blood soaking his shirt, covering his hands. He could still smell it.

“He would be, if not for this.” Rian tapped his chest where he carried that fateful scar. “When the gods fought Orsus, Nyx stabbed Phos here. The injury never healed.”

Nikolas frowned. The same spot, both caused by Nyx.

“We can’t rule out the possibility,” Nikolas said. “If Phos split his fulcrum into parts like Thana did, he could have hidden them anywhere. If they’re in Solara, then he’ll have access to them before we can find them.” He shook out his arm. “If we can find them. If we can reach Solara at all, now.”

“We will.” Rian’s certainty echoed unflinchingly through the basilica. “We just have to find another way to make the portal. And when we do, we should use my blood instead of yours.”

“No.” He’d anticipated this, and planned to cut it off at the quick.

Rian turned from Cyr heir to exasperated brother in a heartbeat. “You won’t even let me explain why. I’m—”

“Still recovering. I’m not about to let you—”

“Why do you think I was able to sense where the epicenter was? He told me…” Rian’s voice grew distant. “He said the longer he possessed me, the more our powers would be linked. My magic feels… different. It’s slight, but it’s there.” He cupped Lucent in his hand. “He infected me with some of Orsus’s magic.”

Nikolas said nothing. To say anything would be to confirm it, and he didn’t want to see the road that would take them down.

“Which means it’s better to use my blood,” Rian stressed. “And you know that, but you’re being a fucking ass about it.”

“I’m not—” Nikolas reined himself in before he could devolve into the argument Rian was chomping at the bit for. “Don’t you think if we went that route, Phos would sense you immediately?”

“He’d sense me regardless.”

“Which is why you’re not coming.” Nikolas turned toward the doors when something collided with his back; Rian had thrown Lucent at him. “Really?”

“I’m the best person to go, which you also know and are also ignoring, because you’re being a fucking ass,” Rian repeated.

Nikolas’s fingers twitched, ready to shape Lux into a retaliating javelin. But it was a habit of their childhood that had no place here, among the ruins of their House’s legacy.

“I’m not going to stay behind,” Rian said. “I’m not going to play at being head of House while you put yourself in danger.”

“You don’t have to atone.” Nikolas turned around fully, noting the way Rian glanced at his eyepatch. “How many more times do I have to say it until you believe it?”

There was a subtle shift in Rian’s face, one Nikolas instantly recognized as him doubling down. “If you truly believe I don’t have to make up for what I did while Phos possessed me, then why can’t you extend that same forgiveness to Taesia?”

Heat pricked the center of his palms. Lux formed into a dagger, as if Taesia’s name was something he could strike out of the air.

Nikolas crossed the distance to Rian in three long strides. “Do not,” he growled, “bring her up. Especially here.”

The muscles in his forearm ached. He dispelled Lux and grabbed it, fingertips digging in with bruising force.

“She made the choice to kill you,” Nikolas rasped. “Not her god. Her.”

“Because she was trying kill Phos and save Noctus. Which would have spared us all this.” Rian gestured to the broken stepwell. “It would have spared us having to scramble to figure out—”

“Stop.” The pain shot through bone and muscle and skin, making him gasp and hunch over, making whatever remained of Phos’s presence here writhe in excitement. The Sunbringer Spear scalded him through his shirt.

Sometimes I wish I’d never been born.

A sentiment he’d once shared with Fin when facing the inevitability of Godsnight. A sentiment he wanted to slaughter every god for when it came out of his brother’s mouth.

“Stop,” he kept whispering, the single word his only bulwark. “Stop. Stop.”

“Shit—Nik—”

There were spots of blood on his sleeve. Rian pushed it up, cursing again at what he saw.

Along Nikolas’s forearm were a dozen white, waxy growths poking out of his skin. Panting with panic, Nikolas tried to scratch them, to tear them out, but Rian used Lucent to form a protective barrier around his arm and pulled him toward the exit.

Outside, Nikolas winced at the light while Rian ordered the guards to meet up with the city watch to help the victims. Once they were away from prying eyes, Rian recalled Lucent.

The growths had elongated. At their tips, something soft and white was beginning to sprout.

“Stop,” Nikolas breathed, shutting his eyes so that he wouldn’t have to look at them. “Stop. Stop. Stop.”

He didn’t know how long he kept chanting it, how long Rian kept hold of him. The pain in his arm gradually faded, but even then he didn’t dare open his eyes.

When his heartbeat returned to its normal rhythm, Rian exhaled. “They’re gone.”

Nikolas risked a glance. The skin of his arm was bloody but smooth, and though the growths had faded, an itch remained. On his back, the spear was cooling.

“What…” Rian looked so lost that it shook the rest of Nikolas’s stupor off. “What were those?”

Even though the earthquake had long since ended, the ground beneath him seemed to tremble.

“Pinfeathers,” Nikolas whispered.

The villa hadn’t been spared, though it fared better than the basilica. The foundations were strong, and most of the damage amounted to broken furniture and a few fractured walls.

Nikolas was almost disappointed.

His mother clutched him and Rian when they returned, wordless and panicked, until Rian drew her away to comfort her. Which left Nikolas to the necessary task of disaster recovery, a seemingly endless list involving the dispersing of House guards, the setting up of triage centers, and finding volunteers to donate and hand out food.

The other Houses were lending their aid, though they would no doubt ask him for return favors in the future. This immediately proved true when, in response to Nikolas’s report on the broken stepwell, a messenger returned from the Lastrider villa with a separate missive from Dante. Nikolas read it once, then tossed it onto his father’s crowded desk—his desk—to deal with later.

It wasn’t until late that night that he had time to be checked by the medic. After helping the earthquake victims all day, she was as exhausted as he was.

“I don’t sense anything out of the ordinary, my lord,” she said as she studied his forearm. “Not even lesions where these growths occurred.”

“Both my brother and I saw them.”

“I believe you. But there are some aspects of your constitution that are more difficult to discern.”

His godsblood. He wrapped a hand around his forearm, his sleeve rolled up to reveal the smooth expanse of golden-brown skin. A thin scar from where Phos had cut him sat above his wrist, above the fraying bracelet Fin had gifted him with its silver tree charm.

The medic examined the feather he’d shown her, the one he had coughed up in the gardens, then set it back down with a sigh. “I’m sorry, my lord. I’m afraid I don’t have the right qualifications to treat this ailment.”

And here he was, wasting her time when she could be assisting the injured. He thanked her and asked for a servant to escort her back to the carriage they’d sent for her.

She paused in the doorway. “When these incidents occurred, were you feeling particularly stressed?” His answer must have shown in his expression. “Mental and physical symptoms are closely related, and one can set off the other. Please keep that in mind, my lord.”

Once she was gone, he sank back into the chair. He lifted his eyepatch and pressed the heel of his hand against the socket to relieve the pressure behind it, which was threatening to become a headache.

He couldn’t just sit there. But the more he thought about everything he had to do—the more he thought about the broken stepwell, and the upcoming equinox, and all their possibilities dwindling—the less able he was to move.

At least a quarter hour passed before he could muster the energy to reach for the missive he’d tossed onto the desk and reread it. Another fifteen minutes later, he made himself stand and search for Fin.

Out of habit, he grabbed the Sunbringer Spear on his way out the door. When Waren had first passed it to him, he’d found its shape and weight cumbersome. Now he used it as a necessary counterbalance.

Were you feeling particularly stressed?

He went over everything he and Rian had argued about in the basilica. Even the memory shortened his breath and made his shoulder blades tingle. In his hand, the Sunbringer Spear hummed and heated.

Nikolas paused halfway down the stairs. He held the spear out, unnerved by how fiercely the metal wings shone against the lamplight.

If Phos split his fulcrum into parts like Thana did, he could have hidden them anywhere.

His heartbeat stuttered. The spear pulsed in time with it.

Was it possible he’d been in possession of part of Phos’s fulcrum this whole time? Were the feathers some sort of backlash of its power? But if that were the case, his father would have shown similar symptoms.

Unless Phos had done something to the spear when they’d been in Noctus.

Nikolas clung to the balustrade until a servant came by asking if he was all right. Nikolas had them pass on a message to Rian to meet him in his office, then resumed the hunt for Fin.

He found him in the kitchens with the servants preparing meals to hand out to the earthquake victims. The prince of Vaega stood at an island beside a middle-aged Parithvian woman with henna-dyed hair, chatting amiably as they peeled cloves of garlic. The latter, Bhavna, was one of the servants they had saved from the Bone Palace who had gratefully come to work at the villa. Whenever she gave orders, Fin watched her as if taking mental notes.

One of the cooks noticed Nikolas and hastily bowed over a pot of steaming soup, which got Fin’s attention. The spark in his bright eyes caught the kindling in Nikolas’s chest. Before he could say anything, Fin set down the cleaver he was using to smash garlic cloves and hurried over. Nikolas’s hands twitched, caught between trepidation and thrill, wondering if he ought to lift his arms the way Fin was lifting his.

Fin reached for his face. Carefully, he flipped the eyepatch down so that it was once more covering the socket.

He’d forgotten to put it back in place.

Nikolas tensed. Fin pressed his hand to Nikolas’s burning cheek. “You’re all right, Sunshine.” Fin swept a thumb against the skin under his eyepatch. “No one here minds.”

Nikolas had been starved for this—something gentle, warm, to offset all the years of cold loss. He held his mother’s arm when they walked the gardens, and sometimes his shoulder was allowed to press against Rian’s.

But Fin’s hands—slender, clever thief hands—carried intention. Whether Nikolas was built of ice or fire or bramble, he could find his way through without harm. Like Nikolas was a labyrinth and only Fin carried the map.

His shoulder blades hadn’t stopped prickling since his horrified revelation. Fin lowered his hand to Nikolas’s chest. They were close like this; close enough to fuel the servants’ gossip, but not close enough to be improper. The short distance was one neither had managed to cross, despite what they had told each other in Noctus.

And no matter how starved he was, Nikolas knew it needed to stay that way. It had to, if he was going to keep a clear head.

He took the missive from his pocket and handed it to Fin. After reading it, the prince’s expression fell.

“Dante thinks his aunt has more she’s not saying,” Nikolas said under the busy sounds of the kitchen. “And that it would be easier to pry it out of her if you were there.”

All traces of Fin’s smile had vanished. He had been avoiding his mother for weeks only to be told their meeting was something no longer on his terms.

As much as Nikolas wanted to deny Dante’s request, Camilla likely did have more information they needed. The Solara portal was broken. They had precious little time left to regroup.

And, selfishly, he wanted to pursue the possibility of the Sunbringer Spear.

Fin pocketed the missive. “All right,” he said unhappily. “But you have to do something for me first.”

“What is it?”

Fin went to one of the cooks and came back with a bowl of thick lentil stew and a piece of flatbread. He handed it to Nikolas, then pointed to the bench along the wall. “You’re going to eat something. Lux, don’t let him up until the bowl’s clean.”

Lux squirmed out of Nikolas’s sleeve and peered into the bowl. Before Nikolas could argue that he had to meet with Rian, Fin turned back to helping Bhavna with the garlic. Nikolas had little choice but to sit on the bench like a scolded scullery maid and eat his stew under the watchful eyes of his familiar, the kitchen staff, and a clandestine prince.

And the spear at his side that still glowed tauntingly in time with his pulse.







VII
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Dante was on his third cup of coffee and his second hour of enduring a throbbing temple when Brailee found him in his study.

“Sulking?” she asked.

He paused with the mug at his lips. “I don’t sulk.”

“This looks like sulking.”

The window’s heavy drapes were drawn, creating an admittedly moody environment. It didn’t help that the grimoire lay open on the desk, showing a spread of Conjuration symbols. He had spent so long poring over them that they had merged into one incoherent glyph in his mind.

You are sulking, Azideh confirmed from his cloud form.

Dante reined in a grumble and fixed his slouched position. Brailee picked up his mug and took a large swig, puckering her mouth after; she had always been fonder of tea. But the bruises under her eyes suggested she needed something stronger.

“Still nothing?” he asked.

“Still nothing.” She took another sip and returned his mug, though Dante noticed most of the coffee was gone. “She’s doing this on purpose.”

Her words were tight. Measured.

“Nyx is shielding her,” Dante reminded her. “He doesn’t want us to stop him.”

“It’s more than that.” Brailee glared at the grimoire while Somnus unspooled from her neck and began a game of replicating the items on Dante’s desk. Nox joined it, the two familiars elongating into the shape of Dante’s fountain pen. “When he shielded her in Noctus, I could get through the cracks because of how weak he is. Now I can’t even get close enough to have her hear me. This is deliberate, Dante.”

Their familiars distended to copy the shape of his coffee mug. Dante watched them instead of the heartbreak on Brailee’s face.

Maybe Taesia truly didn’t want to be found. Unfortunately for her, Dante was not prepared to let that stop him, broken stepwell or no.

“But Julian saw her in his dream,” she went on. “He knew about the stepwell before we did.” Brailee pressed her fingers to the surface of his desk to stop their shaking. “Why him? Why not us? Is it because she’s trying to kill Phos on her own?”

Dante’s temple gave a particularly nasty throb. Behind him, Azideh chuckled.

What a brood this is, the demon murmured in his head. All hungry for power. For dominance.

Dante banged his fist against the desk, making Brailee jump and their familiars scatter.

“Sorry,” he rasped, shame quickly drowning the place where his fury had scorched to cinders, leaving it nothing but muddy ash. He closed the grimoire and rested his hand on its jeweled cover, like a weight.

“You need rest, too,” she said quietly. “And food. I don’t think you’ve had anything since yesterday.” When their brunch had been interrupted by a god’s meddling.

But he couldn’t rest, not when the spring equinox was the day after tomorrow. This marrow-deep frustration had started long before Dante’s first sip of wine. He’d become an anthill, trawling with restless scurry and the instinct that work equaled survival. If he didn’t get answers, he would crumble.

If he didn’t find a way to Solara, Phos would continue his rampage.

If he didn’t fulfill his pact with Azideh—reopening the portals to all the realms—he, too, would become like the baron of Seniza.

The longer we are bound together, the thinner the barrier between us becomes.

Azideh swept fingers through Dante’s hair, cradling the back of his head.

“Is that your true worry?” Azideh murmured in his ear, raising goose bumps on Dante’s arms. “Whether you fulfill our pact or not, you will belong to me.”

Dante ground his teeth.

“So why not use my power while you can?” Azideh pointed a taloned finger at Brailee, who was unable to see it. “You can order her to go back to searching for your lost kin. She will keep searching no matter how exhausted she becomes, no matter how her mind spirals.”

“Don’t.” Dante rose and knocked over his tall-backed chair, startling Brailee again.

Before he could utter another apology, there was a knock at the door. “Visitors have arrived for you, my lord. From House Cyr.”

Dante swallowed his ire, far more bitter than the coffee had been. He tucked the grimoire under one arm and risked a glance at Brailee. She seemed upset, but not at him.

“Do you want to join us?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t want to see her.”

He chanced putting a hand on her shoulder, which earned him a weak smile he’d done nothing to deserve, before heading to the entrance hall.

Although the city guard had manned the outer walls of the villa while the Lastriders hid in disgrace, that hadn’t stopped the more tenacious citizens from attempting to loot it. Evidence of their outrage could be seen in the number of dents in the walls made from frustrated feet and the slash marks on furniture made by unsympathetic knives. Several valuables had been stolen, though thankfully nothing from the vaults, so no one had bothered to add them to the itemized list of damages.

Personally, Dante thought the cosmetic scars were fitting. That every villa demanded its due at the hands of the people they constantly failed. The Houses had been made first and foremost to posture, to show off their holy lineage with grand station and even grander magic. It seemed only right that they should learn how to clean up after themselves.

Nikolas and Fin waited in the entrance hall surrounded by the black and silver of House Lastrider. Nikolas, in his white suit and carrying his family’s fabled spear, gave the impression of a doleful star passing through their night sky. Fin scanned the hall at his side, possibly to avoid the severe stares of Elena and Cormin, who must have gotten word of their visitors. Dante supposed they deserved to meet their nephew for the first time.

“—so much like her,” his father was saying, trying for a smile and landing somewhere in its vicinity. Elena, on the other hand, bore a cooler expression as she took in the erstwhile prince of Vaega.

“Oh” was Fin’s only reply, at a loss.

The apprehension seeping out of the young man was a glaring orange. Nikolas’s mood was a milder mauve, the aura of someone clinging to courteousness with a white-knuckled grip. At the sight of Dante, both of them flared yellow.

Dante plastered on a wide grin. “Welcome to the Lastrider villa, both of you. Although, Nik, I’m fairly certain you’ve been here before. It was that charity dinner for the refugees, was it not?”

He saw the exact moment Nikolas remembered that dinner. Remembered, specifically, how Taesia had pulled him into her shadows to sneak off to the gardens, thinking no one had noticed. The little fool.

A firework of mortified scarlet simmered down to purple resentment. With the demon’s influence, Dante even caught snippets of memory, the echo of Taesia’s hushed laugh and the warmth of her fingers around Nikolas’s bicep. He quickly dismissed it; seeing those fragments of Julian’s dreams had been bad enough.

The way Elena looked at him almost transformed him back into a boy poised for a scolding. “What is this about?”

“We’re going to discuss next steps.” Dante shifted the grimoire under his arm. “If you’ll excuse us.”

His mother said his name, but he ignored her and headed for the Lastrider vaults. Her flare of irritation darkened to the deep blue of regret. Fin stammered out a goodbye and followed after him with Nikolas.

“They know about our plan to go to Solara?” Nikolas demanded in a hushed voice. Like he was still the lanky, uncertain teenager who’d bent to Taesia’s whims.

“Of course they do. Their daughter is trapped there.” Even if they had disowned said daughter. Even if—thinking back to Brailee’s worry—Taesia was not trapped, but there of her own volition. “They felt the earthquake. They understand that the gods will not go quietly. Speaking of which, did you receive the aid package we sent?”

Nikolas shed his uncertainty with a single grave nod. “We received it, thank you.” Perhaps he was also learning the importance of masks.

Dante unlocked the doors to the vaults and led the two of them down to his workshop. Since his old Conjuration materials had been confiscated, he had restocked over the last couple months. The shelves carried bottles and jars and pouches containing every ingredient he could possibly need, from camphor and mandrake to sulfur and chalk.

The one component he was missing lay in the veins of his long-lost cousin.

The rug he’d once used to cover up his Conjuration attempts was gone, the floor a bare canvas for his work. He lit the lanterns and allowed the other two to take stock of the room, Fin’s apprehension returning in spades. To his credit, most of it didn’t show. He had Camilla’s knack of smiling when he should be frowning, nervous energy transmuted to alacrity. It would have been impressive had it not turned Dante’s stomach with its familiarity.

“Apologies for the lack of seating.” Dante reached for a bag of chalk. “I’m not in the habit of receiving guests down here.”

Nikolas closely watched Dante construct the circle. “It’s certainly… atmospheric.”

“It is at that.” A point of pride, in Dante’s opinion.

Both Nikolas and Fin burned uneasy yellow again. Dante had heard, in bits and pieces, what Phos had been up to in Noctus. How Nikolas and Fin had been used in the god’s Conjuration circles to enhance their power.

“This will be more of a window than a portal,” Dante assured them. He gestured to the diamond shape within the double circle he’d sketched. “Rather than the four quadrants used for making doorways between the realms, or the five-pointed star used in demon summoning”—he ignored the click of Fin’s throat as he swallowed—“this configuration was specifically used in the basilicas to better commune with the gods centuries ago.”

He sprinkled a generous portion of tobacco around the circle, then crushed-up sandstone along the four lines of the diamond. “This spot in the middle is typically meant for the symbol of whichever god you wish to speak to.”

“Have you tried—?”

“Using Orsus’s symbol? Of course.” It had been one of the first things Dante had attempted, drawing a hexagram that created a six-pointed star. “There’s a slight setback in that the god is, technically, dead.”

Nikolas cleared his throat. “Right.”

“Then again, I haven’t tried it with Mr. Luca,” Dante murmured, the name forcing him to become more aware of Azideh crouched in the back of his mind, reading his every thought. “That might yield better results.”

“At least that’s one god we won’t have to worry about killing,” Fin pointed out. When the other two looked at him, he put on that cloaking smile with a fluttery laugh. Dante’s temple gave another painful throb.

“What symbol do you use for communing with someone who isn’t a god?” Nikolas asked when Dante indicated for them to kneel before the circle.

“None.” Dante grabbed a knife off the shelf and turned back to them. Nikolas reached for his spear. “Will you relax? Atmosphere of my workshop aside, I haven’t lured you here for nefarious purposes.”

Fin shifted on his knees. “This seems pretty nefarious.”

The eyepatch Nikolas wore made his face harder, especially when he glared at Dante with such blatant distrust. Dante should have expected it; they were on the precipice of a breakthrough, one that required the godsblood Nikolas offered.

It would be nothing to slit his throat here and now, to draw another circle and make the doorway they so needed.

It would also be nothing to slit Fin’s throat alongside him, ridding Vaega of its last tentative thread to a so-called holy monarchy.

Dante twirled the knife in his fingers while Azideh breathed a laugh.

Go ahead, the demon crooned, soft and indulgent. You make things so difficult for yourself when the easy answer sits before you.

A memory of a girl falling off the side of a plateau, her eyes glazed and untroubled.

Dante inhaled deeply. Then he offered another smile and knelt beside Fin.

“Would you mind holding out your hand, cousin?”

The demon scoffed while Fin’s eyebrows rose, but he held his arm above the circle. Dante noticed he wore a plain—and rather cheap—bangle of silver alloy.

“I’ll only need a drop or two.” Dante cradled Fin’s brown hand in his own. “Promise.”

Fin nodded, as if Dante really was nothing but an older cousin instructing him in a game he didn’t know.

“Wait,” Nikolas blurted. “I should tell you something first.”

Dante’s exasperation lifted as soon as Nikolas shared his suspicion about the Sunbringer Spear. The increase in its power, the feathers.

“We should ask her if it could help with the portal,” Nikolas suggested.

As much as Dante didn’t want to show all his cards, Camilla had spoken to Prelate Lezzaro about fulcrums at length. If anyone might know, it would be her.

Dante carefully pricked Fin’s pointer finger with the tip of the knife, satisfied that Fin didn’t flinch. A drop of dark blood welled to the surface and fell to the center of the circle.

It splashed crimson on the stone floor. Immediately the circle activated, its outermost perimeter lighting up red while the earthy scent of tobacco rose around them.

The air warped and churned. Dante’s joints ached in the presence of its staticky power, something both attuned to the natural world and deceptively uncanny. A lesion appeared that gaped into an oval about the length of Fin’s torso.

Just as Dante said, it formed a window between the Lastrider villa and the Gravespire. On the other side wasn’t the back wall of his workshop, but the dank, recognizable darkness that prowled the edges of his nightmares.

Fin’s hand clung to Nikolas’s. Dante unwillingly received flashes of them being Phos’s prisoners, sharing touches like this to keep themselves human and sane. Even a recent sense memory of Fin’s hand against Nikolas’s face, joined by the orchid-toned shade of affection.

Interesting. Or, more accurately: annoying.

Dante rubbed his cheek to banish the phantom feeling and forced himself to turn to his aunt’s cell. With a flick of his fingers the shadows thinned, revealing the gleam of his aunt’s eyes as they stared at the aperture.

Eyes that immediately locked on to Fin. Eyes the same searing shade of blue.

It didn’t stop her from noticing Nikolas, or Dante. At the sight of him his aunt winced, nearly imperceptible except that he had been looking for it. Camilla pushed away from the wall and awkwardly shuffled closer to the opening with a clatter of her shackles.

“They told me your name is Fin,” she croaked, as if she hadn’t spoken since Dante had last seen her.

Fin’s thumb swept back and forth over Nikolas’s knuckles while the fingers of his unoccupied hand made a nervous tattoo on his leg. “Vincenzo Accardi,” he replied tonelessly. “That’s what he named me. I go by Fin.”

At the word he, Camilla’s lips thinned. Her gaze carved Fin’s shape like a sculptor finding the figure in the marble, alighting on all the details they shared and all the ones they didn’t.

“Ferdinand wouldn’t allow me to see you.” Camilla edged closer, ignoring Dante’s warning sound. “I barely got to hold you in my arms before they took you from me.”

To their horror, she started crying. It was a silent weeping, marked only by the spill of tears and the reddening of her bloodshot eyes.

“You’ve grown up well,” she said softly. Her shackles rattled again, like she wanted to push her hands through the aperture but decided against it. “You’re an elementalist?”

Fin nodded stiffly. “Earth.”

“That’s good. I’ve always been fond of earth elementalists.”

On it went, her harmless questions and Fin’s stilted answers. As if twenty-odd years could be neatly packaged into a series of yeses and nos. Fin’s internal landscape kept shifting, from pity to annoyance to embarrassment and everything in between.

Camilla didn’t say I nearly destroyed this world for you.

Fin didn’t say I don’t condone what you’ve done.

But it was there, in his aunt’s desperate stare and his cousin’s attempts to avoid it.

The Solara portal breaking under Phos’s rage had wedged an anxious spike between Dante’s ribs, shortening his already threadbare patience. At the next pause in the conversation he said, “There’s something we have to ask you.”

Camilla’s expression shuttered. “You’ve already pried your answers from me.”

“There’s been a new complication.”

The tears had dried on his aunt’s face by the time he and Nikolas were done explaining. “The stepwell is no longer possible,” Dante finished. “Since Lezzaro was making use of the Conjurers, we thought you might know the next best place to construct the circle.”

The Conjurers had been able to replicate necromancy with Prelate Lezzaro’s help. In this way, the siphoning of quintessence that lingered around the realm’s barriers would grow thin. Then, at Godsnight, the heirs could break those barriers for good.

What a wildly optimistic plan that had been.

The corner of Camilla’s chapped mouth curled upward. “I’m surprised you don’t remember.”

“Remember what?”

“The Bone Palace,” Nikolas said after a beat. “Ferdinand was nervous because the Conjurers made a circle dangerously close to the palace.”

The prelate’s voice returned to Dante:

Since Nexus lies upon the severed pathways to the other realms, I thought it might produce the best results to work at the heart of the city equidistant from the basilicas and their portals.

His heart sank. “We have to use the palace square.”

The empty crater made from another portal, what had already once been used as the center of a city-spanning Conjuration circle.

Not exactly the most subtle of locations.

“But will it be enough?” Nikolas stressed. “Even if we made a circle in the palace square and used my blood to activate it, would it work the same as the stepwell? What about…” He nervously touched the spear at his side. “What if we had part of Phos’s fulcrum?”

Camilla’s attention sharpened. “Do you know that for sure?”

“No, but—”

“Listen to me.” She leaned closer, nearly breaching the portal window. “If that spear holds some of Phos’s fulcrum, you cannot let him claim it. In fact, it would be best to destroy it now to prevent that from happening.”

Nikolas recoiled. “Destroy it?”

“Even if Phos’s body is killed, he can eventually return through his fulcrum. That’s why the gods created them in the first place. They’re a fail-safe.”

Fin glanced at the spear and shuddered. “How do we destroy a fulcrum?”

Camilla grimaced. “That, I don’t know.”

And neither did Dante. Although he had read the grimoire cover to cover, he had been more concerned with Conjuration than the bits of god lore sprinkled throughout.

The aperture began to waver. Dante clenched his jaw, wishing they had more time, wishing he had power beyond his and the demon’s.

He caught his aunt’s gaze. It held exhaustion and vexation, and something that hollowed the pit of his stomach: fear.

Guilt clamped its jaws around his throat. He wondered if she had felt the earthquake, if she had been prepared to meet her end without any way to save herself.

Before he could change his mind, Dante lifted his hands and gathered the shadows of the cell toward Camilla. Nikolas and Fin demanded what he was doing, but he focused only on the shackles on his aunt’s chafed wrists, bearing welts similar to the scars he carried.

With a sharp tug, the shadows broke through the lightsbane. Camilla gasped and a red haze enveloped her shoulders, the demon Shanizeh forming into a growling cloud behind her.

But Azideh had given Dante the demon’s true name, which meant he held absolute power over her. She could remain dormant so long as he wished.

A small, traitorous thought broke through: If he learned Azideh’s true name, would that strengthen the flood of magic between them? How much more would Dante be capable of?

Could he break the pact between them?

As he opened his mouth to compel everyone to cover their ears—to order Shanizeh, Vecto, to divulge Azideh’s true name whether she wanted to or not—the throbbing in his temple became a knife stabbing through his brain.

He collapsed with a scream, and the aperture stitched itself closed. The invisible collar around his neck tightened until he couldn’t breathe, until his larynx threatened to snap under its pressure.

Azideh crouched above him, lips pressed to the shell of Dante’s ear. “What was it you were planning to do just now?” the demon purred, his fingers curled under Dante’s collar. The chain connecting it to Azideh jangled when Dante thrashed.

“I will not let anyone make me their slave,” Azideh whispered, acid-green eyes burning into Dante’s. “Especially not you.”

The pressure faded, and Dante sucked in the sweet relief of air. He coughed as hands grabbed him, supported him.

“Dante!”

Nikolas—worried, despite all his earlier irritation. He’d always been a good boy. Dante dimly wondered what that must be like.

“What happened?” Fin asked as Nikolas helped Dante sit up. “Was it Camilla?”

Dante turned and spat a globule of blood onto the floor, far away from where he drew his circles. His head was going to implode, but there was no time for that.

“Tell the others,” he whispered hoarsely. “We’ll need the palace square blocked off on the equinox.”

Where hopefully, unlike Godsnight, there would be no lives lost.







VIII
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Risha woke with a gasp and the chill of her torus spinning around her.

It took a disorienting moment to make the wind settle, to even out her pulse and stop her teeth from chattering. She sat up and pressed her fingers into the aching spots just above her eyes.

This time there were no flowers stitched into her bedsheets. Only the lingering scent of grave soil and the spinning of her core, the dual flow of energies that should have been in direct opposition. She reached for the verdant promise of the one that had not originally belonged to her, comforted by its warmth.

The nightmare had played out its familiar beats:

She had stood in the courtyard of the Bone Palace and braided tenuous threads of life together, ready to sever them and end an inter-realm war in one fell swoop. Then: a cry, an inferno, and a cyclone of ashes as Jas’s body was eaten by Deia’s fire.

She had stood facing down a Mortrian king with Samhara in her hands, hopeless and exhausted, with no chance of escape. Then: a flicker of spiritual energy, a sword of black opal, and the sweet curve of Jas’s last smile.

Don’t waste it.

Risha rubbed the wetness from her eyes. She waited, as she always did, to see if Jas would speak to her. Sometimes he coaxed her to go back to sleep; other times he only hummed a vaguely familiar Parithvian song. But now he was silent.

Her tired gaze swept over her bedroom and paused on the dresser, where Dante’s latest message sat.

The sky beyond her window bore a strip of dove gray along the horizon, hinting at the approaching dawn. The pulse she had just managed to settle quickened again.

Today was the spring equinox. They had done all they could to plan for this day, and she didn’t feel prepared in the slightest.

Dante claimed they could use the heart of the city, but the palace square was a wreck, one that drew mourners and pilgrims on a daily basis. How were they supposed to keep it clear in order to prepare a portal?

How was she supposed to return to the same place she’d once stood with Thana’s towering rage inside her?

Where Jas had…

We need you to figure out how to best kill a god.

Risha didn’t bother to light any lamps as she slid out of bed and opened the doors to the bureau. Samhara hung on its mount, the chain scythes forming a sinister X. She grasped the handles and sent a flicker of power through the bone.

Valentin’s crimson eyes flashed across one of the blades. “I see you’ve decided on a trim.”

Risha was unused to the way her short hair brushed her neck, the way her hand barely ran through it. Her mother hadn’t been pleased with the change, but Risha did not live to please her mother.

“Looks awful,” Valentin finished.

She lifted the scythes from their hooks, knowing better than to rise to his bait. “You were once set on me overthrowing Thana to rule Mortri. Or rather, to allow you to rule Mortri.” On the opposite blade, a fanged grin appeared. “What was your plan? How would you have aided me?”

There was a beat of silence. Then Valentin cackled so loud it set her teeth on edge.

“You expect me to help you now? After what you’ve done to me?”

“I do.” She brought the blade closer. “Because I’m going to destroy Thana.”

“You told me you had no desire to rule Mortri,” the king drawled.

“I still don’t. But I can’t allow her to continue on like this. I can’t… I can’t move on until she’s paid for what she’s done.”

Valentin took his time studying her. Whatever he saw made his eyes narrow in amusement.

“And what do I get out of it?” he asked. “Am I to become your minion after this transition of power?”

Look at what you’ve done to my minion. Where do you think you’re going with my crux?

“Thana’s fulcrum,” Risha said, ignoring his question entirely. “It is Samhara, isn’t it?”

Eyes and mouth disappeared, leaving the blades empty save for a roiling red mist that seeped out of the bone.

“You told us the four kings were created when Thana pitted violent souls against one another,” Risha went on. “And when the winners crawled out, she split her fulcrum into fourths to grant you power.”

Her grip tightened around the handles. “Was it split between your bodies, or your souls?”

Valentin’s sulky mist thickened. “How should I know?”

“You traveled with Leshya. You knew about the other kings and their weaknesses. You even helped her make this weapon.” Leshya Vakara had forged Samhara out of the bones of the kings to be their match, yet Valentin’s strength remained abundant even as a confined spirit. “You have the answer. And if you give it to me, I will restore your body to you.”

Risha, came a cautionary whisper in her skull.

Valentin’s entire face appeared on the left blade. It was inscrutable save for the hint of a smirk. Risha forced herself not to look away from his pale, angular features.

“Restore my body,” he repeated in a near croon, “so that you can lop off my lovely fingers again?”

Risha arched an eyebrow. “Or so you can return to your duties in Cruciamen.”

Don’t make this promise, Jas said. It won’t be worth it. You know he’s always scheming.

And I can’t scheme back? she retorted. She was met with a bewildered, if reluctantly delighted, glint of emotion.

“Mortri needs proper guidance,” she said to Valentin. “Once Thana is gone, perhaps the kings will be the ones to enact it.”

Valentin’s smirk bloomed into something ugly. “I don’t believe your words, little Vakara. Make no mistake—I will return to Cruciamen, and I’ll drag you there with me to return every ounce of your kindness. But it will be after we topple Thana.”

Risha smiled coldly. “Of course.”

Valentin scoffed at her nonchalance and disappeared again. “You ask if this eyesore of a weapon holds Thana’s crux. The answer is yes and no.”

“Explain.”

The red haze returned, needling agitatedly at Risha’s palms. She sent a reprimanding pulse through the bones. “It’s true that Thana gave each of us part of her withering core,” Valentin grumbled. “I thought, if a Vakara were to join us, it would be enough to depose Thana for good.”

“But Samhara wasn’t as strong as you needed it to be.”

“No.”

She remembered how it felt to brush up against Valentin’s power during their battle, raw and nauseating yet familiar—because a piece of it was within her as well. “Then the parts of Thana’s crux aren’t in the bodies of the kings. It’s in their souls.”

And she only had one of four.

Crimson eyes opened along the right blade, a little too wide, a little too mad. “Didn’t I tell you?” Valentin laughed. “You’re not yet done with Mortri. And once my body is reforged, you never will be.”

Risha roughly returned the scythes to their mounts. But Valentin was still chuckling to himself, slit pupils fattened with excitement.

“I smell your rage,” he breathed. “The charred skin sloughing off to reveal the tender new skin of your vengeance. We aren’t so dissimilar after all, are we, little Vakara?”

Risha slammed the bureau doors closed.

There was no point going back to sleep. Risha wrapped a cashmere shawl around her shoulders and wandered the villa, a quiet ghost among the predawn shadows.

I almost died getting Valentin’s spirit into Samhara, she thought bleakly, holding the shawl closed while her other hand reached up to tug on a braid that was no longer there. Instead, she played with the shawl’s tassels. How am I supposed to collect the other three?

She waited for Jas’s answer, but none was forthcoming. He was likely just as stymied, just as troubled, as she was at the prospect.

Phos, however, was their first priority. If they couldn’t get the portal open today, they had to find another way to reach him before the summer solstice—or at least, reach his fulcrum.

But she had just learned that a fulcrum could be a physical object or a spiritual one, split across any number of things. How much harder would it be to determine what Phos’s was?

Eventually she arrived at her favorite eastern-facing balcony. Risha leaned against the stone railing and let the cool wind play with her hair, watching how the sky flushed pink like the filling in of blood under skin. The air smelled like the first columns of smoke rising from chimneys, which overlaid a citrusy musk that reminded her of vetiver.

The sun was still a suggestion on the horizon when the door opened behind her. Soft footfalls preceded the arrival of her father. A swift glance revealed that he was already dressed for the day in a high-collared kurta, his hair—more silver-streaked than it had been months ago—styled in its usual sideswept quiff. He held two steaming mugs, one of which he silently offered to her.

Although her chest constricted with the need to thank him, to tell him she did not take this thoughtfulness for granted, she accepted it wordlessly. It was easier to stay silent. Easier for them both.

They drank their tea as the sky deepened to carmine and the sun finally crept over the peaks of the Dorso Ridge. Risha savored the taste of clove and cardamom, the heat that traveled down her chest and into her stomach, and wished it would last.

But like most things, it couldn’t. Her father gently cleared his throat and set his mug on the railing. “I worry for you, meer piaara.”

Risha closed her eyes as a vetiver-scented gust of wind streaked by.

“I don’t understand why you want to return to Mortri,” he went on. “Not after what you faced there.”

She took a prolonged sip before replying. “It’s exactly because of what I faced there. You said it yourself: The realm is being mismanaged. I’m the best equipped to return and set it right.”

“And what of Thana?”

Risha retreated to that safer silence. Her father ran a hand over his short beard in the same manner Risha had once tugged on her braid.

“I understand your need to make this right,” he said. “But you have a duty to Nexus, and to Vaega, and to your family. There are many factors—”

“Do you think this is a selfish desire?” she snapped, making him look sharply at her. “How can anything get better if I don’t stop the source of our suffering? What good will being a House heir do if the gods are steering us all toward destruction?”

She set her cup down hard enough to chip the ceramic. “The world I face isn’t the one you grew up to revere. This world is broken—all of them are broken—and I have a duty to try to fix it. You have Amaa and Saya to assist you here. The least you can do is trust me to be the necromancer you trained.”

Rath’s sigh was strained. “I’m not sure that you are. You’ve already performed miracles that are beyond me.” If his voice swelled with pride, she told herself she was imagining it. “But I see how that place transformed you. How it nearly killed you.”

And here she was, prepared to throw herself not only at Phos, but at three spirits just as volatile as Valentin. Ready to face the entity that had crafted them out of power and spite.

Risha did not want to die. Yet she keenly knew how much more she had to lose if the gods managed to breach each other’s realms.

“I’m sorry I changed,” she said dully. “I’m sorry that I’ve lost your trust.”

Rath cut himself off after one stunned syllable. This was a territory neither of them were familiar with, but Risha was tired of the discomfort of hidden words.

“I’m sorry you’re frightened of me,” she whispered.

She wrapped her shaking hands around the railing. Rath exhaled like he’d been punched, and for an instant Risha didn’t see her father but a man who was exhausted, whittled down day by day.

“I could never be frightened of you, meer piaara.” His voice was thick, and Risha’s eyes stung in the wind. “Only frightened for you.”

He paused, and part of her wanted him to reach out to her, to fold her against his chest like she was a girl again. Back when she could follow the rules without questioning them and earn an approving smile.

“You carry an extra soul,” he said softly. So softly it was almost taken by the wind, so softly it landed harder than a hammer blow.

Risha’s fingers went numb around the railing. Within her, a loving voice resounded.

I’m sorry.

“It’s a soul I accepted willingly,” she said. “One that helped me survive Mortri. With him, I can survive it again.”

Rath put his hand farther down the railing, near hers. She studied its grooves and its scars, the broad palm and the large knuckles, the gold rings he always wore. She considered placing her hand on his. She didn’t.

“There are dangers in this,” he reminded her. “It might affect your mind. Your own soul.”

“You think it already has.”

His brow furrowed. “I think you are still recovering from your plight, and this will only hinder your healing.”

By now the sun had halfway crested the horizon. The skyline was bloody, ribboning into veins that stretched greedily toward the city. Risha stared at the sun until it seared her retinas, which instantly healed themselves.

“We can find a way to exorcise him gently,” her father continued. “Lead him to the void to wait for Mortri to be reopened.”

And how do you expect that to happen if I don’t return there?

But she didn’t voice the question, too focused on the climbing sun. The rest of her tea had gone cold, but she was burning.

“As for the one in Leshya’s weapon—”

“Paaja,” she rasped.

He followed her gaze. The scent of vetiver grew stronger with the oncoming light, elongating the shadows of the villa walls. Her mug tumbled off the railing but she made no move to catch it.

Rath clearly couldn’t see what she could. That the sun, rising faster now than was possible, was not burnished orange but white gold, which made the red markings on it stand out all the more.

A circle within a circle. Four quadrants separated by precise lines. Glyphs of Vitaean elements, familiar triangles and circles, interspersed with the rayed suns Dante drew when testing Solarian portals.

Their sun had become a Conjuration circle.







IX
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Julian followed the pale, four-legged beast through an ever-expanding blackness, a lake and then an ocean and then a sky-wide storm, ignoring every half-hearted gesture of reality to turn back. Ignoring the infantile part of him that would always be frightened of the dark.

He listened for a heartbeat or a breath in that soundless nightfall. He was so intent on finding it that when a dozen pulses started up around him, a dozen pairs of lungs in disharmony, he was nearly startled into waking.

The pale beast was gone. He stood in a narrow barracks-style hall with six beds on either side, the large windows along the left wall washed in golden light. All the beds were occupied, yet the people attempting to sleep in them frowned against the brilliant light, the drapes left cruelly open so that no shadows could breed.

But they had neglected the spaces under the beds. Like a childhood nightmare come to life, inky tendrils slithered from beneath, finding a path to the windows. Little by little the sunlight died.

Shadows gnawed over the floor and the walls. They hemorrhaged from the far corner, under the watch of cosmic eyes, until everything was drenched.

The pulse. The breath. The darkness that existed everywhere except in the places it didn’t.

For the sleeping forms glowed, chests ablaze with radiant lines. The creature in the corner drifted silently between the beds, lifting its hands like a conductor shaping the shadows, each point of a finger becoming the point of a hovering sword.

At the front of the hall, the creature dropped its hands.

Blood was thicker than shadow. It splashed against the walls and soaked the mattresses until it pooled across the floor. Within those pools were flecks of gold. Not the wealth discovered at the bottom of a river, but a curse that resonated in his own veins.

The sudden absence of a dozen heartbeats was just as startling as when they’d appeared.

The darkness seeped out of the hall into the corridor beyond. Only when Julian followed did he realize he had a body again, though his feet made no sound on the polished floor.

The corridor’s gilded wall paneling shone under glass skylights, making it easier to glimpse the creature at the heart of the seething darkness. Its stride was even, the air punctuated with the slow rhythm of bootheels on marble. Black hair cascaded down its back, shifting in an unfelt wind.

The fingers of its right hand slid lazily across the wall paneling as it went, leaving long, unending streaks of rust red, like warp yarn fastened onto a waiting loom. They smelled thick, metallic, with a hint of citronella.

The creature stopped. The shadows parted just enough to reveal the large, brutal sword it held in its other hand, its blade thorny with spinous processes.

Julian did not turn or back away. He stood his ground the way he would with any other beast.

The creature offered him a view of its profile. The top half of its face was obscured with miniature nebulae, swirling clouds of maroon and violet and lapis. A crown of stars in various shapes and dimensions formed a ring that covered its eyes. Looking at it for too long made pressure bloom in his skull, the consequence of staring directly at the divine.

“YOU’RE HERE,” the creature said. Not a question, or an accusation. A simple statement. Its voice sounded as if it were pulled from the outermost reaches of the universe, a harrowing echo that could cause one’s ears to bleed.

Julian didn’t reply, but he did come closer. Underneath the blood emerged the scent of cloves and rime. Of a realm that had once frozen him over and let his heart sing with possibility.

And he smelled her. Skin and sweat, fury and fear. God and girl.

“NO FARTHER,” the creature warned. It turned fully toward him, revealing the glinting blood splattered down its front. The crown of stars was in constant movement, a slow twirling that left him nauseated. “I DIDN’T EXPECT YOU HERE.”

He didn’t ask where here was, or why he was in this place to begin with, or even what he had just witnessed in the hall.

Instead he asked, “Are you all right?”

The shadows closed in. The hallway darkened and winked with silver.

“I was thinking of you,” a midnight voice whispered, soothing the ache left by the other. “Wondering if I would ever see you again.”

Julian lurched forward. He was stopped, but not particularly concerned by, the sword tip pointed at his throat.

“Go back,” she ordered.

“Come with me,” he countered. He wrapped a hand around the sword, which burned so cold it stuck to his skin. “Tae—”

The shadows exploded with a primordial howl. They grabbed him and pushed him up against the gold-plated wall, winding tightly around his legs, his arms, his throat.

They split open to reveal a celestial face gazing sightlessly at him from only inches away. The incandescence of the stars branded spangles in his eyes.

“Retaliation is coming.” She grasped his jaw in one hand. A black-taloned nail pricked the corner of his mouth, and a hot drop of blood rolled down his chin. The nail trailed after it in a mimicry of devotion. “Do not fall to them.”

“To who?” he breathed against the shadow at his throat. She pressed that taloned nail to his bottom lip, splitting it with such care he shivered. He would let her slice open his stomach and peel apart his ribs if it was what she desired, if only to not be separated from her touch.

“Those who will destroy you.” Her lips spread into a slow, broad smile, an unholy splash of blood and ivory. “IF I DO NOT DESTROY THEM FIRST.”

Julian woke with a bloodstain on his pillow. But that wasn’t what seized his attention.

It was the crackling, electric air in his lungs, the same sharp pressure he’d felt just before the earthquake.

Just before Godsnight.

The bone cuff around his wrist pulsed. He forced himself to breathe deep and to dismiss the dream, to focus on the here and now.

Retaliation is coming.

His mother typically rose before he did, but the hour was early enough that she was still asleep. He sat at the edge of her bed and laid a hand on her shoulder until she came to with a drowsy noise.

“Jules?” Marjorie croaked, rubbing her eyes. “What is it?”

“I don’t know, but something’s…”

It was only then he remembered: Today was the first day of spring. The equinox.

The hairs on his body stood on end.

“You need to go back to the Hunters’ compound,” he said urgently. “Let Captain Kerala know that this is one last favor from me.”

“What favor?” Marjorie sat up with difficulty, her breaths already wheezing. “Where are you going?”

The electric pulses stabbed through his limbs. He kept twitching, suppressing hisses of pain as the bone cuff bridled with fury.

She thumbed the spot under his lower lip. “You’re bleeding.” Her eyes were wet in the dawn gloom. “Jules?”

He took her hand to kiss it—in apology, in farewell. “Remember to bring your medicine with you. Take one of the kitchen knives, too.”

“Jules,” she repeated, voice hitching when he let go. “Julian.”

She wasn’t fast enough to stop him, nor would he give her the chance to try. He grabbed his longbow, his quiver, and his emergency pack and headed out the door.

The static turned sharper as he hurried to the eastern inner gate, making his way to the closest House villa, which was the Mardovas’. At this hour the sky was an ombre of blue and pink, but as the sun rose higher the pink ripened to red, the sort of crimson dawn he had once read was a portent to sailors. The streets were mostly clear save for the early risers heading for work and the nightlong carousers stumbling home. Some glanced at the sky as if expecting those crimson clouds to rain blood.

The back of his neck prickled like he was being watched. Julian stopped at an intersection and peered up as well.

The sun was moving far too quickly, and its usual glare seemed diminished. His eyes watered until he could faintly detect the topography of ancient spellwork, the same lines and circles embedded in his bloodline. The lingering essence of Orsus pressed a sharp warning against his racing pulse.

Julian ran. He ignored the shout of a guard, ignored the woman he bumped into that caused her to spill a crate of apples. He ran until he got a stitch in his side and the walls of the Mardova villa rose before him.

He skidded to a stop at the front gates, startling the House guards in red-and-blue livery. One of them reached for her sword.

“Move along,” she told him.

Julian shook his head, sweat trickling down his temple. “I need to see Angelica. Lady—Lady Angelica Mardova. Please, it’s urgent.” The sun climbed and climbed, branding its heat against his scalp.

The guards didn’t notice. “Petitioners aren’t allowed on the villa grounds. Go to your district magistrate’s office to lobby your request.”

“I’m not—!” With a growl, Julian pushed past them and grabbed the iron bars of the gates, keeping him from the outlandishly curated lawns and the estate with its terra-cotta roofs and covered terraces. “Angelica!”

Like him and Rian, she had sensed the earthquake before it hit. The three of them were tied to quintessence; surely she must have felt something.

“Oi!” One of the guards dragged him away. There was a rasp of steel as a sword left its sheath. “Final warning: Get the fuck out of here or—”

“Tomás,” the other one whispered. Her gaze was fixed on the sky, reflecting the burning orb that defied all natural logic in its journey to reach its apex, pulling them from dawn to noon with a single breath.

Tomás’s grip loosened on Julian’s arm. “What on Deia’s green earth… ?”

The cuff radiated a sickening power that made Julian’s bones ache. At the same time, the sun claimed its zenith and stayed there, the sky still a violent, malevolent crimson. The city below it lay frozen and quiet, as if all those early risers had stopped preparing for the day to witness this backward miracle.

A horizontal seam appeared along the sun’s surface, bisecting the Conjuration circle Julian could barely make out beneath its glow. The seam slowly parted, widening and pulling apart the very material of the world.

Julian didn’t make a sound. On either side of him, the Mardova guards watched on in equally silent horror.

Watched as that seam opened fully, revealing a massive eye that fixed its pale stare on Nexus far below.







X
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Angelica turned her obsidian dagger over in her hands while the dawn of the equinox grew stronger outside her window.

The dagger was made of black volcanic glass. It had been fashioned between her desperate magic and the power of Mount Netsai, which had once been Deia’s forge. She wondered if the god still slept within its bowels, recovering from the grievous wound Angelica had given her when they’d fought above the volcano.

Beside her, Cosima mumbled in her sleep. She was hugging a pillow in one arm, the other thrown over Angelica’s lap. Angelica lightly traced a triangle of freckles over Cosima’s skin, forming the symbol for fire.

She’d just reached the last freckle when pain lanced through her skull.

Cosima jolted awake when Angelica dropped the dagger and clutched her head. Yvri’s voice rang through her mind.

Something is wrong.

She didn’t need him to tell her that—she could feel it in the threads of aether around her.

Come to the city if you can, she told him. I don’t care who sees you. He gave a low growl of assent.

Cosima clutched her arm. “Princess?”

“It’s another attack.” Angelica grabbed her dagger and vaulted out of bed, scrambling for her sturdiest pair of trousers. “Bigger.” Cosima cursed and grabbed one of the weapons she’d stashed in the corner.

Angelica turned to the violin case on her dresser and hesitated.

Perhaps you should return to using a conduit, Yvri had suggested. But Angelica was tired of conduits; she wanted the instrument to remain an instrument. So she left it behind as she and Cosima hurried to the main hall. Deia’s eye, unruly as it was, allowed her to access the elements without a crutch. She didn’t want to slide all the way back down the slope of her success.

The villa’s front doors were flung open. Gathered on the front lawns, servants and guards were pointing up and exclaiming. The twins were among them, dressed in night-robes, and Adela was already stepping onto the carriage driveway with Miko just behind her. Angelica quickened her stride at her mother’s horrified gasp.

“Thana’s piss-stained grave,” Cosima croaked when they finally saw what everyone was gaping at.

A large, unblinking eye hung above them, mostly white save for a ring of pale crystal that made up its iris.

Angelica stood frozen with shock, and it wasn’t until Eiko shook her arm that she realized someone was calling for her. Eiko pointed at the villa gates, where Julian Luca stood with a longbow slung over one shoulder. Angelica ordered the guards to let him in. For an instant they seemed just as stunned by the scruffy individual being allowed into the Mardova villa as they were with the eye.

She had to crane her neck to look up at Julian, unnerved by the green hue of his earnest stare, like the eyeshine of a predator.

They used to be darker, Nikolas had murmured to her after one of their earlier meetings.

“It’s another attack,” Julian panted. This close she could smell the sweat and apprehension on him, as well as sense irritation coming from the bone cuff around his tawny wrist.

“What gave you that impression? Was it the giant fucking eyeball in the sky?”

“It didn’t start out as an eye,” he said grimly. “There was a Conjuration circle burned into the sun.”

Her fingers turned numb. Phos.

“What’s it doing?” cried one of the servants.

Along the eye’s lash lines welled shimmering bands of liquid light. Gravity forced the liquid down until it formed one large aureate tear that hung from its colorless pupil.

The tear trembled for one breathless moment before it fell.

Adela ordered everyone back inside, but Angelica and Julian remained to watch the tear’s descent. It split apart midair, forming dozens of smaller tears that winked scarlet like blood over the city.

One of them hurtled toward the Mardova villa. Cosima pulled Angelica back just as it splashed onto the lawn with dazzling force, threatening to blind them all. A shape stood in the puddle of golden ichor, but all Angelica could make out were twin arcs stretched wide.

The figure advanced. Julian threw an arm out in front of her, spindles of black veins emerging from his shirt collar and up his neck. Angelica batted his arm away but continued to back up with him and Cosima.

The figure stopped and tilted its head to one side. As the light dimmed, Angelica could better see it was a thickset man with white hair and pointed ears. Typical Solarian features. Yet his eyes were lit with the glow of divinity, and an unknown symbol had been etched onto his bare chest like a tattoo, the color of gold-flecked ash.

And he had wings. Real wings, not the kind that Nikolas and Rian shaped with Lumin magic, their white feathers shivering in anticipation.

The Solarian soldier grinned at the sight of Angelica and Julian.

“On behalf of Almighty Lord Phos,” he intoned in a vowel-heavy accent, a double-headed axe materializing in his outstretched hand, “we come to beget light to these dark lands.”

Before Angelica could whistle for her fire, there was a loud crack and suddenly the warrior was grabbing the front of her shirt. He knocked over Cosima and Julian with a powerful beat of his wings as he launched into the air.

Because of her training with Yvri, the swooping in her stomach wasn’t novel. But she had no breath to whistle, so she wrapped her hands around the man’s muscled neck until his skin singed under her touch. He snarled but didn’t let go. Instead, two tendrils of light caught her by the wrists and forced her arms behind her back.

With every flap of his wings they climbed higher and higher, until they cleared even the top of the Gravespire. An arrow sank into the man’s left shoulder—courtesy of Julian—but it may as well have been a mosquito bite.

“Child of the Earth-Witch,” the warrior said. “Almighty Phos has entrusted me to deliver your fate.”

“One of his—many mistakes,” Angelica choked out.

The hand that didn’t have hold of her lifted his double-headed axe, spinning it with such precision she knew it wouldn’t take much to separate her head from her body.

A familiar roar traveled on the wind. Angelica bared her teeth in a grin. “I should thank you for getting me away from the others.”

He scowled. “Why is that?”

“So I can do this.”

She opened her mouth wide as her third eye squinted open. Fire rose hot and acidic from her diaphragm, enveloping the warrior in a blazing cyclone.

The warrior let her go with a shout. She forced her third eye closed even as she fell fast, swallowing her rising gorge to let loose a shrill, three-note song.

A portal gaped open below her. She contorted her body to fit through it, sinking into the upside-down vertigo of its domain. In her mind she pictured scales and heat and wind on her face. Her song rippled the pattern of her portal and pulled open its opposite end.

Angelica fell out and landed on Yvri’s back just as the wyvern swooped below the inferno-wreathed warrior. The laugh that escaped her tasted of triumph and fury.

Not done yet, Yvri warned her, banking hard and rising to meet the warrior’s smoking plunge. The man was insistent, readying his axe to cleave Yvri’s hide with a scythe of light. The wyvern roared with a shock wave of air, blasting the Solarian off course.

Sending minions with only a fraction of his strength. Yvri huffed. Pathetic.

But the warrior used lightspeed to drop his oppressive weight on top of her. Angelica gasped in the smell of charred flesh as he grabbed a fistful of her hair. She unsheathed her obsidian dagger and plunged it into the meat of his thigh.

Using the dagger as a channel, she cracked her third eye open again. This time the fire delved into his muscles and arteries while he bellowed in wordless agony. Angelica shoved him off with her elbow.

Yvri twisted fast as a snake to catch him in his mouth. The warrior barely had time to yell before the wyvern’s teeth snapped him in half. His torn corpse tumbled to the streets below.

Yvri made a hacking sound. Disgusting.

Angelica patted his neck and scanned the width of Nexus. There were more winged warriors, at least a dozen more, and the flash and rumble of elementalists could be seen and heard as Vaegan soldiers spread out to stop them. A couple fires had broken out, and she noticed some of the Solarians had descended to Deia’s basilica. Angelica turned Yvri back to the Mardova villa.

The staff had been corralled inside, leaving only House guards who gaped at the mythical beast that landed on the lawns. Cosima and Eiko ran out the front doors as Angelica dismounted.

“Are you all right?” Eiko demanded while Cosima’s trembling hands checked her for injury.

“Yes. Where’s Julian?”

“He—he was trying to hit the guy, the, uh, the winged bastard.” Cosima swallowed in an effort to steady her voice, and Angelica winced away from the panic in her eyes. “When Yvri got you, he said he was gonna make for the palace square. See if he could do anything about…” She pointed shakily at the eye.

Angelica nodded with begrudging approval.

Adela broke away from the guards she had given instructions to, and Cosima tactfully let go so that she could have a turn at worrying. Rather than ask frantic questions, Adela touched Angelica’s cheek and looked grimly into her eyes. “How many more are there?”

“At least a dozen.” Her voice was hoarse from the fire she’d breathed. “Some are at the basilica. They may be trying to destroy the portal.”

Adela’s eyes widened with a flare of her nostrils. A reaction Angelica knew meant that none of those warriors would leave the basilica alive.

“I’ll see to them.” Already rings of the elements surrounded her mother, sashes of fire and water crossed with belts of earth and air. She pulled Angelica in to kiss her forehead. “Be safe, Angel.” She did the same for Eiko. “All of you.”

Adela took off. Before Angelica could remount Yvri, Cosima caught her wrist.

“Let me go with you,” Cosima pleaded.

“And me,” Eiko added, brandishing a knife she must have retrieved from the house. “I—I know I don’t have magic, that I’m not a real Mardova, but—”

“Don’t say nonsense,” Angelica snapped. “I need you both here. Protecting the others.” She unsheathed the sword at Cosima’s hip to press it into her hands. She forced herself to meet Cosima’s brown eyes, so full of dread and something she couldn’t name without wanting to turn herself to ashes. “This is what you’ve been training for, remember?”

Cosima swallowed. Then she wrapped her other hand around Angelica’s neck and kissed her hard, more teeth than lip, more pain than pleasure, more prayer than curse.

They’d barely separated when Eiko nearly drove Angelica off her feet with the force of her embrace. She had to bend her head toward Angelica’s ear.

“Don’t die.” Her stepsister’s voice trembled with anger instead of fear. “You can’t.”

In Azuna’s countryside, frosted over with the first breath of winter, Eiko had confided, I don’t want to lose anyone else.

Eiko’s arms squeezed tighter in another confession, one that Angelica could barely breathe around. Or maybe that was the weight of a hundred thousand doors kept locked inside her chest, each a word she couldn’t make herself say. A mercy and a millstone.

She had no stage direction for this or anything that came after. When her hands tentatively brushed Eiko’s and Cosima’s backs, she returned to herself with a jolt.

There was too much at stake, too much to lose.

Harder than she should have, Angelica pushed them away. With a burst of wind underneath her, she remounted Yvri, welcoming the heat that came from Deia’s fulcrum as the wyvern took flight with a flap of his bat-like wings. Angelica kept herself low against his scales, whistling to form a whip of flame in one hand.

Her jaw ached with the urge to look back. Instead, she kept her eyes up, following the path of another Solarian warrior.

Eiko had told her not to die. And if there was anything a Mardova was conditioned for, it was following an order.







XI
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Rian Cyr sat in the house of the god he’d renounced and regarded the portal that, much like himself, had been damaged under Phos’s touch.

But he did not think of himself as a broken thing. He wondered if the portal, too, could be healed in time.

Time is the one thing we don’t have, he thought ruefully. He dragged his gaze from the steps to where Lucent spun in figure eights above his head. His familiar had been restless all night. Twitchy. Rian guiltily concluded it was because of his irregular sleep schedule, his bouts of oversleeping turning into days of insomnia.

He’d tossed and turned for hours, thinking about the equinox and how much more blood Nikolas intended to shed for their cause, until he’d decided he may as well do something useful. But returning to the place where Phos had reached between worlds to sink his talons into him seemed the opposite of useful.

Maybe he should have brought Nikolas along. If the spear held some of Phos’s fulcrum, there was a chance they could use it to heal the stepwell. But at the reminder of what had happened last time, how pinfeathers had grown through his brother’s skin and left disquiet in their wake, Rian knew it was better not to risk it.

He also did not think of Nikolas as a broken thing, even if his brother had yet to come to the same realization. Even if the memory of Nikolas’s confession hurt worse than their father’s death did.

Rian had often tried to spare his brother needless pain at Waren’s hands. How could he blame Nikolas for fighting back?

An ache spread from his neck to his brow; he was clenching his jaw again. He forced himself to take a deep breath, to focus on the sad sight of the stepwell, all cracked sandstone and halved glyphs. An itch settled below his skin where he couldn’t easily scratch it, like something he’d need a knife to reach.

Now a thread grows within me.

As it will grow within you.

Rian shut his eyes. Phos’s voice had been his only companion for so long that he couldn’t deny it being a part of him, even with the god forcibly dragged out of his body. He remembered too much, his mind too full of words and promises that he couldn’t sleep three hours without hearing their echoes.

I have already eaten of my own flesh and blood, and it was not so bad.

Rian choked down his nausea. Warmth pooled in the palm of his hand as Lucent nuzzled into him. He raised his familiar to his cheek.

“It’ll be all right, Lucy. Just an experiment.”

He reached for the knife at his belt. His limbs yearned for something longer and heavier, his weakened muscles begging to be made stronger. He thought of Nikolas’s offer to train with him and felt his nose burn.

Rian pressed the knife’s tip to his finger and let a couple drops of his blood fall to the steps below.

The remaining quintessence stirred immediately. Though the stepwell was damaged, there was still some tether between worlds, thinned and frayed as it was. Rian knelt and tried to grasp it, this peculiar fifth element Angelica called aether. A magic that had been the core of Orsus—of Ostium, the realm that had paved the way for the rest. The realm that had been the beginning, and could very well be the end.

There you are.

Rian’s scream resounded off the basilica walls. He knew this cadence, this pitch. Was haunted by it every waking and sleeping moment.

He scrambled away from the stepwell, away from the Voice. He used the dais to pull himself to his feet while Lucent flickered anxiously, quintessence creeping outward and upward.

But it wasn’t just coming from the stepwell. It was coming from outside.

Knife in hand, Rian rushed to the doors. The guards who had allowed him in were standing in the square, staring up at the red sky.

Five streaks of light were hurtling toward the basilica. Instead of landing, they burst apart in a firework display. In their place were five people—Solarians, hovering in the air on wide, white wings—who beheld the startled guards below with unnaturally gold eyes.

The Solarian at the fore carried an elongated metal cylinder. With a lazy flip she brought it to her shoulder, aimed it at the guards, and pulled a trigger near the grip.

Rian lurched forward, begging Lucent to turn into a shield, but he was already too late. A scorching ball of iridescence erupted from the open end of the cylinder and blasted through a guard’s body so fast he didn’t even have time to scream.

But the others did, forgetting their stations as they turned to run. The cylinder went off twice more, each time with a sound similar to lightspeed, each time with a projectile that ate straight through their hearts. Rian gaped at the perfectly round, steaming holes left in their corpses.

The Solarian laughed and raised her hand as if to give an order, then noticed Rian.

“Well, now,” she said in the predominant Solarian dialect his father had insisted on him and his brother learning. “You’re not on our lord’s list.”

The others moved to flank her, weapons materializing in their hands and wings flapping to keep them aloft.

“But He will have use of you,” she finished.

Rian had been growing steadily colder since hearing Phos’s voice, nearly to the point of frozen panic. But at these words the ice encasing him shattered like the stepwell had.

“I will never,” he growled, “be his puppet again.”

Lucent wrapped around his wrist, and he dove fast and deep into the spinning heat of his power. With a deafening crack, he took a step with lightspeed and vanished.

An unpleasant needling along Nikolas’s shoulder blades heralded a horrendous crash from somewhere in the villa, strong enough to shake the house’s foundation.

Nikolas stumbled into the wall, the collar of his loose sleep shirt baring one shoulder. He shifted his grip on the Sunbringer Spear and ran to the upper floor’s mezzanine, which looked down into the villa’s expansive foyer. The room had always been an extravagant embarrassment, its sculpted friezes and unused furniture more in line with the setting of a stage show than a livable space.

Now it lay in ruins. The ceiling had caved in, crushing chairs and art pieces with little care for their expense, the jagged shingles of the villa’s roof scattered like fish scales across the river of debris.

Nikolas couldn’t count the number of mornings Waren had dragged him out of bed and into the morning room before daybreak, forcing him and his brother to participate in Solarian sun-greeting prayers. He knew intimately the stages of sunrise: the pale hint of astronomical dawn, the burgeoning rays of nautical dawn, and the brilliant fuchsia of civil dawn just before the sun crested the horizon. But the light streaming in was too strong, too crimson, like the sun had risen into a sky congested with wildfire smoke.

It fell across the shoulders of a man standing in the midst of the wreckage. He wore a sleeveless leather tunic and a myriad of gleaming hoops along his pointed ears. His long, pallid hair was freckled with plaster dust, and the eyes he aimed up at Nikolas gleamed like a cat’s in the dark.

His first dizzying thought was that it was a Solarian refugee. But then he noticed the sloping shapes spreading from the man’s back, fanned secondary feathers giving way to tapered primaries. The metal wings of Nikolas’s spear shone brighter.

“Child of the Daystar,” the man called up to him. His voice was low and booming against the gilded walls that were a pale substitute for the celestial light ringing his throat. “Forfeit yourself to Lord Phos and there will be no need for conflict.”

Yet there was an eager tilt to his mouth, the curling lips of a dog prepared to attack.

A single heartbeat sprawled before him. Between them. Within that singular pulse came visions layered over one another, a flipbook of violence colored like all the bruises Nikolas had carried, smelling like all the blood he’d spilled. Coffin-shaped, cathedral-dark.

And a lone god flaming through the civil twilight faster than any falling star. A god that had slid a pin into his mind and halved him, pulled him apart string by gory string, until even his name could no longer hold its form.

A kicked pet will slink into the corner and wonder what it’s done wrong. A wilder animal will bite back.

Nikolas’s wings snapped open the way a dreamer woke, the sound of his yell the way a nightmare ended.

He launched himself over the balustrade and toward the Solarian warrior. The man only had a second to raise a shield that Nikolas cut through like paper, slashing a bloody line across the man’s chest.

Any gratification he’d feel at the warrior’s surprise waned under the driving need to press his advantage. He swung the Sunbringer Spear in a bone-crushing arc but was blocked by the dual swords that appeared in the man’s hands. Before the spear could be trapped Nikolas disengaged and aimed for the warrior’s opposite side, his two-handed grip an advantage.

The man was flung into one of the broken beams. Nikolas readied himself for a follow-up but the warrior disappeared with lightspeed, returning just above him. Nikolas dove out of the way before he could get skewered on two blades.

“Your weapon,” the warrior drawled as he rose, not even out of breath despite the broken ribs Nikolas had given him. “It holds the Daystar’s feathers.”

As if in response, the metal wings flared. Nikolas didn’t answer, only watched as the man tapped the collar of light around his neck. This close, Nikolas realized it wasn’t a familiar, but a band of small glyphs repeated over and over.

“I, too, have been gifted with the ashes of His feathers. Makes for a fair fight, don’t you think?”

He spoke in Central Solari, and for once Nikolas was thankful for his father’s fanatic obsession with the realm’s culture. But he didn’t bother with a response. Instead, he made Lux fling a crushed chair at the warrior to distract him. The man smacked it away and caught the Sunbringer Spear on his swords’ cross guards.

“Let us return these feathers to the Daystar, brother.” The warrior leaned in until the spear illuminated his euphoric expression. “Let Him burn them into you the way He did for us.” His gaze drifted to Nikolas’s empty socket; he hadn’t had time to grab his eyepatch. “Let Him heal you.”

Bile stung his throat.

“Nik!”

Fin stood panting in the archway that led to the servants’ quarters, horror-struck at the sight before him.

“Get my mother and Rian somewhere safe!” Nikolas yelled as he broke the stalemate and pressed in again. “And all the servants!”

“Already done!” Fin used his earth magic to launch a splintered wooden beam at the warrior. The man laughed as his familiar smashed it apart. “But Rian’s not here!”

Nikolas had to ignore the icy dread that filled his heart as his and the Solarian’s blades clanged once, twice together, the spear’s longer reach preventing Nikolas from getting slashed.

“Then go find him!” Nikolas shouted over his shoulder before flapping his wings and shooting up through the broken ceiling. He needed to put distance between the warrior and those sheltering in the villa.

As he’d hoped, the Solarian soldier chased after. Nikolas could almost feel the way the wind shaped itself against the man’s feathers, the air pressure beneath his wings buoying him as he followed Nikolas toward the palace square. When the man least expected it, Nikolas used lightspeed to turn and aim his spear at his chest. But the warrior had been given Phos’s blessing for a reason, if his reflexes were any indication. His eyes glinted feverishly under the scarlet sky.

They tussled in the air, wings of light against wings of hollow bone. Nikolas didn’t have as much experience with aerial combat and was sliced by the man’s swords more than a few times. Lux grabbed the warrior’s left wrist so that Nikolas could sever his arm, but the man winked out of the air with a thundering crack and trained one sword at Nikolas’s back. Nikolas twisted and only just managed to avoid getting skewered, but it came at the expense of dropping his rightmost guard.

The warrior’s left blade disappeared and he grabbed Nikolas by the throat.

“You are good, Child of the Daystar, but you are not yet one of Lord Phos’s chosen.” He increased the pressure around Nikolas’s throat, and the edges of his vision popped with black sparks. “Let us return to Him together, shall we?”

Nikolas tore out of the warrior’s hold only to get caught again, kicked his feet only to be met with amusement. He tried lightspeed, but the warrior was always there, always ready to capture him.

His breath quickened. Sweat ran down his brow. The pages in his mind kept turning, flipping to the next bloody scene, revisiting the same wounding words. Him on his knees not in worship but in fear. Always such a fearful thing, cowering under every glare like the eye above him now, watching and waiting and

taking and taking while he lost and lost and

kept losing and he

wouldn’t anymore he

wouldn’t he

WOULDN’T

The air wailed and warped as he channeled the power of the Sunbringer Spear, pinfeathers poking like needles through his skin. Dull to the pain, he made use of the warrior’s shock to kick him away and followed it with a slash of the spear.

The man cried out but didn’t resummon his second blade. Instead, he reached for Nikolas’s head—his thumb aimed at his empty socket.

Nikolas’s mind wiped blank. He moved on impulse, lightspeeding up and then crashing down on top of the warrior, left hand held tight around the spear while his right grabbed at feathered wings.

With a sickening wrench, he yanked those long white feathers away.

They plummeted like fighting hawks. Nikolas punched the warrior with a fist full of feathers, then let them scatter to rip out more with a spray of blood. Any sounds of pain the warrior made were lost under the throbbing of Nikolas’s pulse, the chanting of no more, no more, no more.

“I won’t”—he punched the warrior, cartilage crunching beneath his knuckles—“let him hurt me”—he tore at those perfect wings, greed and envy and hatred all congealed into one dark pit—“ ever again.”

The Solarian warrior finally regained enough of his senses to lightspeed out of Nikolas’s hold. They veered sharply over a rooftop, the second sword returning to join the first, and the amusement on the man’s face turned to outrage as he charged at Nikolas.

Like another day when the sky boiled with rage and the edges of their universe wavered.

Like another man who had vented all his frustration on his remaining son, twisted by grief and disappointment.

And like that day and like that man, Nikolas did not hesitate.

He swung the Sunbringer Spear with all his strength at that holy-ringed neck.







XII
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Arterial blood sprayed Dante as a Solarian warrior’s headless body slumped on top of him. He shoved her off with a grunt.

The floor of his bedroom was strewn with shards of broken glass. The woman had crashed through his window only a moment after Azideh’s warning had hissed through his insensate mind, giving him just enough time to escape the fatal thrust of her recurve knife. Instead of piercing his head, it had ripped open his pillow, spilling feathers through the air not unlike the ones framing her body.

She had snarled at him in some Solarian language—either for ruining her mark or for his habit of sleeping naked, hard to say—before he bid Nox transform into a dagger and tackled her to the floor. But her wings were powerful and stirred the shards of glass as they buffeted him, her teeth bared and her eyes a furious gold. Her strength surpassed his and he was slammed onto his back with her winged form above him, a messenger from the skies to deliver his death.

Azideh’s presence stirred within him as he’d said in chiming suggestion, “You will let go of me and kill yourself.”

For a second the compulsion hit. The searing divinity in the warrior’s eyes had flickered, and she shook her head with a bemused sound. Then her fingers latched on to Dante’s throat.

Not even my kind can best a god, Azideh had muttered sullenly.

Despite the persistent taste of blood in his mouth, Dante had grinned.

Good thing I have the power of both.

Dante called on the starstuff in his blood, cosmic origin distilled into mortal form. The shadows had rushed in to caress and feed him, cool and sweet against his skin, shivering and sighing to be used.

The warrior teemed with luminosity. It formed into a sharp ray above her head, pointed at the spot between Dante’s eyes.

It was commonly believed that nothing was faster than lightspeed. But what most didn’t realize was that shadow was just as fast, if not faster—that light was energy and that shadow was absence.

With a twitch of Dante’s fingers, the gathered darkness had fallen upon the warrior. It ate the luminous ray and everything beyond it. The woman jerked against Dante until a particularly starving shadow severed her at the neck and her head went rolling.

Dante now stared at her motionless form as he heaved for breath, indifferent to the cuts on his back made by the broken glass. The woman’s shirt was sleeveless, baring a familiar symbol on her right bicep, but he couldn’t recall it while his head spun with adrenaline.

Azideh crouched beside the body. The demon’s dark blue skin was lit indigo beneath the loose white shirt and fitted knee breeches Dante had asked him to wear. His silken black hair slipped over his shoulders as he gave the body a quick and cold assessment. “This one stinks of Solara. Of its god.”

Dante wobblingly got to his knees. “Are there more?”

Azideh’s green, slit-pupiled eyes slid over to him. His smile was unhurried. “Oh, yes.”

Before Dante could process the threat, Azideh tugged on the thin chain between their collars. Dante was forced to crawl to him on hands and knees, all too aware of his nakedness and the glass beneath him.

“A portal has been opened.” The demon’s low voice vibrated through Dante’s chest. He grabbed Dante by the jaw and pressed on its hinge, forcing Dante’s lips to part. The demon’s thumb slid into his mouth, the taste of his skin velvet under the sharp, citrusy alloy of the warrior’s blood.

Dante bit down hard. Azideh laughed and removed his hand only to take hold of Dante’s hip and drag him closer. His other hand wound the chain tighter until Dante’s collar pressed into his nape.

“Will you make the most of it?” Azideh questioned before he licked a line of the warrior’s blood off Dante’s chest. The demon’s tongue trailed the inner curve of his pectoral, across the dark, sparse hair that grew there. Dante gripped one of the demon’s horns and pressed his shadow dagger to Azideh’s neck. All he received was a reprimanding squeeze at his hip.

“You will get your offering,” Dante said through gritted teeth, stomach brushing against Azideh’s with every desperate breath. “But not until I fulfill my end.” Whatever portal Phos was making to allow his holy warriors through had to be temporary, not stable enough to bridge their worlds long term, but enough for Dante to make the journey if he was quick.

The demon hummed. He peered up at Dante through long lashes while he lapped another drop of fallen blood along his collarbone. “Are you sure about that?”

Azideh’s claws lightly raked Dante’s already wounded back. He was still irate over Dante trying to get his true name; he could see it in the demon’s gaze, heated and hungry to dole out further punishment.

A scream pierced through the villa. Brailee.

Dante struggled against Azideh’s hold. Remarkably, the demon let go with only an irritated huff before dissipating into his cloud form. Dante scrabbled across the floor and around the Solarian’s corpse to grab a pair of pants from his dresser and shove them on.

In the entrance hall his mother fought off a trident-wielding Solarian warrior while a second attempted to get past a wall of shadow with strikes of his multi-tailed whip. Behind that shadow Brailee struggled to keep her shield up, hands shaking while their father steadied her shoulders.

Dante tapped into Azideh’s inhuman strength and leapt from the top of the stairs toward the warrior with the whip. He gathered the shadows to him like a black hole descending on a star.

The warrior yelped as he was consumed by the ravenous dark. Dante made the most of his disorientation to plunge his shadow dagger through the warrior’s sternum and into his heart.

Dante steadied himself against the wall as the warrior collapsed. Brailee let her shield fall, and Elena finished her own warrior with a brutal slash of shadow and rushed over.

“The Noctus Quarter,” she panted. Her hair was rumpled from sleep, her nightgown slick with blood that, Dante quickly checked, didn’t seem to be her own. Shadows writhed around her shoulders, jewel-toned pinpricks within them like the universe’s depths. “We have to help the refugees.”

“Where did they come from?” Cormin demanded. “Are they from the Solara Quarter?”

“No.” Dante moved to the front doors, which had been blown off their hinges. Between them and the outer adobe wall lay the broken bodies of House guards who had gotten caught up in the attack. In the sky hung the portal Azideh had mentioned, staring down at the destruction it had brought.

“They’re from the realm itself,” Dante finished. “Sent by Phos.”

They—he—had counted on Phos not making his move until the summer solstice. But the barriers around Vitae were thinned during the equinox; he should have planned for this. Should have made a contingency.

Maybe he still could.

Elena swore more viciously than she ever had. Cormin, without a lick of magic in him, gave a single worried nod.

“I’ll gather the servants and head to the vaults,” he said. He gave Elena a quick, harried kiss. “Brailee, with me.”

But she didn’t move to follow. When Dante turned to retrieve the grimoire from his rooms, she stood in his way.

“I know what you’re going to do.” Her voice quavered, her eyes red as they glanced at their mother barking orders at the remaining House guards.

“Then you also know better than to stop me.”

Tears spilled down her face. “There’ll only be more of this where you’re going. What if I can’t reach you?”

Like she couldn’t reach Taesia. Their sister stood between them like a ghost, a constellation ripped out of their night sky.

He pressed his forehead to hers. “I’ll find her, Bee. I promise. I’ll bring her back.”

If there’s anything to bring her back to.

But she didn’t relent in blocking his way. Impatience nipped at him, urging him to simply pick her up and haul her down to the vaults on his shoulder.

Or, Azideh drawled, you can use a quicker method.

The words were at his lips, ready to be spoken as a chiming order. Go to the vaults and do not follow me. He stared into his sister’s pleading eyes and wanted to be sick.

No, he snarled at the demon, wrenching himself away from Brailee. I will never do that to her. Ever.

Azideh’s sigh was interrupted by a crash. The warrior that Elena had put down wasn’t dead yet. She had risen into a ball of solar flare, cracks of liquid light splintering over her skin. There was a symbol on her upper chest similar to the one Dante had seen before, blazing with the same piercing radiance as her veins.

Across the hall Elena created a sphere of moondark, a perfectly cut hole of seeping gloom at her back. Looking at it made a headache bloom in the back of Dante’s skull. Their mother’s eyes were black, her grimace one of wrath.

“You dare come into my house and assault my family,” Elena said with the gravitational wave of a supernova. Dante and Brailee instinctively cringed away from it.

The Solarian warrior exhaled steam, like her insides were boiling. One last surge of strength, Dante guessed, that would ultimately be her undoing. Her pointed ears bled from the force of Elena’s words.

“Repayment for what your kind have done,” the warrior growled in accented Vaegan, pointing her trident at Elena. “You speak of assault? Our own honored bloodline lies dead by your hand!”

Taesia.

Whatever she had done in Solara, this was Phos’s retribution.

Elena and the warrior collided. Dante shielded his eyes, unable to tell who was who or where to strike. Before he could summon what few shadows Elena had left, his blood washed cold at the sound of his mother’s scream.

Elena smashed the warrior into the floor, breaking tile and marble. Her seething shadows choked out the warrior’s light while the Solarian woman thrashed and wailed, her skin flaying to ash under the force of her self-destructing magic. Elena, borne up by the shadows, closed her hand into a decisive fist.

The darkness sharpened and stabbed downward. Blood sprayed in a disturbing halo around the warrior’s body, her wings twitching until her feathers, too, dissolved to embers.

Elena collapsed onto the broken floor. Brailee reached her first, yelling something Dante couldn’t hear under the whine in his ears.

Their mother’s right arm was severed near the shoulder.

“Hold on,” Brailee sobbed, urging Somnus into a tourniquet while Elena’s familiar did the same. Blood kept gushing out of the wound with every beat of their mother’s heart. “Hold on, Mama, please.”

“I’ll be fine,” Elena bit out through a mouth twisted in pain. She woozily looked up at Dante. “The refugees. They need you.”

The boy who loved her wanted to collapse at her side—to assure her that she would be all right, and to have her promise that she would fix everything even when she was in agony. But he had grown far beyond that boy, and she had proven again and again that there was little she could fix.

“Dante,” she groaned, sweat rolling down her face. “Please.”

Brailee met his gaze through terrified tears. Hoping he would obey. Hoping he wouldn’t leave.

What a shame, Azideh murmured, that you’ll have to disappoint them both.

Outside was the bedlam of a city under siege. Crashing buildings, screaming victims. His chest fractured under the need to help them. To be the heir he’d always aspired to be, putting the people first and himself last.

It was only now he realized he couldn’t. That in order to be the savior he’d dreamed of being, he would have to turn his back on the few to spare the many.

Brailee’s expression fell at whatever she saw in his. He ran through the front doors before they could stop him, before he could let his doubts overtake him.

Up above, the eye seemed to track his every move. He drew in the shade to conceal himself and hurried toward the palace square, hoping to outpace that fearful boy trailing in his shadow.
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Samhara hummed urgently in Risha’s hands as she and her father ran toward the Thana basilica through streets gone mad.

“Paaja!” Risha yelled as a winged blur swooped above. With a brazen laugh it released the citizen flailing in its arms, like a crow dropping walnuts to crack them open.

Rath’s torus was already activated, the spirits of the fresh bodies they’d passed already summoned into the icy cyclone. At his direction, one of the spirits—a hazy form of lithe limbs and long hair that had been soaking in a puddle of blood—caught the falling person and floated them gently to the ground.

Risha knelt and caught their shoulder. “Are you all right?” They sobbed and jerked their head in what could have been either yes or no. “Get inside quickly. If you can, take shelter at the Vakara villa.” Saya was currently overseeing a half dozen skeletal guards that Rath had ordered to patrol the villa’s perimeter.

Rath’s gaze bored into the giant eye above them. Another winged form sped through the air in the direction of the basilica. “So this is Phos’s gambit.”

Risha ignored Samhara’s hungry insistence to absorb the spirit at her father’s beck and call. It hovered behind him in gray wisps that occasionally formed the shape of an arm, the hint of a shoulder. “Paaja, we have to focus on the citizens,” she said. “The basilica is already—”

“This isn’t about protecting the basilica. It’s about protecting what it holds.”

The inactive portal to Mortri, closed for hundreds of years with no guarantee it would ever open again.

“Paaja,” she tried again, patience fraying. “We don’t necessarily need the stepwell.”

“The portal is our best chance of releasing all the souls trapped in Vitae.” Behind him, the spirit flickered so that Risha caught a glimpse of its sorrowful eyes.

She lifted Samhara. “But I told you, there’s another way—”

“We will not use unorthodox practices on lost souls.” His piece said, Rath turned and continued heading west. “We will protect the portal at whatever cost.”

Risha exhaled through her teeth. Before she could follow, someone called her name and she whirled around.

The Revenants had had the same idea as the Vakaras, making for the basilica. Natsumi, the woman who’d worked under Jas when the Revenants had been causing necromantic mischief across Nexus, stopped at the sight of her.

“If it’s not one thing in this damn city, it’s another.” Natsumi’s hoarse voice was an unexpected comfort. Risha heard the faint note of Jas’s fond laughter.

“I’m glad you’re all right,” Risha said. “We’ll take care of the basilica if you can help the citizens. Bring them to the Vakara villa, keep them safe.”

“We can do that,” Natsumi answered while the others cast troubled looks at the red-tinged sky. “We may need to… borrow some people from the necropolis.”

People, of course, meaning corpses. Risha glanced in the direction her father had gone, knowing he would despise it, anticipating his wrath when all was said and done.

“Do it,” Risha told her.

Natsumi nodded and the Revenants turned north toward the necropolis.

Where was this attitude when I was doing my experiments? Jas asked, hiding his worry under a playful tone.

“Natsumi makes a better leader than you did,” she panted as she ran after her father. “More self-control.”

Ouch. True, but ouch.

Valentin was worryingly silent, but Samhara was wreathed in crimson energy as Risha skidded into the basilica square. Guards of the city watch lay lifeless and broken across the pitted cobblestone. Their spirits were already rising, weeping at the unfairness of their deaths. Like the amalgam, Risha saw the threads that bound their souls to their bodies.

Solarian soldiers crawled over the Thana basilica, attempting to get through the doors and dome to the portal inside. But they were savoring the destruction, laughing whenever a skeleton sculpture fell or a column cracked.

Rath stood with his hands held out while his torus spun faster, pulling his hair into disarray. He was planning to use the spirits within his torus to fight.

But Risha knew that would not be enough. These were not normal Solarians; each of them bore a symbol somewhere on their skin that glowed the same pale, uncanny shade as their eyes.

She thought of the Revenants’ methods, what she had given them permission to do. Before her father could make the first move, Risha grasped the threads of the guards’ souls with her magic.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Instead of severing the threads as she was supposed to, allowing them to pass on to the void, she guided the spirits back into their still-warm bodies. “But we have need of you.”

The corpses twitched and rose, their movements fluid and swift, with all the advantage of a body not yet turned rigid. One walked past Risha with a hole burned straight through her chest and picked up her fallen sword with vacant eyes.

“Risha!” Rath stumbled back from the stream of corpses. “What are you doing?”

The Solarians finally noticed them. One of them materialized a spear in their hand and hurled it with deadly precision at Rath’s chest.

Risha let a scythe fly. It knocked the spear off course before she grabbed Samhara’s chain and redirected the blade to the Solarian’s extended arm. With Valentin’s biting energy behind the move, it easily severed the arm at the elbow.

“Solarians,” Valentin muttered underneath the soldier’s baying. “They were always my least favorite to torture. Too many zealous fools crying for their god to redeem them. These ones are no different.”

The reanimated guards charged at the descending Solarians in a clash of dead limbs and wings. Risha held the middle of Samhara’s chain and spun both scythes above her in a blur of bone. The blood that slicked the cobblestone rose to coat the blades, unleashing red sickles that cut the soldiers deep.

Rath scrambled to open a pouch at his belt. Long, sharp needles of bone flew out and orbited him. He spread his fingers wide and the bone shards streaked through the air to bury themselves in the Solarians’ temples, driving straight into their brains.

They all collapsed, not quite dead but close. Risha sensed their angry, reckless souls; like Valentin had said, they immediately began to cry for Phos.

Her heart pounded while theirs faltered. These threads she could sever without a thought, even if they hadn’t yet breathed their last.

But as she reached for them, ignoring Jas’s rising distress, Rath grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her back. The Nexus guards fell back to the ground.

“Paaja—”

“Stop this!” Rath’s breathing was ragged, his voice strangled. “This isn’t what I taught you!”

An old, familiar shame prickled across her nerves, and she almost dropped her weapon. But it was quickly eclipsed by the same frustration that had found her on the balcony mere hours ago.

“We are up against the gods,” she stressed. “We need to use any method we can to defeat them.”

Rath shook his head in what she thought was a wordless rebuke. Looking closer, she found something worse: misgiving.

Loud clapping echoed across the basilica square. Risha turned, trying to find the source. Rath recalled his bloody bone shards with a crook of his fingers.

“We were given warning,” called a heavily accented voice, “that the Children of the Renounced should not be underestimated.”

A tall figure dropped into the square with a flutter of wings, his bare chest scrawled with a different symbol than those of his comrades. His veins were channels of liquid gold, his eyes completely overtaken with that light as a hint of steam curled from his smirking mouth.

Risha readjusted her grip on Samhara as Rath stepped in front of her, shielding her from the god-chosen warrior. “You will not reach the portal,” Rath warned him.

The Solarian man’s smile grew, his blond hair already smeared with blood. “I do not want the portal,” he said in the slow way of one who’d learned a language without enough opportunity to practice it. His wings unfurled again, and foreboding filled Risha’s lungs like water.

“That was their task, which they have failed.” The warrior spared his fallen comrades a derisive look. With a quick slice of his hand, he slit their throats with a blade of light. Risha felt whatever was left of their life force flee. “I was sent for you.”

Breathe, Jas told her when her lungs continued to struggle, her throat closing at the thought of the other heirs—Nikolas, Angelica, were they also being hunted—?

Her father moved suddenly. The shards of bone that had been orbiting him punctured the warrior’s heart, his throat, his left eye, his solar plexus.

Rath grabbed her. “Risha, go. Return to the villa.”

“No,” she croaked. “I’m in this with you.”

It was the desperation of a father, not the head of her House, that made him bare his teeth. “Risha—”

“Trust me.” She broke out of his hold and moved to stand beside him. “Just for once, can you trust me?”

But the look in his eyes was answer enough.

The warrior gave a contemptuous laugh. The blood he shed was more golden than scarlet, the wounds merely an irritant and not the fatal conclusion they should have been. He spread his hands and two weapons appeared there, identical axes with long, thick blades and a heavy curve, the kind once used for sacraments.

Risha raised Samhara, and Rath reached for the spirits lingering in his torus.

Valentin shouted something, but it was drowned by the resounding crack that filled the square. Risha instinctively flinched from the burst of light that accompanied it.

The scrape of steel on bone. The bite of a ritualistic object meeting the flesh of its intended sacrifice.

Risha did not remember falling onto her back. She didn’t know why it was so difficult to breathe, so difficult to move, until she let go of Samhara’s right scythe and encountered the oppressive weight cleaved into her chest.

The crude break of sternum and ribs. The toothed ends of bone piercing into muscle and organs. Blood seeping into lungs. Blood seeping everywhere.

And her heart—

Her heart—

The warrior leaned over her, a smoking column of light and embers. “Our Lord will be so glad,” he whispered as his skin flaked into ash, “that I have succeeded.”

Risha’s vision went beyond him. Went inward, outward, as shock began at her fingertips and traveled quickly through the rest of her, blood in her throat and in her brain, the flutter of a familiar veil under a crown of yellowed bone.

And her heart—

slowing—

slowed—

stopped.







XIV

[image: A circular diagram featuring various alchemical symbols and planetary glyphs arranged in a geometric pattern. The central area contains a circle with additional symbols surrounding it.]
Even several streets away, Julian sensed the beasts currently boarded at the Hunters’ compound, a furious and frightened maelstrom of instinct.

It would have been easy to lose himself to it if not for the anxious pain around his wrist. He hissed and shook his arm, unable to guess what the bone cuff might be trying to tell him. But the closer he got to the palace square, to the heart of this assault, the less the cuff needled him.

A shriek echoed across the buildings before violently cutting off. Julian altered his course, ignoring the return of the cuff’s irritation, and nearly stumbled over bodies lying in the street.

Before he could check if any of them were still alive, a whine pierced his ears. It drove a spike through his spine, momentarily paralyzing him.

A murky shop’s interior, its shelves crowded with all things perturbing and unusual. Beast parts—furs, horns, organs.

Bones.

Thick shadow, pleased laughter, the scent of blood. And Taesia, standing in the wreckage with a dead man crumpled before her, holding the remains of a celestial being who had created a portal into nothingness. A portal she had used to spirit away the beast intent on ripping Julian apart.

A similar beast sat perched on the roof above him, unnervingly thin despite its musculature, gangly limbs folded like an insect. The hide was leathery and the color of clean ivory. Its oval head, smooth and featureless, displayed a golden halo that mirrored the twin bangles of light around its spindly wrists.

When Julian spotted it, the volucris let loose a deep humming sound. He didn’t need to rely on his beastspeaking to tell it was delighted. Blood—red and human—coated its long talons.

“Found you.”

The singsong voice didn’t come from the beast, but behind him. Julian spun and fired an arrow with only the barest glimpse of his target.

It phased out of the air and reappeared beside the volucris with the thunderclap of lightspeed. Julian hastily nocked a second arrow but didn’t fire yet, taking the chance to observe his opponent.

Similar to the Solarian warrior who had attacked Angelica, this one bore wings and a sigil glinting on their throat. They were slender and bald, with tattoos of spiraling clouds inked over their shaven scalp.

In one hand they held a rope of light that ended around the volucris’s neck like a leash. Smiling down at Julian, they petted the beast’s head with slow, lazy strokes, and the volucris gave that deep hum again.

“I’ve been looking all over,” the Solarian groused at him, thin lips forming a pout. “I was told it would be more difficult to find you, but I did it! Me! Lord Phos will be very liked. No.” They paused, eyes narrowed. “What is the word? Please. Pleasing. Pleased.”

Footsteps echoed down the cobblestone street. A handful of citizens rounded the corner and screamed at the sight of the volucris. In response, two wings flared out on either side of the beast’s narrow body.

“Run!” Julian shouted. “Get to the Hunters’ compound!” He got between their retreating backs and the beast, stretching his mind toward the volucris in the familiar, frustrating way of beastspeaking. Excitement sprinted across the volucris’s mind, an urge to chase no different than a dog’s with a runaway ball.

It leapt from the roof. Julian shot an arrow into its throat, and another into one of its wings. Whining, the beast wobbled and dove toward him with bloody talons extended.

“Nuh-uh!” the Solarian admonished, as if the volucris really was a dog. They pulled on the leash and the beast struggled. “This one is mine.”

Julian darted in the opposite direction the citizens had gone, hoping warrior and beast would follow. Happy laughter rang behind him.

“First a hunt, and then a chase?” they called after. “You spoil me.”

The bone cuff turned his skin numb. Julian didn’t slow, shrinking the distance between him and the palace square in a matter of three blocks, two, scraping through a too-tight alley—

The gaping hole where the Bone Palace had once stood as a testament to holy rule was now bathed in the vicious light of Phos’s portal. Julian could draw a perfectly straight line from the crater to the eye, the epicenter of their realm where the god had burrowed through.

Pain shot up his arm. He felt more than saw that something was happening here, a writhing, nebulous use of Conjuration. As he ran to the edge of the crater, clouds of shadow he hadn’t even noticed parted to reveal a kneeling figure at their heart.

“Good, you’re here,” Dante said. He was dressed only in a pair of pants, his chest and back mottled with blood and his hair shaggy and unkempt. There was a wildness in his dark eyes as he dribbled blood onto the cobblestone; he was using it to craft symbols all around the crater’s perimeter. “I need your help.”

“Not now!” Julian shouted. He reached for an arrow, heard the flapping of the beast’s wings just before it scaled over the nearest roof. The warrior appeared in the square with lightspeed and a grin.

Dante cursed and the shadows roiled. That didn’t stop the warrior from loping forward, lifting one hand to call the volucris down. It landed behind the Solarian.

“Two of you!” The warrior’s eyes were round with glee. A bow appeared in their hands made with cables and pulleys that passed through teeth-ridged gears embedded along the limb. “I’ve always favored a fair fight.”

They launched into the air at the same time the volucris threw itself at Julian. The shadows shoved Julian out of the way and caught the beast within ghostly tendrils, making it whine and thrash. Julian only just managed to regain his balance before dodging a razor-sharp arrow of light; it crashed into the cobblestone where he’d been standing, forming a small crater beside the larger one.

“Are you only good at evading, Children of the Renounced?” the warrior drawled from above. Julian aimed for their chest, but they caught it out of the air and broke the shaft in half. They sighed. “I was promised a good fight, but you’re just like those Vitaeans. Weak and slow.”

The bone cuff burned. Orsus was a distant star, one that Julian couldn’t fathom, let alone see its light. Closer and more tangible than the god was the monster in his blood, which shivered and stirred in Dante’s presence.

The Lastrider heir’s eyes glowed acid green. Even shirtless and barefoot, he was a vision of controlled power as he raised his hands and produced two sloping blades of shadow. He brought his arms together in an X and brought them down sharply, the blades shooting forward to lacerate the volucris’s wings to shreds. The beast keened and crashed to the ground, black blood freckling one of Dante’s drawn symbols.

The warrior gasped. “Starscourge fiend!” they shouted. But then they laughed as the grounded volucris scrabbled toward Dante, the halos around its skull and wrists glowing brighter.

Julian took advantage of the distraction to plant a couple arrows in the warrior’s side, but it only made them sigh again. “This is boring. And now my darling is hurt.” They pulled back their bow’s thick string, churning the gears. “I was hoping for a worthless match. Worthing? Worthy?” They tsked as another arrow of light appeared. “Whatever.”

Julian prepared to dodge. But the Solarian changed trajectory at the last second to send the arrow hurtling at Dante, who was still facing the beast with his shadows and demon-assisted strength.

Demon.

It was a word the bone around his wrist loved and loathed in equal measure. Once, these beings had called Ostium their home and Orsus their god, until the universe had masticated them beyond all resemblance; now they were only thinly tethered to that inscrutable magic that smelled of possibility.

Through me, all is possible.

Julian grabbed an arrow and wound a ribbon of quintessence around the shaft, a succinct spell of intention amplified by the cuff. When he pulled the arrow back, it flew straight into the path of the warrior’s.

Julian activated it with a swift order: Change course.

Instead of his arrow phasing through the projectile of light, they both fully turned in the opposite direction and slammed into the warrior’s chest. The warrior cried out in surprise, flailing their arms in a childish gesture of annoyance.

The bone cuff warmed against his skin, like it was pleased. Like it wanted him to keep going.

Like it was getting stronger.

A midnight voice reverberated through his mind: Don’t let Orsus take control of you.

Julian violently shook his head and stepped back, nearly tripping over the cobblestone. Dante caught him, and Julian glanced over his shoulder, voice dying in his throat.

Not for the first time, Julian saw the demon appear behind Dante in a swath of darkness. A second pair of green eyes stared at him, followed by the gleaming scythe of fanged teeth.

You can be both.

Julian’s skin mottled with black veins. His senses sharpened. His breathing turned measured, assured. Reaching not for the numbing persistence of Orsus’s bone but for the blood that sang in harmony with the creature tied to Dante.

As the warrior turned to enact their vengeance, Julian opened his mouth and said, “Fall to the ground.”

The warrior’s wings quavered. They dropped a couple feet before their eyes cleared, and they snarled in confusion.

“It won’t work,” Dante said. “Whatever Phos has done to them means Azideh’s power can’t…” He trailed off while the volucris hummed with a hair-raising scrape of its talons against cobblestone. “Turn around,” Dante said suddenly. “You take the beast; I’ll take the other one.”

Though Julian rankled to be ordered around by him, he wasn’t about to argue—not when Dante had been purposely using a demon’s power for longer than he had. They switched places so that Julian faced the haloed, blank visage of the volucris. Its bloodlust pounded with every beat of his heart, with every second the demon’s influence rose higher within him, stifling the god’s plaintive cries.

“At the same time,” Dante said. Something stirred between them; Julian didn’t have to turn around to know it was Azideh. A taloned hand caressed the back of his head, and Julian shuddered.

The volucris and the warrior lunged as one.

And as one Julian and Dante told them, “Die.”

The compulsion took effect with satisfying swiftness. The beast stumbled with one final keen before it collapsed into a mass of limbs, its ivory skin blooming dark under the surface from internal bleeding. Across the way, the warrior spewed a mouthful of gold-flecked blood when their chest cavity and ribs crushed inward. Their bow clattered to the cobblestone before they, too, crashed to the ground and stayed there.

Julian struggled to breathe, like his own lungs had been crushed by the command. The talons that scraped along the bristles of his hair carried a deceptive gentleness, as did the voice that sounded in his ear.

“So this is what’s become of my blood,” Azideh crooned.

Julian spun around. But the demon had vanished, returning Dante’s eyes to black. With the way Dante flinched, Julian guessed his own appearance hadn’t changed back yet.

Pain ripped thunderously through Julian’s body, threatening to strip his right arm down to the bone. He collapsed to one knee with a cry, tearing at the cuff on his wrist.

Just like the time he had rejected Orsus in the Bone Palace, he was being punished for not using the god’s power. For rejecting what was supposed to be a boon.

“Hey!” Dante steadied his shoulders. “What is this, backlash?”

Julian coughed wetly and spat the blood from his mouth. “S-something like that.”

Dante’s expression hardened with a glance upward, at the eye that was starting to shimmer gold again.

“You have to work through it.” Dante released him and reopened the wound he’d made in his forearm, blood seeping fresh and bright, his ink to the cobblestone’s canvas. “We need your Conjuration abilities to further open the portal.”

“Further… ?” Julian also glanced at the eye. “I came here to close it. We can’t let more Solarians in!”

I can’t let Orsus have their way.

“This is our only chance to reach Solara. Unless you’ve decided to give up on finding Taesia.” Dante smirked humorlessly. “You didn’t try very hard to stop her from leaving in the first place.”

Julian gritted his teeth. The bastard could read his mind; of course he knew how to best wound it.

Reluctantly he stood where Dante pointed, between two symbols—one for Solara, one for Vitae. Julian dropped his longbow and extended his arms, black-veined and trembling, toward the center of the crater. The bone cuff’s prickling wrath settled, appeased by his obedience even as Julian’s stomach continued to churn.

Below Phos’s welling eye, the threads of quintessence thickened.
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Nikolas was lost. He could only reach for what most would call other—some gift of the cosmos or the gods, were they the kind to bestow gifts. Were he the type to receive them.

It melted out of him in painful barbs, this lack of faith. Sprouting white and glistening. Turning his flesh into a playground for sanctity gone wrong.

With each feathered fistful he pulled and wrenched, unsheathing calamus and beading blood, scavenging vanes to reach bone. His own breath was an unheard hymn. His pulse was an unfelt chant for absolution.

Warm pressure hit his chest. Lux collided into him over and over, the familiar trying to push him back.

Nikolas came to with a jolt. He knelt over a body lying in a pool of glinting blood—the warrior, the one who had crashed into the villa and dared call him brother. They had landed on a rooftop, its slanted angle drawing the warrior’s blood down until it dripped off the eaves.

It had all flowed from the gaping wound in the man’s neck, its edges burned as if by fire. The same fatal lesion that had been found on his father’s body after Godsnight. The warrior’s heart had long since stopped, the glow that had pervaded his eyes snuffed to reveal dull irises the color of nephrite.

And then there was the skeletal frame of the Solarian’s wings, savagely plucked of its long, tapered feathers. They lay scattered around the rooftop, wafting upward with the next gust of wind.

Nikolas looked at his trembling hand. Downy barbs had stuck to the blood that coated it, which dried tackily against his skin like a glove. And his forearm—

Mangled, oozing, pockmarked wherever he had ripped his own feathers out.

He scrambled away from the body. Nikolas curled his injured forearm close to his chest even as more pinfeathers stubbornly filled in the holes he’d vacated, pain lighting up every nerve, stabbing into the space behind his empty socket.

He squeezed his eye shut. “Stop,” he gasped. “St-stop. Please.”

He didn’t know who he was beseeching; his god was not in the habit of answering prayers.

So instead he thought of his mother. Madeia, with her wounded gaze and grief-thinned body, lighting up brighter than the morning room when she saw him. The tender scars on her wrists like the ones he now carved into his own skin.

He had to stop for her. For Rian. For Fin. For everyone who was waiting and counting on him to survive and get them through this.

“Stop,” he whispered, and the feathers retreated. He grimaced from the shifting under his skin and muscle, strangling the urge to claw them out all over again.

Instead, he reached for the small silver tree charm that hung from Fin’s bracelet. But it was no longer around his wrist. The string had already been frayed; it must have broken off during the fight, or when Nikolas had been tearing at himself. He searched the roof, and though he didn’t find the bracelet, he did find the Sunbringer Spear, which had rattled down to the roof’s gutter.

A large shadow fell over him. The wyvern that was Deia’s fulcrum soared overhead, encircled by a ring of fire that deterred the Solarian warrior chasing it from getting any closer.

Get up.

The voice of Waren Cyr cut through him like a hunting knife. Just like whenever he’d found himself on the floor of the training grounds, Nikolas followed the dispassionate instruction, his wings extending into arcs of light before he shot upward.

The wind brought him further back to himself, cool against his burning skin. But the closer he got to Angelica and her wyvern, the more he could feel the air turning warm and treacherous.

Nikolas phased with lightspeed and reappeared behind one of the warriors, shoving the blade of his spear through her torso. She gargled on blood and battered him with her wings, but Angelica pulled water out of the condensation around them and quickly morphed it into a long spear of ice that jammed into the warrior’s side. Nikolas kicked her off the spear and let her plummet without remorse; every kill was only another strike against Phos.

“Cyr!” Angelica barked, her voice nearly eaten by the wind. “What the fuck happened to you?”

He had to keep a good distance due to the wyvern’s wingspan. Ignoring the question and the way the beast was sizing him up, Nikolas caught a glimpse of Angelica’s forehead, where a blazing blue eye was cracked open. “Your family?”

“At the villa.” She scanned his bloodied form. “Yours?”

He nodded to say likewise, though he anxiously scanned the skyline for the shape of daylight wings. If Rian hadn’t been in the villa, then where had he gone? They were halfway between the Cyr and Mardova villas, near the palace square—close to the imposing conch-shaped structure of the Gravespire, the tallest building in Nexus. If he flew up there, he might have a better view.

Ahead, rumbled a voice that made him start before he realized it had come from the wyvern.

Three warriors flew toward them. Angelica’s focus sharpened as the eye on her forehead opened wider. “Take the left! Brace yourself!”

He banked left while she guided the wyvern right. His best shot at helping Rian was getting through this alive.

And if that meant shedding more blood—theirs and his—then so be it.

Angelica had been reluctant to open Deia’s eye any wider than it currently was after what had happened over the Volto Gulf. Now that Nikolas had joined her—looking half dead, but she’d take what she could get—she only had to slide back the deadbolt on the door to the element of wind for it to billow around her. Yvri naturally strengthened the gale as Deia’s power stormed between his ribs.

Angelica aimed a gust at Nikolas’s back, propelling him toward the three warriors. They barely had time to erect golden shields before Nikolas jumped off one of them and flipped over, making the most of his spear’s reach to jab its blade into the leftmost warrior’s neck.

Not bad.

The other two warriors quickly curved their shields, forming golden bubbles that encased them entirely. As if that could stop her.

“Just like we practiced,” Angelica said to Yvri as they flew closer.

We have practiced many things. You will have to be more specific.

“Oh, you’ll remember this one.” She tentatively creaked open the doors to both fire and aether, the cyclone around them marbling with flame and quintessence.

Ah yes, Yvri rumbled as fire licked along his red and black scales. It’s coming back to me.

The eye on her forehead widened. A shiver of pleasure ran through her, prompting a smile. There were so many paths to destruction at her fingertips, enough to turn her drunk on variety.

Keeping an eye on Angelica’s movements, Nikolas charged at the warriors as a distraction.

Perfect.

Angelica sang. It wasn’t the three-note bar she used for portaling her body, but a light upward glissando that stretched for the quintessence around her and Yvri. The quintessence ate through the protective bubbles surrounding the warriors like a shadow swallowing the light.

Angelica yanked open the door to her fire. A roiling tower of magma surged out of her and leapt with the untamable splendor of a volcano’s eruption, a blistering joy in her mouth, pressing down on her tongue to the tune of more, more, more.

The inferno split and rushed into the warriors’ shields. Yvri severed the aether he was channeling and let the light fill back in, trapping them within their own defenses.

Nikolas lightsped away as they charred and cooked, their skin roasting while their feathers shriveled. He looked away with a shudder.

“And here I thought you’d never learned the definition of teamwork,” he said to her.

“Jokes don’t suit you, Cyr.” But her words were distant, caught in the tempest that had stirred up inside her. Yvri, sensing it too, wheeled away from the burned corpses dropping out of the sky like meteorites.

Close the eye, Yvri told her. Now.

She was trying. Angelica stared at the accusing finger of the Gravespire ahead, her own eyes watering in the wind and smoke. A distant crackle tugged her awareness down to where fires raged in various corners of the city. Storm sirens blared futilely across the rooftops.

The coastline wasn’t too far. She could bring enough water back to—

Let the city burn.

Angelica doubled over with a gasp, the handprint on her arm searing as painfully as when it had been made.

Yvri snapped his jaws in irritation. Do not listen to her!

Angelica pressed the heel of her hand against Deia’s eye. She felt it expand beneath her skin, ignoring the sting and the pressure.

Go on, Deia crooned from far away, from the bottom of the ocean, from the depths of a volcano—and somehow directly within Angelica’s brain, sharp as an aneurysm. Fuel the flames. Let them spread. I would rather reduce my world to cinders than let him have it.

Nikolas called her name. Her vision ran in reds and oranges; she and Yvri were engulfed in writhing flame.

The door to her fire had been left wide open. It flooded through her in a way she’d staved off for months, a dam broken against her own desire.

That’s it. Her god laughed as Angelica groaned at the blissful burning in her veins. This is what you are good for, my blood. Not protection, but destruction. Is it not beautiful? Is it not a relief?

Yvri shook his head with a roar, as if Deia was also penetrating his mind.

Is this not the power you have sought for so long? Deia whispered, and it felt like it was right in her ear, at the birth of the realm, at the turbulent storm in the center of the universe.

Angelica thought of power and it was shaped like a crown.

You think too small, Deia whispered. Yvri’s sides heaved for breath. Why settle for being a mortal sovereign when you have the means to become a god?

The fire around them became a tempest. Angelica yelled through gritted teeth, trying to force the third eye closed, leaving scratches down her forehead. Yvri screeched and tumbled through the air, toward the city, where their magic would go off like an explosive.

The door to wind was still open. She scrabbled for it, shoved a current underneath Yvri’s wings to get them to ascend, to climb over the roofs, but her vision was taken over by the fire and the wind.

Deia’s laughter was the last thing she heard before she and Yvri crashed into the Gravespire.







XVI
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Rian stretched time and space to his liking, leaping across a half mile, then another, picking out a circuitous route to the villa in the hopes of losing his pursuers. Every time he finished a step of lightspeed he caught flashes of their wings behind him, above him, surrounding him.

It had been years since he’d properly used his magic without Phos’s interference; he was nowhere near ready to fight five opponents on his own. For a moment, barely a blink, he missed the Sunbringer Spear.

He landed in a three-way junction where citizens were fleeing in every direction and nearly collided into Fin.

“Rian!” Fin grabbed him before he could take off again. “Where have you been—?”

“I’m kind of busy!” Rian shouted as the five Solarian warriors appeared with a chorus of whiplike cracks.

The warrior with the metal cylinder raised her weapon and fired into the panicked crowd, striking down a man as easily as a machete cut a weed. “This realm is on its way to ruin,” she called to Rian above the screams. “You will find ours more suitable.”

“Shit shit shit.” Fin tugged him south, toward the palace square. “Nik went this way, you need to catch up with him!”

Instead of diving back into lightspeed, Rian sank into a different aspect of his power—one that was even harder to reach. With a painful shudder his wings unfurled, shining in the light of the oncoming Solarians.

Rian grabbed Fin under his arms and launched them both into the air. The prince of Vaega let out a shriek that Rian planned to give him shit for later.

“No no no no, put me down!” Fin shouted over the roaring of the wind. “I have had enough of being in the air, thank you!”

“And leave you to be shot on the street?” Rian banked left, dodging a projectile of light. Lucent caught up and formed a shield behind them. “My brother would kill me.”

“We both know that’s not—Look out!”

Rian sensed the rapidly approaching heat and dropped, tucking in his wings and going into free fall just as another projectile soared overhead. Fin screamed again before Rian’s wings snapped open and they swooped upward once more.

“I’m going to vomit,” Fin choked out.

“Then at least aim it at them!”

Fin gagged on a laugh before he went oh and Rian heard the scrape of stone. Before he could figure out what was happening, Fin lurched in his grasp and Rian fought to keep hold of him.

“What are you doing?” Rian demanded.

“Trying to slow them down!”

He risked looking over his shoulder. Fin had extended an arm and curled his fingers inward; in response, a hunk of brick tore itself from one of the damaged buildings they passed. Fin flung it at one of the warriors and shot them out of the air like a bird struck by a slingshot.

Rian couldn’t help but laugh. Fin had once told him his earth magic was more attuned to materials like stone and wood than plants.

Or had he told that to Phos, when the god had requested the details of his magic?

The thought was fleeting but raw. His wings flickered, but he managed to hang on, biting through his cheek until blood filled his mouth.

“The Daystar wants you, child!” called the warrior at the fore. “And what our lord wants, He will get.”

Fin grabbed a chimney and an iron railing at the same time and slammed them both into one of the warriors, tangling them up until they fell with an enraged shout. Rian couldn’t tell if Fin was laughing or sobbing. “I’m helping destroy my own fucking city!”

Rian spotted the familiar top of the Gravespire and climbed higher to get a glimpse of the palace square. There were two people beside the crater—judging by the influx of shadow, one of them was Dante—but his attention was stolen by another battle taking place in the sky.

Before Rian could make sense of what he was seeing, between the maelstrom of wind and fire and the darting golden form around it, a roar shivered through the air and that maelstrom smashed into the side of the Gravespire.

It set off a ballistic explosion that seared hotter than the sun. Rian dove lower to avoid getting burned to a crisp while the tower rocked perilously on its foundations. The conch-like shape splintered and crumbled.

Fin was chanting curses again as he stretched both arms toward the raining rubble. At the same time, the warrior behind them clipped Rian’s wing with one of her projectiles. Rian veered straight into the path of a sizable chunk of debris.

With a yell of exertion, Fin grabbed the mass of sandstone and hurled it with all his strength at the remaining warriors. It caught them by surprise, slamming them to the ground with a splatter of blood.

Rian wobbled, his wings finally giving out. Lucent became a rope and clung onto the nearest balcony while Fin grabbed hold of the cobblestone below and wrenched it upward. They rolled down the slope until they came to a bruised, groaning stop at the bottom.

“Nik.” The Gravespire’s destruction was reflected in Fin’s wide eyes. “Nik was up there.”

And so was Angelica and her wyvern. But Dante was waiting in the palace square, and Rian knew where he would be most useful.

“He’ll be fine.” Rian ignored Lucent’s fretful zooming and hauled himself to his feet, forcing his wings to reappear. “But we won’t be if we stay here.”

They took off with a painful flap of his wings, the eye of his god watching from above.

Dante didn’t have the grimoire, but he didn’t need it; he had memorized everything that was necessary for this moment. He’d used his own blood to spell out the glyphs around the crater, but he was missing ingredients—amber, saffron, citrus, myrrh—that would strengthen the corridor between Vitae and Solara, life and light, to allow them to safely cross.

Thankfully, Julian didn’t need components like Dante did to use Conjuration; the magic was stitched into his very being. All he had to do was become a well for the power that resided within the cuff around his wrist. Dante glanced at it a few times while he helped Julian sketch patterns in the air, tracing over Dante’s fingers to form sigils with threads of quintessence that he then moved into place with a sweep of his hand. They hovered above the blood glyphs in glowing red lines.

Above them, Angelica’s wyvern swooped over the palace square. Yet Julian’s eyes were narrowed and focused, their irises washed a brighter green. Near enough the same shade as Azideh’s that Dante heard his own throat click as he swallowed.

Intriguing, the demon murmured in his head. They both watched the black veins along Julian’s skin creep higher along his jaw, his skin paling under the strain. He feels familiar. And yet, dissimilar.

You’re going to have to explain this connection between you eventually, Dante replied.

The demon chuckled. You’re rather preoccupied at the moment.

“It’s not opening.” Julian’s pupils had shrunk and elongated, and Dante told himself not to step away from him. “It’s there, but it’s not… It’s like he’s…”

Dante looked up at Phos’s eye. It seemed entirely too smug.

Julian opened his mouth to ask a question, but his words were devoured by the horrific shattering of stone and a meltingly hot blast of air. They both stumbled as the ground beneath them trembled.

To the west, the Gravespire—the monument of his suffering, his onetime prison—was collapsing.

“What?” Julian breathed, too stunned for much else.

Dante was rushing forward before he realized what he was doing. The futility of it just as quickly halted him in his tracks.

There’s nothing you can do, Azideh agreed as they watched the structure fold and crumble. A sour wash of orange fear spiraled outward from everyone trapped inside. The tower lurched drunkenly to one side before begrudgingly ceding to gravity, falling in a deluge of sandstone and the damned.

All those souls—innocent, guilty, what did it matter?—crushed.

Camilla—

He sucked in a breath as his legs turned watery with—he didn’t know. Regret? Relief? His mouth tasted like smoke at the thought of his aunt and the last moments they’d shared together, that she had at least been able to see her son.

Then, with his demon-enhanced eyes, he spotted a gleam of red in the collapsing rubble, the telltale flash of teleportation.

A strangled sound escaped him, which turned into a helpless laugh.

Of fucking course she escaped.

Azideh snorted. You did unbind her chains.

A growl brought him back to the matter at hand. Julian had grabbed his shaking arm, the bone cuff blistering the skin underneath. “It’s still not opening.”

Before Dante could decide their next steps, a winged figure appeared with the sound of lightspeed. Dante called in his shadows, forming Nox into a long dagger. But it was only Rian flying toward them with Fin in his arms. They half collapsed along the edge of the crater, on top of one of Dante’s blood sigils.

Dante hurried over while they detangled themselves. The closer he came to the circle’s perimeter, where his and Julian’s glyphs hummed with unspent power, the more his teeth ached. He noticed a scrape on Rian’s arm. “Are you hurt?”

Rian shook his head, wings folding in and disappearing as he caught his breath. Fin pushed himself to his feet and nearly tumbled into the crater. Noticing the circle, his cousin’s eyes grew round with trepidation; after all, he’d also been there at Godsnight.

“Is the portal… open?” Fin asked.

“Not yet,” Dante said, eyeing the glyph beneath them, glowing brighter than the rest. “But I know what’s missing.”

Dante offered Rian a hand. Rian took it and stood with his help. The youngest Cyr gave him a nod of gratitude, his crystal-colored eyes slowly draining of their harried, hunted panic.

“Thank you,” Rian croaked.

Dante nodded back. “Of course.”

Shifting his grip on the shadow dagger, Dante yanked Rian closer and slashed its blade deep along the inside of Rian’s forearm. Blood splattered across the glyphs and into the crater.

A blinding ray of white exploded through the square.







XVII
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RISHA!

Her eyes flew open with the rattling gasp of the undead. She immediately choked on blood.

Risha weakly turned onto her side, coughing congealed lumps of scarlet onto the paving stones. She retched until her eyes streamed and her throat was scraped raw. Her fingers stretched for something, anything to hold on to, and found only piles of ash.

Risha crawled on her elbows to get away from their stink of vetiver and bonemeal. She still couldn’t get enough air, her breaths coming in quick, strained gasps that came to a sudden halt when she realized—

I died.

The words had no weight, since she could not understand them. Not in any language save for that of the body, a library of sense memory kept in purposeful disorder.

It came in layers. The curve of the heavy axe, the breaking of her ribs. The flooding of her lungs, the waning of her heart. A nightmare told in the light of day and all the more terrifying for it.

Risha clutched her chest. The fabric of her shirt and tapered jacket was split above her breasts, sodden with drying blood. The skin beyond was smooth and brown and unbroken. The bones underneath—intact. Her lungs, her heart—breathing, beating.

All around her lay a ring of black roses.

She coughed again, spitting out more blood. The thick fluid was mixed with red petals.

“Jas,” she whimpered.

It’s all right, he whispered, so far away, barely a comfort. Risha, don’t look.

“I died.” Her voice was too high and too strange. She kept touching her skin, tracing the curve of a rib that should be shattered. “I remember—remem—he—”

A Vakara understood the sensation of dying. The cold quiet, the mortal severance. Every spirit they called upon had taught them the ways in which death arrived, from violent passion to gentle release and everything between.

But no matter how often she had experienced the memories of pain and fear, none of it compared to their application in her own body. It stayed in her, lodged like a hook, as sharp and devastating as the blade that had ended her. All she could do was lie there and breathe and try not to go mad at the paradox she’d become.

“How is this… ?” Risha shifted. “What… happened? Paaja?”

There was no answer. Risha spotted Samhara a few feet away from her, but she didn’t move toward it.

“Paaja?” she whispered.

The air was empty of words, of breath. The seconds elongated into eras. The muscles of her neck seized in an attempt to stop her from moving her head, but she wrenched back control and turned, overlooking petal and ash, her own impossible blood.

Rath lay sprawled on his back beneath the looming basilica. The sea around him was dark and wide.

Her first instinct was clinical assessment. The broken ribs, the gleam of red tissue and yellow fat. The split pulmonary artery and snapped intercostal muscles. All these things made up a body.

All these things made up her father.

Risha crawled toward him. Her hands and knees grew sticky with blood. His head was turned to the side, away from her, his profile strong and still. There was blood in his beard. His eyes were open, staring.

“Paaja.” She turned his head, but all that changed was his unblinking view. She waited for those dark eyes to flit toward her, the way they always did. His smiles were rare, but she thought she deserved one now. “Paaja.”

His spirit, she thought, detached. She sank into the cold core of her power and her torus kicked up around her, stirring her short hair. He hadn’t told her what he thought of the new length. Risha grasped for the souls in her proximity, finding the spirits of the guards lingering in case they were needed, the ones belonging to the Solarians a bristle of sharp resentment.

But there was no Rath Vakara. He had already fled to the void, beyond her reach.

“Come back.” She cradled his stiff face. “Paaja, come back. I can heal you. Look—”

She ignored Jas’s uncertain murmur and placed her other hand on Rath’s ruined chest. Keeping her torus activated, she delved into the green energy coiled around hers. This way she could better sense the extent of the damage—the crushed sternum, the severed nerves—

Risha pushed down a wounded sound and flooded both her power and Jas’s into her father’s body. Torn flesh made a weak effort to mend, but it was only a superficial fix, unable to get his heart beating again. Unlike when she’d healed Rian, when she had already grasped a hold of his life, his pulse, his soul.

Here, there was nothing to grasp on to. Her father had known she would attempt to revive him, and his last act had been to prevent her from doing so.

Not trusting her even in death.

Risha trembled with the effort of mending something that could not be mended, even as she healed and healed and healed him, pushing and forcing the energy out and rewarded only with the merest twitch of an internal organ or sliver of bone.

“Please,” she begged to anyone who could hear her, but it was like praying without a tongue. “Please.”

You cannot revive what’s fully dead. Rath’s voice, faded with memory. Not in a way that matters. Not permanently.

She felt smaller than she had in years. She wanted to curl up against his arm and scrunch her face when he kissed her cheek, complaining about the freshly applied oils he used for his skin and beard.

Just this morning she had stood beside him. She had stood beside him and she hadn’t touched him, had barely even looked at him, hadn’t said anything that needed saying, and now—now—now—

Burn the dead, she’d told him, and she couldn’t even make herself follow through. Because if he burned, then he would truly be gone, and she couldn’t have the last look he’d given her be one of fear and misgiving.

Underneath her, Rath’s spilled blood stirred and warped into frilled, dense petals, its dark hue lightening to orange. The scent of marigolds engulfed her as they crawled across his form, tangling in his hair and between his cold fingers and sewing over the fatal wound. Risha ripped them off, yelling in wordless rage that they were getting in her way. Every stem she ripped only produced two more marigolds in its place.

“You can’t take him,” she sobbed between bloody fistfuls of petals. “You can’t—”

“Risha?”

She stilled at the sound of Saya’s small, broken voice behind her. Her sister stood halfway across the square, dressed in her necromantic leathers, dark eyes latched on to their father’s graying face.

Suddenly every instinct in Risha flipped. She ran and snatched Saya up in her arms, holding her sister’s head against her shoulder.

“Don’t look,” Risha gasped, unable to quell her shaking. “Don’t look.”

“Risha—”

“Don’t look.”

“Risha,” Saya sobbed, clutching her like she was drowning, like they were caught in a spindrift and couldn’t find shore. “Paa—”

Risha could only hold the back of her sister’s head as they sank to the ground. Saya voiced every full-throated howl that sat unvoiced within her, the two of them rocking back and forth, back and forth, in a bereft tide.

Even as the city broke there was no bigger loss than this: of daughters who hadn’t gotten the chance to say goodbye.

Risha knelt staring over Saya’s heaving shoulder, bloodied lips parted and eyes swollen from tears she hadn’t felt herself shed. She would have knelt there forever if it weren’t for the low hum that punctured the air, followed by the searing pillar of light that erupted in the east.

Both of them stared up at the radiant column. Risha’s fingers tightened around Saya’s shoulders as the scent of vetiver grew stronger.

“What is that?” Saya whispered.

A portal. Dante had managed it after all.

Rath had been completely covered within the bower of her marigolds, like an ancient tale of curses and defiant nature. Saya, seeing the shroud, inhaled brokenly. Risha grasped her sister’s face between her hands.

“You have to protect him until this is over.” Risha fumbled for Saya’s string, helping her form a spell across her quivering fingers in case more Solarians came this way. “Saya, please, you have to protect him.”

Their father’s spirit was lost, and she refused to let Thana have it.

Saya kept shaking her head, but made no move to stop her. Risha crushed her into one last embrace before she forced herself to her feet and retrieved Samhara. The blades shone dull, Valentin keeping out of sight.

She turned to the marigold bower. “I love you.”

The words fell unheard, words she hadn’t said enough and only now tried to make up for when it was too late. A sharp pressure in her chest made her think her own fatal wound had reopened, but no; this was the agony of surviving.

“Risha,” Saya wept.

The portal’s brilliance branded white lines into her eyes, seared away the brimming tears. Reminded her that she had been spared for a reason. Risha followed its marker toward the palace square.







XVIII
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As the Gravespire toppled, Nikolas used lightspeed to grab as many plummeting figures out of the air as he could. Some fought him, others sobbed with gratitude, and more still were either passed out or already dead by the time he brought them down to the street.

Angelica and the wyvern reeled from whatever had possessed them. Yvri clumsily landed on a roof in a shower of broken shingles while Angelica clutched her bleeding forehead. The beast shook its long head and released a frustrated sound that rattled Nikolas’s chest.

They were still surrounded by a wheel of fire. Nikolas came as close as he could without getting singed.

“Angelica!”

“Get—away.” One hand covering her forehead, Angelica extended the other toward a piece of the tower that listed groaningly from its foundation, ready to fall. The space beneath it warped as she attempted to portal it somewhere safer.

Before the portal could form, an eruption doused the scene of Angelica’s devastation in stark white.

Nikolas nearly crashed into the roof beside her. The core of his magic stirred, the Sunbringer Spear blisteringly hot against his back. He turned and saw a radiant pillar in the center of the palace square, aimed at Phos’s eye.

Solara.

“Go,” Angelica gritted out, squinting against the harsh light.

“Are you—?”

“Go.”

Nikolas hesitated another beat before flying toward the square. He let his gaze adjust, picking out the shapes of Julian, of Fin. There was Rian’s silhouette, his outstretched arm. And beside him—

His pupil shrank. He could smell the blood from here, and the thick, clove-heavy trace of midnight.

Again.

Again.

AGAIN.

He dove with a deafening clap of lightspeed. His wings snapped open as he reappeared with his hand around Dante Lastrider’s throat.

It was the work of less than a second to get the Lastrider heir pinned on his back. He ignored the twist of shock and pain on Dante’s face to spin the Sunbringer Spear around and point its burning tip at Dante’s bare chest.

He ignored the cry behind him as he loomed over Dante with his wings spread and his teeth bared, the incarnation of every plea his god had left unanswered.

“Is this all the Lastriders are good for?” The glow of his god-blessed spear left a reddening patch on Dante’s skin. “Using others for their own ends?”

Dante clenched his jaw but didn’t deny it. He maintained hold on his shadow dagger, Rian’s blood dripping slowly between them.

“Nik,” Rian cried again. Fin held him away from the opened portal, putting pressure on the seeping wound. Julian had grabbed a heavy-looking bow off the stained cobblestone. “It’s all right. I told you—”

His blood, his blood was the better one to use, but Nikolas didn’t care because that blood was flowing too fast and too much and none of this fucking mattered if he was gone—

Nikolas tightened his grip on Dante’s throat. Dante didn’t struggle, glaring at him with what could have been mistaken for defiance if Nikolas hadn’t known him for so long, if he hadn’t known to look for the subtle, doubtful wince that Taesia had inadvertently copied.

He stepped out of space and time, but not with lightspeed. He was twelve and doing his best not to look like he was hurrying through the dons and doñas who’d congregated on the palace grounds for the summer solstice festival. Seeking to get as far from his father’s bad mood as possible.

A soft whistle arrested him. The shade of a palm tree opened to reveal Dante Lastrider, all of fourteen and pretending to be older, his arms crossed and leaning against the tree’s narrow trunk. He jerked his chin in a come here gesture and Nikolas warily obeyed, sinking into the cool refuge of Dante’s shadows.

“Exhausting, isn’t it?” the older boy had asked, tugging the collar of his dark blue shirt. “Especially this time of year. I’ve always been jealous of the Cyrs during summertime.”

Nikolas raised his eyebrows. “Jealous?”

“My family doesn’t do so well in the sun. I thought it wasn’t a problem for you, but…” Dante pointed at his temple, where Nikolas felt a bead of sweat trickle from his hairline. “Turns out you’re just as miserable as the rest of us. But hey, at least you don’t have to wear Lastrider colors.”

Nikolas quickly wiped the sweat away, and Dante laughed. To his surprise, Nikolas found himself smiling back.

He grimaced down at the man that boy had become, the shadows that had once been comforting now agitated as they edged in closer, ready to retaliate.

Dante grabbed Nikolas’s arm to stay his spear. “If I didn’t do this,” he managed around Nikolas’s hand, “there would be a worse price to pay. You think you’re the only one with something to lose?” His teeth flashed in the light of the portal. “I left my mother bleeding out on the floor.”

Nikolas’s head pounded. He saw his mother’s wrists, skin parted with intention. He saw Rian’s arm, flesh sliced with greed.

“We have to stop them.” The portal made a ring of white around Dante’s black irises. “Before we lose any more. I’ll do anything I have to, even if it means going through you.”

The space between Nikolas’s shoulder blades prickled. The muscle behind his socket throbbed. He squeezed his hand until Dante choked.

“If you lay a hand on him again,” Nikolas said, calm for all the unrest inside him, “I will kill you.”

Someone gasped. Dante only offered him a lazy smile, the kind that hid his temper underneath.

“Is that your plan for when we find Taesia?” Dante murmured.

Nikolas didn’t answer. Dante’s smile widened.

A jolt of pain went up his spine. Nikolas jerked back, letting go of Dante and using his wings to put distance between them.

The Lastrider heir slowly sat up, touching the purple marks around his throat. Nikolas realized he hadn’t bothered to call upon his demon.

“If you want to ensure your brother’s blood doesn’t go to waste,” Dante croaked, looking at him through the fallen fringe of his hair, “then walk through that portal and face your god. Make sure this never happens again.”

The Sunbringer Spear shone brighter than it ever had, the fulcrum sensing its godkind on the other side of the portal. His arm ached with every feather that wanted to bud, that wanted to feel the heat of primordial suns along their vanes. Rian stared woozily up at him with the same determined, seething answer to the question Nikolas had posed to him in the villa gardens: Do you want to help, or do you want revenge?

Dante was right—they still had so much to lose.

And he had so much to be forgiven for.

Nikolas had ended his father’s cruelty in one wide-armed swing, a statement made with steel that he would never be hurt by him again. The same declaration he’d made to his god while killing the warrior who’d mistakenly called him brother.

A promise he intended to keep, for him and Rian both.

Trying to close the door to her fire was like trying to close a window shutter in a hurricane. Angelica wanted to believe it was Deia holding it open, but she knew better.

On the rooftop where Nikolas left her, she fought through the heart-singing elation of the flames, keeping her palm pressed to her third eye. Her current of aether struggled to braid with Yvri’s, but the portal she strained to open beneath the leaning debris wouldn’t take. A couple people were clinging to the sides of the sinking sandstone, legs kicking futilely.

“Up,” Angelica gasped. “Up!”

Yvri pushed back into the air just as the debris broke off completely. He caught the sandstone with his talons, but there were screams beneath the fury of her fire.

Close it! Yvri snarled.

She fumbled for her obsidian dagger. Just as she had at Mount Netsai, she slashed it across the outside of her thigh. The rush of pain cleared her head enough to recall the flames, and Deia’s eye began to flutter shut.

Yvri set the debris and its terrified hangers-on down and landed on the fringes of the palace square. His sides expanded with every gust of breath while smoke exhaled from his nostrils. Angelica slid off his back, wincing at the cut in her leg, and laid her hand over the thunderous beating of his heart.

“She’s gone,” Angelica panted, leaning against the warm scales of his chest. “She’s gone.”

Yvri’s growl rumbled through her. But surely, steadily, the fulcrum within him waned into its usual hum. Angelica allowed it to center her until she could finally slam the doors to her magic closed and slide the locks in place. The third eye sealed completely.

Around them lay the wreckage of stone and mortar and metal. And bodies—guards, prisoners, whoever had been unfortunate enough to be trapped inside—lying shattered or charred on the street. The smell of blood and cooked meat made her gag.

She played you, Yvri rumbled, sensing the turmoil in her.

“And I let her.” Angelica stared down at her shaking hands, fingernails red and brown with her own blood. Her vision doubled. “It doesn’t matter if I have her power. I won’t ever be able to control it so long as she’s alive.”

Then we will end her.

Angelica met the wyvern’s amber gaze. Both of them were constructs of their god, both chained by her in some way—both wanting to be free.

Yvri glanced at the pale line of the portal. Angelica followed it up to the massive eye only to realize it was starting to close. The portal was already shrinking.

I will wait for your return, the wyvern said. And recover my strength before we descend on her. I trust you will not get yourself killed in the meantime.

“My family.” Angelica swallowed the desperation threatening to choke her. “Please—take them away from Nexus. Take them to Azuna, to Chisen. The warlord of the earth state is looking after Asami and Akane. They’ll be safe there.” I hope.

Yvri was quiet a moment, then snorted weakly. Only because you said please.

To avoid flying over the city—her city, falling to ruin all around them—they combined currents of aether to form a portal to the Mardova villa. Now that her fire wasn’t raging out of control, the portal bloomed under her song. Yvri nudged her with what could have been affection or exasperation and she limped back to let him through, not daring to glimpse at her home, steeling herself for what came next.

Someone ran through the portal just before it closed. Angelica reached for her obsidian dagger again, but alarm took a nosedive into displeasure at the sight of Cosima.

“What are you doing?” Angelica shouted as Cosima closed the distance. The sword in her hand was bloodied, and Angelica frantically searched her for injuries. “I told you—”

Cosima threw her arms around her, and Angelica helplessly clung back. They swayed so hard they nearly fell, and Angelica almost let them, wanting a simple problem rather than the scale of horror they faced.

“Go back,” Angelica whispered. “They need you.”

“I saw the Gravespire fall. Heard it, mostly.” Cosima glanced at the rubble, the bodies that were further strikes against Angelica’s soul. She swore softly, then louder when she got a proper look at the scratches Angelica had gouged into her forehead. “Adela returned to the villa, and Yvri said he’s going to get them out.” She wiped away a drop of blood threatening to fall into Angelica’s eye. “They don’t need me. You do.”

The words should have been an embarrassment. Angelica Mardova had been raised to not rely on others and to need for nothing.

Maybe once they would have been. Now they peeled her open the way a thumb broke through an orange rind, a gentle pressure to get the sweetness out.

“Three months of sword practice is not enough for where I’m going,” Angelica rasped. “If you return to Azuna, you can find your brother.”

Cosima’s eyes tightened. “He made his choice, and I made mine. I chose you.”

Angelica fell back into the familiar grip of her anger. “We’re going to kill a god. This is beyond you.”

The thief snorted much like Yvri had. “Your tactics don’t work on me anymore, princess. The more scared you are, the harder you push.”

Angelica stared at her, at a loss. Cosima slid something off her shoulder and held it out. “You left this behind. Figured you’d need it.”

Angelica accepted her violin case with numb hands. Her veins shivered with the memory of her billowing flame, with the possibility that the Gravespire might still be standing if she had used this instead of Deia’s eye.

This is what you are good for, my blood. Not protection, but destruction.

No matter how far she tried to run from this craving, it always caught back up with her. Maybe she would never be rid of it. Maybe there was no more use in running.

Maybe in Solara, she could destroy something worthwhile.
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Risha followed the scent of vetiver to the portal, and then the scent of blood to Rian.

She had been scraped down to her base senses: the weight of Samhara, the chill of her sodden clothes, the cacophony of a falling building, the brilliance of the portal. When she crouched before Rian and took his arm, it was as if by rote.

“Can you heal him?” Nikolas asked. Like she hadn’t already performed a miracle in this very position. “He’s losing too much blood—”

Risha drowned him out and stared at the parted skin like the rupture of a caved-in chest. Another animal chosen for sacrifice.

I died, she almost said, and didn’t. Focused instead on the green and the black twining in her like the collision of spring and winter, that paradox.

I died, and I lived. I am living. Can you feel this, am I breathing, can you tell me? Is my heart beating?

Her lips parted even as flesh knit slowly beneath her thumbs.

“Risha.” Pale and quaking, Rian grabbed her shoulder while she mended him again, just another song they’d memorized. “What happened?”

Her clothes. Her blood. She noticed Nikolas frown at the lack of an external wound.

My father is dead.

Her lips were still parted, wanting to speak, wanting someone to know, wanting to share this so she wouldn’t be alone in it—please look at my loss and tell me it is terrible, please help me, please grieve with me.

Her vision slid in and out of focus as she concentrated on the bitter injury. Tender, bruising, sealing far too slowly.

“It’s all right,” Rian told her. “This is enough.”

He’ll survive, Jas whispered. You’ve done enough for now.

It wasn’t. She hadn’t. Winter and spring were too far from her, imprisoning her in the transition of summer to autumn, bathed in the light of Solara and all its malice. Furls of white lilium petals fell from her hands and spilled between her fingers, mingled in Rian’s blood.

“The eye is closing,” came Angelica’s voice. “If we’re going to do this, we need to do it now.”

Rian pulled Risha’s hand away. The wound was closed but fragile, but his attention was on the others surrounding the pillar of light.

“The city,” Julian said with the tone of one who already knew it was lost.

“Phos won’t stop until all of Vitae is destroyed,” Dante countered. He stood facing the pillar, paled by its luminous potential. Hands curled into fists, he spared a look at them all, and at Nexus. “I won’t let him get that far.”

He stepped into the blinding light of the portal. His shadow existed for a second more until a lash of energy dissolved him into nothing.

With Risha’s hands freed, they instinctively wrapped around Samhara’s handles. The blades crackled red.

“I smell your rage again,” Valentin murmured.

It’s unfair.

A thought that dogged her through the pathways of the necropolis, and within the corridors of her home. Hung against her collarbone in a grim necklace of obligation.

It’s unfair.

She had always felt her heart was too small for faith to make a home in it. Or maybe faith was not the genuflection of a petitioner but the inflection of a loved one—how her family said her name the way no one else did.

She had once knelt before the Forgetful Waters and wished for the mercy of becoming a lost soul. It was her name in their mouths that stopped her, and filled her with the bright need to return home.

Now a voice was missing, and carved out her ribs just to make a space for its loss.

There was much Thana had to answer for. Phos had to answer for more.

Risha rose to her feet. With every step toward the portal she felt the graveyard their city had become, and with every step she ignored the plaintive calls of spirits at her back, begging her to return, to help, to set them free.

But she had been a daughter far longer than she had been a psychopomp.

As she urged her impossible body through the warm curtain of the portal, that collarbone curve of obligation fell away, until all that remained was the burden of vengeance.

Julian watched until Risha was nothing but an afterimage in the portal’s light. When Rian moved to follow, Nikolas gently caught him by the shoulders.

“The Cyrs have a duty to Vaega,” Rian rasped without looking back at his brother. “You’re right about that. But we can’t fulfill it here.”

Nikolas wilted with understanding. He exchanged a look with Fin, and Julian couldn’t help but think Nikolas looked younger and softer without the eyepatch, more the man he’d known before Godsnight.

But perhaps it was a good thing he was no longer that man. He tightened his grip on Rian’s shoulders before letting his hands fall in defeat. With the Sunbringer Spear slung across his back, he stood beside his brother, fragments of the same image. Pilgrims to a realm they had only ever known through stories and violence.

When Fin bullishly grabbed Nikolas’s hand, Nikolas seemed not to know whether to let it go or clasp it tighter. With the portal continuing to shrink as Phos’s eye closed, shimmering gold along its edges, there was no time for them to do anything except enter that radiant pillar and disappear together.

Angelica glanced at Julian. He stood covering their departure with an arrow ready on the warrior’s compound bow he had grabbed off the ground. They shared a nod before she and Cosima followed after the Cyrs.

He was the only one left. Staring out at the city, the columns of smoke and the collapsed structures, he prayed to something beyond the gods—to the universe itself, or the Cosmic Scale that wove it together—to keep his mother safe. He had a sense of déjà vu then, like he had once before stood at the heart of a shattering world, helpless to stop its undoing.

The bone cuff throbbed in warning. With Rian’s blood added to the portal Julian had sensed the overwhelming quintessence that had flooded the square, making his bones itch with its potential. Now it waned rapidly; only a few heartbeats separated him from Solara.

The pulse at his neck reminded him there was more than a world to lose.

The first muscle-aching touch of the portal spread across his shoulders and his back. He shivered on the threshold of summer heat like the last flower to bloom in spring. It seemed to tell him, There’s more to see.

It told him, Look up.

Phos’s eye was nearly closed, the crimson daylight fading to solemn gray, which made the handful of golden tears that rained down on the city all the more prominent. They hung from the god’s sclera before descending like comets with blurred tails, an imitation of falling stars. Julian’s own eyes reflected their long arcs, the burgeoning shape of their wings.

The end, he realized, could be beautiful.

Julian’s tears did not fall golden. They salted his mouth and stung the cut on his lip, the remnant of a dream he should have never woken from.

He straddled the space between worlds for one heartbeat, then two. On the third he plunged himself fully into the portal’s grasp.

He didn’t have time to marvel at the nauseating lurch of his body as it thinned to nothing and then put itself back together. The light forced him to keep his eyes shut so that when he landed hard on an unforgiving surface, he stumbled and collapsed. His hip barked against a sharp edge and the bow fell from his hands.

Julian blinked the tears from his eyes. He’d caught himself against a wide, marbled step, engraved in familiar glyphs. He was in the basin of a stepwell, the same one he had seen in his dreams. The one that led to Vitae.

Risha was halfway up the stepwell with scythes at the ready, Dante not far behind. But they were frozen underneath a shimmering net that had trapped them in place. Angelica had been halted in the middle of raising her arms, and Nikolas was stuck reaching for the Sunbringer Spear.

One of those shimmering nets ensnared Julian out of nowhere. His limbs stiffened and his eyes widened, fingers halfway to his bow. He could only helplessly watch as a gauntleted hand swooped down and took it instead.

He peered up as high as he could. Surrounding the stepwell were Solarian soldiers—not winged warriors but Lumins all the same, with golden shields and spears at the ready. Not only spears, but long metallic contraptions he didn’t have a name for. Although their faces were bare, the one who had picked up his bow wore a gilded mask that covered their entire face save for the dark holes of their eyes, adorned with filigree and a mane of gold plating along their skull.

The leader studied the bow, then Julian. Instead of carrying a spear, they wore twin sheaths at their hips, and underneath their mask was a fall of bone-white hair.

“Vitaeans,” came a feminine voice from beyond the disturbing stillness of the mask. They held out the bow for one of their soldiers to confiscate it, then signaled others to take the rest of the heirs’ weapons. “I was warned you might arrive here. I am Ulshära ost Phos of the Zenith Tower, imperator of Solara, and your warder.

“For the crimes of murdering my god-brother and invading our realm, you will be imprisoned, interrogated, and then given to our god for judgment.” The mask tilted down, revealing a flash of ochre eyes ringed in gold. “May all sins be exposed in His light.”
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Taesia Lastrider was a creature of resentment.

It had always ridden on her shoulders, in hindsight. Clinging like a demon.

How improper for one of her status. How unbecoming. How disgraceful.

Those words had spilled from painted mouths like all the worthless pearls and gilt they hoarded to trick themselves into feeling immortal. Dons and doñas who’d craved to have even one drop of her blood in their veins, and tried to cut her on teeth and tongues to lap it up.

How absurd.

Let me have my resentment, she’d decided. Let me turn their dream of divinity into a nightmare.

I’ll teach them what immortality means.

Crouched on the roof of a pylon that overlooked the open courtyard of the Vitae portal house, Taesia hid from the glare of the two child suns within a fold of darkness. It was easier to move around after the parent had set, casting a purple gloaming over the trilateral cities even as the first of its children rose to take its place. But the Second Sun was light-years farther than the First, and the Third Sun even more so, allowing her some respite.

The city of Aurora gleamed copper and gold with its metallic domed roofs and brash white walls. The processional avenue that led to the portal house, lined with statues of Deia that had long been decapitated and vandalized, was kept clear by soldiers under Ulshära’s orders. Taesia had followed the imperator from the Zenith Tower to the Aurora Tower, then watched her stride swiftly to the portal house, mask donned and cape fluttering.

It would have been easy to end her then and there. Easier than it had been to infiltrate the Aurora Tower to kill Imperator Kaspan, and certainly easier than breaching the dense protections around the Divine City where Phos schemed. But as Taesia’s hand had wrapped around Starfell’s hilt, something told her not yet.

She sensed Nyx’s impatience as she perched atop the pylon, a grove of undulating shadow. Her gaze traveled the hypostyle halls leading to what had once been an active prayer hall for those who’d made offerings to Deia in exchange for water. Now it sat in disuse, a pretty monument taking up space.

Taesia wondered what Ulshära thought to accomplish in there. Phos hadn’t used it to tear through Vitae’s barrier, having made a portal within the Divine City instead to unleash however many bastard legionnaires she hadn’t gotten around to slaughtering.

They are not meant for survival, the god told her whenever she sought to eliminate a new batch. They are onetime weapons. If you wish to save your realm, then focus on felling this one.

Yet he hadn’t stopped her from visiting the barracks of Phos’s chosen, stalking silently between beds and weaving shadows over the loom of her fingers, acidic blood on her tongue.

If she couldn’t dull a weapon already forged, she could at least stop another from being made.

Taesia readjusted her grip on Starfell. The sword was mercifully cool to the touch, its black, spinous blade constructed out of the bones of a cosmic beast. Its star matter resonated with hers, with Nyx’s—half of his beloved fulcrum.

She exhaled slowly. When she drew her next breath, the air that always smelled of sun-bleached sands and myrrh carried a hint of campfire smoke and animal hide.

Vitae.

Home.

A tremor ran up the pylon and through the soles of her feet. Taesia slowly rose to standing.

The time is right, Nyx whispered. Dulcet, sweet, imploring. Like this, he was not the phantom that inhabited her but the murmur after a heartbeat, a condition she could live with so long as it grew no stronger.

She was the one who had decided to become the butcher of Solara. It was she, not Nyx, who had made the choice to run her sword through an imperator’s chest and call it just.

And it was her choice now to raise Starfell and sink deep into the frigid wellspring of her power. With the god at her fingertips, the child suns didn’t matter; there was no light that could block a shadow.

Missing half a crux, she couldn’t create the same black hole she’d made with Lilia Lunari’s help. But what she birthed was nearly as hungry and as volatile. It was antithesis, antimatter. It was every monstrous intention she had kept hidden under her skin.

She scratched them out, let them empty into the abyssal void expanding around Starfell’s blade. Somewhere beyond the eternal daylight was a field of stars that had never been drawn into constellations. She reached for them and heard their quiet gasps, draining their cores until they learned to covet each syllable of her name.

Starfell’s tip pointed at the Vitae portal house. She thought, This could be my only way back.

She recalled the legionnaires, created only to be expended—no, that was a flash of Nyx’s thoughts. A low laugh sat unvoiced in her throat.

I will survive this, she shot back at him. And you will be sorry for it.

What does a nightmare have to fear but its ending?

There would be other ways to return home. Just as she had used the burning trail left by Phos when he’d been evicted from Noctus, so too could she find a bridge between here and Vitae using Starfell.

The void stretched and gaped. Her fingers turned numb around the hilt.

In the courtyard: movement. Ulshära was leaving with her contingent. Now, now, it had to be now. As easy as walking between the soldiers’ beds and not allowing them a chance to plead for mercy.

A heartbeat, a murmur, and then:

Tousled black hair and furious midnight eyes. Bloodied skin and shackled wrists, the dark stone of lightsbane.

Dante.

The numbness in her fingers spread upward. Her mouth opened and her heart came out of it.

Behind him was a glimpse of green eyes, of dark hair, of magic suppressed and bodies bound. The scent of fire and spring and death.

Before she could ignite their names she saw him. A specter come to haunt her, break her.

Rian.

Alive. Alive. Alive.

Starfell pulsed, as if remembering the taste of his blood. The void quivered with the need to claim it.

With a throat-scraping shout Taesia grabbed Starfell with both hands and swung it backward.

The hungry inverse of a star exploded outward. Instead of swallowing the portal house and the imperator, it hurtled toward the Aurora Tower, that giant obelisk where she had first spilled holy blood.

The spherical mass didn’t just slice through the tower; it erased it from existence. Only the base was left behind, rising into sharp peaks on either side like a half-moon smile.

The void charged across the city, devouring roofs and pylons, balconies and spires—everything in its path. Screams rose beyond the processional avenue as the dark vacuum carved out a hollow corridor of destruction, shrinking smaller and smaller until it vanished with a sated whisper.

Nyx stirred in displeasure. But like the soldiers yelling below, he was nothing but a distant irritant as Taesia glanced down at the courtyard. Someone was staring back at her, seeking her through the cloud of her shadows, a flicker of eyeshine and longing.

What does a nightmare have to fear but its ending?

A better dream.

Taesia thickened the darkness around her and slashed open a portal with Starfell. By the time the imperator and her guards looked up, she was gone.







PART II
Void and Flame






I
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Dante had once gone mad with darkness. Now he was going mad with light.

As soon as the Aurora Tower had been obliterated by the mass of shadow above them, the imperator had cracked out an order. The Solarian soldiers had thrown clay balls at their prisoners’ feet that, when broken, enveloped them in a foul-smelling smoke. The last thing Dante remembered was his shoulder hitting the ground; when he woke up, Azideh told him they were at the top of the imperator’s tower, where no one but those with the ability to grow wings could escape.

Dante had once been held in a solitary cell at the top of an unforgiving tower. A fate he had quite literally given his life to escape. But fate was funny that way; the more he ran from it, the more it sprinted to catch up.

From what he could tell, the stone walls were thick and bore no windows. Instead of the heavy metal door that had been Dante’s enemy in the Gravespire, his cell was sealed off with a thin, translucent sheet of light that produced an ominous hum. He didn’t have to test it to know that a single touch would scorch him on the spot.

Not that he could even move to do so. Sitting slumped against the wall, limbs heavy with lightsbane fetters and mouth stopped with a leather bit, it was all Dante could do to keep breathing as the Lumin crystals above him shone continuous waves of light. He had to keep his eyes closed, brow furrowed under the painful, piercing rays. He was still only in his sleeping pants, and his body had grown slick with sweat from the ongoing torture.

Azideh clicked his tongue in Dante’s head. The others do not have such restraints.

Dante thought back to the courtyard, the pylons, the roiling shadow. So close and so far.

It’s because I’m a Shade, he thought back wearily. Like my sister, who they’ve grown to fear.

The bit, though, was an interesting touch. He wondered if they had guessed about the demon, or else simply wanted to make sure he couldn’t talk back. But the imperator had mentioned interrogation. Once they dragged him out of here, he could use compulsion.

Use it now, the demon hissed. These chains are nothing to me.

In the Gravespire, Dante’s lightsbane shackles had fallen off his swollen, scarred wrists as he’d been infused with the demon’s power. But shackles or no, demon or no, he was a carrier of Noctan blood; he couldn’t move under the cruel light of the crystals, his strength sapped to a thin trickle.

You’re not trying hard enough, the demon snarled in disgust.

I’d like to see you in this position, Dante snapped back.

He managed to squint his eyes open. Through the sheet of light that was his door, he saw Nikolas pacing in the cell across from his. Although Nikolas also wore fetters, he hadn’t been chained down like Dante. He was barefoot, his sleep clothes bloodied and torn.

Nikolas stopped and met Dante’s stare, the empty eye socket sending a surprised jolt through Dante’s stomach. There was a flash of pity on Nikolas’s face before it hardened and he continued pacing, summarily ignoring Dante.

He supposed he deserved that.

Time passed gruelingly slow, if at all. He sense of self became distorted, like he was in his body yet not, like the stone was merely part of his flesh. Sweat rolled down his lacerated back and the bit made him work for his next breath.

Maybe he was still in the Gravespire, awaiting his execution. Maybe he was imprisoned with his aunt for the sin of joining with a demon. But Camilla was—gone. Vanished. Not crushed under sandstone but freed of his influence.

She got to walk free and he—

Do not go to that place, the demon murmured grimly. You will not come out.

Dante shut his aching eyes. He tried to pretend the light of the Lumin crystals was sunshine on the Vaegan coast, the sound of Nikolas’s anxious pacing the steady rhythm of the tide, the whispers of the other displaced Vitaeans the shifting of sand.

One of them gave a weak groan, and Nikolas hurried to the edge of his cell. “Fin?”

“Yeah,” Fin croaked from down the hallway. The ones who’d been quietly talking—Angelica and Cosima, from the sound of it—stopped, and there was a clunk of stone hitting stone. “Shit. Not this again.”

“Is everyone awake?” Angelica asked, pitching her voice a little louder.

“I haven’t heard Dante.” That was Julian, from the cell beside his.

Nikolas said, “He’s been gagged.”

“Small mercies,” Angelica muttered. Dante would have scoffed if he had the energy. “Let’s figure out how we’re getting out of here.”

“There are guards posted at the doors,” Nikolas warned her.

“I doubt they can understand us.” Angelica raised her voice even more. “Are you overgrown fireflies fluent in Vaegan?” She repeated the same question in Azunese and Parithvian, but there was only an annoyed mutter between the guards in Solari. “See?”

“Hate to break it to you, princess, but even I’m trussed up,” Cosima said. “So unless one of you godlings can spell us a solution, I’m out of ideas.”

“Can Dante get the gag out?” Julian asked.

Dante risked opening his eyes, which watered in the light. He reached for Azideh, and the demon stirred to transform into a physical state—only to shrink back, hissing.

“No,” Nikolas answered when Dante shook his head. “He’s being confined with Lumin crystals.”

“What about the cuff?” That was Rian nearby. “Did they take it?”

Julian gave a strained sigh. “It won’t come off, but it looks like they tried. They got the lightsbane on anyway, so it’s hampering my connection.”

“They took all our weapons.” Risha’s voice was hoarse and flat. “Which means—”

Angelica swore. “They have Thana’s fulcrum.”

“Part of it,” Risha corrected.

“I doubt they’d be able to recognize what it is,” Rian assured her. “But…”

Dante felt another jolt in his stomach as he met Nikolas’s gaze again, but this time it wasn’t because of the empty socket.

“The Sunbringer Spear.” Nikolas swallowed with difficulty. “I—We think it might have some of… his fulcrum in it.”

Someone breathed in sharply, and Angelica swore again. Dante’s heart raced in the ensuing silence, loud with voiceless worry.

Surprisingly, Julian was the one who broke it. “In Noctus, we used Starfell to locate other pieces of Ny—uh, the—the sleepy one’s fulcrum. The spear might be able to do the same.”

“If we can get it back at this rate,” Rian muttered. “We may have to take it by force.”

“Could somebody… I don’t know…” Fin shuffled. “Charm the guards? So to speak?”

Cosima snorted. “You volunteering, Curly?”

“He is not,” Nikolas said coolly.

“We need actual solutions,” Angelica snapped. “We’re not—”

One of the guards, tired of their chatter, smacked something metallic against the wall with a shout that Dante guessed was the Solari equivalent of shut the fuck up.

Everyone retreated into their own thoughts while Nikolas started pacing again. Dante had to keep his eyes closed or else risk being blinded. The heat was unbearable, burning his skin and giving him nausea. Azideh stalked his mind like a fretful, caged animal.

Again Julian broke the silence. “The city…” He stopped before the word could break, but Dante heard the catch in his throat. “There were more soldiers. Descending.”

Dante thought of his mother and sister as he’d left them: wounded and frightened in the villa’s entryway.

“It’s because of Taesia.” Nikolas curled his hands into fists beneath his shackles. “You saw what she did to that tower. She must have been terrorizing this realm for months.”

“Phos would have attacked Vitae regardless,” Julian countered.

Dante recalled what the Solarian warrior had said in the Lastrider villa: Our own honored bloodline lies dead by your hand. In some ways, both of them were right.

She should destroy this tower, too, he thought as sweat slid down his bare back, making the cuts sting.

“The why of it doesn’t matter right now,” Angelica insisted. “Nexus is strong, and protected by the Houses. We need to focus on ourselves first.”

Before anyone could argue, a door opened at the end of the hall.

Dante struggled to open his aching eyes. A migraine throbbed above them, doubling his vision so that when three figures stood between his cell and Nikolas’s, he briefly saw six.

The one in the middle was the imperator who had captured them. Ulshära ost Phos. She peered at Dante through the eyeholes of that unnerving golden mask, hiding every bit of emotion he could no longer glean through Azideh’s influence. One of the spear-wielding soldiers flanking her did something out of Dante’s sight that deactivated the diaphanous shield.

Imperator Ulshära stepped into the brightly lit cell with hands held behind her back. “Noctan,” she greeted frostily. “It has been some time since one of your kind walked our realm.”

She nodded to the other soldier, who roughly undid the clasps of Dante’s sweat-dampened bit. He took a deeper breath once the suffocating leather was pulled away, then forced a half grin to his face.

“Looks like someone else beat me to it,” Dante rasped. Before the imperator could respond, he stared through the eyeholes of her mask and dredged deep for Azideh’s power. “You will release me. Now.”

But his words were only a gravelly, heat-sick timbre, and didn’t carry the telltale chime of the demon’s authority. Azideh growled as the lightsbane pulsed unpleasantly against Dante’s limbs and ignited his nerves.

“So commanding.” Ulshära sounded both contemptuous and amused. Slowly she sank to one knee and braced her arm against it. She wore a sleeveless tunic that revealed part of a feather branded on her shoulder. It wasn’t a tattoo like the warriors had, but more of a graft. Her eyes were ochre ringed in gold, nearly the same shade as the outline of that pearly white feather.

“Perhaps you are used to giving the orders where you are from,” the imperator went on, her voice accented and unhurried. “But here, we do not bow to the children of lesser gods.”

Dante understood the labyrinth of politics and the hurdles of conversations that never said what they actually meant. He realized, suddenly and terribly, that none of that would help him here.

But he had to try. “I’m aware of the harm Nyx caused your realm. You can find its equal in what your god has done to Noctus.” The faintest indrawn breath came from down the hall; Rian, maybe. The others were deadly quiet in their cells.

“A defensive counter,” Ulshära claimed. “After the Starscourge rent our desert with fatal shadow.” The Solarian name for Nyx, he guessed.

“The Century of Eclipse happened a long time ago,” Dante said. “What about the recent attack Phos made on the city of Astrum?” Ulshära’s lack of response had an air of confusion. “I’m not an emissary of Nyx, but of my home realm, Vitae. Despite my blood, I don’t have to be your enemy.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You may not be an emissary, but the other one is.” She made a gesture, and one of the soldiers plucked a Lumin crystal from the ceiling and placed it in her gauntleted hand. Even with her skin covered, the crystal flared brighter; Dante suppressed a flinch. “The Child of the Starscourge. The one who killed my god-brother and destroyed his tower. We know she is your kin.”

When they were younger, Taesia was always the one who got in trouble even if something had been Dante’s idea. But no matter how many times he’d tried to convince their mother he should take the blame instead, it all came down to one simple fact: He was the heir. Taesia was not. How would it look to the outside world if the eldest Lastrider child needed frequent discipline?

It was only fair, he thought, that now he should be the one to endure Taesia’s punishment for her.

“Where is she?” Ulshära asked.

Dante’s laugh was a weak huff. “I just got here, and you expect me to know?”

Without obvious malice, Ulshära pressed the crystal along the inside of his forearm.

The pain was white hot and extraordinary. One long, primal snarl that existed in his ribs, his shoulders, his thighs. The sound that left him wasn’t a scream but a thin punctuation that seemed to echo everywhere.

Ulshära took the crystal away. In its place was a burning welt already stinging with sweat. Dante panted while Azideh furiously put their restraints to the test. But no matter how they tried to break the lightsbane, it only caused them further nerve-jarring misery.

“What are her plans?” Ulshära asked, still calm and unhurried. “Was she sent to weaken us for your invasion?”

Dante coughed. “She came here on her own,” he croaked. “She’s working independently from us. I don’t know what she’s planning.”

Now that’s a lie, the demon grumbled.

Perhaps, but it was also the truth; his sister was far from him, in mind and body and purpose. He couldn’t guess what she intended to do next, only that their goals were likely the same.

Ulshära sensed the obfuscation, too, and moved the crystal to his ribs. “Who is she going to target next?”

“I don’t kno—” He broke off with a strangled yell as the crystal seared against his skin, and he couldn’t help trying to writhe away from it. Instinctively he reached for the shadows and found none, his connection to them severed like those long, horrific weeks in the Gravespire.

“What are your plans, then?” Ulshära moved the crystal to his chest. “If you claim to be working separately.”

Dante remained silent. His labored breaths made the two burn marks flare in agony.

Before Ulshära could touch the crystal to his skin once more, Nikolas shouted behind her in Solari. The language was somewhat clumsy in his mouth, like an outfit that was a size too big.

But whatever he said was clear enough that Ulshära leaned back in surprise. She answered him in the same vowel-heavy, consonant-crisp tongue, and he responded with solemn desperation.

The imperator handed the crystal to one soldier while the other reapplied Dante’s bit. “Whether you’re working together or not,” she told Dante, intrigue sharpening her eyes, “your presence here is unwelcome.”

He caught what was not said: But you can be helpful to us.

The Solarians stepped out of his cell and reapplied the barrier. Ulshära’s attention shifted to Nikolas and the cell beside his.

“You two,” she said, “are a different matter. You will come with me.”







II
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Nikolas and Rian were brought to the imperator’s office. Although the Solarian soldiers who escorted them both carried spears, one had a long metal barrel strapped to their back that Rian kept glancing at with unease. Similar devices had been aimed at them when they’d emerged from the stepwell and had their own weapons taken.

How long did they have before the Solarians realized what the Sunbringer Spear was? How long until Phos sensed it and demanded it be brought to him?

Ulshära’s office was appropriately grand, and spacious enough to accommodate cream-colored sofas separated from a half-circle desk by a short flight of steps. A rug of dark blue and gold ran across the floor to a wide row of bookshelves.

Nikolas had visited the homes of countless nobles in Vaega. If the books on their shelves were neat, uniform, and of a similar size and color, he knew they were only for show. But the imperator’s books were of various sizes, weights, and conditions, and some were even crammed into the horizontal space between spines and shelves; the imperator read, and read often.

But what interested him more were the trinkets and tools scattered everywhere. They were made of various materials, from metal to limestone to glass. He recognized a pair of tweezers and a turnscrew, and there was a little tin music box like the one he’d bought in the Solara Quarter one year for his mother’s birthday, its cylinder and tuned teeth exposed.

Rian’s eyes were drawn to the large clock on the wall above the desk, an astronomical-looking object that Nikolas couldn’t read. The three moving golden discs likely represented the positions of the three suns, but as for the other symbols and hands, he couldn’t guess.

Ulshära sank into the chair behind her desk, its surface strewn with bolts and gears and even a pair of pliers. She quickly brushed them to one side while the soldiers moved two padded chairs to face her. At her nod, the brothers sat.

“Leave us,” she told the soldiers in Central Solari.

They stiffened. “Your Eminence?”

Ulshära did not lose her temper or change her tone. “Their lightsbane will stay on. You may stand outside the door.”

Somewhat mollified, the soldiers made their exit. Once they were gone, the imperator splayed a hand over her golden mask. The plates along her head slid closed like a fan snapping shut. Nikolas tensed as the mask was lowered.

But the tired yet alert face laid bare to them was a stranger’s. Although the imperators of Solara also shared blood with Phos, there was hardly any resemblance between them. Her hair was vibrant white, her skin a shade darker than theirs, her ears fully pointed. The shape of her nose, the angle of her cheekbones—they were puzzle pieces that did not fit with his or Rian’s.

She was older than them, perhaps in her thirties; though with a Solarian’s longer lifespan, it was difficult to pin down the range. There were thin creases under her cheeks, the grooves made over time by those who smiled often.

She was not smiling now, although her eyes flashed in recognition of what they were. Who they were.

“I suppose the correct form of address for you both would be god-brother,” she said in Vaegan. Her dialect was strange, as if she had learned an older, more formal version of the language.

“That won’t be necessary,” Nikolas answered, firmer than he intended. “I’m sure there’s more than an ocean’s worth of blood separating us.”

“And yet we share the same origins.” She assessed them, her gaze landing on Nikolas’s socket, their bloodied shirts. Without his eyepatch, he felt naked. “In the cells you claimed to have information on the Sunslayer. I hope for your sake that you were not bluffing.”

The sound of Dante in pain had rattled him. He’d meant what he said: If the Lastrider heir harmed Rian again, he was dead. But that didn’t mean Nikolas wanted him to endure a fruitless interrogation.

Rian frowned. “I thought you called her the Child of the Starscourge?”

“The one who has been terrorizing us is descended from the god of night and shadow, yes.” Ulshära looked at the windows along the lefthand wall and the squares of sunlight they made on the floor. Nikolas felt himself wanting to turn in the same direction. “But she has earned her own moniker. She murdered my god-brother, Imperator Kaspan ost Phos, and effaced the Aurora Tower and its lightspeed gate. She has tormented and slaughtered countless soldiers, particularly those Lord Phos has—blessed.”

The stutter didn’t escape his notice.

“The warriors who were sent to Nexus.” Nikolas flexed his right hand, trying to dispel the sensation of ripping feathers out of wings. There was still blood crusted under his nails.

She fixed him with a probing stare, as if she could discern his cruelty. “Much how the imperators throughout Solara’s history have been gifted feathers from Phos, our legionnaires have been given the same honor, if not in the same way.” She rubbed her thumb agitatedly over an oil stain on her desk. “The feathers Phos sheds are burned to ash, and then etched into the skin of our strongest soldiers. They are made… holy.” The word left her mouth like the name of an ex-lover.

“Then by your logic, we’re as condemnable as Taesia,” Rian said bitterly. “Those legionnaires attacked our city and killed our people. We had to fight back.”

“Taesia?” The imperator repeated the name to herself, all three syllables elongated. “Is that her name?”

Rian grimaced.

“The attack on your realm was not designed by us,” Ulshära admitted, “but by Lord Phos. Penance, He said, for what the Sunslayer has done. Killing in defense is not the same as mindless carnage.”

“Is it mindless if she’s trying to prevent our realm from being conquered by Phos?” Rian argued, vehemence growing with every word. “He doesn’t care about penance. This has never been about him serving his people!”

“There are Solarian refugees in Nexus,” Nikolas said quickly, hoping to distract the imperator from his brother’s rage. “Did you know that? Did Phos tell you?”

Ulshära pressed her lips together; it was difficult to tell if she was affronted or aghast. “No,” she whispered eventually.

“There are a couple thousand living in the city of Nexus,” Nikolas said. Thinking of Maddox and the other refugees who had helped him regain a connection to his power, he swallowed. “Phos knows this. He put them in danger anyway.”

“How do you presume to know what the Daystar knows?” Despite the question, Ulshära’s tone was troubled. “I have brought you here out of kinship, and so that you may tell me more about the Sunslayer. Taesia… Lastrider, is it?” She tilted her head slightly. “And Phos’s line was named Cyr. The others—they are the rest of the gods’ children, aren’t they?”

“Yes,” Nikolas answered. “But we don’t mean to harm Solara or its people. We only seek to stop Phos from assaulting our realm again, or any other. And to…” He almost faltered but dragged himself through the rest. “To stop Taesia Lastrider from causing further destruction.”

Ulshära rapped her short, rounded nails against the polished surface of her desk. “Was the Child of the Starscourge telling the truth? You do not know her plans?”

“We don’t. We’re not in communication with her, and the only knowledge we have of Solara is from before the Sealing.”

The imperator nodded. “We thought she was at the portal house to help bring you to Solara. Now I understand she was only there to kill me.”

It made sense: knock down the powerful knights and rooks before going after the final piece on the chessboard.

“Which means she will eventually have her sights set on invading the Divine City,” Ulshära finished.

Nikolas recalled that the Divine City stood between the Three Sisters, equidistant from their portals and therefore considered a prime place for worship. Similar logic that had gone into the Bone Palace’s placement. “I thought only priests lived there.”

“They used to. The Divine City has been vacant for many years.”

“Then does she want access to the temple?”

Rian’s expression turned distant, searching. “It’s not just a temple anymore,” he murmured. “It’s where Phos reigns. He can’t leave that place.”

Rian shut his eyes with a shudder. Ulshära walked around the desk to kneel by Rian.

“After the Severance,” the imperator said quietly, “Lord Phos asked for a throne to be built for Him. His instructions were exact.” Her focus was the point of a blade resting against Rian’s throat. “The realms have been cut off for centuries. No one outside of Solara should know this.”

“And yet Phos managed to infiltrate Noctus,” Rian shot back. “How do you think he did that? How do you think he was able to damage Astrum so heavily?”

“He told us He was making efforts to heal Solara. To expand our realm. To save it.”

Rian smiled wryly. “Your god doesn’t tell you everything.”

Shackles or no, Nikolas readied himself for a fight. But Ulshära only stared at Rian a minute longer before standing and spreading her arms. Her familiar, looped around her wrist, unfurled and expanded along with a golden nimbus that spanned the width of the office. Her barrier darkened the windows, muffling sound and distorting their vision.

Nikolas had a feeling it wasn’t for the soldiers standing guard outside.

Ulshära propped herself against the edge of the desk and crossed her arms. “Speak freely, then, and tell me what I’m missing.”

They told her about Rian’s possession, Godsnight, and the Conjuration circles around Astrum. The searing light that had claimed the lives of so many Noctans. How Rian had finally managed to wrench himself free of the god.

And how Taesia—saddled with her own divine passenger—had made it to Solara.

Nikolas understood the risk of divulging so much. Piety ran deep here, deeper than their drying underground aqueducts, and any strike against Phos was a potential lash to be delivered back to them a hundredfold.

But Ulshära didn’t call out their heresy. In fact, she didn’t say anything as she stood there, digesting what she had just learned. Nikolas grew more and more aware of every sore, painful spot on his body, and his increasing desperation to lie down.

“He was… gone,” Ulshära said finally. “For a long time. His body remained in Solara, but there was no one residing in it.” She looked at Rian. “Because He was residing in you.”

Rian’s eyes were dry but red-rimmed. He was exhausted, forced again to relive his hurts, and Nikolas wished he could pull them into his own battered body instead. At least the wound beyond his torn sleeve had been mostly healed by Risha.

Ulshära’s hand drifted to her shoulder where half of a luminous feather was visible, pressed forcefully into her skin. Her face was tight with the effort to restrain her growing horror.

Her realization that Rian’s fate could potentially become hers.

“How do I know this isn’t a… fable?” She fumbled over the last word, like she wasn’t certain if it was being used in the right context.

Rian reached up with his fettered hands and pulled aside his shirt. On his chest lay a scar where Taesia had harmed him twice over: once with nightstone, and once again with her sword. A scar that lay in the exact place where Nyx had stabbed Phos long ago.

Ulshära turned ashen as conjecture became truth. She gripped the edge of the desk in both hands, rattling the metal pieces on its surface.

“You have come here to kill Him,” she whispered.

Her words were in no danger of piercing through her barrier, but they did pierce through Nikolas. Instinct overrode thought, and in the next instant he was maneuvering himself between the imperator and Rian. Startled, his brother also stood.

“I have no intention of hurting you,” Ulshära rasped.

“You know why we’ve come to Solara,” Nikolas said grimly. “That we share a goal with the one you call the Sunslayer.” It was like pressing his tongue to a mouth sore, a fascination with his own pain. “Why wouldn’t you hurt us?”

Rian hissed his name, but he kept his gaze on Ulshära. She met it evenly, wearily.

“Do you intend to murder our soldiers?” she asked. “Our citizens? Innocents?”

“Of course not.”

“Then you do not share a goal with the Sunslayer,” she determined. “You share a goal with me.”

At the disbelief on their faces, Ulshära gestured for them to sit again. She also returned to her chair, picking up one of the larger gears on her desk to roll it between long fingers.

“Solara cannot endure without Phos,” she said softly, even though the barrier remained in place. “After the Severance, Solara waned rapidly, and so He requested the construction of the Dawn Throne. It attunes His power to that of the realm. So long as He sits upon the throne, so long as He never physically leaves it, the realm remains stable.

“But there is no denying that we are still weakening every day. Our oases are drying up, and our plants and animals wither. The days run colder once the First Sun sets, and sickness spreads faster.”

She dug her fingers into the spokes of the gear. “And yet our god busies Himself with expansion. With conquest. He would see us rule a universe when all we want is survival, and gladly sacrifices His own people to see it done.” Ulshära shook her head. “I do not want a war. I want stability. If that requires unseating Him, then that is what must be done.”

His father had made sure Nikolas grew up with one core tenet: to obey those with higher authority than himself. House Cyr had been molded into soldiers and servants, the knights who stood a step behind the king. All his life he had bent to King Ferdinand’s requests, knowing better than to question them.

But he had since ripped away that shroud. There was no honor in obeying the orders of a tyrant, mortal or otherwise.

He found the same realization in Ulshära now. Shaky, perhaps, in its unfamiliarity, but that was understandable. When you were raised as a pawn, it took effort to break yourself away from the hand that sought to play you.

“We want the same,” Nikolas said. “And we believe this is the best way forward.”

The death of a god. The freedom to choose their fate.

Ulshära’s resolve wavered. “Not everyone will want this. Even Kaspan wasn’t keen on change. And—”

A muffled knock came from the door. “Your Eminence?”

Ulshära pulled back her barrier, her familiar returning to her wrist. “Enter.”

A guard hurried inside. “Imperator Varrick has arrived via lightspeed gate. He is on his way here.”

Ulshära didn’t seem surprised, but Nikolas caught the twitch of her pale eyebrow. “Allow him in.” When the guard retreated to the hall—after a second to gape at Nikolas and Rian—Ulshära leaned forward and whispered, “Do not mention what we discussed with my god-brother.”

The doorway was soon filled by an armored man. At first it was merely the shape of a stranger, square and barrel-chested, wearing a golden mask similar to Ulshära’s and a fluttering white cloak that put to mind a bird coming to land.

Then he removed his mask and the stranger fell away, and Nikolas found himself on his feet again with the urge to run. To leap out the window and pray for a better ending than he would find in this room.

To plead for forgiveness.

A shoulder pressed into his, a rasping breath telling him it was his brother, his brother who reached for his hands, his brother who whispered his name in a tone he was not worthy of.

The man narrowed his eyes at the two of them while tilting his head to one side in interest. It was that motion, more than anything, that yanked the visceral fear out of Nikolas’s brain and showed him reality.

This person was not Waren Cyr, though they bore similarities: their wide shoulders, their pale blond hair, the cut of their faces. But the differences outnumbered them, from the pointed ears to the shorter build, and the tint of his eyes were green instead of ice blue. And yet both held themselves the same—the carriage of one born to fight for their sovereign.

Nikolas felt Rian’s concerned gaze burning into him. He tugged on his right ear, silently assuring his brother he was all right.

The imperator walked farther into the room and sized up Nikolas and Rian in an instant. “You did not send for me.”

He was speaking to Ulshära. She stood from the desk and greeted him with a dip of her chin, tucking the gear she was playing with against her palm. Any sign of her earlier distress was wiped from her face. “My apologies, Varrick. My curiosity over these two was too great.”

Varrick continued to assess them, not even pausing at Nikolas’s exposed socket. “Your names?”

“Nikolas and Rian Cyr,” Rian answered.

The imperator couldn’t hide his scorn. “Vitaean?”

Nikolas put a hand on his brother’s shoulder to stop him from saying anything they’d later regret. “Nikshä ost Waren, known in Vitae as Nikolas Cyr,” he amended. “Rilan ost Waren, known in Vitae as Rian Cyr.”

After the Sealing, House Cyr had begun a centuries-long naming convention in which each heir received the prefix of one of Solara’s three suns: Walkmar, Risäl, and Nikai. While Waren had wanted to name them something purely Solarian, he had acquiesced to Madeia’s appeal to use the prefixes on more traditional Vitaean names.

Varrick didn’t seem appeased, though he switched from Solari to Vaegan. “You managed to commandeer the portal Lord Phos made to arrive here. Is it retribution or sanctuary you seek?”

“Neither.” Like Ulshära, Rian had forcefully dragged down whatever he was feeling until what was left was the blank, dull expression Nikolas had become regrettably used to seeing at the villa. “We’re here to broker peace.”

The imperator’s flat mouth sneered. “Peace? When one of your own has murdered our brother? His family grieves. The realm grieves. What do the Daystar’s forsaken progeny offer in recompense?”

“They were informing me about the Sunslayer,” Ulshära said. “Her kin is one of my prisoners.”

“And what of the other prisoners?” Varrick demanded, switching back to Central Solari. “The other forsaken offspring of Lord Phos’s enemies?”

“We have all come as emissaries to Solara,” Rian tried again, using his fragmented Solari. He lifted his wrists, bringing attention to the lightsbane. “You’ve already made us helpless. We have no weapons.”

At that, a strange glint came to Varrick’s pale eyes. “We have a few tales of your family here,” he said. “One concerns a weapon. A spear that carries Lord Phos’s feathers.”

Nikolas’s stomach twisted.

“It is in my possession,” Ulshära said. “But as it was forged in another realm, I cannot allow either of us to wield it until it’s thoroughly inspected.”

His heart was pounding so loud he was sure Varrick would hear it. In all that they’d told Ulshära, they hadn’t mentioned the true nature of the spear. Nikolas couldn’t allow them to investigate it—couldn’t allow it to fall into Phos’s hands.

Varrick gave Ulshära and the mess on her desk a cool look. “As you wish, sister. I would still like to see it for myself.”

“Of course. For now, we must decide how to handle the prisoners.”

“That is simple,” Varrick said, untroubled. “We will execute them before Lord Phos.”

Rian tensed, and Nikolas shifted to stand closer to him. A prickling started between his shoulder blades.

Ulshära frowned. “They can be of use to us. Particularly these two. They are our kin, Varrick.”

“Shadowspawn and Children of the Renounced have no use to me,” Varrick replied.

But Nikolas had one advantage. He had spent years with one who taught him pretty lies, a rare glimpse into a mind that brimmed with cunning.

“It’s true that we came to call for a truce,” Nikolas said, becoming not only Lord Cyr, but Nikshä, grasping at an identity that had never truly felt his. “But we have another matter to settle. The matter you call the Sunslayer.”

The man turned, eyes boring into his, and reality distorted again. For a second Nikolas turned into a boy under his father’s disapproval, a jagged nail stripped to its tender bed, a lesson he could not unlearn once it had been flayed into his back. Nikolas straightened his shoulders and hid his pain; there was no place for it here.

He had memories of hot summer days and the smell of clean sweat, the whining sounds of discomfort, the knowledge of how easily a Noctan could fall to a single sun, let alone three.

“You’ve no doubt guessed that she’s hiding in the Shadow Sea,” Nikolas went on. “A place where no full-blooded Solarian can survive long enough to drag her out.”

Ulshära stared at him, and Rian shook his head minutely, as if to tell him stop. Varrick’s gaze didn’t stray, allowing Nikolas to spot the satisfaction brewing there.

“And do you plan to drag her out, brother?” the imperator murmured.

That word again—brother. It took up the air in the room like a curse.

He had vowed to never be hurt by Phos again. To not lose anything else that was precious to him. He thought of the others in their cells, the dismay in Fin’s voice when he’d woken and realized he was once more a prisoner, the state of Nexus where he’d left his mother.

The scar on Rian’s chest.

“Yes,” Nikolas answered, ignoring the dread on Rian’s face and the bristling pain along his shoulder blades. “If you free us, we will track her down and deliver her to face justice.

“If it’s an execution you want, let it not be ours, but hers.”







III
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Rian was alive.

As soon as Taesia had emerged from her portal she’d collapsed onto the dark sands of the Shadow Sea, Starfell’s energy waning. She’d stayed there on her knees, the shadows swarming and welcoming her back, for so long that her legs went numb.

Rian was alive.

She had felt her sword push through muscle and break bone. She had heard Nikolas’s anguish and seen his hate. She had been prepared to stop a god and call it mercy—to sacrifice one beloved, suffering person to save a realm.

And it had been for nothing. Rian’s eyes had been clear, Phos exorcised from his body and mind. His blood had flowed scarlet and useless.

A wound that should have been impossible to survive.

A wound she would never be forgiven for.

But Rian was alive.

Taesia sat before the fire she’d left burning at her camp. Umbra slithered out of her sleeve and curled around her shoulders. She didn’t bother to sheathe Starfell, the blade resonating with the twisting power of the one place in Solara she could comfortably hide.

The Shadow Sea had been made during the Century of Eclipse, a long-standing war between Solara and Noctus, though there were differing accounts as to which realm had instigated it. Nyx had penetrated the light of Solara to raze a gash into the sprawling desert lands, cutting the majority of the realm off from the farthest eastern reaches. Those within that gash had succumbed to the shadow, and those who attempted to cross it found their vitality quickly depleted with no choice but to turn back—if they even could.

That didn’t stop a few sentries from gathering on the outskirts. At first Taesia thought they’d come from the Three Sisters, though upon closer inspection their clothing and mannerisms were more in line with one of the desert tribes. Whatever they were here for, the mantle of unrelenting dark would be impossible for a Solarian to navigate without divine help.

Nyx’s voice, which she had been shutting out, finally reached her. The other heirs will be an impediment.

She was the kind of breathless that came at the end of a paragraph, one long, unbroken sentence spoken aloud.

They will only get in your way, Nyx murmured, weaving impulse around the idea. If you strike the Zenith Tower now—

“Dante’s in there,” she said flatly—with authority, for as long as she had it.

You can save him, Nyx crooned, soft enough that she could have mistaken the thought as her own. Enlist him to aid us.

Her jaw felt like granite as she pried her teeth apart to hiss, “Never.” She could still picture how Brailee looked at Godsnight, her sister overtaken with the god’s searing, brutal will.

The easy choice is before you. The words were in her mind, but they were also somehow in the shadows that played with the flickering flame, a javelin thrown out of Noctus’s night sky. Again, you make things difficult for yourself.

Taesia ignored him long enough that his presence dimmed. Once he retreated, her shoulders fell and she allowed herself the full breadth of her panic.

She was supposed to do this alone. The others were supposed to stay in their own damn realm, taking care of Deia—and Thana, if possible. They were supposed to stay in Vitae and protect it. She saw again the blood on their clothes and skin, the wounds they bore from the legionnaires she hadn’t killed.

Green eyes piercing through her shadows, into the heart of her.

Mouth dry, Taesia sheathed Starfell, fingers skimming the band of nightstone, and went to fetch kindling for the fire. She may be Noctan and god-gifted, but she was still a product of Vitae and needed some light and heat to survive this place.

But at least she had no trouble with her sight. She had found a grove of ironwood several weeks ago, the trees long dead with twisting gray branches that always seemed to go out of their way to scratch her. Many were hollow, but the wood was dry and burned clean and long, which meant she didn’t need to feed the fire often.

If she kept walking, she would eventually stumble upon one of the old settlements that had fallen under Nyx’s shadow. She’d discovered it her third week here and found supplies among the weathered corpses and sand-eroded mudbrick buildings: a tent made of woven animal hair, canteens of metallic-tasting water, even preserved food that wasn’t wholly rotten.

She had cataloged the dust-lined cups left on tables, objects dropped on the floor only to get buried by sand, clothes dissolved by the relentless nature of time. Rooms where families had once gathered and eaten. A village center where goods must have been traded. A crèche.

“This is what your greatness brings,” she had muttered to Nyx, staring at two small skeletal forms huddled together all these years later. “Are you proud?”

To protect my realm, I would do anything, the god had whispered back.

Turning Umbra into an axe, she chopped off an ironwood branch—which earned her a scratch on her wrist, because these trees didn’t go down without a fight, apparently—and turned her back to the settlement to drag the branch behind her. Better to live between sand and animal hide than among ghosts. She had enough of her own.

Halfway to camp, she came face-to-face with one.

Humans—Vitaeans—bore evolutionary fears of the things that had killed them in previous lives. Heights. Snakes. Fires.

Wolves.

Except this wasn’t a wolf, though it had a similar form to one. It was taller, sleeker, its eyes burning milky white through the gloom as it stood preternaturally still against the black sand. The outline of its body and the strands of its fur were blurred with a pale blue shimmer that transformed it from predator to otherworldly being.

And along its sloping brow: a series of glowing dots and lines, forming the shape of the Cultris constellation.

Taesia held the unwavering gaze of the celestial creature known as an astralam. The very one, she guessed, whose spine rested along the length of hers. She felt the connection between sword and ghost the way she had been drawn to its fangs in Noctus—an arrow on a compass, pointing surely.

The astralam turned and led the way to camp. She followed, slow and silent, the faded end of a comet’s tail.

She couldn’t remember when she had first seen the apparition, only that she had woken and found it sitting several paces away from her, observing. Umbra had formed into a dagger before she pieced together what it was. What it had once been.

Why it had decided to haunt her, though, she couldn’t say. If Nyx could see the beast he had infused with his fulcrum, he never commented on it.

But now she understood what its appearance meant.

As usual, the wolflike beast settled down some distance from her fire. Taesia dropped the branch beside it and, instead of hacking it into kindling, went straight for her bedroll. She slipped off Starfell but kept it close, making sure to wrap her hand around the cool band of nightstone.

The world of dreams is called the Somnorium, Nyx had explained to her early on. With this stone and my influence, you now have access to it. You may not transfigure them the way your sister can, but the way is open to you.

Taesia lay on her back and held Starfell against her chest. A hum started between the sword and the wolf, and soon enough her eyelids grew heavy. The next thing she knew, she was stepping into the Somnorium.

When Brailee had pulled her through the first time, Taesia had called it a universe of color due to the twisting threads of various hues surrounding them. Her sister, a natural dream walker, was far better at determining which thread led to what dream. Taesia, whose natural talent lay in manipulating shadow, was overwhelmed by their light.

She had no body in the Somnorium, but the astralam did. It shimmered into existence before her, a radiant guide that moved impossibly through the threads, treading carefully so as not to get caught on any. Taesia had none of its grace, brushing against the rolling deck of a storm-tossed ship, the skin-blistering eruption of a volcano, the silken sheets of a rumpled bed. Laughter, and shouts, and weeping.

How did Brailee traverse this on her own? Every faint impression of a dream she passed tried to latch on to her, tried to tug her in. She ignored them and focused on the sway of her guide’s tail.

But at the passing thought of Brailee, one of the threads—a beautiful, deep sapphire—emerged from the ocean of dreams. Taesia paused, and so did the astralam.

She reached for the thread without thinking. Even at this distance she was inundated with flashes of memory, the kind that occupied the threads when the minds attached to them were awake: a marbled floor splattered with blood, an unholy rent in a crimson sky, Elena’s ashen face.

Taesia, came a whisper from the thread. Taesia!

She shrank back. The thread inched closer, bringing with it a howl of pain and an ache of despair.

Taesia!

She fled. The astralam continued on and Taesia did not look back.

Time did not pass normally here, but it was a while before the astralam located the first thread she searched for. It was a calming shade of violet, and the lightest brush revealed a scene of Noctus: a beautifully tended garden full of white blossoms and dark-leaved hedges and silvery trees, and a lone figure in the middle.

Lilia Lunari wore a stately gown of watery fabric with dripping silver chains along its back. The collar was low enough to reveal the crescent of fangs emerging from her skin. They glowed like moonlit pearls, nearly the same shade of white as her hair. In the building behind her came the comforting sounds of merriment.

But the princess stood apart from the revelry, gazing instead at the structure of the Bone Palace in the distance—which, Taesia noticed with surprise, was in the process of being torn down. There were scaffolds constructed around it, and the dome was already partially taken apart. Either it was a projection of what was happening in Astrum now, or an idea that Lilia planned to put into action.

Don’t destroy it all.

Taesia’s voice emerged from the flowers near Lilia, who turned with a chime of her silver horn ornaments. “Taesia?”

The palace holds the remains of a god. We may yet need it.

Lilia moved toward the flowers, her lavender eyes wide. “Where are—?”

But Taesia withdrew before the question could be fully formed, and again she fled before the thread could capture her.

The next thread the astralam found was a citrine color and far more stationary than the ones around it. The astralam gave it a wide berth, but Taesia went right up and grabbed it as if to strangle the mind it represented.

Although he wasn’t asleep, she preferred it that way. One too many dreams of Varrick ost Phos’s greatest desires had sickened her for a lifetime. Instead, she riffled through his most recent memories like flipping through the pages of a journal.

There: the barracks. She sank into the memory, seeing it through the haze of time and perspective, which recalled only what was considered important.

In this instance, the figures of three men of varying statures. Taesia recognized the ost Vonlin brothers, three of Solara’s top generals tasked with applying the ash of Phos’s feathers to their best soldiers. Because Solara put unnecessary importance on the warrior classes, those soldiers were in constant supply.

But it was the brother on the far right that Taesia—or Varrick—took the most interest in, a pale slip of a man with a sword on his hip. Faün ost Vonlin was the youngest and the most ambitious of the brothers. Taesia had taken great pleasure in seeing that typically impassive face twist in wrath whenever she managed to annihilate a new crop of legionnaires.

She would get to eradicating the generals in time. The imperators were her first priority, as they carried Phos’s blood and—like Rian—were potential vessels for the god.

Varrick and the ost Vonlins had spoken in one of the side rooms at the barracks, their conversation turning muffled in places she guessed the imperator didn’t care about. What he did care about was this:

“Tell me your projected output,” Varrick ordered.

It was Faün who answered. “It will depend on how many feathers Lord Phos is willing to—”

“As many as is needed.” Varrick waved the concern away with a gauntleted hand. “That is not the number I seek.”

The eldest brother barely hid a smirk as Faün visibly reined himself in. Taesia recognized the simmer in his limpid eyes, the downturn of his chin. Perhaps Varrick did, too, as his memory sharpened on that look of disdain, filed it away for later reprimand.

“At least a dozen new troops by the summer solstice,” the eldest brother said with a bow, adding a needless flourish that Varrick mentally grimaced at. “Your Eminence.”

The memory rippled and turned gray, overlapping with another. Promises made to Varrick echoed through the room, a terrible voice narrating all the hopes that Taesia had glimpsed in his dreams: acting as Phos’s lead general during the next assault on Vitae, claiming the realm for Solara and proving himself worthy to act as its governor.

The memory resumed as Varrick breathed in deep, trying not to smile. “Double it.”

The ost Vonlins balked. It was the middle one, the biggest one, who spoke this time. “But, Your Eminence… The Sunslayer…”

“She will be dealt with soon.”

Another memory overlap, a glimpse of two familiar faces that would have made Taesia gasp if she wasn’t currently riding through Varrick’s mind.

“And Ulshära?” asked Faün warily.

“She’s too soft for our needs. Let her focus on her pet prisoners.”

The memory shifted to something else, a woman and child she supposed was his wife and son, so Taesia tore herself away from the thread. She shook out her hand with a disgusted growl, and the astralam’s ears perked at the noise.

The summer solstice. Of course Phos wasn’t done with Vitae.

The Somnorium was quieter now, colors flashing and winking like fire-struck jewels. The astralam turned its head, hearing something she couldn’t, and took off. Taesia once more followed it to the last thread she sought, hoping for more than memory.

A tendril was already reaching for her. It was the shade of pine needles and carried an earthen scent. Her guide eyed it, unblinking, then turned the full force of that unnatural stare on her.

Under its watchfulness, Taesia let herself be wrapped up in the thread.

She hadn’t meant to make it a habit of visiting Julian’s dreams. One moment of weakness, of curiosity, of loneliness, had landed her on a steep slope she couldn’t manage to climb back up. Instead she went down and down, giving in to her own momentum.

Thankfully he was asleep, or else unconscious. As she slipped into the dreamscape, the Somnorium reconfigured itself into a grassy field.

She knew this scenery. When her body formed, she looked over her shoulder to find Nexus’s recognizable skyline in the distance. Out here, though, there were no roads, only wildflowers and swaying grass and hills, like the one she stood on overlooking the Lune River’s lone tributary.

The weather was beautiful. Sunny, bright, blue. The wind smelled like fresh growing things.

And beside her: Julian Luca, dressed in his Hunter’s uniform, holding a longbow in his hands.

There was a shout behind them. “See it yet?”

Julian glanced at his partner, a taller man who stood with his hands on his hips. The hilts of twin swords rose behind his head.

“Not yet,” Julian called back, and the sound of his voice made her chest contract in the waking world. His eyes were more hazel, here, than the green they had recently become.

“Can these fuckers fly?” Paris groused.

“Pretty sure they can’t. They can swim, though.”

Paris unleashed a stream of curses into the sweet-smelling air. “It may as well have reached the damn sea by now. What else are we supposed to do? Go fishing?”

A little smile tucked up a corner of Julian’s mouth. “We’ll wait a bit longer, cover our bases. Then we can head back and report.”

“Thank Deia’s sagging tits. I need a drink.”

There was a small apocalypse happening inside her at seeing this version of Julian, happier and more carefree, when his biggest concerns had been tracking beasts and his mother’s health.

Then he had met her, and everything had gone wrong.

Taesia stepped forward and pressed two fingers to the center of Julian’s brow. Julian stiffened, his half smile turning to something rigid, stricken.

Memories unfolded one by one: the eye weeping golden tears, the winged legionnaires, the volucris. Fighting alongside Dante. The portal. A final image, before being captured, of a smaller second wave descending on the already-hurting city.

Julian fell to his knees as the scenery melted into Nexus itself, the empty crater where the Bone Palace used to be. When he looked up, the brown in his eyes had burned away to green.

“Taesia,” he whispered. She kept hearing her name in others’ mouths, but in his it became a sound of worship. Like this, he could be mistaken for a penitent.

But she was not a god of wrath or pride. She was capable of mercy.

She bestowed it now by kneeling to caress his face, and his eyes fluttered closed. Shutting out the ruined city around them to focus only on her touch.

“He will pay.” Her voice was dark and velvet, filling up the shape of his dreamscape so that there was no avoiding it. “For what he’s done, Phos will pay.” She dug her fingers into the nape of his neck. “But it won’t be you delivering that justice. You shouldn’t have come.”

Julian’s thick eyebrows furrowed. She knew he thought these were dreams and nothing more, that she could not possibly infiltrate them the way her sister could. She could have told him the truth.

She didn’t.

“Where else can I go?” he asked, hushed, defeated. “The city’s fallen.” His hands made an aborted move toward her before shrinking back, like he didn’t dare make his longing known even within the safety of his subconscious. She framed his face with her hands.

“I will stop him,” she said in quiet rage. “Once every potential vessel is gone, he won’t have anywhere to run. Let me do this.”

He carefully touched the back of her hand. The archer’s calluses on his fingertips were rough and gentle.

“We can help you,” he insisted. He was her obstinate Hunter then, searching her face as intently as he’d searched for whatever beast he’d been tracking. “We can find his fulcrum, weaken him. We already have a piece of it in the Sunbringer Spear.”

“You—” Taesia didn’t like being caught off guard, but Julian had a surprising knack for it. “Are you sure?”

“Nik is. And Rian. Taesia, Rian is—”

“You have to return to Vitae by the summer solstice.” She let him go and backed away, berating herself for the lapse. “That’s when Phos is sending a second wave.”

Julian frowned and rose to his feet, his Hunter’s uniform reinforced with thicker armor. “Then we’ll prevent it.”

“You don’t understand what’s necessary for this to work,” she hissed. Around her the dreamscape quivered, his own hurt folding into it. “What I have to do—what I’ve already done—the rest of you would recoil at.” She grinned. “But that’s familiar now, isn’t it?”

He worried about being a monster, but it was she who had become the nightmare. She wouldn’t let him realize his greatest fear.

Julian set his jaw as the dreamscape rumbled, turning to walls of stubborn stone.

“I will find you,” he said.

To put me down? she would have mocked if it weren’t for that suppressed longing, having no outlet in his body, weaving its way into his words instead. A promise that they had unfinished business, and he would see it through.

Her smile shifted. Thawed.

“Come find me, then.”

Taesia returned to the Shadow Sea. She slowly released her grip around Starfell, her fingers aching. She could mistake the darkness around her for the space behind Julian’s tongue, where he hid such pretty words.

Her heart was beating fast. Taesia sat up and weathered the dizziness that came from using a power she was not used to. The astralam watched her from a distance, its head lowered.

You should not get them involved, Nyx said reprovingly.

“I’m not going to.” Her voice sounded strange to her ears. “They can search for me all they like, if they can escape Ulshära. That won’t change my plans.”

Nyx hummed in thought. The sound made her uneasy.

“Once every potential vessel is gone, he won’t have anywhere to run.” He slowly repeated what she’d told Julian, as if to relish it. Perhaps their arrival in Solara can be to our benefit after all.

She didn’t ask how, because she’d already gleaned his intent. It shone just under hers, a coin turned to the light.

Heart sinking, Taesia glanced toward the astralam again, but it was gone. There were only the popping embers of the dying fire and the eternal black. Her and her god, and the monster they made between them.

If we are to remove all of Phos’s escape routes, Nyx went on, then there are two more we must take care of.

Nikolas and Rian. House Cyr’s only heirs.

And soon to be its last.







IV
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The scratches on Angelica’s forehead and thigh stung, but what hurt more was being severed from her magic.

At least Cosima was in the cell beside hers. While Nikolas and Rian were with the imperator—Angelica bracing herself for a potential betrayal the more hours slipped by—they spoke quietly to each other, pressed against the single wall that separated them.

“Curly’s not looking so good,” Cosima commented. Angelica craned her head to peer at the cell diagonally from hers, the one that faced Cosima’s. “Bet you five soles he’ll hurl.”

“Do you even have five soles to your name?” Angelica asked.

“Make the bet and I will.”

“I can hear you,” Fin muttered. He approached the barrier of his cell, bedraggled and weighed down by his own lightsbane shackles. As always, the sight of him kicked awake an old resentment in her, useless as it was here. “What are they talking about that’s taking so long?”

“Hopefully they’re bargaining for our release,” Angelica answered. “If not, prepare yourself.”

Fin made a low, fretful sound and disappeared again.

“What’s the likelihood we’ll actually be executed?” Cosima whispered.

Angelica reluctantly remembered the anxious hours the two of them had passed in Nanbu Daiji’s holding cell, waiting for the dawn and Angelica’s death.

“I won’t let it happen,” Angelica whispered back. Cosima, seeing past her bravado, gave a nervous sigh.

She understood that doubt. They were magicless, weaponless, and their resident demonic parasite was down for the count. She hadn’t realized the lack of Dante’s self-assured voice would be this worrisome.

Angelica flexed her hands. The physical discomfort of the shackles was nothing compared to the cavity they made of her power. Every time she reached for one of her elemental doors, the lightsbane sent pain up her arms and into the knob of her spine. She even whistled the note progression that triggered aether, which gave the same result. She thought she heard it echo down the hallway, but maybe it was just a guard mocking her.

The dried blood on her forehead cracked and flaked off. Angelica licked her chapped lips and wondered if the lightsbane could stand up to the magic of a god.

But then she saw the Gravespire falling again, felt the teeth-rattling collision as she and Yvri went mad with that same magic. She shuddered and curled her fingers into her palm, focusing on the press of her nails to distract her from the memory of Deia’s laughter.

She couldn’t lose control again—especially here, in such close quarters. Especially not with Yvri’s absence.

A last resort, she decided gravely.

The guards at the far end of the hall chatted quietly. In the cell across from hers, Risha sat against the leftmost wall. She’d barely moved or spoken since waking, her disheveled hair falling into her face. Despite the rust-colored blood all down her front, Risha’s chest rose and fell, her eyes open and blinking.

“Are you injured?” Angelica asked. When Risha made no sign that she’d heard, Angelica had to say her name a few times before Risha finally turned her head.

“What?” Risha rasped.

Angelica’s nape prickled; she had known Risha nearly her whole life and had never seen her like this. “Are you injured?”

Risha lifted her shackled hands to touch the tear in her shirt. It was a long time before she said, “No.”

“Not the most convincing answer.” When Risha remained silent, Angelica let it go, figuring it wouldn’t do either of them any good to probe. Not when they had bigger concerns awaiting them.

But Risha seemed a little more awake now, a little more aware of their surroundings. She breathed in deep and examined the cell’s barrier, the lightsbane. Her mouth worked soundlessly and she cleared her throat.

“My…” Risha stopped, hunched around a wound she claimed to not have, and the prickling on Angelica’s nape turned to stinging unease. The entire hallway was still, waiting on her words.

“My father,” Risha said without inflection. She stared glassy-eyed at the opposite wall. “My father is dead.”

All the working parts of Angelica stopped. She became hollow save for the singular ache beneath her sternum, a dagger going in and twisting. She existed around it for a moment that stretched on without thought—only the blank, white ache, a retention in her body she hadn’t been aware of until this moment.

She saw the grief-lined face of her mother, heard the apologetic murmur of the medic as he explained it was the heart and its weakness that was to blame.

She was curled on her bed in her mourning dress and nothing in the world mattered.

The flatness of Risha’s words were hers—years ago, a lifetime away, and just as capable of flaying her to the bone.

Angelica came back to herself when she felt a trickle on her cheek. She thought the scratches on her forehead were bleeding again until she wiped it away and discovered only the salt of her body.

“I’m…” Angelica’s voice broke in a way that should have made her furious, if she had the strength to be. “Was it the soldiers?”

Risha nodded. She was looking at Angelica now, maybe remembering how distant the news must have felt at the time—Lord August of House Mardova has passed, may his flesh find solace in Deia’s earth and his spirit be reborn. Maybe she’d thought, then, how far away that experience was for her, sparing a moment’s pity to assuage her own fears.

No—Angelica was certain Risha had meant her condolences back then. For a family who traded in death, who was better to understand the nature of its finality?

“I’m sorry,” Angelica whispered.

Two words that didn’t mean anything against the colossus of this grief. But Risha closed her eyes like it was a relief, that someone, anyone, could understand. Through the barriers that separated them, her face glimmered with tears.

Rath Vakara was gone. Nexus had suffered a major blow, if it hadn’t fallen completely. Angelica thought of her mother, of Miko and Eiko and Kikou, and willed Yvri to get them as far away as he could.

But there was no way of knowing. No way to confirm if that second wave had stopped them. If Adela had stayed in Nexus to protect it to the bitter end.

Angelica drove her fingernails deeper into her palm until blood welled. She breathed past her constricted throat and told herself it was rage. Rage against Phos and his armies, against the gods at large for setting them on this path, against her own inadequacy.

Anger made her strong. Fear made her weak. She could not be the grieving girl lying motionless on her bed while there were still scores to settle.

One day blearily became two, and Nikolas and Rian still didn’t return. Every so often Fin muttered to himself, and Julian, who was nearly as quiet as Dante, occasionally took deep, anxious breaths. Cosima had dozed off, if the sound of her breathing was any indication, and Risha had once again fallen into a stupor.

When the humming started, Angelica didn’t register it at first. Then she heard the note progression of her magic, the one she used for creating portals, and frowned.

“Whoever the fuck is doing that, stop it,” she said.

The humming cut off with a small eep. She frowned deeper.

Fin approached his barrier again. “It sounded like it came from the cell beside mine. Is someone else here?”

Cosima yawned and shifted with a clatter of chains. “Hmm, there’s a barrier up. But no one’s come in after us.”

Before Angelica called out again, there was a nervous laugh down the hall.

“My apologies!” came a light voice in accented Vaegan. “I attempted to be quiet.”

Angelica sat up, suddenly alert. “What—You know Vaegan?” An old, floral version, but it was unmistakable.

“Not only Vaegan,” the voice corrected, pleased with her surprise. “Nysari and Outer Solari as well, and while I profess to not be fluent in Vitae’s other prominent tongues, I have a decent collection of phrases up my sleeves.” They said something in Parithvian with an excess of rolling r’s that had Risha blinking in confusion.

“Who are you?” Julian demanded from the cell to the left of her. “Have you been here this whole time?”

Have you been eavesdropping this whole time, he meant.

“Oh, well,” the voice drawled, stalling. “Perhaps? B-but I assure you, I am merely a vessel of curiosity without a spigot.”

“What?” Cosima asked.

“Is that not a phrase from where you hail?” A hint of doubt suffused their voice. “This is no good. I will have to update my lexicon if I am to properly convey these happenings.”

“Thought you had no spigot,” Fin muttered.

The person coughed. “The more sensitive matters will be omitted, of course.”

“Omitted from what?” Julian asked with growing impatience.

“Now, no need for tempers to flare,” the person said with another anxious laugh. “I am simply adding to what will be my… my, uh… what is that word… oo… oob… ?”

Angelica had a horrible inkling. “Oeuvre?”

“Scounds, yes!” Their voice rang with the tenor of one who used it often, and knew how to project. “My thanks. I am a purveyor of the fantastical and an appreciator of the beautiful and the wicked alike. A songster of the fanciful and phantasmic, writing the present into history.”

“What?” Cosima asked again.

The person sighed. “I am a performer, a poet, a chanteur. I am Edwin Sommer, famed lyricist and balladeer of the Three Sisters. I have been eager to compose my next ballad, and have been aggravatingly stuck… until now.”

“You’re a musician,” Fin said. “And you… want to write a song about us?”

“Hopefully several, should fate allow it,” the person, Edwin, agreed. “I have already penned quite a few in my Sunslayer Saga. And from what I hear—erm—surmised of your situation, you tie into it quite nicely.”

“Sunslayer?” Julian repeated. “Is that—?”

“Of course it’s Taesia,” Angelica cut in. “Who else could it be?”

“Taesia? Is that her name?” Edwin sounded the syllables out slowly, savoring them. “I’m certain I can find a suitable rhyme for that.”

“Why are you here?” Angelica asked coldly. “A spy working for the imperator, perhaps?”

Edwin choked. “A spy? Great Walkmar, no. I… well, the matter of my incarceration is a bit embarrassing, if you must know. But since I have been subjected to your secrets, I suppose it only fair you receive one of mine in return.” He cleared his throat, then started singing, “’Twas Third Dawn and Zenith shone, as I made my way t’ward imperator throne—”

Immediately everyone clamored at him to stop, including the guards. Even Dante grunted in annoyance around his gag.

The bard huffed. “I was only—Fine, have it your way. The humdrum explanation: I have longed for an audience with Imperator Ulshära ost Phos for many cycles, but nothing I do seems to sway her mind. I performed before the Zenith Tower for weeks, and every time I was chased off by brutes.”

“Why do you want to perform for the imperator?” Fin asked.

“All the most successful troubadours had wealthy patrons,” Edwin stated. “What more powerful patron than a god-touched imperator? Alas.” He sighed with a great deal more melodrama than the story necessitated. “She—or rather, those boorish soldiers—did not care for my original work. They gave me warning to cease.”

Angelica put two and two together. “You sang songs about Taesia… in front of an imperator.”

“You must understand,” Edwin rushed to say, “that I do not condone the acts of the Sunslayer! I do, however, find them most breathtaking. Solara has not faced such an opponent since the Century of Eclipse. Surely such deeds ought to be penned for the generations to come.”

“I doubt folks wanna hear you caterwauling about it at the moment,” Cosima pointed out.

“Cater—? I do not know this word. I will assume it’s complimentary. And yes, while it is unfortunate that Imperator Kaspan ost Phos was struck down in his prime…” He paused, and went on in a softer voice, “Did I hear correctly? The Aurora Tower was felled by the Sunslayer?”

Angelica thought of that dreadful wave of shadow, of nothingness, slicing through the air above their heads. The disturbing lack of something that had been there just a second before.

“Yes,” Julian answered bleakly.

Edwin gasped with what Angelica suspected was excitement. “I will have to add a stanza.”

“Wait, so you were locked up just ’cause you were singing about Solara’s shadowy menace?” Cosima pressed.

“‘Shadowy menace,’ that’s good!” Edwin praised. “Imperator Ulshära hoped this would dissuade me from future endeavors.” He ended in a mutter, “I think they have forgotten I’m here.”

Angelica couldn’t imagine the audacity of this buffoon. It had taken her so long just to reacquaint herself with her voice, let alone sing for someone other than her father. But now she found herself humming to Cosima some nights as they lay in bed, snippets of her favorite operas or even melodies she made up herself. There was one in particular Cosima liked, a low, peaceful tune without words.

How do you have such confidence?

And for that matter, how did he know so many languages?

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” she said, “but I had the impression Nysari wasn’t taught in Solara.” Nysari was the primary Noctan language, which she only knew a few curse words of (because Taesia had flung them at her in their youth). “In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s banned.”

“Erm,” said Edwin.

When the bard remained silent, Fin leaned one shoulder against the wall of his cell. “Makes it a lot easier to eavesdrop on Other-Realm prisoners, I bet.”

Risha’s dull eyes sharpened. Angelica felt it in her own chest—a sudden and terrible realization as she quickly ran through what all they had discussed before Nikolas and Rian left.

If Edwin had been here the whole time, that meant he had overheard what Nikolas had said about the Sunbringer Spear.

He could easily bring that information to Ulshära. Or worse, put it in a fucking song.

But Edwin didn’t get a chance to answer them. The door to the hallway opened with a creak of metal and the guards shifted to stand at attention.

The masked imperator walked slowly down the hall and peered at the others in their cells. Risha got to her feet, her fugue given way to piercing attention.

“Your accomplices have offered me a compelling bargain,” the woman said over the clacking of her bootheels on stone. “Which involves releasing you on a provisional basis, dependent on your behavior. If you agree to this, you will be brought under my watchful care. If not, you will stay in these cells until the others complete the bargain.”

“What bargain?” Angelica demanded.

Ulshära stopped at her cell, eyes shadowed through her mask. “That you, or some of your number, apprehend the Sunslayer.”

Julian’s breath caught. Angelica smiled humorlessly.

“That is a bargain we will accept,” Angelica said. “If you’ll allow us one small condition.”

The imperator tilted her head, as if Angelica were a pet that had learned to speak. “That being?”

Angelica lifted her shackled hands to point down the hallway. “The bard comes with us.”







V
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THE GHOST: I should be dead.

Risha was led to a room farther down the tower, where the walls bore a fluted motif and the drapes carried the scent of myrrh. A stern-faced healer was brought to look her over. She was taller than Risha, pointed ears rising out of hair that was either naturally white or the result of aging. She narrowed crystalline eyes at Risha’s stained, torn clothes.


THE GHOST: I should be dead.

Tell me I should be dead.



The healer said something in Solari, which Risha could not understand nor reply to. Her mind was compartmentalized to spare itself: the ghost, the body.

Apparently it was an order to get undressed, since the soldier who had accompanied the healer undid Risha’s shackles. Her power, the sweet, cold well of it, bloomed through her core. She shuddered in both pain and ecstasy.

Jas, she called frantically. Jas!

Silence.

She stood shivering and ignoring the healer’s curt words, wanting to tear apart her skin, to bash her head against the wall, to—

I’m here, came Jas’s whisper, and her shoulders fell. His energy trickled through hers, a swirling green ball of potential growth.

The soldier looked like she would slap the shackles back on any second, so Risha peeled off her top layers and allowed the healer to inspect her. When the woman found no wounds to match the damage of Risha’s clothes, her eyes narrowed again.


THE GHOST: Tell me why I’m not dead.

Why I’m only flesh without its flaws.

Why am I not—?



You healed yourself, came Jas’s answer, one specter to another. Just as you healed Rian from the brink of death.

But there had to be more to it than that. She knew, without a doubt, that she had died on the cobblestone below the Thana basilica.

Died alongside her father.


THE BODY: My blood flows and my muscles are warm and his are cold and cold.



Goose bumps pebbled her skin and the healer checked her forehead, her pulse. The woman turned to the satchel she’d brought with her, revealing a small knife hanging from her hip.

When they were children, Taesia had taught her and Nikolas how to pickpocket; where Taesia had learned such a thing, they’d never found out. Risha had been better at it than Nikolas, though not nearly as undetectable as Taesia. Enough, perhaps, to slip such a small blade out of its sheath.

Except the soldier hadn’t taken her eyes off Risha. She dangled the shackles from one finger, a silent threat.

Risha wished for Samhara in her hands. For the chance to ask Valentin what had happened, what was happening to her.

The healer returned with a small vial she made Risha drink. Fiery warmth traveled down her chest and into her stomach like she’d swallowed sarab. She was then herded to a small wooden tub.

The water within turned pink, then dark, as she sluiced off grime and old blood. Her blood. Her father’s blood. When the healer tried to take the tub away, Risha held on to it, making the water slosh.


THE GHOST: This is all I have left.

Don’t let me be separated from any part of him.


 
Risha. Jas’s voice was tender, a shade to her hurt. She inhaled like she was running out of air.

The soldier snapped at her, so Risha let go and turned to the clothes they had provided for her at the foot of the narrow bed. There was a long-sleeved undershirt and a tunic that fell to her knees, as well as a pair of baggy trousers that cinched at the ankles. They were loose and light in color, an asset in a desert climate.

The healer wrapped her sore wrists in gauze. Then the soldier, still dangling her shackles, led Risha to where the others had been assembled.

The large, majestic parlor could have doubled as a library. Rows and rows of books lined the walls, and on the far side was a wide flight of corkscrew stairs leading to mezzanines and even more bookshelves. Sheets of light fell from the arched windows onto gilt-touched furniture. A spherical astrolabe hung from the ceiling, the framework of its golden rings forming the shape of the Cosmic Scale—the cradle of the realms that comprised their universe.

The other heirs were taking up the silky chaise sofas that surrounded an oval table. They had also been given a cursory wash and change of clothes, and their shackles had been removed save for Dante’s, though she was relieved to see he was no longer gagged. He sat alone in a high-backed chair, staring balefully at the two imperators presiding over them.

The imperators had done away with their golden masks, revealing austere Solarian features. The man’s eyes were keen as they assessed Risha, and she could feel the glances of everyone else as she was directed to sit beside Angelica. There was an assortment of foodstuffs on the table: bowls of sliced fruits and spiced nuts and popped sorghum, unleavened bread served with a red puree, and glass pots of tea that showed off the flowers blooming within.


THE GHOST: The last thing he drank was tea.



Risha was unable to hear whatever Angelica said to her. There were no utensils served with the food, nothing to use as a makeshift weapon. There were cups of water, but she refrained from grabbing one despite her parched throat.


THE BODY: What use are food and water to me now?


 
“Vitaeans.” The male imperator stood with his arms behind his back, whereas Ulshära kept hers crossed over her chest. “I am Imperator Varrick ost Phos of the Aphelion Tower. You will do well to answer our questions truthfully, and provide your own names and rank.”

Slowly and uncertainly, they did so.

Angelica Mardova, heir to House Mardova.

Julian Luca. Hunter.

Cosima… of Nexus?

Fin. Just Fin.

A gentle nudge on her arm.

Risha Vakara, of House Vakara.

“I’m sure you already know of House Lastrider,” Dante drawled, matching Imperator Varrick’s sneer.

“Indeed,” Ulshära said. “Are you its heir?”

Dante hesitated before replying, “Yes.”

“Invaders of royal blood are still invaders,” Varrick said. “You should not be treated as guests. If it were up to me, we would be conducting this conversation in your cells. But my sister is more softhearted than I, and as she is the one who has taken you into her custody, we must abide by her goodwill.” Beside him, Ulshära took a visible deep breath. “If a single one of you abuses her hospitality, the price will be paid by all.”

A few glanced at Angelica. She ignored them and said, “We’re grateful for this chance to speak to you.”

Risha was not grateful. When she looked at the imperators, she saw minions of Phos, those who had facilitated the attack on their home.


THE GHOST: They killed him.



Her fingertips frosted over. Her breath shortened and her heart slowed. A quiet part of her, the one most like Thana, reveled in this control—the ability to stop a pulse. To take a life with nothing but her will.

Don’t act on impulse, Jas whispered. His energy brought feeling back to her hands. Look.

On the chaise across from hers sat Nikolas and Rian. Nikolas had been given a new eyepatch that covered the hollow of his socket. Both of them were tense, yet the source of their discomfort didn’t seem to be Ulshära, but Varrick.

Look, Jas urged her.


THE GHOST: Look.

THE BODY: Look.



Tethers bloomed out of their bodies, out of everyone’s, going from heartbeat to heartbeat. Warm red and shimmering gold and darkest blue. A cat’s cradle of connection.

Her own tether wove around theirs. She was not alone. She exhaled shakily, let the last of the cold thaw from her fingers.


THE GHOST: Focus. We must focus.



But the weight.

She realized she had reached for a cup of water. Risha paused with her hand around the cup, wondering if it had been her decision or Jas’s. Her thirst won over her uncertainty.

Listen to what they have to say first, Jas suggested.

“Thank you, Varrick,” Ulshära said. “We—”

The doors to the parlor opened. Apparently Risha hadn’t been the last to arrive, as a tall, lanky man was shoved forward by a soldier. The man muttered something in Solari, and Risha recognized the voice as the strange bard from the cells. His blond hair was shaggy and his eyes were pale amber, a bright contrast to his freckled umber skin. His nose was raised in a delicate point, and a notch like a scar adorned one eyebrow.

Edwin Sommer’s face lit up when he spotted them all. He wore no shackles and clapped his thin hands together in delight.

“Oh, to put countenances to voices!” he said. “If only I had my songbook to take notes. I am getting there,” he finished in outrage when a soldier tried to push him into a chair. The bard did it himself with a huff and crossed his long legs. “Honestly.”

Ulshära grimaced. “Please explain why you requested the presence of this one.”

“A witness.” Angelica sat poised with her hands in her lap, face devoid of what she was thinking, a mirror image of her mother when they’d had audiences with the king—minus the bandages covering her forehead. “And a hopefully unbiased third party to observe our negotiations.”

Nikolas was also frowning in bewilderment. When Angelica caught his eye, she added with slight emphasis, “Especially since he knows our language.”

Rian realized what this meant first. He pressed his lips together while Nikolas, finally getting it, cleared his throat to hide the strangled sound that almost escaped.

“I would not consider this a negotiation.” Varrick’s tone was bland. “We—or rather, my merciful sister—have a proposition.” Again Ulshära breathed deep. “Should it be met, then proper mediation may begin.”

“The proposal is this,” Ulshära cut in. “One of your own has been spreading chaos in Solara. You know well enough who. Your companion”—she gestured to Nikolas—“has offered to capture her so that she may face judgment.”

Julian twitched on Risha’s left. He stared hard at Nikolas, who in turn stared at the pot of blooming tea. Cosima, who’d been steadily eating out of a bowl of popped sorghum, froze with her hand halfway to her mouth. Sensing the tension, the bard wiggled in his seat.

Dante’s face was a mask of careful civility. “And what judgment would that be, exactly?”

“Whatever is most fitting for her crimes,” Varrick replied coldly.

“And what happens if you do find her?” Angelica asked. “To us, I mean.”

“Clemency,” Ulshära answered. “And the chance to appeal yourself to Lord Phos. To ask him to return you to your proper realm.”

“Appeal to the one who wants to destroy our realm?” Fin snapped. “Are you delusional?”

“Fin,” Nikolas hissed.

“What about those powered-up warriors?” Julian demanded. “Are you planning to make more of them?” He stared at Varrick as he said it, but the imperator was just as deft as Dante when it came to facades.

“We are not,” Ulshära said tightly.


THE GHOST: Look.



A gear turning and turning in Ulshära’s fingers, a nervous habit.

“Our duties involve maintaining peace in the realm, not ‘making warriors,’” Varrick said. “Though you certainly find enough time for your little hobby,” he directed at Ulshära, the gear turning and turning.

“Then Phos isn’t planning to attack Vitae again on the summer solstice?” Julian pressed.


THE BODY: Remember shoes slipping on bloody cobblestone, remember the cries of terror, remember remember remember how he looked at you how he feared you—



“Enough,” Varrick said firmly. “You are the ones being interrogated, in case you have forgotten.”

“In exchange for tracking down Taesia and stopping her attacks on the Three Sisters, we’ll enter talks for an inter-realm truce,” Nikolas told the others.


THE GHOST: Look.



Nikolas met her eyes and shook his head a fraction. Risha struggled through her stupor to come to a coherent thought.

This wasn’t a ploy to seek forgiveness from his god. This was a scheme to get them close enough to kill Phos.

“I’m going with you,” Julian said, leaving no room for argument.

“And me,” Dante added.

Angelica scoffed. “You’re a Lastrider. You’ll shrivel up like a cow bladder out in the desert.”

“You will not be allowed to leave this tower under any circumstances,” Ulshära told him.

Edwin scooted to the edge of his seat, wide-eyed. “Wait! You’ll be searching for the Sunslayer herself? I could see her with my own eyes? Ask her questions that could broaden the scope of her pathos? I—I must accompany you!”

“Sorry, but who are you?” Rian asked.

“Edwin Sommer, songster and—”

“A two-bit musician,” Angelica finished, ignoring Edwin’s affronted gasp. “He’s been writing a whole saga about Taesia.”

“B-but I hold a myriad of other talents!” Edwin quickly said as Nikolas scowled. “I was raised within a settlement, and am quite competent when it comes to trekking through the wastelands. Not to mention I know many a historical tale that may serve to properly educate our visitors on the splendors of our realm.”

Ulshära stopped fiddling with her gear. “They will be accompanied by soldiers. The desert has numerous dangers, some of which come from those wasteland settlements, if not the Badlands itself. Bandits, radicals—”

“It’s fine,” Nikolas said quickly. “He can join us.” And take the secret of the Sunbringer Spear out of the city with them. “But no soldiers. They would only be targets for Tae… for the Sunslayer.”

Varrick started to argue that their soldiers were the greatest warriors of all the realms, but Ulshära placated him in Solari. “Even still, they cannot all go,” Varrick complained. “Some need to stay for indemnity. Not to mention Kaspan’s family deserves an audience so they may vent their grief.”

“I will stay,” Angelica offered, Cosima nodding in support. “I can meet with the late imperator’s family.”

Risha sensed the weight of Varrick’s gaze on her. She did not meet it.


THE GHOST: killed him they killed him they



“Our myths tell us that those named Vakara are trained in… deathly practices.” For the first time, Varrick sounded unsure. “Is this correct?”

Risha’s jaw was so heavy, and yet she couldn’t pry it open. Jas gave her a gentle nudge, reminded her to take solace in the tethers all around her, flocking to her.

“Necromancy.” Her voice fell out of her like a dead bird from the sky. “Yes.”

The imperators shared a glance. She recognized the disquiet in their faces, the same as the soldiers in the necropolis when she had fought the amalgam.

“Our brother’s body has been temporarily preserved,” Varrick went on. “In Solara we believe that the deceased should be given the utmost respect—”

“As do I.”

Varrick briefly gritted his teeth at the interruption. “We do not mourn overlong, as everyone will eventually return to the sand and therefore be part of a greater whole. Their final moments should not linger in the mind. But in this instance…”

Ulshära finished when he trailed off. “Would you be able to speak with him? Would he be able to give an account of what he saw, and his parting words?”

One of the greatest currencies in all the realms was the chance to speak to departed loved ones. Risha had conducted countless séances in Nexus for nobles searching for a thrill, or an apology from an abusive parent, or a clue as to where a great-aunt had left their valuables. This was no different.

And yet she couldn’t even speak to her own father.


THE GHOST: Gone, gone. Into the void and away from me.



Risha forgot how to breathe.


THE BODY: Do I even need to breathe?



Yes, Jas assured her. Do it now.


THE BODY: In and out. A self-sustaining ocean.



The imperators waited for her answer. There was genuine grief in their expressions, genuine grief in all the parts of her that remembered how to feel something, how to think, how to breathe. How to play a political game.

“I can do this,” she said slowly. “But only if I receive something in return.”

Although Varrick had told them this was not the time for negotiation, this was apparently the one thing he was willing to bend his own word for. “Which is?”

“I want to see the weapon you confiscated from me.”

Ulshära’s face tightened; even those who could not perform necromancy must feel the wrongness in Samhara.

But she had to speak to Val. She had to ask him if a fulcrum was a physical object or a spiritual essence, ask him about Thana, about this new capability.


THE GHOST: I should be dead.



Varrick relented with surprising swiftness. “Very well. But it will not be returned to you.”

“Then it’s settled,” Ulshära said. “Half of you will remain here, and half of you will pursue the Sunslayer. We will revisit the matter of your imprisonment once she is in our hands.”

Returned to her small room, Risha sat on the bed and stared at her veins. They were thin and green, traveling over the ridge of tendon.


THE GHOST: If I died, could I speak to him?


 
She hadn’t managed to get her hands on any sort of weapon. But as she turned her focus inward, she realized that didn’t matter.


THE BODY: What does matter?

What is possible and what is not?

What is essential and what is unnecessary?



Risha, Jas warned.

It hurt to ignore him. Yet she closed her eyes and sank into the border between her energy and his, the valley between life and death, where impossibility became feasible.

It hurt more to plant a seed there, which grew and sharpened with every second. Risha gripped the edge of the bed. Her next breath rattled wetly and she coughed out blood.

Risha!

She gritted her teeth and kept going. Kept focusing on the pain, the jagged seed, until it burst through her heart in the shape of a huge, curving thorn.

Risha toppled to the floor. Blood warmed her skin and went everywhere. Cold touched the edges of her being, shrinking in, and in, until it was just a pinprick, until it was nothing.

THE BODY: Again.

She came to with a heaving gasp and a sputtering cough. Her throat tickled with blood—no, those were red flower petals she pulled out of her mouth, sopping with saliva. Everywhere her blood had fallen had turned to petals.

Risha, Jas whispered. Why did you do that?

It was a struggle to sit. There were tears on her face and mucus plugging her nose. She swallowed the taste of blood and flowers.

“To prove that it’s real,” she whispered to the empty room.


THE GHOST: To prove that I cannot die.









VI
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None of Waren’s teachings could have prepared Nikolas for the splendor of Solara.

It was one thing to travel through the lightspeed gate in the Zenith Tower and emerge in a different city. But to take in that city, so unlike Nexus, was another thing entirely.

Since coming to an agreement, the imperators had waited a few days for their prisoners’ wounds to heal. Now Varrick was leading Risha and Angelica to the body of Imperator Kaspan while Ulshära led the rest of them through the streets of Aphelion. Nikolas and Rian were able to walk bare-faced, but Fin and Julian had been swaddled in large cloaks to hide their dark hair and Vitaean features.

“There are those of mixed race in the cities,” Ulshära had explained while tugging down Fin’s hood, “but you are far too noticeable. We can get by well enough like this.”

She herself went unnoticed, since without her imperator mask none of the citizens would recognize her. She peered over her shoulder—covered to hide the feather—to make sure they were sticking close.

“It will be busy where we’re going,” she warned them. “Do not let your attention wander, and give no one the chance to stare at you.”

But it was difficult to notice if anyone stared at them, considering how much staring Nikolas was doing. Not at the people, though they were fascinating as well with their loose desert clothing and plentiful jewelry, but rather at their surroundings. The broad processional avenues and towering buildings were white and gold to reflect the light of the suns so that the whole city glowed. Everywhere they turned were painted murals or arabesque reliefs, and small shrines to Phos lived in niches, used for everyday prayers that ranged from seeking the affection of another to a drunkard hoping to get home without incident.

Nikolas had always pictured Solara as sparse and stark, but there was an unexpected abundance of flora, the streets lined with shrubs bearing wide-petaled purple flowers and hundred-foot-long succulent trees that curled bizarrely and smelled of honey. There were even canals that ran adjacent to the central thoroughfares. Though the water ran low and was tinted brown, that didn’t prevent small commuter boats from escorting citizens and goods across Aphelion.

There were also signs of public mourning for Imperator Kaspan: rock salt lining the streets, the selling of honey candy, and pennants of blue and gold. It reminded Nikolas of the Solara Quarter after Rian’s supposed death, so he turned to watch his brother taking in the sights. The dull edge to Rian was gone, filled in with wonder, and it loosened a knot in Nikolas’s chest.

“It’s so… warm,” Fin murmured. In the shadow of his hood, his mouth twisted. “I mean, obviously it’s warm, there’s three suns. You know what I mean.”

Nikolas did. He breathed in cinnamon and vetiver on the dry desert wind. There was a strain of unmissable tension in the air, but there was also assurance—faith that their imperators and their god would keep them safe.

Ulshära suddenly halted. In fact, everyone in the street stopped what they were doing.

The light on the horizon had been growing slightly brighter, and now the Second Sun was beginning its ascent. The parent sun was the largest and brightest, and while its children didn’t provide the same amount of light or heat, it was noticeable enough to Nikolas when the daylight strengthened.

The Solarians dropped to their knees in a smooth, practiced movement. Nikolas and Rian followed suit, urged by muscle memory of early mornings at the Cyr villa. Fin and Julian, caught off guard, did their best to imitate them.

Nikolas held up both hands and pressed his thumbs and fingertips together, making a circle. Within that circle he followed the Second Sun’s path as it chased after its parent.

“Light is life, light is longevity, light is the point in which we find ourselves whole,” he chanted alongside dozens of voices, remembering at the last second to speak in Solari. But then the prayer as he knew it shifted slightly. “We greet you, Honorable Risäl, and thank you for driving out the darkness. May you shine eternal.”

It only took a minute, and then everyone was standing to resume their business. But Nikolas’s heart was pounding strangely. He kept his gaze on the Second Sun, the namesake of his brother, and wondered when he had last greeted the dawn this way. Why it felt so much more significant when surrounded by others doing the same.

When he glanced at Rian, the afterimage of the sun appeared in a halo around him every time Nikolas blinked. He hadn’t heard Rian’s voice reciting the prayer; he’d only mouthed it.

“Could’ve given us some warning,” Julian muttered at Ulshära. “Do you do this every day?”

“Every sunrise,” she agreed. “But you did well enough. Come, we’re nearly there.”

Nikolas had debated leaving Fin and Julian at the tower, but Ulshära had claimed it would be better for them all to go, and even the bard had whined long and loud enough that they’d brought him just to shut him up. In the end, only Dante had been left behind.

The Lastrider heir had also been barred from visiting the armory, where the imperators had allowed them to retrieve their personal belongings and check their weapons.

“You won’t be allowed to wield them until you embark for the Shadow Sea,” Varrick had said. “But make sure they are yours, and that they are functional.”

Risha’s chain scythes were locked away, and Varrick refused to let her see them until she fulfilled her favor to him. She didn’t seem too upset by this, but she’d been gray and distracted since arriving in Solara.

A guard had handed Julian the peculiar mechanical bow he’d been holding when they went through the portal. Although the Hunter had tried to explain that the bow wasn’t his, he’d trailed off while testing the draw. “Actually, this isn’t bad.”

“Ah, my darling!” Edwin had cried when given back his instrument. It had five strings with a small, circular drumhead for a body and a long neck. When Edwin had strummed the banjo, the sound had been pleasantly twangy to Nikolas’s ears, but both Edwin and Angelica had cringed. “Poor sweet girl, these ruffians haven’t kept you tuned.”

“Are you… bringing that to the desert?” Julian had asked.

Edwin hadn’t bothered to look up from tuning his banjo. “Naturally.”

“It might get damaged,” Julian had said with mounting worry, though Nikolas doubted it was for the instrument.

“Her Majesty is quite hardy, I assure you.” While Angelica had mouthed Her Majesty? in disgust, Edwin had twisted the pegs a certain way and flipped the instrument around until they could see the base of it had opened to reveal a hidden crossbow bolt. Following a great deal of shouting and arm waving, Edwin had reluctantly allowed the guard to reconfiscate it.

Angelica, however, had been allowed her violin after proving there was no secret weapon compartment. She had exchanged looks with Cosima while Nikolas and Risha did the same; Angelica didn’t need blades or arrows to turn that violin into a weapon.

The Sunbringer Spear had been hanging on a wall mount. It was stunningly radiant in Solara, but it wasn’t only the feathers encased within its metal that resonated with the god.

Varrick had been the one to take it off its mount. Nikolas had held his breath, hoping the man wouldn’t sense its true nature beneath his thick gauntlets.

“You carry not one feather from the Daystar, but two,” Varrick had said solemnly. “As a Vitaean, I do not entrust you with these, even if it was Lord Phos Himself who granted your family this honor. However, as a brother…” He had held out the spear, despite every bit of his body language screaming not to. “I will allow you to bear it in Lord Phos’s name during your search for the Sunslayer. What comes of it after, we shall decide.”

As he’d held out the weapon the Cyrs had carried for centuries, the weapon his own father had handed to him just like this and with the same amount of reluctance, Nikolas had a fantasy of denying it. Of sparing himself its backlash of punishing power.

But like that day in the basilica when his god had ignored him, he knew that wasn’t possible.

He accepted it with both hands. His empty socket stung, but the spear warmed his palms.

Taesia’s sword had located other parts of Nyx’s fulcrum in Noctus. In that moment he’d felt himself wanting to turn to the right, though he was unsure what direction that was.

“Does it have a name?” Varrick had asked.

Rian’s gaze had been heavy on Nikolas as he’d whispered, “The Sunbringer Spear.”

Ulshära had laughed mirthlessly. “And so the Sunbringer shall seek out the Sunslayer. What poetic times we live in.”

Since Rian and Fin had no weapons other than their magic, and since the journey to the Shadow Sea would prove arduous, Ulshära had insisted on taking them to someplace called the Clockwork Bazaar.

Though the name was odd, it was apt. It was first heralded by a guarded gateway with DISTRICT OF THE DEVISERS written in blocky Solari characters along the archway. The streets beyond were congested with stalls, stores, tables, blankets covered with goods, and shoppers hurrying every which way.

While Nikolas was familiar with bazaars back home—the mountainous bowls of spices, hanging rugs, the sizzling smell of roasting meat—this was far and away the strangest one he’d ever visited. They passed tables of ticking clocks in various shapes and sizes, including a series of metal rings and turning planets. There were also hourglasses with black, swirling sand and pocket watches that, when opened, brayed a tinny musical piece.

There were toys and baubles that hissed steam, a vast array of trinkets that clicked and whirred with no discernable purpose. Ulshära slowed down to let them look their fill, though she appeared just as enthralled. Nikolas was especially intrigued by a set of round coasters that, when a mug was placed on one, could teleport it to a corresponding coaster farther away.

“What are these things?” Fin asked, hushed so that his Vaegan didn’t carry.

“A group of Lumins wanted to study the fundamentals of the magic gifted to us by Lord Phos,” Ulshära said. “This group became known as the first Devisers—inventors and innovators of lightspeed technology.”

“Did they build the lightspeed gates?” Rian guessed.

“They did. In fact, the Deviser I am bringing you to now is currently the most accomplished in the Three Sisters.” Her proud smile waned. “Even if he would have you believe otherwise.”

They walked under awnings dyed pink and yellow and sparkling with hanging crystals. Nikolas’s eye caught the bulletins pinned on one shop’s storefront.

Back in Nexus, proprietors were paid to advertise certain distributors or famous dining establishments. Sometimes they were even paid by the city guard to put up choice bits of news. It was much the same here, except there was only one piece of news they were displaying.

Beware the Sunslayer, Nikolas translated above a drawing of what was supposed to be Taesia. The artist had rendered her as a humanoid figure of shadow with large, haunted eyes and a fanged grin, holding her spinous sword. Attack on sight.

There were other bulletins full of propaganda, extolling Solara’s strength and Vitae’s corruption, but the drawing of Taesia was like a hand on his throat.

Fin noticed what had disturbed him. He put a hand on Nikolas’s back to steer him forward.

“Do you really mean to bring her back here?” Fin peeked up at Nikolas, showing one bright blue eye. “To give her up?”

Nikolas decided it was better to keep his gaze on the ground. He reached for the bracelet Fin had given him before Godsnight only to remember the frayed threads had snapped sometime during the battle. “Shit, your charm. I lost it in Nexus.”

“What?” Fin touched the silver bangle Nikolas had won for him that same night. “Never mind that. Don’t change the subject.”

Nikolas sighed. He thought of Taesia standing on the roof above the palace square, the hostile energy of Godsnight surrounding them. “She willingly chose this path. It’s not my responsibility to save her from it.”

“You meant something to each other,” Fin murmured eventually. “Once.”

Nikolas did not want to do this here, in a foreign realm that should have mirrored his blood and instead turned it thin and cold. But this, too, was his fault; they had promised to lay everything out after Noctus, and they had not. Maybe because they knew it was futile. Maybe because of the doubt carried in Fin’s words now.

“Once,” Nikolas echoed. There had been a time when a simple sideways look from her had made him feel whole and competent. It had been a sweet secret he had mistaken for destiny.

The din of the Clockwork Bazaar was no match for the silence that fell between them. Nikolas lived uncomfortably in it for a full minute.

“I like her,” Fin said eventually.

Nikolas was suddenly and desperately confused. “What?”

“Ulshära. She’s not as authoritative as Imperator Varrick, not as sure of herself, but she seems honorable.” Fin watched Ulshära similarly to how he had watched Bhavna direct the servants in the villa kitchens. “Compassionate.”

“Some would say compassion is a leader’s greatest weakness.”

“Your father would say that, you mean.”

The muscle of his socket twinged.

“What makes a leader strong or weak is subjective,” Fin murmured. “I… don’t know what my strengths and weaknesses are.”

Before Nikolas could ask if Fin planned to take up the throne of Vaega after all, he heard the frantic scratch of pen on paper. Edwin lurked behind them, scribbling in the tattered booklet that had been returned to him in the Zenith Tower.

“Do you mind?” Nikolas snapped.

The bard startled. “What? Yes. That is—er, no. Sorry?”

“Rip the page out. Now.”

“But this is the stuff of legends,” Edwin protested. “The Sunbringer and the Sunslayer! The star-crossed ardor between the light and the dark! It is the epitome of a swoon-worthy tale.”

Nikolas had worried that the bard was writing about the spear or whatever he might have just gleaned about Fin’s identity, but somehow this was worse. The last thing Nikolas needed was a tragic love ballad written about him.

“Yeah, Sunshine, let him do his thing,” Fin said. “What about, ‘A virtuous lord so noble and fair, wielding spear and flaxen hair’?”

Edwin hummed unenthusiastically. “That’s not bad, but not quite my style. More like, ‘Noblest lord of earthly realm, with suns-touched spear and gilded helm.’”

“But he doesn’t have a helm. Should we get you a helm?”

“Please stop,” Nikolas muttered.

“We have arrived,” Ulshära said.

The street they had turned onto was wet, as if the shop proprietors had thrown buckets of water to clear away dirt, ash, and whatever stray substances had wandered out their doors. Smoke rose from brick kilns, and there was a distinct smell that clung to the buildings, coppery and ashy, that reminded Nikolas of Deia’s Heart—earth and ozone undercut with manmade metal. It was considerably less busy here, which made it easier to slip into an alley with a nondescript door.

That door flung open before Ulshära could reach it. The imperator quickly signaled them to get behind her.

The person who strode from the shop was tall and slender, dressed in a trim military uniform with golden buttons and gleaming pins. He arrested at the sight of Ulshära, pale upper lip twitching as if he’d smelled something offensive.

Julian made a faint sound behind Nikolas.

“Here to check on your kin?” the man asked Ulshära in Central Solari as his near-colorless eyes wandered over the rest of them. “He’s in a fine temper today.”

“No different than any other day,” Ulshära replied blandly. But then she followed it with a respectful nod, arms behind her back in an attentive posture. “What brings you here, General Faün?”

The slender man, Faün, bored his gaze into Nikolas and Rian. “I could ask you the same.”

“I’m afraid it’s above your clearance.”

“Understood.” Yet Nikolas had the feeling he already knew more than he should. Faün jerked his chin toward the door. “The ost Vonlins are more than prepared to supply him with whatever he needs. Make him see reason.” He paused. “Unless you’d rather collaborate with us instead, Your Eminence. We know how valuable your insights are.”

“I’m afraid my current schedule won’t allow it.” Behind her back, Ulshära’s hands clenched into fists.

The two of them exchanged painfully polite goodbyes. Once the man strode out of the alley, giving Nikolas and the others a final once-over, Ulshära ushered them through the door and warded it with a barrier of light.

The shop interior was a downright assault on the senses. Much like the market outside, there were things everywhere—on tables and shelves and even piled haphazardly on the floor—which created a labyrinthine effect. Fin’s boot rolled on a stray screw and he wobbled.

Julian pulled down his hood. “Who was that?” he demanded, startling Nikolas with his intensity.

“One of the ost Vonlin brothers,” Ulshära answered, expression pinched. “The generals who created the legionnaires.”

“You mentioned them before,” Rian said, poking at a cylindrical machine on the shelf beside him. “But you and Varrick said they aren’t making legionnaires anymore.”

“We are not,” she said sternly.

“Then why—? Whoa, Nik, look at this.” Rian pointed at the tinwheel machine, which had begun typing on its own, translating Rian’s words to Solari characters on the parchment around the cylinder. Rian quickly tore the parchment off. “How does it know what I’m saying?”

“Fusion alloy,” came a hoarse voice from the depths of the clutter. “You take a bit of—well, never mind, you wouldn’t get it.”

They followed the voice to a desk near the back of the room. There, a man was slumped over a cloth where a dozen mechanical bits had been laid out, in the process of methodically cleaning each one. He looked up at their approach, his right eye magnified by a multilayered monocle.

“Vitaeans,” he said. “Hm. Better than that anemic brute.” He went back to his cleaning.

“This is Oskar,” Ulshära told them. “An accomplished Deviser, and also my second cousin. He will be supplying whatever you may need for the journey through the Sand Sea.”

“Cousin?” Nikolas asked sharply.

“On the not-Phos side,” Oskar muttered, running a bottle brush through a tube.

Oskar was lean and dark, his ashy blond hair tied in a low ponytail. He looked to be anywhere between his forties and sixties. As Ulshära gave him a pared-down explanation of the situation, Oskar deigned to shift his focus back to them. He lingered on Nikolas.

“Hm” was all Oskar said before sitting up straight. He tapped his monocle and the magnifying layers shrank inward. “Hm.”

What Nikolas thought was an intricate brass-embellished desk chair turned out to be a mobility aid. Oskar touched a circular disc on the right arm, dragging his finger back and then to the left, and the mechanical chair moved with it. Pistons rose with a shimmer of Lumin magic and turned the gears that sequentially turned the chair’s wheels as he disappeared around the shelves behind him.

“Are we supposed to follow him?” Fin asked.

“Hard to say,” Ulshära admitted. “May as well.”

They found him in a corner that was far neater than the rest of the workshop. Items were displayed on the wall and on narrow counters, and it took Nikolas a moment to realize what they were.

Limbs. Prosthetics. There was an entire arm, a hand, a leg from the knee down. Unlike the wood and metal prosthetics used in Vaega, these were made from a glass-like material with a frosty blue tint.

Oskar turned and held something out to Nikolas. It was an ocular prosthetic—not the flat, lifeless one Nikolas had been given by the medic in Nexus, but a lustrous orb with no pupil or iris.

“It won’t restore your sight, but it balances your depth perception,” Oskar explained. “It also detects when others are using magic.”

Nikolas opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

“You don’t have to use it.” Oskar shoved the prosthetic at him, and Nikolas clumsily took it. The bluish, glassy substance was surprisingly warm. “But it’s better in your hands than mine.”

“I…”

Ulshära stepped in. “Oskar works on commission, and usually for these.” She indicated the limbs on the wall. “They are his life’s work.”

“They’re incredible.” Julian eyed a hand meticulously carved down to its fingernails. “The details alone…”

“He makes them out of a material he invented himself, a mixture of krolium and local ore called ostrine, which gives it that color,” Ulshära went on. “When combined, the unique properties of each work together to read the muscle movements of the body.” Her ochre eyes gleamed like the brass on Oskar’s chair. “It’s because the krolium conducts electricity in such a specific way that when it senses the electricity that runs through a body—”

“Are you a Deviser, too?” Fin asked.

It would explain the state of her office, as well as Faün ost Vonlin’s comments in the alley.

The imperator faltered. “No. No, I’m not a Deviser.”

They all jumped as a trumpeting sound blared through the workshop. It came from Oskar’s chair, more specifically the small horn affixed to its upper left corner.

“False,” he stated.

Ulshära sighed. “I only tinker—” She winced when he honked at her again. “Darkness take me. Is this how you drove Faün out?”

The inventor wore a mean little smile. “He called me many names.” His monocle gleamed when he turned to the others. “She has a keen mind for lightspeed tech. Don’t let her tell you any different.”

“And don’t let him distract you from his genius,” she retorted, brow furrowed. “He’s the best in the Three Sisters. Best in the realm.”

Oskar grunted and wheeled away.

Nikolas stared at the glass eye in his hand. Before he could put it back on the nearest table, Rian snatched it and slipped it into his own pocket.

“He said you don’t have to use it,” his brother reminded him. “But doesn’t hurt to have the option.”

“We can’t pay for it.”

“Oskar doesn’t accept payment,” Ulshära said.

Nikolas frowned, ignoring Edwin jotting all this down beside him. “Then how is he able to do all this?”

“Inherited money,” Oskar answered as he returned with an assortment of gadgets piled on his lap and an empty canvas bag. “Only good my family ever did.”

“Oskar,” Ulshära admonished.

“What? It’s true.” He held up one of the gadgets. “Water compass. Lifesaving.” He shook it like it was a toy in front of a newborn’s face before he tossed it into the bag. “Here’s a map I don’t need. Got ore deposits circled, never mind those, they’re long dried up. Let’s see… Powder bomb, there’s three here—no, this one’s a regular bomb, so be careful with it.”

Rian and Fin shared a nervous look.

“An aerial courier.” Oskar held up his hand, and a mechanical dragonfly hovered above his palm with fluttering oilpaper wings. “It has one use of lightspeed to carry a message across a sizable distance, but nothing beyond the width of two cities. It’s more for if you become separated from one another. And if you’re trying to catch someone, you need lightsbane cables.” Nikolas recognized the shining rope that had immobilized them in the stepwell.

“Did you invent all of these?” Rian asked.

“Not all.” Oskar pointed at Ulshära. “She came up with the aerial courier.”

“But you’re the one who built it,” she countered. Oskar reached threateningly for the horn.

“What about that?” Julian asked before the Deviser could assault their eardrums again. He was pointing at the last thing on Oskar’s lap.

The Deviser lifted a flat metal ring about the size of his head. When he called on his Lumin magic, the empty middle filled with light.

“A prototype,” he answered. “Of a portable lightspeed gate. Problem is, it doesn’t work yet.” He stuck his hand through the center like it was nothing more than a beam of sunlight. “And I’d rather not part with it until I’m certain it won’t dismember someone.”

“We’re happy to leave it with you,” Fin said weakly.

Oskar handed the ring to Ulshära, who inspected it from every angle. While she and the Deviser went back and forth on how to tweak it, Nikolas glanced at Julian, who stared at what was essentially supposed to be a transportable portal. Julian met his uneasy gaze and shook his head; the longer the Solarians didn’t learn about Conjuration, the better.

“We’re really paying for none of this?” Fin asked, hefting the bag. “What if your inherited money runs out?”

“The imperators of the Three Sisters have long been patrons of the ost Krülins,” Ulshära explained as Oskar turned to the nearby workbench and tinkered with the prototype. “Oskar may not accept payment for his prosthetics, but we’d keep him afloat.”

“Hold.” Edwin finally stopped writing. “The ost Krülins?”

“You know them?” Rian asked.

“Of course.” Edwin closed his book with a frown. “They were the ones who built the Dawn Throne.”

All the air was sucked out of the room. Nikolas’s pulse jumped as he looked first at Rian, then Ulshära for confirmation. The imperator nodded, a silent admission that this was why she’d truly brought them here. Why she had insisted on them all coming.

“Lord Phos wanted only the best Devisers for the job,” she said softly. “To meet his exact specifications.”

Nikolas thought about how, back in the armory, he’d wanted to turn in an unknown direction with the Sunbringer Spear in his hands. Had that direction been the Divine City?

Was the Dawn Throne the other part of Phos’s fulcrum?

He feverishly strode toward Oskar. The closer he came, the more stubbornly the man focused on his tinkering, refusing to look at any of them.

“What were those specifications?” Nikolas demanded. “Do you know? Was there any—anything passed down to you, or—”

“No.” The word was hard. “The plans were lost, or destroyed. I do not know them.”

“I still maintain they were not destroyed,” Ulshära argued. She briefly checked the ward she had made on the door. “And that the key to unseating Phos lies in the very thing that seats him.”

“Then where would they be?” Nikolas tried to keep his voice from shaking. “These plans.”

“There is only one place they can be: the Aphelion Tower. Varrick’s family branch was the first to play patron to the ost Krülins. Varrick’s grandsire even commissioned Oskar’s father to…” She glanced at Oskar and away. “Well. You can see how that would be an impediment, given Varrick’s devotion to Lord Phos.”

And Nikolas knew there was no chance of persuading Varrick to their cause. Not when he recognized the same zealous yearning in Varrick’s eyes that had once lit his father’s.

“Risha and Angelica are in the tower now,” Fin pointed out. “Can we use one of those dragonflies to tell them?”

“I’m afraid it wouldn’t be that simple,” Ulshära said. “The plans would be well hidden and closely monitored. But it is a problem the others and I can investigate while you retrieve the Sunslayer.”

He should have been the one investigating, but Nikolas had already made his choice. At least he had an idea of how they could further weaken Phos.

How to target the throne while the god was actively using it, though, was the challenge. He tried to gauge Rian’s thoughts, but his brother was staring at a messy workbench piled with equipment.

“Could we bring Oskar to the Divine City?” Nikolas asked. “Or is he… ?”

“I do not hold any favor with the Daystar, if that is what you’re asking.” Oskar turned back to them. “And he does not let anyone but his imperators into the Divine City.”

Edwin nodded. “There are wards to ensure that.” Oskar raised one eyebrow, and the bard flushed. “Th-there are plenty of tales of what happens if you try!”

“Has Lord Phos been attempting to contact you?” Ulshära asked Oskar, who shook his head.

“What about the ost Vonlins?” Julian asked. “One of them was trying to commission you, wasn’t he?”

Oskar’s face grew stormier. “I do not take commissions from generals or gods. They already have the weapons they need for his war.”

“You mean the legionnaires,” Nikolas guessed.

“Those are most precious to him, yes,” Oskar muttered while Ulshära reached into her pocket to fiddle with something. A gear, probably. “But there are other Devices they wish to use to bring the realms to heel.”

Rian approached the workbench he’d been staring at. His eyes were fixed on a curve of gold-plated metal.

“The arquebuses,” Ulshära explained. “A recent and popular invention from Oskar’s father. What Varrick’s grandsire commissioned him for, and what the ost Vonlins want more of.”

Rian uncovered the gold-plated object. It was a smaller, handheld version of the metal cylinders the tower guards carried.

The blood drained from Oskar’s face. “Step away.”







VII
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Guards closed in as soon as they stepped out of the lightspeed gate. Imperator Varrick led them across a glass-covered skybridge and into the Aphelion Tower, but the contingent around them was so thick that Risha could barely see the view of the city below, let alone the interior of the tower.


THE GHOST: What does it matter?

I will never be here again.



All she had to do was reanimate Imperator Kaspan for a few minutes. Then she could speak to Valentin and get answers.

She just had to be a proper Vakara, whatever that now meant.


THE GHOST: Without him, it falls to me. It falls to Saya.

The burden of birthright.



Angelica had insisted on coming. Risha was grateful as the Mardova heir stuck close to her, shoulders back and alert, while Cosima brought up the rear. The onetime thief was taller than them both but not as tall as the Solarians, and though she tried to get on her tiptoes to better make out their surroundings, Risha doubted Cosima could glimpse much beyond the soldiers’ helms or the tops of the stained glass windows that flushed the hallway in shades of blue and yellow.

The guards were necessary, of course. Varrick had warned them that any hint of magic would not be tolerated. Risha, who had witnessed involuntary sparks pop off Angelica on several occasions, was somewhat worried.

Her anxiety should have been monstrous, but it seemed an entire world away from her. Like a different Risha Vakara from a different thread of reality had taken her place, walking calmly down this corridor instead of crumpling to the floor in despair.

Then again, she had died twice. Perhaps she was a different Risha Vakara.

You’re still you, Jas whispered as guards opened a door for Varrick. We’ll figure this out.

They were escorted into a stone chamber that may have once been used for storage. Now, only a large wooden table stood in the center, on top of which lay the body of Kaspan ost Phos. Around the corpse was an array of bowls and vials; Risha recognized granules of salt and sugar, as well as bundles of herbs that were not only for offering purposes, but to ward off flies. The potent aroma of incense was likely to fend off rot. At the corpse’s head lay a large hunk of crystal, and near each hand were long, gem-encrusted knives. At its feet was a folded blanket of sumptuous material threaded in gold.

Risha had learned Other-Realm funerary rites in addition to those of Vitae. In Solarian custom, this blanket would have been slept in by a loved one for a night and then wrapped around the deceased’s body before cremation.

She guessed the woman in the corner had been the one to use the blanket. She was tall and full-figured, with short pale hair and bloodshot blue eyes. For a dizzying moment Risha detected the threads around her, entwining. Her gaze dropped to the woman’s slightly protruding belly.


THE BODY: Count the hearts—one, two.

The beats synchronizing, then diverging.

I’ve heard this song once.



“Varrick,” the woman greeted in a throaty voice while she scrutinized Risha, Angelica, and Cosima, one hand protectively on her stomach. She asked him something in Solari, and during his response Risha tested whether or not she was allowed to approach the body. When the guards did not stop her, she stepped up to the table.

Kaspan had been a tall, broad man who may have had a stately air about him, though with his face sunken in death it was hard to tell. The fluids must have been drained from the body by now, the organs put into jars and replaced with linens to maintain his shape. He had been dressed in fine clothing befitting his station, though the collar was low enough that Risha spotted a white feather pressed into his skin just below his collarbone, like the one Ulshära bore on her shoulder. If Varrick bore one, too, Risha did not know where.

This feather, however, had been cut in half by Taesia’s savage sword. The wound had been sealed with resin, on top of which rested an amulet of Phos’s symbol: a circle with a dot in the middle to represent the sun.

“What’s that stuff on him?” Cosima whispered.

Kaspan’s skin had been rubbed with a whitish-gray ash. Risha leaned down to sniff it, which made Angelica cluck her tongue.

“Natron,” Risha said. “A salt-based mineral that absorbs moisture. They harvest it from dry lake beds.”

“Of which there are now more than ever,” came Varrick’s deep voice as he joined them. “The natron will be wiped away and we will massage oils and perfumes into his skin before the final day of mourning, when his body is carried to the crematorium and his subjects bid him farewell.” At the hitch in the woman’s breath, Varrick half turned to her. “May I introduce Anatolia ost Grivik, my late brother’s wife.”

The woman’s eyes bored into Risha. “You bring him back?” Her Vaegan was stilted, but the hope in her words was no less diminished for it.


THE GHOST: “This isn’t what I taught you.” Those were some of his last words.

Why should they be comforted when I cannot?



Risha licked her dry lips, pulling back her anguish, pulling back, until she could speak without unraveling. “I can perform a ritual that will allow him to speak to you for a few minutes.”

“But…” Anatolia looked pleadingly at Varrick, the two of them switching back to Solari. Risha’s shoulders stiffened with premonition.

Varrick sighed and turned back to Risha. “Your magic. Your…” He searched for the word. “Necromancy. It can bring bodies back to life. We have stories of this. Witnesses.”

Risha took a breath through her nose, then exhaled it shakily. Underneath the perfume of incense was a trace of marigolds.

“No,” she said, harsher than she meant to; even Angelica looked at her askance. “Necromancy cannot bring the dead back to life. We can reanimate bodies, and call souls back for a short period of time, but to revive someone completely is…”

Impossible, she would have said were it not for the heart beating in her chest that had been impaled by a thorn days ago.


THE GHOST: But I’d tried. With him. I tried and tried and it had not been enough.



Could she try harder?

Could she—?

Risha, Jas cut in, nearly as sharp as the thorn had been.

Like you can lecture me, she thought back, and felt him wince away from her.

“I can give you time to say goodbye,” Risha told them flatly. “If his soul lingers.”

It was good that the Solarians burned their dead, and better still that they scattered the cremains out in the desert, which made it less likely for souls to accumulate within populated areas. Yet there was potential for Solara to face a similar problem as Azuna when it came to wayward ghosts roaming the countryside.

Varrick frowned, unhappy with her answer but unwilling to offend her. “Can you put his soul at ease?”

“I can’t send it to Mortri while the barriers remain in place between the realms.” She paused, giving him time to realize that his god was mostly to blame for that. “But I’ll do what I can.”

Risha gently held Kaspan’s head between her hands. She didn’t know if she would ever get used to touching dead flesh.

It was colder than her father’s had been.


THE BODY: Give turning to rigor, textured skin, body open and unwhole, there are so many layers before you reach bone, irrelevant.



A warm hand touched her back.

“What do you need from me?” Angelica murmured. She used the southern Vaegan dialect, which made Varrick frown; Risha wondered how much more difficult it was to understand them through the accent.

Focus. Play the game.

“Handle her,” Risha answered in Parithvian. Behind the grief in Anatolia’s eyes was the search for someone to blame, and as Taesia’s peers, that could very well fall on them if they weren’t careful.

Risha closed her eyes and descended into her power. The familiar, sweet coldness was jagged, as if she had to move through broken glass to reach it. But she kept going, aided by Jas’s steady green guidance.

She sensed the wound along Kaspan’s body. The deep, cruel tear bisecting that white feather, that had reached deep enough to sever artery and heart. It was more precise than Rian’s injury had been; this time, Taesia had known what to aim for, and had not hesitated.

Risha called for Kaspan’s spirit. There was no need to pander to nobles here, no need to go through the song and dance of a typical séance. Instead, she silently shouted the imperator’s name into the air, toward the void, hoping he had not yet abandoned them.


THE GHOST: Not like—



Her grip weakened. Jas was there to bridge the gap, to hold her steady, while Risha shivered and the spirit she called for was towed in by the cyclone of her torus. Its thread did not resist as she shaped it into the spell for reanimation.

Imperator Kaspan opened filmy eyes. Anatolia sobbed and clutched his shirt, repeating his name until he managed to creak his stiff head toward her. He spoke in Solari, but it didn’t matter; these words were not meant for her.

Varrick asked something of his god-brother. Kaspan tried to take a rattling breath without lungs, a horrible groan that Risha associated with the risen dead of the necropolis.

Focused as she was on maintaining the spell, Risha was drawn into the imperator’s memories. She could have fought it, but she allowed herself to slip deeper, seeing the world through Kaspan’s eyes in the moments before his death.

She had done this, once, at the behest of the high commissioner. She had reanimated Don Soler to question him about his killer.

And just like then, Risha found the same culprit emerge from writhing shadow, a being made of sharp grins and sharper lies.

Taesia.

Her fury had been foreign to Risha, then. A bitterness so distant they may have been on opposite ends of the universe. Taesia had killed, and killed again, and was killing now, and all of it was in the name of that unspeakable fury.

Taesia had slaughtered this man who would have been a father. She had deprived a woman and her child of someone they loved. It was condemnable. It was unforgivable. But—


THE GHOST: They killed him.



And suddenly Taesia’s fury was not so distant.

Risha’s shivering became a shudder. Angelica and Cosima took hold of her arms, Cosima grumbling at how bitterly cold Risha’s torus was.

And she saw—

She saw—

Phos.

A monstrosity sitting on a gilded throne. Kaspan’s fear became hers, his futility became hers, and Risha cried out in a voice not her own. And in a language not her own—but which she could understand perfectly—she spoke.

“He will use us,” Kaspan moaned through Risha’s mouth. “He will kill us all! Burn me! Burn me!”

Anatolia’s crying had turned into fearful whimpering, and Varrick asked a sharp question that had Kaspan practically panting with panic.

“BURN ME!” he—Risha—they—screamed.

But they both understood it was too late. Whether through memory or divine sight, Risha saw Phos’s weeping eyes open wider, burning like the suns above.

Angelica and Cosima pulled her back. Risha was severed from the spell and heaved at the absence of the soul she had harbored with the two she already carried, her skin frozen and numb.


THE BODY: and maybe I am dead again maybe my lungs are not lungs this ghost is not my ghost and I am—



“What did you do?” Angelica hissed by her ear.

On the table, Kaspan’s body fought to overcome its stiff inflexibility to sit up, breaking ribs in the process. The symbol of Phos slipped off his chest, revealing how the bisected feather in his skin glowed a piercing white.

“This isn’t me,” Risha rasped. “This is…”

The imperator’s corpse turned its head as much as it could toward the three Vitaeans. Its eyes held the same gleaming violence that had once burned in Rian’s, and its rictus grin was a thing of nightmares.

“IT WAS FOOLISH TO COME HERE,” boomed Phos’s voice. The corpse raised one hand and a sword of blistering light formed. The room’s crystal lamps flickered. “I GAVE YOU THE OPTION TO DIE IN YOUR HOMES, SURROUNDED BY YOUR KIN. HERE, THERE WILL BE NO ONE TO MOURN YOU.”

Faster than a corpse had any right to be, Imperator Kaspan leapt off the table with its sword aimed at them.







VIII

[image: A circular design featuring a central star with diamond shapes radiating outward. Surrounding the star are four circular symbols representing elements: a leaf, a spiral, a flame, and wavy lines.]
Sitting atop the largest statue in Aphelion, Taesia surveyed the tower through her shadows and did her best to ignore her god’s growing impatience.

From her vantage spot she had a magnificent view of the city that stretched all the way to the outer wall and beyond, showing a hint of the Divine City to the west. To the south was the portal house of Mortri, its temple the least neglected in the Three Sisters after Phos’s. The Solarians may have stooped to calling Thana the Bone Wraith, but even they were not spared from the certainty of death.

Her plan had been to stand on this statue—the likeness of some past imperator or exalted warrior holding a spear, wings extended, which changed its pose once a day with a great and laborious whirring of internal mechanisms—and wait for Varrick to return via lightspeed gate. Then she would destroy him, skybridge and gate and all, the same way she had destroyed the Aurora Tower.

He had returned, sure enough. And brought some of his prisoners with him.

She couldn’t tell who, thanks to the thick ring of guards. It could have been any of them.

It could have been Dante.

Surely he would understand the necessity of such a sacrifice, Nyx murmured. You are wasting time. Again.

“What the fuck do you know of sacrifice?” she bit back.

More than you think.

Taesia unsheathed Starfell. Sweat ran down her ribs. She smelled the smoke and grease of the Clockwork Bazaar, the arid heat of the Sand Sea.

It was your idea to go after the Aphelion imperator first, Nyx reminded her. Would you prefer hunting down Phos’s other descendants instead?

She stared at the bright tower, unblinking, from the top of the statue’s spear. She was a point of bristling darkness aimed at a sickly heart.

No, it had to be Varrick. He was the one in charge of the second phase of Phos’s invasion of Vitae; with him gone, Phos was down one more general, one more vessel. The ost Vonlins would lose their strongest connection to the god and his feathers.

A rush of vertigo took hold of her. Taesia gasped and fell to one knee, balancing herself with Starfell. In the back of her mind came a snarl.

He is doing something, Nyx said.

She followed the path of this wrongness to the west, to the Divine City. A thin beam of light emerged from the general area of the temple.

Phos was using his throne.

Act, now, or I will act for you. She received an image of dark matter consuming the Aphelion Tower and everyone inside it.

Taesia pushed herself up, a sinuous, whispering dark, a fraction of the universe’s wrath.

A fraction more of its unease.

What does a nightmare have to fear but its ending?

“I need to get closer,” she said.

Once again ignoring Nyx’s displeasure, Taesia opened a small portal and stepped through.

Angelica reached for the element of air just as the possessed corpse moved. Its sword of shimmering light half blinded her, and the tendrils of air were too weak to grasp.

After Nexus—after felling the Gravespire—she had locked her doors tight. She could rest her hand upon the doorknob as long as she wanted to, but it wouldn’t give her the same result as creaking that door open and potentially laying waste to another tower.

The others acted faster. Cosima yanked Angelica away and Risha lifted her hands, readying a spell to bind the body.

To bind Phos.

There was a harsh clang as Varrick got between them, his spear raised and locked with the corpse’s sword. Kaspan’s gaunt face wore a horrid smile, his eyes burning coins of gold. Varrick yelled something to Anatolia, who had pressed herself against the wall with both hands on her belly. She sobbed something, but at Varrick’s barking insistence, she ran out the door.

“Kaspan,” Varrick panted, sweating in the heat radiating off the sword. “Brother, what are you doing?”

The feather beneath the corpse’s collarbone glimmered, and Risha winced back. “I can’t take hold of the body!”

“BECAUSE IT IS NOT TRULY DEAD SO LONG AS I INHABIT IT,” Phos crooned. It was not the voice that had emerged from Risha’s throat, but deeper, powerful. Angelica broke out in goose bumps.

“Lord Phos?” Varrick’s stance nearly faltered. “Why… why do you desecrate your own child’s body? This is—!”

“I HAVE NO NEED OF YOU YET,” the god said. “MOVE.”

Phos twisted Kaspan’s wrist with a crunch of broken bone and sent Varrick flying to the other end of the room. Risha was sketching spell after spell in the air to no avail. Flowers had begun to bloom in her hair, small yellow poppies that fell to the floor and instantly withered.

Guards tried to get inside, but Phos only had to make a sweep of his sword to send them hurtling backward with a wall of light. Cosima reached for her hip before she could remember the imperators had taken her sword. She lunged instead for one of the ornamental knives on the funeral table.

“What do we do?” Cosima’s wide, dark eyes reflected Phos’s raging light.

Angelica needed to snuff that light for daring to put such fear in those eyes. Her forehead was already itching, third eye stirring beneath the healing scratches.

“Burn it!” Risha shouted as Phos creakily turned to her, bits of powdery natron falling off Kaspan’s skin. “The feather! Destroy it!”

Angelica whistled, but her workaround was no match for Phos’s oppressive aura. If she had her violin—

But she didn’t have her violin. She had a god’s power, and no safe way to use it.

The urge for fire may have become tempered these recent months, but that didn’t mean it had gone away. It was an unvoiced yell, a song stuck in her throat, one she had to expel at the top of her lungs or die with it burning a hole through her chest.

She may never see her home again. Her family. They could all die here, at the hands of a tyrant god who had overstayed his welcome.

Angelica didn’t have her violin. But she had her anger.

The third eye opened a sliver, and Angelica screamed.

A torrent of fire flowed out from her like a sea of hatred and swallowed the body of Kaspan ost Phos. Someone shouted underneath the violent ringing of her voice, but it wasn’t the god; as Kaspan’s body was devoured by the fire, Phos laughed, a vision of ash and contempt.

“HOW LONG WILL YOU STAY TETHERED TO YOUR EARTHLY MAGIC?” Kaspan’s skin crisped and charred, his smile the dark maw of a cave under all that light. “HOW MUCH LONGER CAN YOU CONTEST YOUR WILL AGAINST DEIA’S, LITTLE SPAWN?”

It only fed her anger, her veins searing with it. Angelica held out her hand and the flames turned a blistering blue even as Phos stumbled toward her.

“WHEN WILL YOU REALIZE,” he whispered, still smiling as Kaspan’s bones poked through, as the feather kept glimmering, “THAT THIS IS WHAT SHE WANTS?”

The words Deia had spoken in her mind came rushing back with nauseating force.

Why settle for being a mortal sovereign when you have the means to become a god?

Angelica yelled, but this time it was not ringed with power but her own terror. Cosima held her upright as her magic wobbled and flared and the eye struggled to open wider.

With a sickening sound Risha pulled one of the narrow bones out of Kaspan’s blackened forearm and launched it at the corpse’s back, impaling it through the spine. Kaspan’s body—or what remained of it—stumbled, and Cosima stabbed the long knife into the untouched feather.

The shriek that emanated from the body was that of the undead when Angelica’s fire finally ate through the flesh stamped with Phos’s blessing.

The god seethed, “YOU WILL NOT ESCAPE THIS REALM WITH YOUR LIVES.”

The charred remnants of Kaspan ost Phos fell in an ungainly, smoldering heap.

Angelica severed the connection to her fire, or tried to. When the eye refused to close, she drove her fingernails into her arm until the pain swept away the hunger. She gasped in a lungful of smoke and incense, and the third eye slid shut and vanished.

“Shit, are you all right?”

Angelica looked up at Cosima’s words, which weren’t directed at her, but Risha. Her stomach lurched at the sight of the grisly burn mark along Risha’s right shoulder. Remembering the Godsnight Gala, a lifetime ago, and how Angelica’s lack of control had also harmed her then.

But before she could approach Risha, the ruined, blistered skin shivered and contracted. It began to heal, faster and more wholly than was possible, until underneath her scorched clothing lay a smooth brown shoulder.

“What… happened?”

Varrick had pulled himself off the floor. Thankfully he was staring at Kaspan’s remains instead of Risha.

“Lord Phos,” Varrick said hoarsely. Hollowly. “He desires your deaths so much that He would use my brother in such a way.”

“Don’t you get it?” Angelica snapped. “Those feathers—he always meant to use you, just like he used Rian.” And now that one feather was gone, Phos could possess Varrick next.

The imperator seemed to come to this same conclusion, and gripped the bracer on his left forearm. Underneath it was a faint glow, like Phos was already preparing to jump into his body. Varrick’s pale eyes reddened.

“I am—Lord Phos’s to command,” Varrick said haltingly, trying to believe his own words. “But I…” He turned those red-veined eyes on them, full of fervor and grief. Angelica reached for the door to earth, ready to collapse the ceiling down on him if she needed to.

But instead of attacking them, he slung his spear over his shoulder. “I must go to the Divine City,” he told them, regaining some of his composure. “I must ask Him what He means by this. You will be returned to Ulshära’s care and shackled until we decide how to handle the crime of your desecration.”

Angelica was about to argue when she caught Risha’s warning look. A plea to get out of here, to get as far from the imperators’ bodies as possible. If that meant following Varrick to the lightspeed gate without complaint, then that’s what they had to do.

The guards were still knocked out in the hallway. Varrick cursed and led them back the way they’d come, up a flight of corkscrew stairs and down a dizzying number of curving hallways. Angelica’s chest burned, and Cosima reached for her hand and squeezed.

They reached the wide doorway that led out into the glass-paneled skybridge connecting the Aphelion Tower to the lightspeed gate tower. Varrick’s white cloak fluttered imperially behind him as he strode forward, the hand underneath his glowing bracer clenching and unclenching, his breaths strained and fearful.

The daylight waned, like one of the suns had suddenly disappeared. Angelica would have chalked it up to a cloud if the sky hadn’t been completely clear.

She tugged Cosima to a stop and let Varrick go on ahead a few more paces. Risha stopped with them, frowning with foreboding.

The glass surrounding the skybridge shattered with a tumultuous crash.

Angelica and Cosima ducked. Risha covered them with her body, shards of glass lacerating her with a dozen weeping cuts. Her skin was already knitting back together as Angelica sought out Varrick, who had lifted his arm to erect a shield of light around himself.

The wind blew viciously at this height, pulling Varrick’s cloak to one side when he dropped the shield. But it did nothing to move the mass of shadow that stood between him and the smaller tower holding the lightspeed gate.

Within that swirling, hypnotic abyss was a figure that rose slowly from its landing crouch. It held a large sword in one hand while the other lifted to call in all the nearby shadows. They hurried to obey, to stretch toward Varrick tauntingly as the imperator grabbed hold of his spear once more.

“You,” Varrick growled. “Is this why Lord Phos has intervened?”

The shadows shifted, revealing the shrouded figure in their cradle. Angelica felt Risha flinch at the creature that sauntered out.

“I doubt it,” Taesia Lastrider answered, lazily twirling her sword. “Have you ever stopped to consider he might be, oh, I don’t know… fucking using you?”

As if you can judge, Angelica thought, beholding for the first time what had become of her.

She remembered Taesia as boisterous and strong, stupid and silly, as irritating as she was crafty. That girl Angelica had grown up with was gone; in her place stood a woman turned divine beast, her eyes a dark reflection of a far-off galaxy, her body radiating the bone-aching force of gravity. She was somehow both human and its opposite, but in a way a predator could camouflage itself to draw its prey closer.

“Taesia,” Risha breathed.

Those unfathomable eyes shifted. There were no pupils, no iris, but Angelica sensed that cosmic gaze land on them. A shiver ran through her.

Taesia, like her brother, had always been quick to smile. The monster that had replaced her furrowed its brow.

“You should have stayed away,” she told them.

The shadows pushed the three of them off the skybridge to tumble through the open air.
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Rian’s hand froze halfway toward the strange weapon.

“Step away,” Oskar repeated darkly.

Nikolas glanced nervously at the Deviser. “Ri.”

The nickname lanced him. He stepped back as Oskar wheeled over and grabbed it off the workbench, allowing Rian to better see its engraved wooden hilt and the circular projection of its body.

“I’m sorry,” Rian whispered. “One of the legionnaires in Nexus had one, and I… I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“They do not know the history, Oskar,” Ulshära said quietly. “You cannot blame them for their curiosity.”

The Deviser fumed for another minute until his bunched-up shoulders slumped again. “I forgot this was here. I was trying to see if… No, it doesn’t matter.”

“What is it?” Nikolas asked, and Rian noted the way his brother’s left foot had shifted forward, ready to get between them if need be.

“The arquebuses made by Oskar’s father are designed for Lumins,” Ulshära answered. “They allow for better precision when using light projectiles. This model is a Lumin pistol.”

“They do not only allow for better aim,” Oskar muttered. He pulled back a hammer near the handle’s seam and the weapon fell open, revealing an empty cylinder where Rian guessed a Lumin’s magic was supposed to go. “The force of a Lumin’s projectiles is increased tenfold. They are designed to hurt. To maim. To kill.” He glared at the weapon as if he could melt it down with his gaze alone. “The ost Krülins are touted as being geniuses. In truth, they are murderers.” He snapped the pistol closed with a scoff. “What a legacy to live up to.”

A wound in Rian was being prodded, and in that pain he sensed his father, the inheritance of House Cyr, and the cold night sky of Noctus. He heard the echo of thousands of screams under an unbearable light.

Lucent emerged from under his sleeve and pressed close to his chest. Rian held his familiar close and concentrated on its warmth, on the way its light shone over the calluses on his hands forged by years of training.

“Let me have it,” Rian said.

Everyone looked at him. But he focused only on Oskar, the shape of the man’s own wound hidden behind his weary eyes.

“Let me prove that light can be more than a force of destruction,” Rian whispered. “Let me prove that it can be used for good.”

Let me use a weapon that my father did not teach me how to wield.

“Good,” Oskar repeated flatly. “What good can this do? What good has it ever done?”

His other hand fell to the arm of his chair, and Rian had a strong suspicion as to how the Deviser had ended up in it.

“It can help me dethrone Phos,” Rian answered. “Your family built the throne he uses to control Solara. But it also allows him to wield a power that should never have been his. My family…” He couldn’t make himself look at Nikolas, didn’t want to be undone by whatever expression his brother wore. “My family have also been servants to Phos’s will, and I have had to serve him unwillingly. I, too, have blood on my hands. I myself have been used as a weapon.”

Rian swallowed. “I also need redemption.” He held out a hand, and Lucent wove around his wrist until it shone. “I can deliver it for us both.”

Oskar’s fingers tightened around the pistol’s hilt. He made no sound and no movement, his gaze never leaving the glow of Rian’s outstretched hand.

Just as Oskar opened his mouth, a bright, visceral fear ran through Rian’s body. It welled in his mouth and stabbed his brain, a whisper of that damning Voice, and he collapsed to his knees with a scream.

Through the din of panicked voices above him, Ulshära’s was the loudest, giving voice to his terror:

Phos.

Taesia couldn’t spare a thought for Risha and Angelica—and the third one, the thief, bringing back a hazy memory of running through Nexus’s streets, of fighting in an alleyway, back when she was…

Pay attention.

She couldn’t spare a thought for them. Couldn’t investigate the pressure in her chest or the tremble in her fingertips.

There was only the godspawn in front of her, already chosen to become Phos’s next vessel.

Taesia may not have been as quick as lightspeed, but she had the cover of the shadows. She stepped and disappeared, knifing into the dazzling display of light that Varrick produced only to emerge with Starfell at the ready.

Varrick blocked her and unfurled his Lumin wings, pushing himself back to gain the space he needed to swing his spear. Taesia allowed him a moment’s indulgence, trading blows like this was a proper duel. The kind she used to live for, the kind that had her laughing and her heart racing.

And for a second, a precious second, she could believe she had found a worthy opponent. The weapon Varrick used was nowhere near the power of the Sunbringer Spear, but it was clear the imperator had grown up with one in his hands, and that he was a Lumin through and through. Phasing in and out of existence with lightspeed made it harder to predict where his spear would meet Starfell’s blade. As she aimed for his thick neck, the stock was suddenly there to protect it, metal clanging against metal.

Taesia grinned.

“I will not easily fall to a mere puppet of a traitor god,” Varrick snarled.

He swiped at her and she ducked, simultaneously sidestepping the knife he made with his familiar to jab at her side. Taesia snapped her fingers and the shadows descended, grabbing Varrick’s limbs and pulling with the unstoppable force of gravity.

With an enraged roar his eyes flickered gold and multiple knives of light formed around him. They sped toward Taesia, but she only had to sweep her arm and the shadows moved with her, knocking the knives off course. Varrick fought against her restraints, the tendons in his neck protruding with the effort.

“I could say the same about you,” she drawled, pointing Starfell at his arm. The bracer glowed above Phos’s feather, the light spilling out to turn her shadows into cringing wisps. “Looks like he’s come to collect his due.”

If there was a hint of fear in Varrick’s glowing eyes, she couldn’t tell, nor did she care.

She knew enough about Varrick ost Phos—militant, loyal, severe in all he did. The perfect follower of the Daystar, and no doubt the god’s first choice in vessels.

What a shame she had to ruin his plans.

Before the possession could fully take hold, before Varrick could dispel the rest of his restraints, Taesia swung Starfell at his elbow and felt the impact of bone on bone.

Varrick screamed as his forearm went flying off the side of the bridge. Blood gushed out of the wound, slick and threaded with gold. His eyes flickered and returned to normal, but still the light shot out of him like lightning, zapping through his bared teeth and across his chest.

With one furious burst he knocked her back. The shadows caught her before gently setting her back on her feet. Varrick was already cauterizing the injury with his familiar, screaming again as his flesh burned, before he picked up his spear with his remaining arm.

“Starscourge wretch,” he panted, wild and wounded. “I will drag your broken body before Lord Phos and watch as He strips the skin from your flesh! I will wear bracers made of your hide as I subdue your heretical realm!”

“Delightful.” Taesia raised Starfell, the fingers of her other hand curling in, numbed by the starry power that swam in her veins. “But no, thank you.”

With a nudge at Nyx, that power poured out of her. Shadowy figures surrounded Varrick, fencing him in. His bloodshot eyes darted between them as they took on the appearance of Taesia and her sword, her shadow clones facing him with matching grins.

One by one they lunged. Even one-armed and in pain Varrick was fearsome, the best of Phos’s lineage. Wherever his spear could not reach there was his familiar and his shields of light, glancing off the shadows’ swords and tearing into the echoing laughter of the clones.

Stop playing with your food, Nyx said. End it.

But Taesia enjoyed seeing this man overwhelmed, watching the exact moment his confidence slipped into desperation. The moment he realized he was not the strongest.

That his god had abandoned him.

“Interesting that you call Nyx the traitor,” whispered one of the clones as Taesia walked among them, sheltered in her own shadows, out of Varrick’s eyesight. Varrick slashed it apart with a blade of light before another leaned in and sliced a line across his ribs. “When it was Phos who began this war.”

“You dare—” His chest was heaving, sweat and blood dripping off his body. She continued to circle him while he looked from clone to clone, seeking her out. “Lord Phos is striving to give us a better world. A better chance at survival. He—”

“Is the one responsible for the realms dying in the first place,” growled another clone as it got in close, feinting before leaping at his chest. He blocked it and spread his wings out wider, a radiant beacon that had Taesia squinting her eyes. “You’re just too indoctrinated to see it. To believe it.”

The sound that left his mouth was spiteful. “Says the one being controlled by the Starscourge.”

“But that’s where you’re wrong,” she said. “I am not the puppet of a god.”

The clones had weakened and disoriented him, had him looking in the spaces she did not inhabit. When she dropped all her shadows and stood before him, his pupils shrank.

“I am a god.”

She swung Starfell into his neck.

The bone cuff on Julian’s wrist sent a pulse through his arm. He grabbed it with a hiss, unable to hear Ulshära’s concerned question past the pounding in his head.

… go… him…

Julian nearly sank to the floor beside Rian at the shock of hearing the pale, whispery voice that had haunted him within the Bone Palace.

The voice of Orsus.

Rian looked up at him with watery eyes, and an understanding passed between them: Phos had made a move, and it had triggered whatever amount of quintessence the god had ingested from Orsus’s body.

An alarm blared through the city. Ulshära blanched and whispered, “Varrick,” before running for the door. Caught off guard, Oskar wasn’t fast enough to stop Rian from leaping up and grabbing the Lumin pistol out of his hand, then following on Ulshära’s heels.

“You—!”

“I’m sorry,” Nikolas told him, already moving to follow. “I’m sorry, we’ll return it, I promise—”

Nikolas shouted for Fin and Edwin to gather the supplies and head back to the lightspeed gate. If he said Julian’s name, it was lost in the haze of discomfort that had returned alongside that unwanted voice.

not… inter…

Julian couldn’t guess what they meant, but there was no time to speculate. He sprinted after Nikolas, dodging Oskar’s mess until he stumbled out into the street. Citizens riled by the alarm were running for shelter or else hurrying to get a better look at whatever spectacle was unfolding.

Head spinning, Julian managed to follow Nikolas, Rian, and Ulshära back toward the Aphelion Tower. But the nearer he came to the tower, the stronger the pain tore through him. Julian was nearly shoved to the ground by a Solarian darting past.

… let them… nother.

“I don’t know what you’re saying,” Julian growled as the skin underneath the cuff turned red with irritation.

A crashing sound wrenched his gaze up. There, high above on the skybridge connecting the bigger tower to the smaller one, was a riot of shadow facing a burst of brilliant light.

Taesia had come for Varrick.

Three figures plummeted from the skybridge. Nikolas, Rian, and Ulshära leapt up with unfurled wings to grab them. Julian stumbled forward, his boots crunching against shards of broken glass.

The next pulse from the bone cuff finally sent him to his knees. He hardly felt the bite of glass beyond the agony of Orsus’s punishment.

Not… interfere. This time the god’s voice thundered in his skull.

But Taesia was up there. He had to stop her. He had to—

Something else came plummeting down, landing a few yards away. The bone cuff bristled and seethed in response to whatever it was, and though Julian knew he shouldn’t, he crawled across the broken glass to get closer.

It was a severed arm. Varrick’s—Julian recognized the bracer it wore. He even recognized the struggling light that engulfed it.

Julian untied the bracer and revealed the glowing imprint of a feather burned onto coppery skin. A warning shuddered through him, a need to smother the light before it could intensify.

He reached for a shard of glass, intending to slice up the feather until it was useless. But the cuff vibrated hard enough to jar his wrist bones and make him drop the glass. Julian’s snarl caught in his throat when he realized what was happening.

Phos’s feather was dissolving off Varrick’s skin. A faded glyph of a hexagram appeared on the surface of the bone cuff as it absorbed the feather’s radiance, sucking it away like marrow. When not even a barb was left, the cuff settled and the arm lay limp and cooling in Julian’s hands.

There is one less, now, said Orsus. No longer the weak, fragmented whisper from before, but closer to the voice he’d heard in the Bone Palace.

Orsus had been the first being to inhabit their universe, the weaver of the Cosmic Scale, the progenitor of the realms and their gods. Whatever celestial material made up Phos was surely the same material that had once made up Orsus.

By absorbing Phos’s feather, the presence Julian carried around his wrist had grown stronger.

He dropped Varrick’s arm. Above him came a shout, but he couldn’t look away from the god’s bone that encircled him like the shackles he’d worn in the tower, a prisoner in more ways than one.

Nikolas’s skin was crawling.

In the Zenith Tower he had been seen by a healer, his forearm examined and bandaged. They had asked what made the strange injury. He hadn’t told them.

He wondered, now, if he should have. When he used lightspeed to zoom up to one of the figures falling from the skybridge, the crawling sensation strengthened, made the place where he had ripped out his own feathers ache.

Nikolas held out his arms and caught Risha, her short hair windblown and her eyes wild. She clutched his shoulders as he swooped down to land on the glass-strewn street; she smelled like smoke.

“Nik,” she choked. “It’s Taesia.”

His throat tightened as Ulshära and Rian reappeared with Angelica and Cosima. On the fringes of the street Solarian citizens watched on, torn between awe and fright, saying one word over and over:

Sunslayer.

“Get them back to Zenith,” Nikolas begged of Ulshära, whose wings were shifting in unease as she looked up at the bridge cloaked in light and shadow. “I’ll stop her.”

“Wait,” Angelica tried to say on top of Ulshära’s, “But Varrick—”

“Your people need you more than he does.”

Rian was still holding the Lumin pistol he’d taken from Oskar. The look on his face reminded Nikolas of that day in the gardens, on the bench, when he’d asked if his brother’s primary concern was revenge.

Rian had sensed Phos. The weapon wasn’t to stop Taesia, but to stop Varrick.

Nikolas couldn’t let him become what Taesia had. Couldn’t let him know how it felt to aim at his father and not miss.

He grabbed the Lumin pistol out of Rian’s hand and launched himself upward with a strong flap of his wings. Rian shouted after him, and so did Risha.

“Nik, Varrick is—!”

He couldn’t hear her over the roaring of the air and his blood. If this ended here and now, they wouldn’t have to go into the desert. They could storm the Divine City.

They could return home, provided there was a home to return to.

And the fact that he didn’t know—the reason the attack had happened in the first place—

Nikolas opened the pistol the way he’d seen Oskar do it. In his hand he formed a condensed ball of light, let it feed into the chamber even while his skin continued to prickle all down his shoulders.

Varrick ost Phos’s head fell to the bridge.

Even with the strength the shadows gifted her, it had taken the work of both hands to raze Starfell’s blade through muscle and bone and artery, the astralam bones smoking at the touch of the Daystar’s blood. Taesia panted as the head rolled to a stop, Varrick’s face twitching a few seconds longer before freezing in its final expression of disbelief. The body crumpled after, golden wings disappearing and blood drenching Varrick’s white cloak.

The shadows around her thinned. Taesia stared down at her accomplishment and felt—triumph, maybe. Or perhaps that was Nyx’s thoughts blurring into her own.

There was a soft, brittle sound behind her. Taesia whirled around, raising Starfell.

A boy stood in the doorway to the Aphelion Tower.

He was a young teenager, with all the limb-forward awkwardness boys that age seemed predisposed for. Only a second’s glimpse of his features, of the trembling horror written across his mouth and in his eyes, told her what she needed to know: This was Varrick’s son.

Nyx sighed. Phos might get his hands on this one, too. Finish what you started.

Her heart gave a brutal thump as she lowered her sword. The murmur that followed seared like poison.

The boy was shaking. He held a spear slightly too big for him, and though Taesia had no doubt he had gained proficiency with it already, all his training seemed to disappear as he stared at the decapitated form of his father and shook, and shook, and started to cry.

He hated it when I cried, Nikolas had confessed to her once, his head in the crook of her neck, like he could find a better world there. So I learned not to.

Taesia couldn’t move. The numbness of her power spread until it devoured her, the coldness of the distant universe residing between her bones, locking her limbs in place.

Make it quick, Nyx murmured. Painless. It will be a mercy.

She stared at the boy and saw Rian, her sword plunged through his chest. She could not move no matter how she tried.

So Nyx sighed again and did it for her. Her legs lurched forward without her consent, and a scalding terror pierced through the numbness. She tried to wrest back control and Nyx paused in the middle of lifting her sword arm.

Will you do this? the god whispered. Or must I force you?

The murmur between heartbeats had gotten louder. She could barely think in its echo.

“Taesia!”

The voice proved sharper than her terror. Nyx shrank back and allowed Taesia to move again, turning toward the source of that terrible roar.

Nikolas hovered above the bridge, an image of winged vengeance. Small feathers were growing out of his neck, a ring of gold circling his remaining crystalline iris.

The distance between them was sutured, every stitch a measure of the wounds they had left in each other. It was longing but not desire, the way the darkness needs a candle to be properly worshipped, the way the sun needs a horizon to climb.

She wondered if this was coming from Nyx, or from herself.

She wanted to say his name back. Feel those sutures under her fingertips until the ache returned her to herself—returned her to the warmth of his skin and his breath on her neck, where he had once found solace. How his hand would go to her waist and hold her like a prayer in the mouth.

It was in that same spot the pain bloomed hot and sudden. Taesia staggered back as a loud noise reverberated in her ears.

Stop him!

But the pain was everywhere. It tore through her side and up into her chest, her arm, made her gasp as she bled and burned simultaneously.

Nikolas held a small arquebus before him. When she met his gaze, he clenched his jaw, the arquebus trembling in his hand.

She gave him a shaky smile. “I would’ve preferred a ‘thank you.’” Before he could reply, she added: “The summer solstice. Varrick may be down, but the plans he put into motion aren’t.”

The sound of his father’s name roused the boy behind her. He ran forward with a yell, no doubt planning to shove his oversized spear through her back. Taesia quickly gathered the shadows to her, cutting her off from Nikolas’s grimly confused face.

As she cut open a portal with Starfell, she heard his voice through the gloom.

“No matter where you run, we’re going to find you. We’re going to end this.”

Holding her injured side, Taesia gave him the same response—the same challenge—she’d given Julian in his dreamscape.

“Come find me, then.”

She stepped into the portal and let it seal behind her like the tightening of a black suture.
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Nikolas landed on the skybridge and was amazed his legs could hold him up, his right arm numbed from the kickback of the Lumin pistol. He barely noticed his wings folding in and disappearing, the feathers that had sprouted along his neck and collar shrinking back into his skin, as he watched the young boy with the spear fall to his knees beside Varrick’s body.

Ulshära and Rian flew up to assess the damage. Ulshära hurried to wrap her arm around the young boy, whispering to him while the tower guards finally arrived on the scene.

Rian stared at the headless body. Which was not only missing a head, Nikolas realized, but an arm. Before Rian could say anything to him, Nikolas descended to the street below with lightspeed.

Julian knelt behind a wall of Ulshära’s guards, who were sheltering him and the other Vitaeans from the Solarians who were calling for answers and updates. Nikolas’s stomach lurched at the sight of Varrick’s severed arm on the ground.

Fin and Edwin had, of course, ignored his order and followed. The bard murmured giddily to himself as he wrote so fast his pen was in danger of snapping. Fin, still trying to keep his features concealed, tried to catch Nikolas’s eye.

“Is he dead?” Risha asked bluntly.

Nikolas nodded amid another crack of lightspeed, which meant his brother had followed him down.

“Nik,” Rian said. “You shot her.”

Julian’s head jerked up. Nikolas turned and walked away, under the shadow of the skybridge. Rian followed.

“After what I said at Oskar’s,” Rian went on, “you took the weapon and used it against her.”

“She was about to kill Varrick’s son.” Nikolas’s voice was hollow even to his own ears. “What else was I supposed to do?”

“Why would she kill Varrick’s son?”

Nikolas turned, seeing half a stranger where his brother stood, solemn and accusing.

“Because she’s picking off Phos’s descendants,” he answered, “so that the god has fewer chances of possessing anyone else. Which means sooner or later she’ll be coming after us, too.”

Rian’s fair eyebrows drew down. The light refracting off the broken glass lit the underside of his chin. “I don’t believe that. She could have easily retaliated on the bridge, and didn’t.”

Nikolas’s hand tightened on the pistol, the socket underneath his eyepatch growing hot. “You haven’t known her these last few years like we have. You haven’t seen how she’s changed. Why do you continue to have such faith in her?”

“Because I don’t love her. Because I can look at her and see her for who she is and not who I wish she was.”

This half stranger, half brother spoke as if he hadn’t just delivered the wound Taesia had refrained from giving him.

“I don’t love her.” Nikolas shoved the pistol at Rian, who took it with surprise. “Maybe I never did.”

Rian sighed. “You know that’s not true.”

Nikolas glanced over Rian’s shoulder and found Julian watching them keenly. They were out of earshot, but he had forgotten about Julian’s heightened senses. Anger sparked through him, unfamiliar and unsettling, until he noticed that Fin was also watching, also waiting.

Ulshära returned with a clap of lightspeed, donning her imperator mask. “Was he dead by the time you arrived?” she demanded once she urged Nikolas and Rian closer.

“Yes.”

The sole remaining imperator of the Three Sisters cursed. “And you’re sure that Phos was trying to inhabit him?” she asked of Rian.

“Varrick wasn’t the first,” Angelica said grimly. “Phos possessed Kaspan’s body and tried to kill us. We witnessed everything, including the attempt to take over Varrick.”

Julian glanced at the severed arm one of the Aphelion guards was wrapping up. “Before Taesia stopped it.”

Ulshära’s hand went to the feather hidden under her sleeve.

“She mentioned the summer solstice.” Nikolas stepped in closer, lowering his voice. “And that Varrick has plans in motion that will continue despite his death.”

“As if the Sunslayer can be taken at her word,” Ulshära muttered. “How would she know this?”

“Because she’s been closely following the making of the legionnaires,” Julian said, rubbing his forearm above the bone cuff. “You claimed the ost Vonlins weren’t creating any more, but clearly that isn’t true. Why else would they have gone to Oskar for more weapons?”

“We already suspected Phos would attack during the summer solstice,” Angelica added. “It isn’t a stretch to believe he still will.”

Ulshära kept her hand pressed against her shoulder. “Why would he keep this from me?” she whispered at last, pale eyelashes trembling. “Why was he always… ?”

The citizens behind the wall of guards were still calling out, their view mostly blocked by helmets and armored shoulders. Some even yelled obscenities aimed at Ulshära. With a deep breath, Ulshära lowered her hand and steeled herself.

“We have roughly sixty sun cycles left until the summer solstice. In that time, I will investigate the ost Vonlins and put a stop to whatever they’re planning.”

“We’ll help,” Angelica said with a nod from Risha.

“Thank you. I will need it.” Ulshära met Nikolas’s gaze, one unwanted heir to another. “It is only a matter of time until the Sunslayer or Phos comes for me. You must leave for the Sand Sea at once.”

When the Lastriders used to visit the basilica of Nyx, Taesia would hold her breath while a priest gave the customary prayer and anointed Nyx’s statue with camphor oil. The prayer typically lasted forty seconds—closer to a minute, if the priest was feeling theatrical—and it had become a challenge in itself to not gasp once they were done.

She’d done this because Dante had told her that holding her breath during prayers would make a wish of hers come true. In those days her wishes had been small and trivial, but eventually she’d settled on one she thought worthy:

I wish the portals would open.

So she had held her breath while Dante smirked, and thought of distant adventures and foreign worlds. She held her breath until she was anxious for air. She held her breath until she realized it did nothing.

How could something so insignificant and depriving possibly equate to the magnitude of a wish? What she’d had then was hope, and without a means to act on it.

Now that she had the means, she was slowly losing that hope.

Taesia’s portal was unstable from the shock of her injury and took her only halfway to the Shadow Sea. She collapsed in a dusty alley, unsure where she had ended up but knowing it wasn’t Aphelion. A desert settlement near the city, perhaps.

She sat against a whitewashed wall, one hand around Starfell’s hilt and the other clutching her side. Nikolas was left as an afterimage behind her eyelids. He had been growing feathers—feathers—as if evolving into some final form, a being of light and justice come to scourge her shadows from the world.

She laughed hoarsely. Pain skittered across her ribs.

You had your chance, Nyx whispered. You could have given him the same mercy you gave the imperator. I acted when you could not.

“Bullshit. What kind of mercy is that?”

The imperator’s offspring will inevitably end up like his father. Better to make sure the seed does not take root.

“That’s not something blood alone determines.” Nikolas himself was proof of that. “I’m not killing children.”

Then you risk Phos—

“I said I’d become Solara’s villain.” She pulled Starfell closer, seeking its chill. “But I will not let myself become that sort of monster.”

Then you will fail.

“You’re so keen to possess something?” She shook the sword. “Possess that. Chase around anyone to your heart’s content. You try to pull my strings again, you’ll wish you were already dead.”

The god scoffed faintly. If only I could.

She stared at the sword’s ridges, frowning. Its silvery bits of mica glowed the same as the astralam’s ghost.

Even the memory of Nyx using her body turned her stomach. She needed a way to undermine him if—no, when—he tried again. If he couldn’t possess Starfell…

The light shifted. She lifted Starfell, teeth bared.

Three Solarian children stood at the mouth of the alley. They gaped at Taesia and, for one long moment, no one moved.

“I-it’s her,” whispered one in Solari. “The Sunslayer.”

Taesia slowly lowered her sword. The three children tracked its movement.

The tallest one, probably their leader, swallowed loudly. “Get—get rope! Quick!”

“What?”

“She’s injured! We can tie her up and—and bring ’er to the primary. We’ll get a reward.”

Taesia sat motionless as the children scurried and scrounged until some rope was found. They were all grimy, their clothes little better than shapeless rags. Nyx whispered at her to leave as the tall one approached her cautiously, the other two cowering behind.

“Put… put your hands out,” the child demanded, voice shaking. “Don’t make any sudden moves!”

None of these children were Lumins. They didn’t have any power to back up such a demand. Nonetheless, Taesia let go of Starfell and held her arms out, ignoring the twinge in her side. Her blood formed a small puddle beneath her hip.

The children were not used to tying knots and argued for several minutes about how to secure her. Taesia’s mouth twitched; in that instant she saw herself and Risha and Nikolas as children, remembering how she’d ordered them around despite being the youngest, how they’d actually listened to her before they learned better.

Would Nikolas listen to her now? Would he heed her warning about the summer solstice?

Or would he finish what he’d started?

Once they were satisfied, the leader pointed down the alley. “Nasha, you’re the fastest. Go get the primary!”

As Nasha ran off, the other two scrambled from Taesia with hunched shoulders. She shrugged her own.

“Well, you caught me fair and square,” she said in her clunky Solari. They flinched. “You’ll be named heroes of the realm, no doubt.”

The leader licked their lips greedily at the thought while the other didn’t seem so sure. Taesia suspected the primary would end up taking the credit rather than cede it to three urchins.

The wall’s shadow grew stronger as the suns moved overhead. Taesia sighed. She carried no money to offer them, no valuables other than her sword, and that was something she couldn’t part with even if she wanted to.

She wished…

Well. She’d already learned the fickleness of wishes. And now she was about to deprive these children of theirs.

With a thought, Umbra unspooled from her upper arm and slashed through the rope. The children gasped and backed away as Taesia rose and picked up Starfell, looming over them while a small maelstrom of shadow circled the blade.

“Didn’t you hear?” she said. “The Sunslayer doesn’t bother with kids.” And then, fed on a childhood of Dante’s ridiculous lies, she grinned and added, “Not enough meat on them.”

The children bolted. Taesia watched them go before carving out a portal and stepping into the thankful dark of the Shadow Sea. When the portal closed behind her, she sank to the black sand and caught her breath.

Imperator Varrick was dead. Only Ulshära remained. Once she was gone, Taesia could finally turn her shadows on Phos.

You forget your list has grown.

Taesia dug her fingers into the sand. She was above making wishes anymore, yet still one found her in all the dark: that Nikolas would not take up her challenge.







PART III
Between the Wasteland and Sky
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Dante wasn’t surprised to hear what Taesia had done, but he was annoyed.

Little idiot, he seethed in the armory below the tower, the round stone chamber lit with Lumin crystals. The sight of them made the healing burns on his skin flare. You’re making this harder than it has to be.

Then again, she’d never had the patience for his brand of scheming. When he found her, he was going to wring her neck.

But he wasn’t going to find her, was he? That was a task appointed to Nikolas—Nikolas, who had blasted a hole in Taesia’s side and expected Dante to be all right with it. He tried to return the favor now with his glare as the others saw them off, Dante only allowed to join them due to the armed guards solemnly watching from the door.

The bard hugged his banjo when Ulshära returned it to him. “Oh, Your Majesty, I have longed for you! Let us never again be parted. There are a plethora of new ballads awaiting us in the Sand Sea.”

“Are you certain you wish for his company?” Ulshära asked Nikolas. “As I said before, there are a few hostile settlements in the deep reaches of the desert, and there is a chance you may run into them closer to the Shadow Sea. I doubt his knowledge is—”

“You doubt falsely!” The bard strummed an agitated chord. “I know the wastelands better than anyone, songwise and otherwise.”

Fin looked up from organizing his pack. “If nothing else, he’ll bring some much-needed entertainment.”

Nikolas glanced at the Sunbringer Spear on its mount and sighed. “Yes, I’m sure.”

Ulshära made an unconvinced sound, then turned to Rian. “Oskar was furious with what you did.” She eyed the Lumin pistol in the holster at Rian’s hip. “It took an hour to calm him down, but in the end he agreed to loan it to you provided it’s only used in the desert, not in the cities.”

He brushed his fingers along the hilt. “Of course. Thank you.”

Nikolas caught Dante frowning at the pistol.

You’ll kill me if I touch your brother? Dante thought, reaching for the mask of House Lastrider’s heir, unshakable and imposing. Same goes for you. Harm Taesia again, and your god will be the least of your worries.

Risha stepped forward. “What about my weapon? Imperator Varrick agreed I could see it if I reanimated Imperator Kaspan.”

“And I intend to uphold that promise,” Ulshära said. “But first we must discuss what should be done now that Varrick is… gone.”

Dante swallowed. The shackles were unyielding around his wrists. They led his mind to dark corners, an impediment he understood but resented. He felt Azideh’s resentment, too, fuming in the back of his skull.

Finally, Ulshära took the Sunbringer Spear down and handed it to Nikolas. “Varrick had his reservations about returning this to you, but I do not. I hope it leads you through the dark.”

The nimbus around the spear extended over Nikolas’s body as well. Nikolas looked as if he had been handed his own murder weapon.

While Ulshära and the others went over supplies, Julian nervously ran his fingers along the curve of his mechanical bow. After visible hesitation, he edged closer to Dante.

He figured the Hunter’s infatuation for Taesia would lead to him reassuring Dante that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. What he said instead was “I still need answers.”

About Azideh. About his origins. Dante waited to see if the demon would respond to that, but all was silent.

“Trust me, I would like them, too.” Dante lifted his bound wrists. “But I can’t do anything about it now.”

Julian touched the bone cuff. The skin underneath was red.

“It…” Julian glanced at the others, Angelica and Risha forcing Nikolas and Rian to make increasingly absurd promises not to do anything foolish. “I heard Orsus. When Taesia…” He exhaled forcefully. “The bone absorbed the feather from Varrick’s body.”

Unease spilled coldly through Dante. There was no noticeable difference to the cuff, but he knew Julian wouldn’t lie about this.

“Orsus wants to get stronger,” Julian murmured. “It might be why they insist on me using their power.”

“Then don’t use it.” When Julian looked up at him, Dante shrugged. “You have other abilities. You don’t need Conjuration.”

“But the more I use the demon’s power, the more I…” Julian gestured to his eyes, a green so vibrant it was hardly natural.

Dante recalled Baron Alma and the way the man had fused with his demon, becoming a horrid construct of unholy flesh. The shudder that went through him rattled his chains and made the guards tense.

“I know,” Dante whispered. “Try not to rely on it.” He nodded at the bow. “Not all your abilities are based on magic.”

Before Julian could respond, Ulshära was ordering the guards to bring Dante back to his room while she escorted the others out of the tower. Dante’s gaze caught Nikolas as the guards flocked him.

“Bring her back whole,” Dante warned.

He didn’t get to see Nikolas’s expression before he was taken away, back to his dreaded isolation.

With nothing else to do but pace and stare at the walls, Dante slept.

He wasn’t immediately aware he was dreaming. In the way of dreamers he was left to follow the trail of his own subconscious, finding himself first in a bathtub slowly filling with blood, then atop a comet hurtling through the universe, and finally, stranded in a vast, dark desert.

There was no visible destination and yet he walked with purpose, kicking up spangling sand that imitated the star-strewn sky. The air was cool and his hands were unbound, but he felt suffocated. Caught in a place he should and shouldn’t be. There should have been three suns in the sky, but now there wasn’t even a moon—just stars and stars and stars.

Dante wandered until the broken yet unmistakable walls of the Lastrider villa rose before him, gutted so that he could see its shadowed interior, the curving and pitted stairs, the fallen chandelier. He walked faster, bare feet sinking and sliding, as if the desert tried to keep him back.

The dream rippled, sharpened. One of the shadows in the entryway gained a form, and then a body. When it turned, Dante started running.

“Dante,” Brailee whispered right before he caught her in his arms. She held him back with a strength that went beyond his subconscious; she was here now, with him. Their relief took them to the ground, where Brailee sobbed against his shoulder and he stared at the broken chandelier, the starlight caught in its crystal.

Alive. She was alive.

“Are you—?” His voice broke. “The city. Everyone, are they—?”

Brailee rubbed her hand over her eyes. “Nexus is standing, but barely. There… there were more of them. Those warriors. Adela Mardova managed to beat them back with the elementalist division.” She took a shuddering breath. “Rath Vakara is dead. S-so many people. Dead.”

He forced himself to ask, “Mother?”

“She’s alive, but… hurt. We have a medic looking after her. Sh-she says it’s just a matter of time, whether or not she’ll…”

Dante wanted to rip down the walls around them—or find some way to get to the real thing, to bring himself back in time to that moment and make it play out differently.

“Father is safe, as are the workers,” Brailee went on. Her dark eyes were vacant with exhaustion and grief, fixed on Dante’s chest. “We’re doing what we can to help the Mardovas and the Vakaras.” She lifted her distant stare to his. “Have you found her?”

He didn’t want to admit that he was once again a prisoner. But he told her the truth about their arrival, their capture, Taesia’s ambitions. Brailee’s mouth thinned.

“They won’t allow me to go with them into the desert,” he said. “So I’ll do what I can from the Zenith Tower. I hate to ask it of you, but you should look through the grimoire in case there’s something I missed. It should be in my bedroom.”

Brailee’s blankness turned into sheepishness.

“About that,” she said.

A long sigh came from the shadows. “Are you done? May I speak now?”

Dante shot to his feet. In his hand was a long dagger and in his chest was a bridling fury that crawled up his throat and resolved into a name.

“Camilla,” he growled.

Their aunt stepped out from behind the stairway. Unlike her appearance in the Gravespire, she had chosen a regal dress of cobalt in the dreamscape, her gray-threaded hair sleek and curled. In one hand she held her favorite Azunese fan.

“Down,” she scolded, like he was an unruly pet.

Brailee stood beside him. “I thought I could only bring other Shades into dreams with me,” his sister said quietly. “But Aunt Camilla wanted to test if I can do it with non-Shades, too. Eventually, I got it to work.”

For an instant Dante’s anger was washed over with pride that Brailee was gaining more confidence in her power. He put a hand on her shoulder before rounding back on Camilla.

“If you manipulate her, I’ll kill you,” he said. Brailee inhaled sharply. “What schemes are you concocting now?”

Camilla snapped the fan closed and walked closer, her heels sharp against the cracked floor. “You’re being far too dramatic, dear one. How many times must I remind you we’re on the same side? After all, you’re the one who unbound me.” Her eyes narrowed. “That being said, if you attempt to wrest control of my demon again, I’ll have to find it in myself to become the strict aunt instead of the fun one.”

“I’m keeping an eye on her,” Brailee murmured. “At least have some trust in me.”

“I do, Bee, but—”

“Is it so hard to believe,” Camilla interrupted, “that I came to the villa to help my brother and his family after the absolute mess Solara made here? Since you and your misplaced sister are gallivanting off in other realms and your mother is laid up, who else will protect them?”

There was an irritability in her voice that made Dante take pause. That made him wonder if she was finally being sincere.

Then she sighed again and gestured with her fan. “Darling, could you please change this to a glass of wine? Something dark and bold. I’m thinking a Cardican blend.”

Brailee, all of seventeen years old, made a small “uh” sound before uncertainly flicking her fingers. The fan in Camilla’s hand turned to a glass of red wine, but when their aunt took a sip, she frowned.

“More of a northern red,” Camilla muttered. “Hardly any body to it.”

“Our parents know you have a demon,” Dante said. “Why would they agree to let you stay in the villa?”

“Father talked to her,” Brailee answered while Camilla swirled her wine and critically studied the legs dripping down the sides of the glass. “For hours. They agreed she wouldn’t use her demon inside the villa unless it was for a dire reason.”

With their mother bedridden with a life-threatening injury, Cormin Lastrider was currently in charge. Cormin, the pushover to Elena’s stone wall.

“And the grimoire?” Dante asked, already knowing the answer.

“My son?” Camilla shot back.

“Your son is fine. Where is the grimoire?”

“Safe.” Camilla took another sip, swishing it around in her mouth. “Hm, it’s growing on me.”

“Safe?” Dante repeated. “How do we know you won’t use it to summon another horde of demons?”

“Because it’s with me,” Brailee said.

Another flash of pride went through him. He saw echoes of their mother in her posture, her expression.

“And the sweet dear won’t let me near it,” Camilla added. “Vexing, but respectable.”

Dante finally let the dagger in his hand disappear back into the fabric of the dreamscape. The Lastrider villa was subtly shifting around them as they spoke, portraits and landscapes changing from sceneries of the realms to faces that haunted him—the guards in the Gravespire, Marcos Ricci, Baron Alma. He flinched at the latter.

“Now, down to the business at hand,” Camilla said. “As you said: If you can’t locate Taesia, then at least you can turn your efforts to pest control. What do you plan to do after you overcome Phos’s physical body?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do I—?” Camilla drained the rest of her glass. “His fulcrum, Dante. Phos can only be killed permanently once his fulcrum is destroyed. The Cyr brat is convinced that part of it resides in his spear, but what of the rest?”

Dante told them what had been discovered in the Deviser’s shop before Taesia’s attack, and how Phos’s throne was the most likely candidate to serve as his fulcrum. “But you said before that you don’t know how they can be destroyed.”

Camilla tapped the empty wineglass against her chin. “That was when I was without resources. Dante dearest, if you’ll permit it, your sister and I can do some research involving the grimoire. I can also try to pry some answers out of Shanizeh. And if I recall correctly, there is an old archive in the library they don’t let the public have access to, which could be promising. Bee and I can infiltrate.”

Brailee sputtered. “What?”

“Fine. But…” Dante swept his gaze over the rubble of his home. “Be quick. There might be a second phase to Phos’s attack on the summer solstice.”

Camilla frowned while Brailee clutched the front of her dress, sinking back into her earlier dismay. Above her a calendar appeared, days quickly fluttering by until stopping on the date of the solstice. They seemed so few.

“We’ll do everything we can to stop it,” he assured her, taking her by the shoulders again. “I will do everything I can. Anything.”

She nodded jerkily. “If Taesia…” Brailee held on to his arm as if to ground herself. “If they bring her back, if you see her—”

But Dante couldn’t hear the rest. The villa and the star-strewn desert swayed, his senses thinning until he found himself on top of the small bed he’d fallen asleep on.

The door had been opened. Heart hammering, Dante pushed himself upright as two guards stepped in. One said something in Central Solari that he didn’t have to translate to understand.

Ulshära was ready to see him.

The atmosphere in Ulshära’s study was strained when Dante was brought in. The women sat around the table once again laid out with foods and cups that no one touched despite Cosima’s yearning glances. The imperator sat in a chair with her hands clutching the armrests, emulating the god on his throne.

“I’m willing to take responsibility for Taesia’s actions,” Dante said, standing chained before her judgment. “She is my sister. I don’t know her plans, and I’m not working alongside her, but she’s mine regardless.”

Risha and Angelica tensed. Ulshära, taken aback, studied him until she made a motion for him to sit.

“You make a noble offering,” she said. “But a useless one. What am I supposed to do with my god-brothers gone? What will you do if Phos attempts to possess me next?” Her voice went tight, her fingers digging into the armrests. “What are the citizens of the Three Sisters supposed to do without their leaders?”

Angelica uncrossed her legs and sat forward. “Let us help you. You understand the threat of Phos, and we understand how his actions will threaten not just the Three Sisters, but the entire realm. All the realms. We can strive for stability while searching for a way to bring him down for good.”

“How is stability possible with two imperators killed?” Ulshära demanded. “Varrick’s son is too young to take up the title, and Kaspan’s child is not yet born. There is no one else with Phos’s blood to step in. I will have to oversee all three cities with the public and the noble houses pointing fingers.” Her mouth twisted. “I know what they say already: that the Sunslayer should have picked me off first.”

“Why should a leader need Phos’s blood at all?” Risha asked.

“It’s a show of power, a divine right to rule. It is not so easy to change tradition.”

“Heard that one before,” Cosima muttered with a sideways look at Angelica.

Dante grimaced, remembering all his talk of change and betterment without truly understanding the consequences of unseating a Holy King. Azideh, sensing those memories, gave a contemptuous scoff.

“That change doesn’t have to happen right now,” Angelica said. “But it’s something to consider once he is gone.” She glanced at the barrier of light Ulshära had created along the windows. “As for the families, it’s an open secret that you’re harboring us as prisoners. Let us accompany you and act as Vitae’s emissaries.”

“How will that help?” Ulshära asked. “If they don’t ask for your head, the ost Vonlins will. My god-brothers’ families are one thing, but the warrior classes have always favored Varrick. Their trade is war, and since they regard me as a peacekeeper, they have never warmed to me. I’ve already received word that the ost Vonlins have gone to the Divine City following Varrick’s demise.” She touched the feather on her shoulder. “I worry about their intentions beyond the creation of legionnaires.”

“All the more reason to meet with them,” Risha stressed.

Ulshära sighed. “There is one easy solution to this.” She looked at Dante. “I bring Phos the brother of the Sunslayer. The god’s good grace will spare me for the time being, and the people will be appeased.”

Angelica pursed her mouth and Risha’s fingers twitched as if prepared to grab one of the small utensils on the table.

“An easy solution,” Ulshära said, “but not the correct one. It will only make our problems worse.”

“Our goal is to stop Phos,” Dante said. “Once we do, the safety of your people will be all but assured. And I know how we can gain an advantage against him.” There was a crack in his bottom lip that stung when he spoke, and he allowed the pain to ground him as he explained the matter of the fulcrum.

Ulshära grew ashen. “You—you did not tell me about the spear! Now it’s—”

“Safely out of your hands,” Dante finished. “And Phos’s. Once Nikolas returns, destroying it along with the throne will be crucial to ending the god.”

The imperator rubbed her forehead as her familiar looped around her upper arm. “The plans for the Dawn Throne may still exist within the Aphelion Tower. If we find them, we might learn how to dismantle it.”

“The tower of the guy who just got murdered by our resident shadow assassin,” Cosima clarified. “Guessing they won’t take kindly to us pokin’ around.”

“Indeed not,” Ulshära muttered. “Especially considering the backlash I face in housing you.” Her gold-ringed eyes swept back to Dante. “You said that you would take responsibility for your sister’s actions. What are you willing to suffer for her sake?”

A silly question. Anything, he wanted to answer, but refrained when the demon hummed in warning. Dante flexed his hands and the lightsbane dug into his wrists.

He saw Brailee from the dreamscape, her fear and her grieving, a calendar hanging above her counting down to the summer solstice.

“How are murderers typically punished in the Three Sisters?” he asked.

“The murder of one imperator, let alone two, deserves nothing less than public execution.”

Angelica and Risha whipped their heads around to glare at him. But the demon, sensing his thoughts, chuckled in delight.

“Well then.” He allowed himself a smirk to hide the apprehension brewing behind it. “I believe we’ve found a mutually beneficial solution.”

Once, Dante Lastrider had been slated to die before the people of Nexus. He had been labeled a traitor, a murderer, a heretic. The best he could do for his kingdom was to snap his neck on a rope and dangle before a cheering crowd.

Thanks to the demon—and the chaos of Godsnight—he had avoided his fate. Now, standing before the denizens of Solara, Dante had to laugh. He hadn’t avoided it at all, only delayed it.

He had been paraded a short distance through a processional avenue in Zenith that ended at a massive statue of Phos. The god was portrayed mid-action, the spear in his hands pointed downward, with impossibly beautiful human features and arcing wings, eyes winking crystal and armor glinting gold. Dante felt its glare as his escorts forced him to kneel on the tall dais below, shackles heavy on his wrists as the soldiers chained them down.

The announcement of his death had gone wide once the First Sun had crested the horizon. Now all three suns were up, turning the sky piercingly white, and he was simultaneously pleased and dismayed that they had drawn a significant crowd. He didn’t understand their jeers but recognized one word over and over: Sunslayer. If they couldn’t see the actual harbinger of their fear get her due, he was the next best thing.

The caustic sunlight made Dante sweat through his clothes. Not as bad as the cell lined with Lumin crystals, but almost. His breaths were short as Ulshära took her place at the fore, standing above her people with golden mask in place and bone-white cloak fluttering from her shoulders.

Her voice carried over the crowd, resonating with authority. Despite her anxieties about how the people perceived her, they listened now with rapt devotion as she spelled out the sins of Nyx’s spawn, and how Dante was to pay for them here and now with his profane flesh.

Dante shifted until the shackles slid down his wrists. The demon crouched within him like a snake about to strike. The crowd was a sea of color, blooming rage and satisfaction and amusement and terror.

Ulshära turned toward him. He met her eyes and tried to portray that he was ready. He detected the faintest squint of affirmation before she raised her hands to the statue, the soldiers on either side of him doing the same.

Above his head, the spear tip of Phos’s statue glowed. The light was minimal at first, the sheen of a candle lit during the day, but in a matter of seconds it brightened to rival any of the suns overhead. Dante groaned under its force, bowing his head as sweat trickled down his neck and ribs.

This is it, Azideh whispered silkily. The demon’s phantom hands tilted his chin up, gently tugging on the collar that bound them together. Do not waste your opportunity to once more defy fate.

Dante gritted his teeth and the crowd yelled and roiled, reaching for him as if to tear him apart themselves. He stared into their eyes, at their furious mouths, and sensed their pain—drawn to it like it was his own, like he was entitled to it.

He inhaled until his lungs protested. The demon’s power amplified as the shackles, already loosened back in the Zenith Tower, fell with a clatter onto the dais.

Dante held as much of the crowd as he could in his gaze while his voice tore out of him, the ringing of a clarion bell.

“You are witnessing the death of Dante Lastrider.”

The compulsion tugged at every bone and plucked every nerve in his body. He had never used it against so many before, had known, instinctively, that the mass suggestion would take a toll—but he didn’t expect the fire in his veins or the seizing of his heart, rooting him to stone in agony.

The compulsion blasted down the avenue like a shock wave. The crowd’s furor grew even as his pain doubled, tripled, and finally tore out of him in a scream.

Ulshära’s familiar pushed him out of the way just as the statue’s spear shot down a pillar of raging light right where he’d been kneeling. Dante kept screaming like he was actually caught up in that beam, like his skin was turning to ash and his muscles charred to nothing.

“Finally you use my power the way you should,” the demon purred. His hands caressed Dante through the anguish of it, carding through his hair while Dante’s head throbbed. “And yet, I wonder… was it worth it?”

Ulshära’s familiar wrapped around his arm and dragged him off the dais, into the shadow behind it. With his lightsbane gone Dante sensed the shadows clinging to him, seeking to obscure him from anyone who meant him harm, god or human.

But they did nothing to ease the agony. He kept screaming as his skull flared with such vile pain he choked on a retch. Blood trickled from his scalp and into his eyes. His fingernails shredded on the ground, clawing for some way to make it stop.

You understand that power has consequences, his aunt had told him before they’d confronted Baron Alma.

And when Dante had beheld the monster the baron and his demon had become, Azideh’s smile had been knowing. I told you the consequences would not be pleasant.

Dante’s skin split as two dark, curved horns burst from his skull.

He was still in thrall to the pain, but with it came a rush of euphoria. He was somehow both dismembered and whole, straddling the line between dark and light, where neither could hurt him. The shadows strengthened and drove Ulshära’s familiar back. Drool and blood hung in pink strands from his mouth as he gave a rattling laugh.

Anything, he’d said. He said he’d do anything.

Azideh leaned against him from behind. The demon licked up the blood dripping from one of the horns, a hand held possessively to the back of Dante’s neck.

There had been such fear in Julian’s altered eyes. The more I use the demon’s power, the more I…

“How much longer will our pact go on?” Azideh whispered, talons pricking Dante’s throat. “Until you become more monster than man?”

Dante thought of fulcrums, of thrones, of doorways. Of the darkness that was his to control again.

Anything, he’d said, and he’d meant it.







II
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When Ulshära told them they had secured an audience with the ost Vonlins, Angelica had expected a council room or an understated banquet, a solemn occasion to match the current state of affairs. How she came to be standing with a wooden mallet in her hands and a colorful metal ball at her feet while the suns baked them overhead was anyone’s guess.

Ulshära and Risha were similarly at a loss. The three of them had arrived at the front entrance of the ost Vonlin manor only to have a servant escort them around to a yard of remarkably green grass—the kind of green that could only result from excessive landscaping—where the brothers had been in the middle of some manner of lawn game called anteroque. The ost Vonlins had insisted on challenging their visitors to a bout to make it an even playing field.

Angelica recognized it as the opening move of a match she’d used to play all the time with the dons and doñas back home: Keep your petitioner impatient, show them you had better things to do than hear their complaints, while maintaining a veneer of courtesy.

She glanced at the grim line of Risha’s mouth and the way the sunslight highlighted the cheeks of Ulshära’s imperator mask before tapping the blunt end of her mallet against the ball. It was a green mechanical thing, whirring faintly as it rolled through one of the many hoops they were supposed to pass through to reach the end goal.

But there was an element of sabotage: Each ball reacted to the others in different ways. As Angelica’s green trundled close to Risha’s blue, the ball ejected a miniature arrow that knocked Risha’s off course. Angelica received a tepid round of applause.

What the fuck is happening. She had been prepared for a cold table and a colder reception, not… this.

“Not bad for a beginner,” said Lorz, the eldest of the ost Vonlins. When the brothers were lined up—from the eldest’s darker features to the youngest’s pallor—it gave the impression that with each birth there had been less and less color to allot. Lorz was also dressed the most ostensibly, redolent with golden chains and jewelry. One of his rings had the telltale shine of a Lumin familiar.

The middle brother, Rorik—one of the biggest men Angelica had ever laid eyes on, and that was including Kenji—gave a belly laugh and effortlessly balanced the end of his mallet on one finger. “Should have gone with Faün’s idea,” he said to Lorz before confiding in the others, “He wanted duels, but Lorz wanted to show off his anteroque skills.”

Faün, the youngest ost Vonlin, was deceptively slim, but Angelica recognized the build under his plain yet well-tailored clothes as that of a swordsman—the same build Cosima was attaining. Faün tucked his mallet under one arm like a blade while he glared at the multicolored balls strewn over the lawn and didn’t say a word; in fact, he’d barely spoken since they arrived, and the furrow on his brow had yet to ease.

Angelica indulged them with a smile. “Either way, I’m glad we get to experience more of Solarian culture.”

Except the duels would have given us a chance to kill you outright.

No doubt Cosima would have gotten a kick out of it, too. As it was, Angelica was glad she’d put her in charge of watching over Dante instead of having to suck up to three warmongers.

Back in the Zenith Tower, they’d congregated in Dante’s room while he lay unconscious in the aftermath of his unnerving transformation. Angelica had stared at the dark, curved horns emerging from Dante’s skull while Risha wiped away the blood and healed the lesions they’d caused.

“A demon,” Ulshära had murmured. “He did not exaggerate when he said the spell would cost him. And yet it worked as we hoped: My posturing at the execution has spurred the ost Vonlins to request a meeting.”

Cosima had kept her distance from Dante. And yet her tone had been melancholy as she’d said, “The things a brother would do for his sister, I guess.” Angelica had been standing too far away to reach for her. “Are you gonna find out if they’re still making those souped-up warriors?”

“They most certainly are,” Ulshära said gravely. “They likely went to the Divine City to retrieve more of Phos’s feathers. But I’m hoping we may find some leverage to dissuade them from following the god’s orders. Then we will have one less obstacle when it comes time to face him.”

“And when Dante wakes up, he can infiltrate the Aphelion Tower,” Risha added. “See if the plans for the Dawn Throne are held there.” Angelica noticed a tremor in her hands at the mention of the legionnaires, but her touch was gentle as she wiped away the last of the dried blood.

Angelica had followed the curve of Dante’s new horns and thought of Yvri’s, and what Dante had said about needing to destroy the fulcrums to destroy the gods. If that was true, then what did that mean for the wyvern? Would Deia go searching for him, for her family?

Lorz’s oily voice brought her back to the matter at hand. “Your Vitaean guests are far more cultured than we were given to believe,” he said to Ulshära as Rorik took his turn. He struck his ball with a hard thunk, and instead of colliding with Angelica’s, it bounced over it via a spring mechanism to take the lead. Rorik crowed his victory while Lorz went on, “I doubt many would appreciate a match of anteroque.”

“They have proven… surprising,” Ulshära agreed. They had debated whether or not she should don the mask, but Angelica was glad now that she had, as it gave her an air of authority. A reminder that she was the one who ruled with divine right.

Lorz leaned on his mallet as one would a walking cane. “Speaking of surprising, we are glad you dealt with the Child of the Starscourge in such an efficient manner. Too bad you have not yet caught the other, though her kin would have surely wreaked just as much havoc if given the opportunity.”

“Precisely why I sought to get rid of the possibility. And I have people on the Sunslayer’s trail as we speak.”

“Say the word, and the ost Vonlins will provide as many legionnaires as you require to see the task handled.”

Risha’s tension visibly ratcheted. She held her mallet in both hands, fingers clamped around the handle as if she’d like nothing more than to bash it against each brother’s head. Faün, earning the title of most perceptive brother, narrowed his pallid eyes.

“Why are we stalling?” Risha asked so bluntly that Angelica had to suppress a curse. “Why can’t we sit and deliberate the issue you know we’ve come here to discuss? Your legionnaires invaded our realm and killed our people.” Her fingers turned bloodless around the mallet. “They killed my father, Rath Vakara, head of my House. This will not go without consequences.”

Angelica further regretted not going with Faün’s idea of dueling as the brothers gave insincere sympathy and doled out their excuses, claiming they had their hands tied due to their god’s wishes. Risha stared at them blankly and accepted none of it as dark purple petunias began to grow in her shadow.

“This is, of course, a delicate matter,” Lorz simpered. “Wars generate terrible losses on both sides.” He inclined his head to Ulshära. “Two of our beloved imperators have fallen. Many more of our warriors lay dead at the hands of the Sunslayer. Warriors who had families, friends, lovers.”

“Then you must understand why we come seeking an armistice,” Angelica said, drawing Risha away and subtly stomping down the flowers. “Our lineage, like your imperators, comes from the joining of royalty and divinity. Surely that is reason enough to hear us out. To prevent further losses on either side.”

“Your lineage comes from gods who spurned ours,” Faün spat. “Why should that give you more right than others? Why does your voice matter more than those who cannot boast of divine blood?”

“Pay him no mind.” Lorz squeezed his youngest brother’s shoulder while Faün clenched his jaw. Rorik twirled his wooden mallet, glancing between everyone with vague confusion, as if he had trouble following the flow of the conversation. “Much like our dear imperator, Faün is a practitioner of equality. This is, at the heart of it, a skirmish between the gods, and so it is only natural that the servants of those gods act as their mouths.”

Angelica inwardly recoiled at the word servant. The handprint-shaped scar on her arm prickled. “We speak less for our gods than we do our people, those whose voices are rarely heard. They are why we came to you today in the hopes that you will cease making legionnaires.”

Lorz gave a performative sigh. “To do so would be to invoke Lord Phos’s ire. Our function is to follow the Daystar’s will, as Ulshära can tell you.” Lorz smiled humorlessly while his eyes landed on the half feather visible due to Ulshära’s sleeveless tunic. “It is why we retain such good standing with Him.”

Angelica was doubly glad for the mask now; she could practically feel the affront radiating off Ulshära. They mocked her to her face, flaunted their relationship with the god who was supposed to support her, without repercussions.

Like how those in Nexus had perceived Angelica after word got out that she could not control her magic, that she was an exposed nerve of a mage who put a black stain upon her House.

The center of her forehead itched.

If they want a display of power, you can easily provide one.

Angelica drove her fingernails into her palm until pain sparked and chased away the thought. The itch remained, bone-deep and nauseating.

She did not need magic for this, or to prove that she was Deia’s servant after all. If she could hold her own with the four powerful warlords of Azuna, she could certainly handle three indoctrinated Solarians.

“We understand that your business is warfare,” Angelica said evenly. She set her mallet down and clasped her hands in airy calm, a pose used to great effect with King Ferdinand. “And to succeed in such a business, especially as three of Phos’s most accomplished generals, you will by necessity require conflict. Yet finding that conflict with us is pointless. Both sides have suffered, that is true enough, but this suffering was instigated by Phos’s decisions—not ours, no matter what misinformation he’s led you to believe to fuel your anger. Even the Sunslayer’s actions, while not in line with ours, are in response to Phos’s. Those soldiers with families, friends, and lovers are nothing but fodder to him. He is using your elite as kindling, burning them out on their own power only to gain an inch of stolen ground. He will surely do the same to you without a second thought. And as we’ve recently seen with the sadly departed Imperator Kaspan, your god will not even let you rest in peace.”

Risha nodded along, calmer now, but Angelica’s forehead was growing warmer, the urge to open it becoming insistent.

Words are not as potent as action.

Angelica used every bit of willpower to not bend to the urge, to maintain her composed visage. Rorik had stopped playing with the mallet and seemed apprehensive while Lorz only gave a placating smile. Faün glanced at the feather on Ulshära’s shoulder.

“I am afraid it’s true,” Ulshära said. “After Lord Phos took possession of Kaspan’s body, he then attempted to take control of Varrick, to drive out his mind and use him as a vessel. He is giving up his most precious resources for the sake of conquest rather than conservation. I am well aware I do not have the respect that Kaspan did, or the military might that was Varrick’s. But I have clarity, and favors to trade, and a wish to share these with you so long as you end the making of legionnaires, if for no other reason than to give the Sunslayer fewer targets. We have lost too much already.”

The brothers traded silent looks. Eventually Lorz returned his mallet to its holder and made a sweeping gesture to the refreshments table. They all abandoned the game and retreated to the shade of a tall palm.

Risha’s shoulder touched hers. “I think they’re injured.”

Angelica kept her gaze on the brothers’ backs. “How can you tell?”

“The oldest is favoring his left arm, and the biggest has a slight limp. I can’t get a read on the third.”

That was all they had time to exchange until they reached the table. There were no seats, forcing them to stand while a servant hurried forward and poured tea out of a glass teapot crowded with blooming flowers. Rorik picked up a diamond-shaped confection that reminded Angelica of Parithvian sweets and shoved the whole thing in his mouth. He did seem to be leaning a little to one side.

“Delegate Mardova has the right of it,” Lorz said while swirling the tea in his cup. “Our profession necessitates conflict. Yet this conflict is not one we have designed. You claim Lord Phos spreads misinformation that the Children of the Renounced desire to covet Solara, and yet the Sunslayer’s deeds prove differently.”

Angelica held her own cup without drinking. “We stated before that we have nothing to do with the Sunslayer.”

“We shall deal her the same justice as we dealt her kin once she is found,” Ulshära added.

Lorz bowed his head. “We appreciate your efforts, Imperator, but we can’t help but wonder if the punishment should be greater. Why not retaliate against the realm that birthed her traitorous god? It will dissuade other heathens from following in her footsteps.”

Angelica’s mouth went dry, and still she did not drink. Her forehead burned and burned.

“You seek an armistice, and we are willing to compromise,” Lorz went on after a long sip of his tea. “If we negotiate with the Daystar to cease hostilities on Vitae, He will be more likely to agree if we instead turn our sights upon Noctus. Their wretched god is once more razing our land and its people. It would not be a difficult choice.”

Angelica couldn’t help but glance at Risha. She had always known the Vakara heir to be a bleeding heart, easily invoking her disapproval as a weapon. But the new hardness around Risha clouded that former transparency, resulting in only a tightness of her mouth.

Instead, it was Ulshära who drew Angelica’s worry. The imperator had been told what Phos had already done to Noctus, how hundreds lay dead and buried under rubble as a result of the god’s greed. Even beyond the mask she saw Ulshära’s eyes widen in alarm.

They had come here to put a stop to one war only to pick up where another had left off.

You can end them, came the urge from within her, spreading and noisome. Right now. A conflagration to feed your blood. See their pretty grasses burned and their hale flesh charred. They do not yet know what it means to be razed.

Angelica pressed her fingers to her forehead. The motion drew Ulshära’s attention, but also Faün’s. Unable to do more without the brothers noticing, Angelica glared at Ulshära from under her hand.

“I’ve dealt with people like the ost Vonlins before,” Angelica had told her at the Zenith Tower. “The reason they favored Varrick is because he was conventional, and came down hard. We won’t get anywhere with them if you persist on staying in the middle ground. You may have to stoop to their level, or pretend to.”

Ulshära’s chest rose now with a steadying breath as she turned to Lorz. “It’s only natural to return to our long-held enemy,” she said without a hint of her earlier hesitance. “Yet I still believe we should not be subjecting our soldiers to the fate of becoming legionnaires. Their powers are already great enough to deal with any enemy.”

“It is the highest honor to die for Lord Phos,” Faün stated. “Especially if it means eliminating more Noctans.” Rorik, busying himself with the food on the table, nodded in agreement.

“There are other ways to honor him,” Ulshära said flatly. “Ways that do not make light of their lives.” Faün held her gaze with a scowl, but Ulshära refused to look away.

“Our dear imperator does have a point,” Lorz murmured. He drained the rest of his tea and set his cup down, a small petal stuck to the rim. “Our resources become scarcer by the minute. However.” He plucked the petal off and studied it while a servant rushed forward to refill his cup. “Without the legionnaires, we will need some other show of force.”

“What did you have in mind?” Ulshära asked, finally wrenching her glare away from Faün.

Lorz put the petal in his mouth and chewed. After a hair-raising moment he replied, “You are kin with Oskar ost Krülin, are you not?”

The fingertips Ulshära pressed to her cup turned pale. “I am.”

“The ost Krülins designed many valuable weapons for Imperator Varrick’s family throughout the years,” Lorz went on. “Most notably the arquebuses our soldiers use to great effect today. We believe the Deviser could benefit from our patronage, so long as he earns his keep.”

“By designing more weapons for you,” Ulshära guessed stiffly.

“Precisely.”

“He has already turned you down.” Ulshära dipped her chin toward Faün. “I’m afraid nothing can sway him once he’s made up his mind.”

“Ah, but it wouldn’t be us petitioning him.” Lorz grinned. “It will be you, Imperator. Just like last time.”

Risha frowned. “Last time?”

Again Ulshära wavered. Again Angelica endured a rush of irritation. Both the imperator and Risha were the kind to adhere to justice, and truth, and decency—and while that was all well and good, that wouldn’t do shit against men like the ost Vonlins, who eyed Ulshära like the last scrap of meat on a bone.

You understand there is no room for decency here, whispered the urge. The eye on her forehead burned until her eyes threatened to water, and her nails nearly drove through the skin of her palm as she focused on the pain and not the promise.

“Of course,” Angelica said with all the bearing her upbringing had gifted her. “That’s more than a fair exchange. And after all, Imperator Ulshära is well acquainted with the art of Devising herself.”

Ulshära’s expression remained unreadable behind the mask, but she couldn’t hide a flinch that made Faün smirk. “Yes,” she agreed a half beat later than Angelica would have liked, and half as steadily. “This is an… acceptable alternative.”

“We couldn’t agree more.” Lorz lifted his refilled cup and signaled his brothers to do the same. “We will find vengeance not only in our peoples’ strength, but their cleverness.”

As they all raised their cups in a toast, Angelica caught a glimmer under Faün’s shirt cuff. She couldn’t determine if it was jewelry, a hidden weapon, or his Lumin familiar before he lowered his arm.

Angelica finally took a sip. The tea was too floral, and steeped long enough it had turned excessively bitter.

Only once Angelica was back in her room at the Zenith Tower did she press the heel of her hand to her forehead with a hiss.

She’d thought she would be free from Deia’s influence in another realm. Apparently consuming part of a god made it so that distance didn’t matter.

But the whispers within her mind were in her own voice, her own words—not Deia’s.

She staggered to the dresser and leaned her weight against it. It had taken all her effort to debrief with Ulshära and Risha after returning from the ost Vonlin estate.

“You spoke out of turn,” the imperator had told her stormily. “Oskar will never consent to make weapons for them. Not even if Phos himself decrees it.”

“They don’t have to know we’re bluffing,” Angelica had snapped. “There’ll be no war against Vitae or Noctus if we can help it. We’re just buying time.”

“Then use that time wisely.”

How could she do that if she remained in the grips of this—this affliction?

Angelica opened watering eyes. The first thing she saw was the violin case on the dresser. Her ashen mouth made a weak, plaintive sound.

She’d thought she was done with crutches, with limits. She had taken a wild leap forward only to be pushed back toward the starting line.

Is it because we’re separated? she wondered, thinking how much easier it was to open the doors to her magic when she was near Yvri. Maybe in some ways he had been acting as a conduit for her. Fulfilling his role as a god’s fulcrum.

Angelica reached tentatively for aether. She stepped back from the dresser and concentrated on keeping the third eye closed while she whistled the three-note bar that would craft a portal out of thin air. She kept an image of Nexus in her mind, of the Mardova villa, of her mother.

Pain rose from the burn scar on her arm. Angelica grabbed the edge of the dresser again as the room swam around her. Steam rose from her shoulders and the sweat that fell onto the dresser’s surface.

Without Yvri here, she dared not reach for her doors, even the one for aether. She dared not open Deia’s eye, lest those dreadful urges become reality.

I thought this was ending. The thought had the pitiful cadence of a child, a confused yearning that shamed her. I thought I was getting better.

“Hey, how did it—ah, fuck.”

Angelica almost laughed through the tears. Ah, fuck. She couldn’t sum it up better herself.

Cosima approached her without a shred of self-preservation. “You’re not gonna like my suggestion, but…” She ignored the heat radiating off Angelica in order to push the violin case closer.

Angelica looked away, covering Deia’s handprint with her own.

“You told me how important it was, once,” Cosima murmured. “How you came to be proud of the instruments. Where’d that go?”

“I—” Even now she hated Cosima seeing her like this, without armor. “I want them, but I can’t depend on them. Not when we’re facing annihilation. I have to be stronger, I have to be…”

Powerful.

“Y’know what won’t help?” Cosima gestured at the mess of her. “Forcing yourself to be miserable. C’mon, princess.” She unclasped the case, raising the lid. “Play for me.”

Angelica licked her parched lips. She thought of standing in the garden while she played for her family, of Eiko’s wistfulness and wonder. Slowly, as if handling a viper instead of a string instrument, Angelica wrapped a hand around the violin’s neck and pulled it out.

Cosima sat on the edge of the bed. She leaned back on her hands, a vision of confidence Angelica envied and savored, her dark eyes never leaving Angelica. Her legs were slightly parted, a lazy sprawl that allowed her to take up more space in this room, in Angelica’s mind.

Sing for me, Angel.

Play for me.

She tuned the violin. Its drawn-out notes sent shivers down her ribs and into her hips. Angelica closed her eyes and put bow to strings.

Each song bisected her and rearranged her parts until she could become something other than Angelica Mardova, servant of Deia. She was neck and elbow, she was thigh and shoulder, and she was every note that was sharp and flat, the ones that were not longed for yet needed. She reached for them like they were fruit and she was famine.

It was a famine she had created herself.

She swept through arias and ballads and even folk songs, whatever popped into her mind. Each song fed her fallow soil until tongues of warm, restless fire rose off her body. She turned toward bars that conjured dark eyes and soft lips, the humming song she made up bit by bit for the woman who had never shown her fear.

The dreadful urges were gone. She was settled but still burning, sweating but not smoking, and she only stopped playing once dark hands parted through her dancing flames and held her waist.

There was a sacredness to eating flesh. Angelica had driven her teeth into the blood-iron foulness of a man she despised and then the consecrated pulp of a god. One had been horror and the other heresy.

But when she pressed her teeth into Cosima’s skin it was hallowed, if only to hear the soft plea that left her lips. This body that her fire could not scald, that tasted like forgotten autumns and ripened fruit, was a feast laid out in offering to an insatiable deity, and she intended to devour it until not even bones were left.

Her marks were bruising, her pace punishing. When her tongue lapped and licked inside, Cosima arched off the bed with a cry sweeter than the purest whole note. Angelica ate and Cosima sang, music for no ears but theirs.

When Angelica’s flames were no longer in danger of torching the sheets, Cosima asked if she could hold the violin. Angelica showed her how to support it on her shoulder, how to place her jaw on the chin rest, how to properly handle the bow.

“Your fingers should be curling like… that.” Angelica let go after readjusting Cosima’s grip only to immediately rush back in and correct it. “No, no, don’t collapse your wrist. You’re going to hurt yourself if you do that.”

“I didn’t think this was so complicated,” Cosima muttered, doing her best to adhere to Angelica’s nitpicking. “You make it look easy.”

“It’s anything but. Keep your shoulder down. Press your finger here, and here. Now sweep the bow across.” Cosima did, creating a reedy chord. “Harder.” Still too thin. “Harder.”

“You tryin’ to get me in the mood again?”

Angelica rolled her eyes but coached Cosima through two more chords, not realizing until she heard them all together that they were the starting notes of the song she liked to hum when Cosima was near. The one that brought to mind those dark and discerning eyes.

“You make a decent teacher.” Cosima set the instrument down and rolled her wrist to stretch it. “If a demanding one.”

“I highly doubt it.”

“I’m sure Asami’d agree with me.”

At the reminder of the child empress, Angelica’s momentary peace collapsed inward. Cosima lay back and waited for Angelica to be ready. At last, she told Cosima about the ost Vonlins and the uncomfortable accord they’d reached.

“They sound like cunts,” Cosima concluded. “Reminds me of that Nanbu bastard, posturing until they can topple who’s really in charge. Or even the Houses, come to think of it.”

Angelica immediately opened her mouth to deny it. But she couldn’t, and she let out her breath as a sigh. “Yes.”

She expected Cosima to smirk and tease her, but Cosima only stroked her fingertips idly up and down Angelica’s forearm, gaze distant. It was Angelica’s turn to wait.

“Do you think Koshi is still with Nanbu Daiji?” Cosima asked softly.

“It’s likely.” Cosima’s older brother had been the warlord’s most prized soldier, and had been nothing but devoted to the man. “We can—”

“You feeling better?” Cosima interrupted. Angelica sighed again.

“Better, but… odd.” Angelica studied how the veins at her wrists glowed, ember-like, under her skin. “Restless. I think it’s the eye.”

Cosima swept a thumb over her burning veins. The touch was soothing as water.

“Would you be rid of it, if you could?” Cosima whispered. “The fire.”

Angelica didn’t immediately answer. She gave it the weight of thought Cosima deserved, even if she already knew what she’d choose.

“No. It’s painful, and ugly, but it’s still a part of me. I don’t want to give it up—I want to master it.” She closed and opened her hand. “I want it to be useful.”

She glanced over to find Cosima smiling. The heat under Cosima’s thumb grew.

Then Cosima blinked and sat up. “Hold on. When Phos made that imperator corpse dance to his tune, he was kicked out when the feather burned up.”

“Hard to control a body in the middle of being cremated.”

“Yeah, but the other imperator was gonna be possessed, right, until his arm got chopped off?” Cosima made a slicing motion with her hand. “Ulshära’s worried that Phos is gonna try to possess her next. But what if we get rid of her feather?”

“You want to chop her arm off?”

“No.” Cosima grabbed Angelica’s hand. The tips of Angelica’s fingers were orange, as if a light were shining through them. “We make your power useful.”

Ulshära allowed them into her private chambers. Here she wasn’t donned in an imperator’s mantle but instead a simple robe, her white hair loose, her exhaustion obvious. She sat in a chair of green velvet while Cosima drew the heavy curtains over the window, blocking out every trace of the sun.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Risha asked. “Won’t Phos know?”

“Even if he does, I cannot allow him to use me. I will not live in fear.” Ulshära rolled her shoulders back, neck straight and proud. “Do it.”

She tugged the collar of her robe until her left shoulder and upper arm were visible. Angelica stood with one hand around her fire-veined wrist, staring at the glowing feather the way she had once stared at the form of her god: with perturbed awe.

Risha handed the imperator a strap of leather, which Ulshära fastened between her teeth. Cosima lingered next to a basin of water, ready to douse any flames that might wander. Angelica filled her lungs until her ribs expanded with all the unused potential swimming through her blood.

The eye was quiet, but the craving lingered.

Angelica was not cruel enough to hesitate. Once Ulshära was braced, she let the fire return to her palm with a low whistle, magic seeping from the edges of the locked door, barely contained. Her veins lit up like lava tracks, and the flames that sprouted over her skin were twisted blessings in oranges and reds.

She pressed her hand to Ulshära’s shoulder and fed her greed. Ulshära screamed around the leather, gripping the armrests but otherwise not moving, not even to wrench herself away from that cleansing fire. Angelica shut her eyes at the nauseating scent of cooking flesh while the braided elements of Deia fought against the raging light of Phos.

For an instant, she thought she heard his voice, terrible and booming.

There is no escape from me.

The light seared into her. If her fire could harm her, she thought it might feel like this, a sharp pain like the pointed precision of a needle, stabbing through her hand and up her arm, into her shoulder—

The third eye fluttered. Angelica gritted her teeth and used the faint opening to fuel the flames, to drown out Phos’s light with hers.

With a hair-raising screech, the feather finally succumbed, blackening and then flaking to ash.

Angelica pulled herself away with a retch. She dropped to her knees and then sat hard, staring at her burned palm. There was a flurry of movement around her, and the sound of sobbing. She forced herself to look, fearing the worst, but it was only Ulshära’s shoulder that bore damaged skin.

That bore a handprint almost exactly like the one Deia had left on Angelica.

“It’s all right,” Risha was whispering as she placed her hands on Ulshära and healed her. Green energy covered the wound. “It’s gone. It’s gone.”

The leather fell out of Ulshära’s mouth as the imperator panted, her eyes rolling up like she was about to pass out. Either Risha’s new powers or the imperator’s iron will allowed her to remain conscious, eventually focusing on Angelica with pain-hazy eyes.

“Thank you,” Ulshära breathed.

Cosima knelt beside Angelica to press a wet cloth against her hand. The craving within her was gone, satisfied for the time being, but it didn’t give Angelica relief.

It made her worry that the price of her protection would always mean pain.
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In a city of countless spires, where the sky ran like colored ink and the streets filled with unending music, a doorway was being made.

He led the singing procession to a multihued glass cathedral. The paving stones underfoot lit up with each step, matching the lanterns that burned across the city to drive away the lingering dark of the Umbral Season.

In some far-flung thought, he understood that he was no longer Julian Luca. He was a passenger in this dream, and nothing more.

Yet it was with vague curiosity that he ascended the wide cathedral steps and entered the nave. The congregation waited in the luminous street, sharing drink and laughter, kissing one another’s hands even as the offering bowl made its rounds, growing heavier with each willing contribution.

Five more priests waited for him, standing around the wide basin dug into the cathedral’s groundwork, into soil and their world’s matter, like the making of a well. They had found this spot through trial and error, but now they were sure: The quintessence here was concentrated, potent, and alive. It was willing to be shared.

He traded warm nods with the others. They stood in the formation that came most naturally: the six-pointed star. Their robes shifted and rustled as they raised their hands, pale and dark alike, and began to design.

His long, dusky fingers sketched a familiar glyph, hanging hot and crimson in the air, pounding fiercely beside his heartbeat. The quintessence that shaped it spilled into colored threads, making the cathedral glass shine in rainbow streaks. A low chant left his mouth—left all their mouths—and the congregation outside gave its second half, a call-and-response that made the colors shine all the brighter. Each glyph was burned into the basin, their well, their doorway, and his blood thundered and his teeth ached with joy at being so full of the gift.

When the well burned wholly crimson, they knelt, extracted the knives from their belts, and parted the flesh of one finger. The offering bowl was brought in by another priest, laden with its donations. Each offering was poured into the well, blood oozing down the steps while his own dribbled from his finger, bringing together the wants of the people, of the universe, of their god.

Of the blazing furnace at the heart of their realm, where all others had begun.

He knelt. With his forehead pressed to stone he sensed another world—choking green things and restless water, hurricane skies and hissing flames. It smelled of smoke and life and beauty.

Descend.

The well turned the cathedral red, beckoning, beguiling. He went down the steps.

Except he wasn’t descending, but climbing. Julian was back in his own body, his own mind, but the cathedral was gone. He stood halfway up a set of stairs made of some unknown black substance, which stretched up and up to a wide basin. There was no sight of land; all around him was infinite cosmos, the clouds of galaxies and the years-late shine of stars.

And beneath the stairway: a blazing furnace.

Ascend.

Julian took another step. Another. There was an ache at the base of his throat that tasted like want, but he could not guess what would soothe it.

Not this.

He stopped. The cosmos gave a low, throbbing groan. A warning.

Do you not want to protect? Do you not want the greater good to prevail?

Julian straddled two steps, up and down, unmoving. A shiver suddenly wracked his shoulders and he whipped around.

A wolf sat at the bottom of the stairs. Two eyes burned white underneath the constellation on its brow, its large body radiating a pale light like the stars overhead, like the furnace below. It rose to all fours.

Drawn to its familiarity, Julian descended, following its form into the dark. The cosmos shuddered and gave another groan, its warnings unheeded.

The wolf did not look back—not for the cosmos’s rage, or even to make sure Julian followed. Its pace was steady, and Julian kept a smart distance.

When it stopped, Julian looked up. They were in a cave filled with gems, cracked-open geodes and polished stones, reflecting the wolf’s starlight glow.

Standing in the cave holding up an amethyst was Taesia. She was concentrating on whatever she was seeing within the gem, her eyes no longer cosmic but the dark brown he remembered, cunning and quick.

The wolf—the astralam—padded over to her. She noticed it, then noticed Julian and dropped the gem.

“What,” she said. “How did you—?”

He silently approached her, reaching for the place Nikolas had injured her. In his dreams she was whole. In his dreams she was safe.

Taesia stilled at his touch, at their proximity. The gemstones glowed softly around them.

“I did what I had to,” Taesia said.

“I know.”

The astralam settled on the floor of the cave, resting its head on its paws. Julian swept his thumb over the arc of Taesia’s hip.

“I wasn’t going to kill the child. I wouldn’t.”

“I know.”

The nearest ruby flashed. “Do you?” She knocked his hand away. “You claim you know me, but you don’t.”

She turned to run, to escape into another dream he couldn’t reach, and he grabbed her wrist.

“Is it so bad?” he asked. “To know you.”

Her wrist flexed under his grip. “You look at all that’s happened and you tell me.”

“I can tell you that you’re afraid to be known, and that it won’t stop me.”

He could tell her that he searched for her in every darkness he passed, that he had gotten so close to the star of her he’d already incinerated.

It was safer here, in a dream, to reach into the pocket he kept stitched closed. To hold his thoughts to the gentle light of the garnets and emeralds, to the widening of Taesia’s eyes.

“I don’t need your… belief, or whatever this is,” she rasped. “I don’t need your forgiveness or your protection.”

“I know.”

Her face tightened before she looked away again, both of them aware she could break free if she wanted to.

“Focus on Phos,” she muttered. Her pulse drummed against his fingertips. “Not me.”

“You gave me a challenge to find you.” He drew her closer. “Knowing how good of a Hunter I am.”

The look she gave him soothed the ache in his throat. Her lips were parted, her gaze daring. Eager.

The only time he’d kissed her he had been out of his mind, more demon than man, sharing the taste of blood between them. This time he was in the safety of his own head. It was only in his dreams he could pull her in like this, press his mouth to hers like this, act on his desires like this.

He sensed her shock in the ringing crystals around them, the flare of onyx and jade, and then the softness of her acceptance, the sweetness of her moving lips, the hand that cradled the back of his head, the racing pulse at his fingertips and the bones shifting silver beneath them.

Then she stepped back, pushing at his chest.

“Wake up,” she said. “Julian. Wake—”

The tent made of canvas and woven animal hair muted the sunslight, but it had been difficult to fall asleep with the perpetual brightness. Opening his eyes, Julian didn’t feel rested at all, and made the easy decision to linger in his bedroll a moment longer.

Then he remembered the dream. Hissing through his teeth, he rubbed a hand against his warming face, grateful it had only been in the confines of his subconscious.

But there was another part of the dream that made him even more uneasy. He dredged up the images of the priests, the glass cathedral, the city of spires. They were foggy now that he was awake, but remembering them made the bone cuff around his wrist pulse.

That was enough to get him scrambling out of his bedroll. He rolled it up, sand and all—he’d gloomily accepted the sand would find every nook and cranny no matter what he did—and, seeing that his tentmates had already done the same, began to take down the poles.

Ulshära had been generous with supplies, but they only carried two tents between them, which had led to an awkward discussion their first night. In the end, the brothers had been relegated to their own tent while Julian, Fin, and Edwin claimed the second.

“Oh,” Julian had said when Fin had opened his bedroll with a sharp motion. “I thought…” Thought that Fin would have joined Nikolas, considering whatever was going on between them.

The erstwhile prince of Vaega had shot him a warning look. Julian, who had been praised for his practicality in annual performance reviews with the Hunters, had readjusted his own bedroll without further comment.

Edwin, however, had been thrilled, asking questions about Vitae, how their magic worked, and what they had experienced in Noctus. Fin’s sharp “good night” had quieted the bard for a whole minute before Edwin had rejoindered with, “Technically, there is no concept of night in Solara. It would behoove you to say ‘good rest’ instead.”

It was a miracle they had gotten any sleep at all this last week of traveling through the Sand Sea. Although they woke once the parent sun set, it was still eye-wateringly bright as Julian packed up the tent, a headache blooming behind his forehead. Everyone was up save for Rian, although their tent flap was open, showing the younger Cyr brother curled up in his bedroll with his eyes closed. A short distance away, Nikolas was practicing maneuvers with the Sunbringer Spear, as if to reacquaint himself with the weapon. Fin sat in the sand watching him, his expression hard to read.

Surprisingly, Edwin was the most productive, sitting in the middle of their little camp and putting together breakfast. The Third Sun was just cresting the horizon, throwing a white layer over the expanse of low, sandy dunes. Edwin and Nikolas stopped what they were doing and performed the rite Julian had witnessed in the streets of Aphelion: a prayer that welcomed the Third Sun by following its upward momentum, taking part in its cyclical journey. Once finished, they went back to their respective tasks.

“Do you have to wake for every sunrise?” Fin asked.

“Only if you wish to.” Edwin dug around in one of the packs and laid out another piece of food on the cloth he’d spread on the warm sand. Julian, who had a questionable relationship with mushrooms after his experience in Noctus, was relieved to see nuts, dried prickly pears, sorghum bread, and spiced jerky. “I certainly do not.”

Julian smartly did not ask what the jerky was made out of as he ate some. The bard chewed on the long, oddly tapered nuts while glancing every so often at Nikolas. Specifically, the shining arc of the Sunbringer Spear as it cut through the air like a vengeful comet.

“Do the people of Solara know about the weapon?” Julian asked warily. They still hadn’t brought up the subject of Edwin’s eavesdropping back in the cells, and he couldn’t shake the suspicion that the bard had another motive for joining them.

“I have most certainly heard tale of the spear,” Edwin said. “It is not a widely told narrative, but I was reared surrounded by many stories concerning the Daystar.”

“Do any of these stories mention how the Dawn Throne was made?”

The bard laughed nervously and swept his pale hair from his face. “Not so much. For that matter, if you hope to determine whether I hold extensive knowledge of Phos’s temple, I will admit now that I do not.”

“We didn’t ask about the temple,” Fin said with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh?” Edwin tongued at one of his front teeth, like a kernel had gotten stuck there. “My apologies.”

Julian and Fin exchanged a bemused look. In the remaining tent, Rian watched them with heavy bags under his eyes, sleepily listening in. During the night—or rest cycle, or whatever it was called in Solara—Julian had been woken out of a doze by the sound of one of the brothers having a nightmare.

Thinking of his own dreams, Julian wrapped a hand around his wrist beneath the bone cuff. He hadn’t heard Orsus’s voice since they’d absorbed Varrick’s feather, but this made Julian more nervous than if the god were whispering in his skull.

Nikolas returned with the spear slung over his shoulder. He was sweating lightly, the top buttons of his shirt undone, and Fin’s gaze trailed him like a shadow.

“We should get going in a few.” Nikolas nudged Rian through the tent with his foot, and the younger Cyr grunted. “Get up. Eat something.”

Julian was an only child, and therefore had no context for what a typical brotherly relationship looked like. He could only guess if the scowl on Rian’s face was normal or not.

“I made a thorough survey of the map Deviser ost Krülin provided us,” Edwin said as Nikolas sat and ate some of the provisions between swigs from his waterskin. “I am quite pleased with its accuracy. He only missed one settlement to the southeast, but it is rather small, so that is forgivable.”

“Is it close?” Nikolas asked.

“Not near enough to concern ourselves with, though near enough to vern aquan if need be.” At their uncomprehending stares he smacked his forehead. “That is, entreat for water. In the Sand Sea, you provide water to whoever requests it, even your mortal enemy. They may slay you afterward, but they would never let you die of thirst.”

“How hospitable,” Fin murmured.

“But not to worry.” Edwin tapped the map. “Deviser ost Krülin has even labeled a small grove of drakusel.”

“Elephant trees,” Nikolas translated for Julian and Fin. “They store water in their trunks.” He glanced at the rising child sun. “If the water hasn’t been dried up out here.”

“It remains, sadly, a possibility.” The bard sighed. “Less is coming through the aqueducts that run to the Three Sisters.”

“How were you even able to make aqueducts under all this sand?” asked Julian.

Edwin scoffed with a flourish of his hand. “We did not build the aqueducts. The talpascor did.”

Rian paused in the middle of taking down the second tent. “The talpascor are real?”

“Scounds, yes!” Edwin now flapped both hands through the air. “One of the desert’s most perilous hazards, and you question if they are real? The aqueducts themselves are proof of that, not to mention the careless caravans that have succumbed to a dreadful fate at their intervention.”

Fin raised a hand. “Sorry, but what’s a tala-whatever?”

“They’re a type of beast.”

Everyone turned to Julian. He tried not to shrink under their startled stares. “The Hunters had to be well versed in not only Vitaean beasts, but also Other-Realm ones. Some were displaced in Vitae after the Sealing and found ways to breed.” He glanced at Nikolas. “Paris and I once fought a banri outside the city.”

Nikolas lowered his head at the name of Julian’s old partner, one of the few members of the task force put together by King Ferdinand to stop the Conjurers.

“Another of the desert’s worst offenders,” the bard claimed. “A banri prowled outside my settlement when I was young. Took off with three elders’ heads before—” He shook his own head. “In any case, the talpascor are sand burrowers and make their homes underground. They do not go out of their way to rampage unsuspecting travelers, only those who thoughtlessly enter their territory, which we are far from, I am happy to say.”

“How did you come to be so knowledgeable about the desert, anyway?” Rian asked as he took a piece of bread.

Edwin paused in the middle of folding up the map. “Everyone who grows up in a settlement must learn the harsh conditions of the desert. As for myself, I spent much time in its clutches. The key to surviving it, gentlemen, is in giving it due respect.”

With that wisdom imparted, they finished their breakfast, wrapped their head coverings, shouldered their packs, and continued walking east toward the Shadow Sea. Ulshära had offered them camel-like beasts to ride (which Julian had been keen on seeing), but Nikolas had worried about their well-being if it came down to a battle in the desert. So they navigated the shallow dunes and avoided distant settlements with Edwin in the lead, the bard happily strumming his banjo while sampling some of his original work between the more traditional Solarian ballads.

“Through blackest pitch the ’Scourge did step, shadows hungry as she crept,” he sang in his lilting tenor, “till up the tower Aurora she leapt, to kiss cold sword to warm-blooded neck.”

Rian and Fin seemed to find the music amusing, taking turns answering Edwin’s questions about the Sunslayer and her home. Nikolas had long since trailed behind with a sigh, and Julian, not sure how much more he could take of the bard’s compositions, eventually found himself doing the same.

“Is the cuff bothering you?”

Julian looked over his shoulder. Nikolas walked with the spear slung across his back, his remaining eye assessing Julian carefully.

“You keep looking at it,” Nikolas clarified.

Julian pushed down his head covering and almost instantly regretted it as heat blazed across his scalp. “Not at the moment. It’s just…” He scanned their surroundings, from the trio brainstorming what rhymed with peril to the mesquite shrubs rising from lean soil, before lowering his voice. “Orsus did something with Varrick’s feather.”

Once he explained how the bone had absorbed the powerful gift Phos had given the imperator, Nikolas also pushed down his head covering. In the full light of the suns he looked like a burnished god, and Julian had to blink a couple times just to keep his eyes fixed on him.

“They’ve said nothing to you since?” Nikolas asked. Julian shook his head. “That’s… alarming.” He huffed. “To put it mildly. You don’t have any Lumin abilities, do you?”

Julian lifted his hands, concentrating on siphoning any sort of light from the cuff into his palms, but nothing happened. “No. I think by absorbing the feather, Orsus wanted some way of bolstering their own power, not necessarily Phos’s.”

“Why would Orsus want that?” And then, more pointedly: “What does Orsus want with you?”

Julian ran his thumb against his fingertips and felt how the cuff ground against his own bones. “What does Phos want with you? Orsus is using me. They wanted me to kill Phos when we were in Noctus, and I didn’t. They want to make sure the job gets done this time.”

Nikolas glanced at Rian’s back. “Are you sure that’s all?”

Julian snorted. “No.” Something nudged his awareness, a faint call at the outer edges of his perception, and he looked around again. Nothing was out of the ordinary, although Edwin gazed north for a moment before shouldering his banjo.

“Will Orsus want to do the same to Nyx?” Nikolas asked, soft and slow, just coming to the revelation.

Will Orsus want you to kill Taesia?

Julian’s footsteps, already difficult in the sandy terrain, nearly faltered. He hadn’t considered it.

“Even if they do, I won’t let them.” He peered at Nikolas sidelong. “And you? You still haven’t said what you’ll do once we find her.”

Nikolas kept his gaze ahead. “What I have to.”

“You don’t have to do anything.”

“I intend to fulfill my promise to Ulshära and bring Taesia back to the cities so she can face what she’s done. What happens to her from that point on isn’t my concern.”

“I don’t believe you mean anything you say. Whatever act you’re putting on, it’s helping no one.” When Nikolas remained silent, Julian uttered a humorless laugh. “You’re telling me you’re really going to set her up to die?”

Nikolas stopped walking, and Julian turned to face him.

“Will you stop me if I do?” Nikolas asked.

An ache bloomed in his jaw. Both men stared at one another, a list of unvoiced grievances between them.

“She hurt you,” Julian said. “I get it. But she was trying to save you. Save all of us. No matter how you feel about her, you know she’s a valuable asset in fighting Phos. This posturing, this coldness… it isn’t you.”

Nikolas’s pupil shrank before he lurched across the sand and grabbed Julian’s arm above the cuff, pulling him in close.

“How much longer are you going to defend her before she breaks your heart?” Nikolas demanded. His breath was hot against Julian’s cheek. The spear shone like a fourth sun behind him. “You think you know me. Know her. But what could you possibly know that I don’t?”

I can tell you that you’re afraid to be known, and that it won’t stop me.

Julian tried to wrench free. He could hear the frantic beat of Nikolas’s heart, smell on him the wariness and the want, the same longing that Julian had experienced on those dark stairs—control. The bruising grip of Nikolas’s fingers was one of despair, but there was anger in the seam of his mouth where his teeth gleamed, as if he needed to consume Julian before Taesia could.

In his dream, he had been the one to make Taesia listen to his words. Now he was the one being drawn in. Hunted.

“Nik!” came Rian’s shout from seemingly miles away.

Nikolas clutched the back of Julian’s neck until he was inescapable, grinding their foreheads together. His eye was closed, lashes quivering and shining like threads of gold.

“You love her,” Nikolas whispered, and Julian inhaled each word. “You love her, and it’s going to kill you.” Julian weakly shook his head and Nikolas cradled it like Taesia had in the dream. “It’s going to kill us all.”

He was shaking. They both were, caught in the maelstrom Julian had unwittingly unleashed. Or maybe he’d wanted this from the start, nipping and growling and begging for a scrap until he got one, and now all he could do was show his belly. Prove that he was as unprepared for this as Nikolas claimed he was.

A chill went through him even as the suns scorched them, the bone cuff turning icy against his skin.

Then he realized—the distant call he’d sensed before was much closer.

Nikolas gasped and let him go, the two of them turning north. There was a buzzing rage in Julian’s mind that had nothing to do with them—it was simple, animalistic, a massive body driven forward as if by a whip.

And coming straight for them.

“We must away to higher ground!” Edwin yelled.

They’d barely made it a yard when the beast sprang out of the sands like a whale breaching water, lowing a guttural sound that Julian felt through his chest. The talpascor’s form was that of a giant scorpion crossbred with a snake, its powerful, sinuous body capable of subterranean tunneling while its two large pincers were more than capable of snipping them in half. Its dozens of insect-like legs scuttled over the ground while the tail end of its body thrashed upward into a curve, showing off a stinger that glowed with a sinister light.

For a moment Julian’s mind connected with that of the beast’s. Its anger roared like a bonfire, desperate to find the source of its provocation. He felt that anger lining his own skin, seeing himself from the talpascor’s point of view: Intruder. Prey. Food.

But they’d done nothing to provoke it, Edwin’s songs aside. Julian searched deeper even as he grabbed his bow, searching for the kindling that had caused that bonfire to grow.

It was subtle, but he caught it: a faint whisper of the divine, echoing in the cuff around his throbbing wrist.

Phos.
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Waren Cyr had often trained both sons at once. Not for economic purposes, but to pit them against one another.

Rian and Nikolas had long since grasped what he was doing. So when Waren summoned them to the training yard on a bright spring morning with a spear in either hand, they shared a knowing look.

“In battle,” Waren said, “you may find yourself side by side with a comrade whose skill either surpasses or falls short of yours. While it’s imperative to trust your fellow soldiers and fill in their blind spots, you cannot rely on or be distracted by them.”

While Nikolas was handed one of the standard spears, Rian was offered the Sunbringer Spear. Its comforting warmth seeped through his hands, and it hummed with undeniable power.

Even with the advantage of the Sunbringer Spear, landing a hit on their father was next to impossible. Waren was a military elite, and with the added benefit of Lumin magic he was untouchable.

But there was a meaningful gleam in Nikolas’s eyes as he mouthed third maneuver. Rian smirked and positioned himself on Waren’s left while Nikolas dove to the right, the Sunbringer Spear aiming high while the normal spear aimed low.

At the last second, Rian and Nikolas used lightspeed. In a flash they changed places—changed weapons—and now it was Nikolas aiming the Sunbringer Spear at Waren’s back instead of his chest, where he’d been ready to block.

Rian couldn’t even blink, it happened so fast. Waren dodged with lightspeed and grabbed the Sunbringer Spear out of Nikolas’s hands. In the same motion he turned the weapon around to jab it into Nikolas’s chest.

Rian darted forward, hoping to intercept it, but Nikolas was already toppling to the ground with a grunt. Waren turned and disarmed Rian in the same breath, knocking his legs out from under him for good measure.

“What did I tell you?” Waren chastised above their groaning forms. “You cannot let yourself get distracted, even from a comrade receiving a fatal blow. It will more likely than not get you killed for your trouble.”

He lifted the Sunbringer Spear, eyeing it critically. “Still, I applaud your efforts. Who came up with that maneuver?”

Rian sat rubbing his aching hip. “Me.” He glanced at Nikolas, who tugged on his right ear. I’m fine.

His father smiled, sharp with pride. Rian’s chest swelled with a warmth similar to the one the Sunbringer Spear bestowed, a hard-won prize.

Waren’s smile disappeared as he turned back to Nikolas. “You left yourself open. How many times must I tell you to keep your right arm up? Will you only remember once a blade slides between your ribs?” He held out the Sunbringer Spear. “Do you think someone who disregards the fundamentals of combat is worthy to wield this?”

Nikolas held a hand to his sternum, trying to smooth away his grimace of pain. He kept his eyes downcast. “No, sir.”

Later, Rian would beg for snacks and a cold compress from the kitchens and find wherever Nikolas had hidden himself. He’d reveal the bottle of palm wine he had stolen from the cellar and they would get tipsy enough that their bruises hardly bothered them at all.

But in this moment, Rian could only lower his own gaze and adhere to his father’s teachings.

Rian’s wings unfurled as he snatched up Edwin from the spot where the talpascor’s stinger beam fell in an explosion of sand and heat.

“Wh-why is it here?” the bard cried when Rian set him down, falling back to Central Solari, which was far less verbose than his Vaegan. “We’re nowhere near its territory, so how—?”

Something itched in the back of Rian’s skull, a gnawing, intrusive pressure. It was coming from the beast—or rather, what was causing it such distress.

Rian swallowed and Lucent squeezed his arm. “Phos sent it.” Edwin squeaked, and Rian pushed him toward the nearest dune. “Get as far away as you can!”

“B-b-but—”

Julian fired arrows into the beast’s brown exoskeleton, chitin cracking under their force. Nikolas’s wings snapped open and he took to the air. Rian jumped up after him.

“Be careful of its claws!” Edwin shouted, opening the crossbow compartment of his banjo. “They’re big, but they’re fast!”

Rian dodged an incoming swipe from one not a moment later. He grabbed the Lumin pistol at his hip and fed it a projectile, then fired at one of the many small eyes that lined the side of the talpascor’s round head. The beast screeched its ire and thrashed its tail, stinger blazing for another attack.

“Watch out!” Fin yelled from below. He was rooting for something in his pack.

“Fall back to the dune!” Nikolas shouted. Fin shouted something back, but Rian was too focused on reloading his Lumin pistol.

Edwin’s voice carried to him: “It can barely see despite all the eyes, so shoot something else!” The bard fired a crossbow bolt that landed well shy of the beast’s skittering body. “Aim for the join of its femur and head!”

Rian found the spot. The blast of light from his pistol smashed into the crease between its head and the large arm that ended in a wicked pincer. The damage wasn’t extensive, but the stinger’s glow waned.

It gave Nikolas enough time to fly closer to the tail. Using Lux as a shield, Nikolas tried to cleave the stinger off with the Sunbringer Spear. His shield expanded as the beast smashed its tail into him and fired.

Fin cried out, but Nikolas managed to lightspeed away with only a scorched sleeve. He met Rian’s eyes across the distance and the two of them nodded.

Two against one, just like old times.

They tucked in their wings and dove. They dodged incoming pincers with lightspeed and quick turns, Rian aggravating the beast’s front while Nikolas returned to the back. One of Julian’s arrows landed near the beast’s mouth, a furled mess of jutting fangs, and black blood spurted. The talpascor recoiled as Nikolas and Rian switched places with a resonating crack so that Nikolas could aim at the seam of its arm and Rian could shoot the flickering stinger. Before it could retaliate, Rian traded places with Nikolas again.

Their constant shifting disoriented the talpascor. It thumped its tail down so hard the ground trembled, and the stinger beam shot off into the desert without a target.

Rian almost grinned. He’d missed this rush of adrenaline, missed fighting alongside his brother. The weapon in his hands was different, but it was a relief—it didn’t conjure harmful memories, only potential.

Below, Fin had finally found what he was looking for: the real bomb given to them by Oskar. He yanked the safety pin out and threw the bomb at the incensed beast. It went off in a rattle of fire and smoke, taking out one of the talpascor’s right legs. The beast hobbled a little to the left and aimed its next stinger beam at Fin.

Nikolas blinked out of existence and reappeared in front of the stinger with his light shield. Before Rian could intervene his brother caught the beam full blast and crashed down into the sand, spear flying from his grip.

Fin ran to Nikolas’s side as Rian, distracted by his brother’s reckless martyrdom, nearly succumbed to the same fate; he narrowly avoided getting smacked by the talpascor’s incoming pincer, which grazed his side. Cursing, Rian flew upward to escape its reach and glanced back at Nikolas, who was regaining his feet with Fin’s help. But the spear had dropped mid-fall, landing dozens of paces away.

Rian reached for it without thinking. His father had placed the weapon in his hands so many times, fully expecting Rian to be the one to tap into its unbridled power.

He had used that power, but as Phos. It had not been a relic but a tool of destruction, and now it carried even more of the god than it did before. There was no desire in him for its familiar heft and its familial importance.

And yet—

And yet he reached for it, habitual, hoping for anything to make a difference.

Heat spilled from his chest and down his arm. Beyond his reaching hand hung a shining glyph, a hexagram with a small circle and dot within it. There was a pop and flare within him, a cord pulling taut.

His fingers wrapped around the metal stock of the Sunbringer Spear as it materialized in his hand.

He didn’t have time to question it; the stinger was already brightening again, ready to strike Rian out of the air. Rian twisted out of time with a booming crack and reappeared underneath the talpascor’s arm to drive the spear’s blade deep into the joint.

The beast screamed and struggled. Rian used lightspeed to regain distance, black blood dripping from the spear onto the sands below. He stared at it and tried to catch his breath.

Whenever his father had handed him the weapon, he’d been comforted by its weight and its warmth. But now the only warmth it held was from his own hands. Even the blade and the feathers looked duller.

“Rian!”

Nikolas was flying toward him. Rian gritted his teeth, wondering how he’d made the spear appear in his hand like it was nothing. If he could do it again.

“Catch!” he yelled before hurling the spear at his brother. Just as the metal skimmed his fingertips he focused on that bizarre line of tension that had preceded the spear’s arrival, a feeling similar to lightspeed.

The Sunbringer Spear disappeared with a visceral throbbing sound and the return of that glyph, a hexagram and a circle and a dot. Nikolas had raised his hand to catch it only for the spear to materialize in his grip with a brilliant flash.

Nikolas gaped at it, then at Rian. “How did you—?”

The talpascor let off another stinger beam, and Nikolas spun out of the way before launching himself at the place Rian had cut into. The joint was seeping blood, the pincer drooping, and it didn’t take much for Nikolas to flare with blinding light and slice the whole thing off.

The talpascor screeched again as the clawlike pincer fell to the sand with a spray of brackish blood. Edwin cheered from the top of the dune, and Julian yelled something just before Rian caught the blur of movement from the beast’s remaining pincer.

Aiming right at Nikolas’s unprotected back.

You cannot let yourself get distracted.

Rian reached for that tightened cord of power as the stinger turned back to him.

It will more likely than not get you killed for your trouble.

He stretched a hand out to his brother and closed it into a fist, then yanked it toward his chest.

Just like the Sunbringer Spear, Nikolas disappeared with a thrum of displaced air right as the pincer reached him. An instant later he reappeared below Rian, flapping his wings to keep upright. Rian caught him and dove just as the next beam crackled through the air above them.

Nikolas’s expression was stricken as he looked at Rian, the spear pulsing urgently in his hand. Rian’s mouth flooded with a sour-sweet taste of relief.

He could use lightspeed not only on an object, but another person.

He could spare his brother needless pain.







V
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The rate of Julian’s arrows slowed as Orsus’s voice grew insistent.

You have the tools to stop this, the god whispered, the bone cuff a vise around his wrist. Use them. Watch what they can do.

Julian yelled as the talpascor’s pincer hurtled toward Nikolas. Not for the first time, a glyph shimmered before Rian’s outstretched hand. The hexagonal symbol of Orsus—of quintessence—with the symbol for Phos, for light, in the middle. Julian sensed the activation of both aether and lightspeed as Rian pulled his brother to safety.

Use them. Use me.

Julian had shared his fear of the demon’s powers with Dante, knowing the more he relied on it, the more likely he was to lose himself. Yet Dante had seemed far warier of Orsus, and Julian did not take that lightly.

He had seen for himself the devastating effects of possession.

So Julian strung another arrow to the mechanical bow and pulled it back, relishing the resistance and the stretch, the way his arm and back muscles worked to keep it steady. Behind him, Edwin called out where to hit: the legs, the mouth, the seams in the beast’s carapace. Julian struck them all, sensing the talpascor’s rising fury along the back of his skull.

It wasn’t enough to bring it down. Even with the Cyr brothers hacking off one of its arms, Julian knew it wouldn’t give up so easily, driven not only by Phos’s persistence but its own.

“Thana’s putrid, rotting grave,” Fin growled nearby, using his earth magic to try to shift the sands beneath the talpascor. “They’re going to get themselves killed.” He glanced at Edwin on the dune. “Keep telling them where to strike!”

Use my power, Orsus whispered. Our power. You have done it before.

Conjuring, crafting, creating. His fingertips buzzed with need.

Instead he snagged himself on the beast’s bloodthirst, let it pierce him like one of his arrows. Julian tossed his bow and quiver to the sand.

“Get back,” he warned Fin.

“I have to—”

“You’re distracting him.”

Fin winced. Julian didn’t have the presence of mind to be sorry; the heat of the talpascor’s wrath swelled, reaching for his throat and squeezing. He held his head between his hands and disregarded Orsus’s punishing pain as hunger snatched him within its inevitable grip.

In Noctus, in a chasm lined with poisoned amethysts, Taesia had tried to convince him that the Hunter and the demon were separate. Yet Julian had known since Godsnight that they were one and the same, had hated and feared that horrible truth, scorned his unknown blood and what it did to him.

Instead of choosing between monster and guardian, Taesia had said beneath an infinite night sky, you can be both.

The demon rose, starved. The veins at Julian’s wrists deepened to black, trailing higher along his arms and neck, down his legs, across his chest. He opened his eyes and all his senses sharpened, made the sunslight sting harsher and the air smell fouler from the beast’s blood. His mouth flooded with saliva.

Maybe it was the displeasure from Orsus, or maybe it was simply Julian learning control, but the demon didn’t take over—not completely. Its craving was rooted in his back teeth even as he cut his tongue on sharpened canines, taking pleasure in the pain.

The beast before him was slashing through the air, firing off its stinger beam and scorching holes into the sand when it missed. Julian dodged one effortlessly as he closed in, his speed beyond human.

His arrows had stuck into the creature’s carapace. He grabbed the lowest shaft and hauled himself up, then jumped to reach a higher one. In this way he scaled the beast’s body while its attention was fixed on the brothers, trying to knock them out of the air like flies.

The scent of its blood and distress was so close. Julian inhaled and shuddered, nearly snapping the arrow in his hand.

Do not let these urges poison you, the forgotten god murmured. The bone cuff throbbed, but he paid it no mind as he climbed higher, clinging on through the talpascor’s scuttling and shaking. Through me, the power is purer.

Julian drew level with the beast’s many eyes. The ones that hadn’t been injured were murky and dim, but he peered into them anyway.

“Stop struggling,” he commanded. Compulsion rang in a shivery peal through his body. “Retreat.”

Somewhere within him, the demon snarled at his compassion.

But it made no difference; the beast could not focus on him, and his compulsion couldn’t penetrate. It only slowed for a couple seconds before aiming its stinger at Julian, forcing him to leap higher onto its back as a bolt of intense energy shot past him, raising the hairs on his arms like hackles.

There was another eye on the top of the beast’s head. It had been tracking Nikolas’s and Rian’s movements, but now it focused on him, the stinger thrashing again into position. Julian ripped off the nearest arrow and plunged it down into the eye. The talpascor’s fury ratcheted into a sweet song, its pain echoing the searing punishment of the bone cuff.

Julian grinned wide.

Are you nothing but an animal? the god derided. Julian crumpled at the agony sweltering up his arm, forcing him to let go of the arrow. This is what you would debase yourself to?

Julian growled as the demon bit back. Orsus’s voice drowned under its malicious, mocking laughter, allowing him a fraction of clarity. Enough to wonder how Rian had made a sigil that contained both aether and light. How the glyph for quintessence was the same as that of the god who had wielded it.

He remembered his dreams of cathedrals and stepwells. It was the magic of Ostium, of Orsus, but it was the demon’s as well—their blood altered, twisted, but not drained.

The priest he’d been in the dream had sketched the symbols for air, water, earth, void… and fire. The talpascor’s plating was hard to break through, but underneath was the tremor of its tender flesh.

Julian raised himself to his knees. Lines—circles—shapes—the rustle of his dream robes and the gleam of glass cutting into shadow. His clothes stuck to him with sweat. His nostrils flared as he inhaled the animal’s bitter need for survival.

His hand superimposed upon the memory of the priest’s dusky fingers as they trailed a comet of intention through the air. Three lines formed a triangle, and with small flicks of his fingers he added radicals to give it potency. Around it: the six-pointed star.

The potential of Conjuration welled in his palm. He pressed it to the sigil and ignited it, slamming it down on top of the beast’s ruined median eye.

The aether let the fire travel down and down. The scream that shivered through the air fed the demon well. His beastspeaking ability opened a channel between him and the talpascor, and for a moment he was burning along with it, teeth caught on agony and bliss. The body under him convulsed and hunkered down, preparing to dig its way back into the sand, but the bone cuff pulsed and Julian thoughtlessly took what it offered, strengthening the spell until flames burst out of the exoskeleton’s plating.

He was about to be caught in them, too, when a sudden pressure grabbed him and yanked, a nauseating tug at his navel that displaced him out of time and thought. When he came to, he was kneeling in the sand beside Rian.

“What did you do?” Rian demanded, more awed than concerned as he watched the beast writhe and burn. Yet it still aimed its flickering stinger at them, ready to fire one last beam.

There was an echo coming off Rian that made the bone cuff hum—the quintessence that Phos had transferred to him. Julian sketched the sigil again, the lines glowing crimson, and then grabbed Rian’s hand with his black-veined one. He slammed them both down upon the sigil.

The fire built and engulfed the talpascor until it collapsed, thrashing in the sand as its legs shriveled and its cries diminished. Julian felt the exact moment it died.

We didn’t have to kill it, he couldn’t help but think. Phos didn’t have to sacrifice it.

But stronger than his regret was his amazement. The demon clung to him still, sated with the destruction he’d orchestrated, driving out the nuisance that was Orsus. It let him smell the curiosity coming off Rian as he stared at the hand that had assisted his spell.

“I can…” Rian gave an incredulous laugh. “I can use Conjuration. Because of him.”

They looked at one another. Julian wondered what Rian saw: the demon or the man underneath.

“And now I can use it against him,” Rian finished, clenching his open hand into a fist.

Nikolas landed a good distance from the flaming body of the talpascor. He kept a tight hold on the spear, though he didn’t think the beast would be getting up again.

But his grip remained tight as he stared at Rian and Julian. Even from here Nikolas saw the searing green of Julian’s eyes, the threads of black along his skin, the lengthening of his nails. Nikolas strode swiftly toward them.

Then Rian gave a sudden whoop, grabbing Julian’s shoulders and shaking him with such enthusiasm that Nikolas stopped in his tracks.

There was a fire lit not only within the body of the talpascor, but in his brother’s eyes. Whatever Rian was saying to Julian, it was with unmistakable excitement, and a smile cracked slow and sweet across Julian’s face as the black veins receded.

Nikolas’s chest caved in. He hadn’t heard Rian sound like that, laugh like that, since…

An aching itch went up both arms. He knew without looking that the feathers had come back, but he could barely spare a thought for them.

How had Rian teleported him away?

How had Nikolas been the one who needed saving again when it was his role to protect his brother?

How could Julian do what Nikolas could not?

A sharp whistle made him start. Edwin had come up beside him, banjo dangling from one hand. Fin wasn’t far behind, squinting as he watched the talpascor’s body blaze brilliantly under the suns. His gaze briefly swept over Nikolas before he walked over to the others.

“Fin,” Nikolas called.

“Now this,” Edwin said, “this is a ballad in the making! An indomitable pair of brothers, a heroic man’s attempted sacrifice, and those symbols…” The bard searched for their dropped packs. “I have need of my songbook. What distinguished designation would you prefer for your moniker in the Sunslayer Saga? The Lightbearer? The Winged Heir?” Edwin raised an eyebrow. “Ah, but I forgot: You are the Sunbringer.”

Nikolas didn’t answer. He couldn’t; his throat had closed up. The feathers along his arms sprouted and he felt more at the nape of his neck, bursting through his skin, seeking the sunlight.

He was pulled abruptly out of his spiral by Julian’s scream.

Rian and Fin steadied Julian as he sank back to the ground, dark droplets falling from his straining hand. It was a color between red and black, like a bold wine.

Nikolas ran forward and dropped to one knee. He forgot his anger and his envy and his fear as he grabbed Julian’s hand, forgot the unnerving grief that haunted him when he was in the man’s presence. Julian’s breaths were nearly sobs, his face wet with sweat and tears.

The skin around the bone cuff was welted and flushed. Some of his veins had stayed black, inching away from the bone like the demon’s influence was being pushed back by force.

“Is it Orsus?” Nikolas demanded.

Julian tried to nod and swayed forward. Nikolas caught him, let him lean against his shoulder. “They’re—stronger,” Julian croaked. “Mad. I didn’t…”

Nikolas didn’t have to ask. Julian had obviously chosen the demon, and the god now sought to discipline him.

“But the glyph,” Rian said, his hand anchored on Julian’s heaving back. Edwin mouthed the word glyph before writing it down. “You used Conjuration. Wouldn’t that be enough to appease them?”

“Maybe once,” Julian mumbled, eyes shut tight. “Not anymore.”

Nikolas watched as the last trace of black in Julian’s veins disappeared under the press of his thumb. The feathers that had been emerging on his arms were also gone for now.

But that was all they could afford: for now. Because if Orsus was stronger, Nikolas wasn’t worried about what would happen if the god was ignored; he was worried what would happen if the god got what they wanted.

“You used Conjuration, too.” Nikolas looked at Rian over Julian’s shoulder. “When you used lightspeed on me and the spear. You didn’t hear Orsus then, did you?”

Rian shook his head. But his eyes went from Julian to the spear Nikolas had set down in the sand, the one he had so adamantly rejected in the gardens of the Cyr villa.

“When I held it just now,” Rian said softly, “it was… different than how I remember.”

“You probably felt the fulcrum inside it.”

“No.” Rian frowned at the Sunbringer Spear, eyeing its metal wings, then studied the hand that had summoned it. “I didn’t feel anything at all.”







VI
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Risha felt watery and obscure as she was taken down to the room in which they were keeping Samhara. Last night she had dreamed that her bones had split and sprouted, the trunk of some enormous tree growing from her midsection, a forest spreading from the tips of her fingers and toes. The branches bore her teeth and eyes. Her skin had turned to frilled petals.

But she was not a forest—she was filled with blood, not laurel, and it shushed anxiously in her ears as she approached the weapon. They had placed it on a rack on the wall, the hilts crossed. The guards closed and locked the door behind her.

As soon as she was alone, one red eye cracked open along the left scythe.

“Do you know how fucking boring it is down here?” Valentin said with his typical charm. “I’m sure you’ve been having a grand time without me, running about playing the hero. You know what I’ve been up to? Staring at the same fucking wall for days. Is it marginally better than being locked in a shitty cabinet? Maybe. Does it make me want to tear off my skin once I get my body back? Well, I’ll let you witness that answer for—”

“I cannot die.”

She was tired of wasting time. Her fingernails itched as if roots longed to poke out of them.

The single eye on the blade turned into the reflection of a whole head. Some of Valentin’s black hair slid off one pointed ear.

“Pardon?” he asked.

“You saw that legionnaire kill me. Kill my father.” The hurt retreated to a distant plane, so far away she hated herself for being unable to reach it.


THE GHOST: Not yet.



“I got back up, completely healed. I felt myself die, and I came back. He did not.” Valentin opened his hateful mouth, but Risha spoke over him. “I can already guess you’re pleased that another of Leshya’s descendants is gone. Whatever your feelings, I won’t acknowledge them.”

Valentin’s expression tightened. He eyed a sword hanging on the opposite wall.

She opened and closed her hand. Once, in Parithvi, her mother had dragged her to a palm reader. He had found meaning in the branching lines, following one with his finger that he promised meant a long, fulfilling life.


THE BODY: Like the aerial roots of ivy, climbing and invasive.



“Every wound I take is immediately healed,” she whispered. “Even the fatal ones. Why?”

When Valentin remained silent, Risha worried she had erred in coming to him. Then the undead king burst into cackling laughter.

“Oh, shit.” Valentin giggled. “I didn’t realize it was like that.”

The shade of Jas’s exasperation mirrored hers. She grabbed the left handle and sent a sharp pulse into the blade. Valentin hissed.

“Tell me,” she demanded.

Valentin clicked his tongue. “I knew your little friend decided to latch on to you like a hook through the navel, but I didn’t think it would lead to this.”

“Jas?” Her heart thrummed. “Is this because he offered me some of his power?”

When Risha had first healed herself, Jas’s spirit had siphoned some of its energy into hers. It had been the only thing that kept her from succumbing to the death knell of Mortri. But after he’d sacrificed himself to save her, some of his spirit had joined that bit of energy, fusing his soul to hers.

Jas’s magic was tied to living things—the revival of stem and root and petal, like the begonia he had brought back to life in the gardens of Vakara villa. When that magic combined with hers, the revival became that of the body. The source of her ability to heal.

So often these last few months she had wondered if she was actually hearing his voice, feeling his presence.


THE GHOST: Now I know your ghost is here with mine.


 
How could I leave you? Jas murmured from the bottom of her rib cage, between the tendons of her arms, the arch of her orbital bones. Admit it, you’re hopeless without me.

“The fuck are you smiling for?” Valentin asked. “Are you stupid? You think this is good?”

“Enlighten me, then. What does this mean?”

“There’s a rare phenomenon that happens in Mortri when two spirits merge. Namely, when one soul stitches itself to another it knew in life. It’s called soul-binding.” He lifted one sharp eyebrow. “Color me shocked a Vakara hasn’t heard of it.”

It wasn’t that she hadn’t heard of it, but rather that she hadn’t known what it was called. “Something similar happened to a great-aunt of mine. A séance went wrong, and she was stuck with a ghost in her head.”

“Ghastly,” Valentin said with delighted relish. “And what happened to this great-aunt?”

“She gradually lost her sense of self. She was often confused about who she was, and started moving in unpredictable ways. A caretaker had to be with her at all times so that she wouldn’t harm herself.”

Valentin grinned. “And how do you feel, knowing this could be your future?”


THE GHOST: It might affect your mind, he told me. Your own soul.

He was so afraid.



Risha frowned. “You don’t know that.”

But the flowers, the roots under her nails and in the trenches of her palm. It was already starting.

“Trust me, little Vakara, I do,” Valentin drawled. “I’ve performed my fair share of soul-binding on the hapless fools who earned themselves a spot in Cruciamen. I experimented with all sorts of nasty bastards, but the best results were the souls that already knew one another. Oh, their screams…” He licked the corner of his lips. “Certain souls, certain powers, are incompatible, and cause excruciating pain the longer they’re joined. Some forgot who they were entirely, and ended up dissipating themselves before they could be released into the torment of rebirth. But you…”

The Mortrian king stared at her with something akin to hunger. Risha stared back, unwilling to be cowed, while Jas fretted in her skull.

“Life magic stitching itself to death magic?” Valentin cocked his head, the gesture eerie. “That’s a rare combination. A powerful one. Certainly powerful enough to deny your body a well-deserved death.”

“Powerful enough to fully revive another person?”

Valentin snorted. “How the fuck should I know?”

Risha, Jas whispered, and she didn’t have to guess why. She had knelt above her father’s body and begged for it to mend, to reset his heartbeat and pull his soul back. All in vain.

She didn’t know if Saya and her mother had put fire to his body, couldn’t fathom the unbelievable distance between them.


THE GHOST: Will I forget them?

Will I lose myself?



I won’t let that happen. Jas’s certainty washed the taste of bile from her mouth.

Soul-binding. It made her think of the tethers she saw between people. It made her think of the amalgam she had fought in the necropolis, that terrible joining of undead bodies and spirits.

“What we discussed before,” she said slowly, “about the Mortrian kings carrying parts of Thana’s fulcrum. Since Samhara wasn’t strong enough to defeat them, that must mean Thana’s fulcrum isn’t physical like Nyx’s and Deia’s, but spiritual.”

Valentin studied his sharp black nails. “So?”

“Could we join the spiritual components together to make the fulcrum whole again?”

The question made him raise both eyebrows this time. “You want to soul-bind the kings together.” She nodded. “It’s an idea, to be sure, but you’re forgetting one vital detail: I’d have to join them. And someone promised me a new body.”

“You wouldn’t have to be part of the amalgam. I just need to make it easier to absorb them all into Samhara and complete the weapon. It’s our best chance of defeating Thana.”

And when are you planning to mention that the fulcrum will need to be destroyed along with her? Jas muttered.

Shush.

“After the god is dead, you’ll have your body and your title reinstated.” She lied so boldly that Jas was stunned to silence. “And all of Mortri to oversee.”

Valentin caressed his chin with his long nails, his smile cold. They may as well have been hunched over a chaturanga board in stalemate.

“Maybe not as stupid as you look,” he said. “But then again, neither am I.”

Now that the realm thought Dante was dead, he had the unique position of gathering intelligence by slinking through the city’s shadows. While Ulshära invited the bereaved families of the imperators to Zenith, he was to infiltrate the Aphelion Tower and locate the plans for the Dawn Throne, if they still existed. Sitting on one of the couches in Ulshära’s parlor, Risha stared at the bright windows and worried.

Beside her, Angelica sighed and swept a petal off her thigh. “Can we try to keep unexpected flora to a minimum?”

Cosima leaned back and appraised her over Angelica’s head. “Don’t worry, if anything sprouts up, I’ll yank it off.”

“Thank you,” Risha said dully.

Angelica rolled her eyes, but Risha caught the edge of worry in her expression as well.

When Dante had woken, he had easily submitted to Risha’s inspection. The skin around his horns was tender, but he’d been bizarrely energic after the trauma he’d undergone.

“I don’t know, it’s like I’m… lighter,” Dante had said, carefully feeling the tip of one horn. “Physically.”

“You opened yourself up to a demon,” Angelica had snapped. “Of course you’re going to feel stronger. Was the cost worth it?”

Dante had lowered his hand with an unfeeling smile. His irises were so dark that it was difficult to see his pupil, but in that moment they had caught the light, revealing the vertical slits they’d become.

“To stop this war,” he’d said, “I’d happily become a monster.”

His words followed Risha like they had created a shadow by themselves. She wondered if this was how Taesia had fallen, if this sort of desperate sacrifice was a Lastrider trait.

Before, Risha had been unnerved by Taesia’s change only to realize it wasn’t a change at all; her oldest friend had always carried a festering resentment. How privileged, Risha had thought then, to feel bitter toward their way of life. How unnecessary to try to carve out change with violence.

Now she understood. There was no significant change without turmoil, without action and reaction.

Risha was glad that Taesia had killed Varrick ost Phos. Glad that she had been painstakingly removing each threat like tumors, and sorry that she had not yet gotten around to the ost Vonlins.

They killed my father, she wanted to tell Taesia. They killed him. What will you do about it?

“When your father passed,” Risha said softly, “how did you get through it?”

When their gazes met, Risha found all the small yet crucial ways in which Angelica had grown while they were apart, the sympathy and apology written in the tightness of her eyes.

“How do you get through it?” Risha asked again, urgent.

Angelica’s breath was an apology in and of itself. “You don’t,” she answered.

By the time the family members gathered in the parlor, Risha was already fighting the urge to flee. There was Anatolia, Kaspan’s pregnant wife, as well as Klara and Alarik, Varrick’s wife and son. Risha glanced at Alarik and wished she hadn’t; the boy’s posture showed no hint of his father’s proud bearing, his eyes red and exhausted. Yet Klara seemed just as hard-shelled as her late husband and gave nothing away in the flat line of her mouth.

Ulshära led the meeting. Risha had healed the burn wound on her shoulder into a tender scar, and she had chosen longer sleeves to hide it. Although they spoke in Central Solari, Ulshära had given them a rundown beforehand. Their primary concern was ensuring the widows would be on their side by the summer solstice.

“I am working closely with the primaries from each district,” she’d explained, “but I want to offer Anatolia and Klara the chance to assume Kaspan’s and Varrick’s duties until their heirs come of age, should they wish to.”

“Is that allowed?” Angelica had asked. “Considering they don’t have Phos’s blood.”

The last remaining imperator of Solara had grimly answered, “I will make it so.”

Judging by the shocked expression on Anatolia’s face and the wary one on Klara’s, Risha guessed Ulshära had just laid this possibility at their feet. They descended into thoughtful silence.

Then Klara turned to the Vitaeans. “You were there for Varrick’s end,” she said in slow Vaegan. Anatolia pressed a hand to her bulging belly. “You will tell us what happened.”

While Angelica relayed the events of Phos’s possession and Taesia’s attack on the Aphelion Tower, Risha again glanced at Alarik, who had seen his father’s last moments before Taesia had…

Risha shuddered at the sudden chill in her bones. Her pulse was a war drum striking the rhythm of vengeance, wanting to see those in power topple, wanting her pain to be felt by those who’d caused it.

This boy did not deserve that pain. Taesia had taken something from him that he could never get back.

And Risha had been glad.


THE GHOST: Already you lose yourself.



A hand squeezed into the space between her back and the couch. Even though she kept her focus on the Solarians, Cosima had reached behind Angelica to get to her. The simple press of another’s fingers to her ribs brought Risha’s panic down by degrees, and though it was cowardly, she told herself not to look at the boy anymore.

“—stands with you in wanting to see the realms restored to their former glory,” Angelica was now saying, with Ulshära translating as needed. “Phos believes that Vitae is your enemy, but that is only because we have the means with which to stop him from conquering the other realms. Vitae is not your enemy, even if the Sunslayer is.”

They had a fine line to walk when it came to Phos, but Ulshära seemed sure that Klara and Anatolia would harbor no love for their god after he had possessed their husbands. And she was right; both women eventually agreed that their duties were not just to the god, but to their people. They had to act in their realm’s best interests.

The cord of Risha’s tension eased. Even if the ost Vonlins were set on waging war, they had fewer enemies than they’d started with.

Ulshära escorted her visitors out of the parlor once they were done. Angelica, still in her diplomatic mode, went with them, and by extension Cosima.

But Anatolia lingered behind. Risha had been trying to avoid her, but she suspected the Solarian woman wanted exactly the opposite, since she positioned herself between the door and Risha. She kept one hand on her stomach.

“Because of you,” the woman started in her clumsy Vaegan, “I speak to Kaspan. Hear him. Nevasha.” Risha recognized the last bit as the Solari word for thank you.

Risha had been given similar sentiments after performing a séance: those weeping with gratitude and fresh loss, those miffed at a relative’s lecturing from beyond the grave, and those who had cared more for the macabre ceremony than whatever words had escaped Risha’s mouth at the behest of a spirit.

In Anatolia’s gaze she recognized the heavy burden of one who had survived. Remembering what had happened in that chamber—Kaspan yelling at them to burn his body, his infectious fear—Risha retreaded the familiar path of sympathy.


THE BODY: Remember how it roots at the sternum, how it travels the same direction as blood.



“I’m sorry it couldn’t end peacefully,” Risha said. “But I’m glad to have given you one last chance to speak with him.” And then, after some hesitation: “He is free of Phos now.”

Anatolia closed her eyes, tears falling through her lashes. Her hand hadn’t moved from her stomach, and Risha was somewhat unnerved to discover that she could sense the new life growing beyond it.

In fact, if she focused, she could see the baby’s feeble tether. The gossamer string was entwined with that of its mother, braided lifelines. Bonded souls.

Funny, how the concept of birth could disquiet her more than death.

Risha drew a breath to speak. Released it. Anatolia sensed her question and regarded her with solemn eyes and a nod to go ahead.

“Please forgive me,” Risha said, “but I can’t help but wonder, the logic of heirs aside, how you can find it in yourself to bring more life into an ending world.”


THE GHOST: Isn’t it futile?

Won’t it cause more pain?



Anatolia sank deep into thought, rubbing her thumb over the curve of her belly. When she spoke, her pace was even slower, as if she was still figuring out her answer. “It is… frightening. I have much fear, all of the time, the most I have ever. But I am…” She furrowed her brow. “This is a thing I desire most. No matter anything else.”

The woman took a shuddering breath, not bothering to wipe her fresh tears away. “The world is maybe breaking, but there is good here. I do not need to break with it.” Her gaze dropped to her stomach. “Kaspan is gone. I am not. We can do good still.”

If words could dismember, Risha would be severed at the elbow, the hip, the neck. Instead of blood there would be roots; the ones that had been inching into the spaces between bone and muscle. Seeking sun. Seeking air. Seeking rain. There were bright things in the desert that could live despite the lack of water. She could become a forest, if she wanted to.

The world was breaking, and maybe so was she—but there was a potential for new growth in the cracks.

They gathered in Ulshära’s office when Dante finally returned from Aphelion. The imperator was already sitting at her desk, fiddling with a little Device and wearing an expression of resigned contrition. The reason for it seemed to be the Solarian man in a mechanical chair across from her, and though Risha couldn’t understand a word he said, it sounded like an admonishment.

When the others joined them, the man turned and spooked at the sight of Dante. Risha couldn’t blame him, though she felt a stab of pity for the flash of hurt on Dante’s face. The man’s eyes—especially the monocled one—had grown large, and she heard the word Noctan tumble from his mouth.

“He is,” said Ulshära, “and isn’t. Everyone, this is Oskar ost Krülin.”

Ah. No wonder he sounded so irate; Ulshära must have told him about the false treaty they’d made with the ost Vonlins.

“Good timing,” Dante said with his hallmark grin, whatever wound he’d suffered at Oskar’s fright hastily covered in plaster. “I have something the Deviser might find intriguing.”

Oskar’s gaze sharpened. Ulshära rounded her desk, unable to conceal the hope taking hold of her. The Device she was fiddling with turned out to be a windup bird.

“You found something in the Aphelion Tower?” she asked.

“I did.” Dante reached into an inner pocket of his thin, sleeveless overcoat and pulled out a leather folio. “You were right to suspect that Varrick kept his valuables underground. Had a positively horrendous time getting down there. Thankfully our inter-planar friend had some sway on the guards.”

Angelica snorted. Risha couldn’t find any further demonic influence in Dante than what he’d woken up with, yet there was another tether beside his now, green and menacing.

“I can’t read Solari text, so I was hoping you could translate for us,” Dante went on as he presented the folio to Oskar. The Deviser’s interest outweighed his wariness, since he snatched it out of Dante’s hand. “The illustrations are pretty telling, though.”

“So Varrick was concealing them,” Ulshära said darkly.

“His family played patron to mine,” Oskar reminded her just as darkly. “That makes them believe they are entitled to our Devices. To us.” Ulshära winced at the glare he sent her way. “And now you fall for the same trap. Again.”

“Again?” Angelica repeated.

It will be you, Imperator, Lorz had said behind his tea and his smiles. Just like last time.


THE GHOST: Everyone lies and everyone schemes.



Risha stepped forward. Ulshära’s hand clamped tighter around the mechanical bird.

“Have you worked with the ost Vonlins before?” Risha demanded. “Is there something you haven’t told us?”

A reason—any—to not trust her after all.

Ulshära stared woodenly at the ground. It was Oskar who sighed and turned his chair to face them, one hand resting on the leather folio. Risha debated making a grab for it.

“Worked with is not the proper term,” he said. “They stole from us. Perverted our findings into something more suitable for—”

“I gave them the method to make legionnaires.”

The room shrank until it was only Ulshära, only the worrying of her thumb over an exposed gear of the windup toy.

“It was me,” she whispered, dampened by the barrier over the windows. “Because of me, your realm was attacked. Because of me, so many are dead.” One of the bird’s panels broke off, and the whole thing fell to pieces between her fingers.


THE BODY: How much breath would it take to cross the room?

How much strength would it take to slit her throat?



Jas soothed away the numbing pain prickling up her spine. Risha breathed hard even though she wasn’t moving.

“Fool,” Oskar muttered at his cousin. “That is not your doing, but theirs.” He turned back to the stricken Vitaeans. “Listen. Please.”

A look between Angelica and Dante. Angelica and Cosima. Angelica and Risha.

Nods from most of them.

“Here in the cities, those with lowest status cannot join the military classes,” Oskar began. “They are considered to have ‘nothing to contribute’ to our society.” He rubbed one of his legs with a scowl. “They are left to fend for themselves. They live together in certain districts near the outskirts of the cities, growing their own food and making their own clothing.

“Ulshära came to me one day hoping to collaborate on an improved irrigation system for these districts, since their crops were failing more and more every year. I designed a filtration Device while she experimented with different components that could purify the sullied water they had to make do with.”

Ulshära touched his shoulder, quietly telling him to stop, but only so that she could continue. “I lost sleep over it,” she told them, her body sagging like it had become impossibly heavy. “I grew so frustrated that I pulled a few barbs from the feather Phos had given me upon my commencement as imperator. Eventually I found a way to refine them into ash that, when joined with the metal of the filtration Device, was able to not only purify their water, but enhance it.”

She touched the place where that feather had been seared off her skin. “Their crops grew fast and copious, and delicious besides. Word spread until even the warrior classes were intrigued. The ost Vonlins came to witness how it worked for themselves. Oskar didn’t wish to pander to them, but I convinced him to have a demonstration, hoping it would put me in the generals’ good graces at last.”

With a tremble in her mouth, Ulshära kicked the broken toy away. “How was I to know?” she rasped, directed not at Oskar or the Vitaeans but at herself. “How could I have predicted they would take what they’d seen and twist it in such an abhorrent way?”


THE GHOST: What do good deeds matter, when fouler deeds wait behind them?



Ulshära hid her eyes under her shaking hand. “I should have never—”

A loud honk blasted through the office from the Deviser’s chair. Oskar glared at her again, right eyebrow digging into his monocle.

“If you hadn’t, then more people would have starved,” he said plainly. “Death in either direction, and you unluckily in the middle. This is what it means to be a Deviser—to save, and to be used.”

“I’m not a Deviser,” Ulshära argued. “I have no right to be one.”

“Fool,” Oskar growled again. “If applying that logic, then I may as well retire, too. We both have plenty to be ashamed of.”

“He’s right,” Angelica said. “What you Devised wasn’t a weapon, but they made it one. That falls more on their shoulders than it does yours.”

Ulshära seemed ready to argue her way into a self-deprecating hole, but Oskar pulled a ring-shaped object from his pack and shoved it at her. “I was able to transfer a bolt with the modification you suggested, but the longitude is all wrong. Go play with it while I look over these plans.”

The imperator came dangerously close to a pout as they stared at one another. Ulshära sniffed and grabbed the object out of his hand, turning back to her desk.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” Dante said as the imperator collapsed into her chair. “I know how it feels to want to make a difference, and for it to go wrong.”

Risha allowed herself to close her eyes. To think of every single time she had done what she thought was best only for it to backfire.


THE GHOST: The way he looked at me that day.

The way he’ll always look at me.



Ulshära noted Dante’s sincerity and gave him a tired nod. As she tinkered with whatever Oskar had given her, the Deviser finally opened the folio to flip through the schematics inside. He was deadly silent except for the occasional hissed curse.

“This is…” Oskar touched the side of his monocle and multiple lenses extended from the frame. “I don’t understand.”

“Are they fake?” Angelica asked. “A decoy?”

“No, I recognize my family signature and seal. They’re legitimate. It says that everything from the throne to the temple was made to Phos’s specifications, but… there is no clear reason why he would specify this pattern.” Oskar turned it around so they could see what were clearly Conjuration circles.

Dante, who’d been leaning against the bookshelf, smiled humorlessly at Angelica’s gasp. “Ten soles that this is how Phos was able to make the portal to Vitae. But there’s something even more interesting in there.”

Oskar threw him a quizzical look before going back a couple pages. “This part, which I assume is some sort of ore or mineral, isn’t labeled.” The Deviser tapped a sketch of what looked to be a piece of stone. “But the instructions are to embed it within the seat of the throne, encased in a layer of the god’s own blood.”

Angelica stepped forward with eager momentum. “That has to be it, then. The fulcrum.”

Cosima put her hands on her hips. “Well, shit. So we really do have to get his ass off it.”

“And destroy it,” Angelica agreed. “Or at least, extract whatever this is.”

“But what if the throne is our only way of getting home?” Dante pointed out. “The Conjuration circles—”

“Conjuration?” Ulshära repeated from behind her desk. “You said this word before. What is it?”

While Dante and Angelica did their best to explain, Risha stared at the unlabeled piece of Phos’s throne and frowned.

In Thana’s case, her fulcrum was intangible, divided across four spirits. Nyx’s fulcrum had once been a Noctan beast whose remains were crafted into different objects. Deia’s fulcrum was a living beast. And Phos’s, or at least part of it, resided within the Sunbringer Spear.

But it didn’t make sense. In every case except Phos’s, the fulcrum originated from something that was alive, or had once been living.

Something that had both a body and a soul.

“It’s not ore,” Risha said, quietly killing the conversation heating up around her. “Or mineral. It’s bone.”

Oskar dropped his gaze back to the sketch, ashen.

Risha had been approaching this all wrong. Samhara was Thana’s fulcrum, at least in part. But the rest of it was also scattered within the souls of the remaining Mortrian kings.

It was the opposite of soul-binding, a severing of integral parts.

The ghost, the body.

“The gods’ fulcrums have two components that makes them whole,” she said softly. “Physical and spiritual. This bone may be the physical component of whatever had once carried Phos’s fulcrum, just like how a Noctan beast carried Nyx’s.”

“And Yvri carries Deia’s,” Angelica murmured.

“How do you know this?” Oskar demanded.

Reluctantly, Risha told them about Valentin. Predictably, it did not help.

“Your weapon… spoke to you?” Ulshära asked. Oskar’s fingers twitched with curiosity.

“Weirder things’ve happened,” Cosima said. She pointed at Dante. “Like how this guy grew horns. Go on, Bones.”

Risha blinked at the new nickname. She reached up to tug her braid only to remember it was gone. “If the physical aspect of Phos’s fulcrum is in the Dawn Throne, then what about the spiritual one?”

“The Sunbringer Spear could be holding the spiritual component,” Dante guessed. “That’s what Nikolas believes.”

Ulshära stood and leaned her hands on her desk. “But what if he’s wrong? What if…” She looked down at the bits of metal scattered over the desk’s surface. “What if the god has been spreading it out across the legionnaires by means of his feathers?”

“Making it easier to control anyone who’s branded with one,” Dante posited.

Risha went cold at the possibility.

Angelica turned to Dante. “Can you infiltrate the ost Vonlins’ estate next?”

Oskar closed the folio with a sharp slap. “Why?”

“Because I don’t trust them. Because I have a bad fucking feeling.” Angelica crossed her arms. “We may not be the only ones who were deceitful in our temporary truce. If they’re in league with Phos to the extent I’m afraid they are, then they’re probably still churning out legionnaires to meet their summer solstice deadline.”

Risha watched, discomfited, as Dante’s tether and that of the demon wove around each other. Soul-binding.

Dante’s smile was slow and sinister. “It’ll be my absolute pleasure.”







VII
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The ost Vonlins kept a strict schedule. According to Ulshära, they spent several hours every sun cycle at their various training grounds and barracks throughout the Three Sisters, overseeing Solara’s military might.

That gave Dante a clear window in which to sneak in and find what sort of information they were hiding. This wasn’t new to him; even as a teenager he would slip out of sight at a dinner party to rummage through a doña’s correspondence or a don’s ledgers. If there was something damning, he’d let his mother know; if there was sordid gossip, he shared it with Taesia in hushed tones and choked laughter.

An enemy general’s home would prove more of a challenge, but Dante was more than prepared to meet it. His magic had never been stronger. He’d even walked into the Aphelion Tower with hardly a blink from the guards, shrouded in obfuscating shadows despite the suns doing their best to sear through them.

The demon was like a second set of lungs breathing in tandem with his, a second set of hands interlocking with his fingers. It should have been strange, maddening, violating, and it was all these things and more, and yet—

He had power. Power to change the course of this war. Power to save his sisters, his realm.

Power to accomplish the impossible.

They had a few hours until the ost Vonlins typically left their estate—Ulshära called it Secundus, the block of time between the rising of the Second and Third Suns—so he attempted to get some rest.

But his blood was fizzing, his mind skittering. It also took some effort to get comfortable due to the horns. Every so often he reached up to touch them, to properly feel their hard keratin exteriors and swooping curves. He had often admired the various horn shapes of the Noctan refugees in Nexus, somewhat envious of how they were able to hang small bits of jewelry from them.

The Deviser had asked if he was Noctan, and Dante found some pride in this.

Eventually his nerves settled and he dozed. He called for Brailee, attempting to sink deep enough to where he could enter a dreamscape and create a door for her. But his sleep was fragmented, and when he heard her voice it was distorted, the dreamscape only a fitful vapor.

“—there?” she called, echoing and echoing.

“Bee!” He scoured the field of mist for her. He didn’t seem to have a body here, and that was just as well. She didn’t need to see the horns. “Are you all right? What about Mother?”

“Mother is—of blood, but she should pull through. I told—city—for a second attack.”

Nexus was bracing itself, and his mother was still alive. His relief flickered in warm light across the fog. Or maybe that was his eyes fluttering, fighting sleep.

“And Camilla? The grimoire?”

“—hasn’t—said there was a footnote. Something—forge? But that was—know more soon. We’ll need to—”

Dread seeped into the fog, made it writhe and thicken. He didn’t know if this disruption was because of him—because of his strengthened pact—or the result of a god’s interference.

“Stay calm and keep safe,” he called to her, hoping she could hear it all. “We’re doing everything we can.”

Her voice shrank until it dispersed with the fog.

He fell into true subconscious then, into irregular, half-formed dreams that shifted from memory to abstract sensation. Cyclones of colorful glass walls, the iron tang of blood, a maelstrom of vivid energy. The residual ache of magic. It gave him the same feeling as after a long, hard run, his muscles flooded with vigor that settled in his thighs and lower stomach.

Dante fully woke with an indrawn breath. The ache was still there, a possessive cradle around his hips. His power grasped for something to latch on to in return and the shadows of the room crept in, gliding over his horns, his hands, his throat.

He arched under the pressure, legs sliding over the sheets. Sweat dampened the divot of his collarbone.

Perhaps he was finally going mad.

A chuckle emanated from the back of his skull as the thin sheet he’d covered himself with was pulled down. Even indoors Solara’s heat was punitive, and Dante had tossed every stitch of clothing to the floor to stand a chance of sleeping. He shivered despite the sweat sheening his bare chest.

“It will take some time to get used to this merging,” Azideh murmured, no longer settled in his head but curled beside Dante, lips brushing the shell of his ear. “The get of a god, the bearing of an ancient magic… It’s no wonder you shake within its thrall.”

Dante shuddered with the frantic urge to unleash something, either shadow or sigil. Azideh’s long nails lightly scratched down the center of Dante’s chest to his stomach, and then to the trail of hair on his lower abdomen. Dante grabbed the demon’s wrist.

“You will bring attention to yourself,” Azideh said, reading the intention that flashed through Dante. The demon’s fey face had always been moonlike to him, shrouded in guarded night, but now it sharpened with keen awareness. Dante realized the ridiculous, old-fashioned clothes the demon silently teased him with were gone, his dark skin sleek and surprisingly warm beside his. “There is another way to bring the fever down.”

“I don’t want your help,” Dante gritted out as he turned his head, which only made it easier for the demon to press his lips to the spot under Dante’s ear, to his pulse. His breath shortened. “You’ll just try to barter something else from me.”

Because demons worked through pacts: something offered, something given, something taken. The skin at the base of his horns prickled.

“Consider this an addendum.” Azideh’s low voice rumbled through him as he licked a bead of sweat from Dante’s collarbone. “An apology, if you will.”

Dante tried to snort, but it came out a gasp as the demon ran fingertips through the hair on Dante’s lower stomach. Those untrustworthy fingers mapped out the shape of his chest while his mocking mouth latched on to his skin.

“You don’t do apologies,” Dante muttered even as his hips involuntarily jerked upward.

“I’ll allow you the one.”

When Azideh’s hand wrapped around him, Dante nearly folded in half. The demon used his other hand to pin Dante down while he stroked, a rare hunger in his bright eyes. The ache unfurled into a searing heat.

“Desperation suits you,” the demon murmured above Dante’s wretched panting. The shadows that had been devotedly clinging to Dante curled around his shivering thighs and straining biceps. “As does defeat.”

He started to curse at him only to groan at a swipe of Azideh’s thumb. The hand on his chest roamed higher to cover his mouth.

“You are supposed to be dead,” the demon reminded him. “What should happen if someone walked by and heard you like this? Saw you like this?”

Dante burned under the grip of that hand. He shut his eyes and felt his urge shift to something more attainable, a drawn-in focus like a greedy black hole seeking its next star to devour. But he could only lie there and take what was being given, mortified by his own need yet unable to deny it.

That need stretched and pulled tight, then snapped. He cried out against the demon’s broad palm as its recoil flayed him open. Azideh laughed softly, amused or amazed, and removed the hand from Dante’s spit-slick mouth. The other he raised to his own lips, lazily licking up the mess between his knuckles and over his palm. Dante couldn’t look away.

The restless fever was gone, but there remained that new, easy strength bunched in his muscles, awaiting use. He could have thrown Azideh off as the demon leaned over him with a catlike smirk, chest pressed to Dante’s. He chose not to examine why he didn’t.

“Let it not be said I do nothing for you,” the demon murmured before capturing Dante’s mouth with the one that had just tasted him. As their power braided together Dante grew aware of just how far the inner reaches of the universe were, the circular design of the Cosmic Scale faded to a thin, golden band. He told himself it was awe that made his mouth open wider.

Azideh’s taloned hand slid down Dante’s side and clung there. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say it was possessive.

There was no such thing as night in the realm of Solara, but Dante could make his own. With only the parent sun in the sky and the first child sun on the horizon, he was able to easily wrap himself in roiling shadow and stroll effortlessly across the grounds of the ost Vonlin estate.

Based on what Ulshära had told him of the brothers, Dante had no doubt there was an incriminating prize waiting inside, and that they were just arrogant enough to leave it lying around.

“Do you think they’ll have information on the fulcrum if they’re working directly with Phos now?” Angelica had asked in the imperator’s office.

Ulshära had held on to her elbows with a troubled look. “They are the ones who receive the feathers, but I do not think their transactions go beyond that.”

Dante hoped for the opposite. Phos’s fulcrum being split two or more ways would make things that much harder. If the ost Vonlins provided them with an answer, they could unseat the god all the faster.

The estate was grand and somewhat reminded him of southern Vaegan architecture with its bright sandstone and engraved reliefs. There was no need to find the servants’ entrance or some other roundabout way inside; he merely dropped his shadows and approached the front doors that rose into keel arches supported by columns. The guards at attention lifted the long arquebuses they held in their hands, minds flaring orange.

“You will let me inside and forget you ever saw me,” Dante commanded.

The guards’ eyes hazed over and their alarmed orange deepened to a sedate blue. They unlocked the doors and pushed them open for Dante to stroll through. The few servants who caught sight of him were instantly compelled the same way, and they dreamily returned to their tasks.

You are much more proficient at this, Azideh said approvingly. Less inclined to hesitate.

I can’t afford to hesitate, Dante replied, wrapping himself back in his cloak of shadow. Make no mistake, I find no joy in using it.

The demon’s hand materialized to hook fingers under the invisible collar around Dante’s neck. He gave a sharp yank.

Do not lie to me.

Dante’s face burned. He strode farther into the estate and tried not to think about where else those fingers had been.

Ulshära, who had on occasion visited the estate with her god-brothers, had told him the most sequestered rooms were in the northeastern wing. He made his way there quickly and efficiently, sidestepping any servants he encountered on the way. The ost Vonlins’ household flaunted all the usual trappings of wealth—polished floors, art displays, gilded accents—but he was personally intrigued by how the generals’ taste in décor differed when it came to their bedrooms, like the brother who kept a collection of mechanical toy beasts on his nightstand. Other than that, Dante turned up nothing useful.

He discovered the offices next. The first one was meticulous and full of paperwork. He chewed the inside of his cheek, agitated that he couldn’t translate anything and debating whether or not he could bring all this back to Ulshära.

The demon sighed. Dante’s vision swam and he held on to the wall for support, worried he was about to pass out. When his vision cleared, he could perfectly understand the Solarian characters.

Have you been able to do this all this time? Dante demanded. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?

You didn’t ask.

Dante frowned. He didn’t like the idea of the demon giving him something he hadn’t paid for.

He thought of the demon’s form above him and hastily shook it away in order to read the rosters and ledgers required for keeping a military functional. But there was nothing exciting, not even a hidden compartment in the desk.

The second office was much the same—with more of those toy beasts lining the desk—as was the third. In the last one he did find a hidden compartment in the bookshelf, but it only contained a stash of some powdery, medicinal-looking concoction that smelled sharply pungent.

They’re making me work for it, he thought with a game smirk.

He was closing the door behind him when voices from the entryway made him pause. They spoke in Solari, but it was the tones that caught his attention: a startled servant asking a question, and a brusque response loaded with superiority.

One of the brothers had returned home far earlier than he was supposed to.

Dante slunk toward another wing, cursing under his breath. He was certain he hadn’t tripped any alarms, and his compulsion on the guards had held firm.

The ost Vonlins supposedly had a good relationship with Phos—had boasted about it at the meeting Ulshära had taken Angelica and Risha to. Had the god himself tipped them off in some way?

But the gods couldn’t directly communicate with those outside their bloodline. Phos wouldn’t have been able to worm into their heads the way he could his imperators.

Dante didn’t have the time to speculate. His methodical search had suddenly become a game of cat and mouse, as he had no doubt whichever brother had returned had come for the sole purpose of finding him.

Now this is fun, Azideh said unhelpfully.

Dante passed through communal rooms and wide corridors. A set of double doors led to an armory, but a quick investigation proved there was nothing more to it than steel. Just as he closed the door behind him, the sound of footsteps echoed down the hallway.

The demon yanked on his collar again, but this time to pull him into a keel-arched niche. Dante fused himself to the shadows, becoming nothing more than a dark blur.

A tall, slender man stalked past his hiding spot. His beige-toned skin was pale for a Solarian, his hair a shocking white and his searching eyes even lighter than Nikolas’s. He moved with catlike grace that Dante guessed was owed to the sword hanging at his hip.

Dante recognized the youngest brother from the others’ descriptions. He didn’t want to risk getting close enough to attempt compelling him, as Faün ost Vonlin was likely the type to stab first and ask questions later. Judging by the solemn malice his expression promised, Dante doubted he was the owner of those toy beasts.

Once Faün turned the corner, Dante slipped out the niche and went in the opposite direction.

No thanks? Azideh drawled.

I heard him coming. There was no need to pull on me.

There was another punishing yank on the collar that nearly choked him.

Then see if I assist you again, the demon grouched. Yet he piped up a couple minutes later: I smell something.

Dante slowed his step. Can you be more specific?

It’s the stink of this world’s magic, but more potent. I don’t like it.

Show me.

Rather than tell Dante where to go, the demon nudged his mind toward its goal, and soon they arrived at a blank stretch of wall.

It is behind here.

Dante pressed a hand against the wall, but there was no give, no illusion to break. He wondered if there was a door he had missed, if he had to backtrack to find it.

He scanned his surroundings and stopped at the end of the hallway where a stela had been built into the wall. It was a humble shrine to Phos, depicting the god with outstretched wings and a globe held between his hands. Rather than look down at his world, the god stared outward. Whereas the stela had been carved out of limestone, Phos’s eyes shone glassily.

Dante thought about the adventure books he’d loved growing up, the thrill of a solved puzzle. He approached the stela and wondered how a Lumin would interact with it.

What are you doing? the demon grumbled as Dante pulled a small notepad from his pocket. Just break the wall and be done with it.

And alert him to where we are? Dante also dug out a charcoal stick and flipped the notepad open. You’ll like my solution better.

The demon went quiet as Dante drew the glyph for light he’d memorized from the grimoire. He also felt a tug of recognition from Azideh, whose hand seemed to overlap his, both of them tracing a vertical line bisected by two horizontal ones with a triangle at the top.

The edge of a memory poked through—glittering glass, a shrouded sky, red glyphs hanging in the air—before Azideh engulfed it like throwing a blanket over a lantern.

“What was that?” Dante whispered, startled into speaking out loud. Was that… your life, before?

The demon didn’t answer, but Dante sensed his stormy discomfort.

Dante dropped the matter and formed Nox into a dagger to prick his thumb. With a drop of blood to activate the glyph, he turned it toward the stela as it burst into eye-watering radiance. The light illuminated the glass eyes of Phos, and behind him came a faint snick.

In the blank stretch of wall, a hidden door slid open. Grinning, Dante ripped the page to end the spell and slipped the notepad back into his pocket before inspecting his new discovery.

The concealed room was small but promising. A round table sat in the center, with a cabinet of scrolls and booklets and a large map of Solara taking up most of the back wall. A meeting space, perhaps—or a war room made for the exclusive use of three people.

There was a trunk to their right. Azideh growled at the sight of it.

That’s where the stench is coming from.

Dante used his newly honed strength to break open the lid. The trunk was empty save for a coating of glittering ash along its sides that made Dante and his shadows recoil.

Phos’s feathers. This must be where the ost Vonlins stored them, once they used Ulshära’s method of turning them to ash. Dante closed the lid and put some space between him and the trunk.

The cabinet was more promising. Here there were no official-looking documents, but rather personal notes, lists, and diagrams among memos traded between the brothers. Dante skimmed over Varrick’s proposed plans for Aphelion, as well as the beginnings of Phos’s campaign to create the legionnaires, which included Ulshära’s formula for refining feathers. Dante shook his head in bemusement; how overconfident did these generals have to be to leave evidence like this lying around?

Dante’s brow furrowed as he reached the newer documents. There were calendar dates he couldn’t quite understand, save for one: the summer solstice.


Varrick to lead troops to Vitae on cycle one hundred thirty while we deploy to Noctus on the solstice. Prepare ten troops by

New directive from Lord Phos: Lead the second wave on cycle one hundred thirty. Noctus invasion to follow with remaining legionnaires on the solstice. With our divine right, we shall remake Solara in a truer image to His might.



“What divine right?” Dante muttered, grasping any scrolls and papers he could get his hands on, heart beating madly in his chest.

How could Phos give you divine right if you don’t have his blood?

Dante read until ice rimed his veins. He knew the generals were never going to abide by the flimsy truce they’d made with Ulshära—they were Phos’s perfect lackeys, and if the god desired a realm extinguished, who were they to say no? But this was even worse than he’d feared.

He cross-referenced the dates, the proposed attacks. They’d been working under the assumption that the second phase of Phos’s assault on Vitae would be the summer solstice, when Solara’s power was at its height.

But that was the day they planned to launch an invasion on Noctus. The second phase on Vitae was coming sooner—much sooner.

It would happen in two days’ time.

His nape prickled again, but this time he was too late to heed the demon’s warning. A powerful hand clamped around his arm and pushed him into the cabinet, rattling its shelves and making scrolls spill to the floor.

Faün ost Vonlin glared at him under colorless lashes, naked sword gleaming in one hand while the other seared through Dante’s sleeve and skin. His power felt like the ash in the trunk, a fervid, tooth-aching pain Dante longed to shy away from.

“I was told there was a Noctan rat scurrying about,” Faün said in Vaegan. “Good thing I caught it before it made a nest.”

Dante breathed in deep and spoke with the demon’s chiming influence.

“You will release me and leave the estate. You will forget I was ever here.”

Ever since Dante’s fake execution, the compulsion felt stronger, slicker, emboldened by his willingness. It shivered through the air and struck Faün full force, his eyes clouding in response. But he didn’t let Dante go. Faün blinked hard, and when his eyes reopened, they were glowing gold.

“You think you can order me around?” Faün spat, lifting Dante’s arm higher and spilling more power through his grip until Dante shouted in pain. “What is a Noctan rat next to Phos’s chosen?”

And there, through Faün’s sleeve, Dante saw it: the outline of a burning white feather.

Phos’s so-called divine right.

Dante called upon his new and untested strength to break out of Faün’s grasp and kick him in the chest. Faün went crashing into the opposite wall with a snarl and a flare of golden wings. Dante pulled in as many shadows as he could and ran.

He knew his speed could never eclipse that of a Lumin, and flinched at the telltale crack of lightspeed behind him as Faün gave chase. Dante barreled around the corner and spotted three servants holding buckets and mops.

Dante parted the shadows so that they were looking right at him. “Attack Faün ost Vonlin,” he commanded.

The servants brandished their cleaning supplies like weapons and ran past him. Dante heard Faün’s swearing and couldn’t help but smirk as he resumed his retreat.

What did I tell you? Azideh crooned. This is fun.

Dante wrenched open the nearest window and leapt to the lawn below, counting on his shadows and Azideh to bear him safely down. Once his feet were on solid ground, he took off for the lightspeed gate that would get him back to Zenith—back to Ulshära and the others to warn them of the impending attack.

And to warn them of the generals’ plans to replace the imperators of Solara. Plans that Taesia had inadvertently accomplished on their behalf.







VIII
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They were out of water again. While the others took a much-needed break, Edwin used Oskar’s dowsing tool in search of more elephant trees.

Fin decided to go with him. Nikolas glanced at Julian and his brother—the latter practically glued to the Hunter’s side—and debated staying. Debated taking Rian aside and asking for the tenth time to hold the Sunbringer Spear, to make sure, really sure, that he could not feel the fulcrum inside it.

A flash of pain lit up his empty socket. Nikolas turned before Rian could notice and lengthened his stride to catch up to the others in their quest for water. He took some of the skins dangling from Fin’s hand, and though Fin let him, there was a slight pinch to his mouth that deepened Nikolas’s unease.

“—are ways, of course, to ascertain where one might locate water, but such a Device is truly advantageous,” the bard was prattling on. Oskar had called the dowsing tool a water compass, and it really did look like an ordinary compass with an arrow wavering to the southeast. “Oh, to have had one in my possession whilst I traveled the wastelands!”

Fin turned from Nikolas’s beseeching gaze to ask, “Why did you travel the wastelands, anyway? You mentioned leaving your settlement at a young age.”

Edwin kept his focus on the compass even as one eyebrow twitched. “Vitaeans are quite forward.” Before Fin could sheepishly apologize, he went on, “I didn’t care for my settlement or how they conducted themselves. So I departed. Put space and sand between me and their—Aha!” he said so loudly that Fin and Nikolas winced. “Trust an ost Krülin’s Device to work flawlessly.”

They had crested a ledge overlooking a small grove of drakusel. Their trunks were wide and twisting, their bark stripped pale under the glare of three suns. What few leaves clung to their branches were small and brown.

But there were other signs of life in the nearby greasewood and white desert lilies, a field of dull green scrub leading toward low mountains farther south. Small, quick lizards with three heads darted away as they slid down the ledge to reach the trees, and iridescent insects sat among the branches, fanning their wings with a drone like a hummingbird. As they walked up to the first tree, a couple of the insects took off, leaving rainbow streaks through the air like oil glistening on water.

Edwin slipped the compass into his pocket and pressed one pointed ear to the trunk. Tongue poking between his teeth, he knocked on the wood. “Oh yes, this one will do nicely.” He removed a pitifully small knife from his belt.

Nikolas was about to stop him when Fin brushed the bard aside. “Let me do it.” He opened one of the waterskins and laid his other hand on the trunk. Nikolas eyed the slender joint of his wrist and the long lines of his fingers, the rivers of his green veins against the brown of his skin. Fin breathed in, and as he breathed out his magic flowed from his palm and into the wood, splitting it deep enough to reach the water within. Fin quickly brought the skin up to catch the stream.

“Sorry,” Fin whispered, and Nikolas realized he was talking to the tree. Warmth flowered in his chest.

Once the first skin was full, Nikolas hurried to open the next and held it to the trickling water. Crouched to get a better angle, he had to peer up at Fin.

“I’m sorry,” he said before he lost his nerve.

Fin kept concentrating on the tree. “For what?”

This felt like a test he hadn’t studied for. Nikolas lowered his gaze to make sure he spilled as little water as possible.

“I’m…” He couldn’t say I’m not sure, that he knew he’d done something wrong without actually understanding what it was.

Suddenly he was very much aware that the bard was standing to one side, eagerly lapping up their words. Finding himself on the receiving end of both their glares, Edwin rubbed the back of his neck and pointed to one of the farther trees, claiming he’d get to work opening it up.

Once he’d scampered off, Fin sighed and sealed the trunk. “Don’t want to completely drain it.” He moved on to the next drakusel, and Nikolas followed.

Fin repeated the same trick to get the water flowing. Only then did he finally speak. “When I first met you—when we were children, and when we were grown—you were guarded. A way to protect yourself, I think. But you were still so easy to read. I could clearly see your uncertainty, your sadness, your hope.” Some of the water trickled down the mountainous ridge of his knuckles. “And when you opened up to me about Rian, I saw your guilt. I see it still. It’s never gone away.”

Nikolas wanted to say something, wanted to drive a wedge into this one-sided conversation, but his mouth was dry with dust and discomfort.

“And when Phos possessed you in Noctus,” Fin went on, holding out a hand for Nikolas to give him another waterskin, “I watched you fight through the pain and drag yourself back into your own body. I saw your bravery. And you’ve always been brave, Nik, no matter how much you want to deny it.” He caught Nikolas opening his mouth. “See? You’re about to deny it right now. I’m not done.”

Nikolas pressed his lips together.

“Noctus was… a horror.” Fin’s gaze went distant. “What he did to you—to all of us—was a horror. But it’s not enough to survive, is it? Because then we have to live with it, and somehow, that’s even harder.”

Phos had used the decaying corpse of Fin’s father to fuel his Conjuration circles, had displaced Fin’s home and put it to hideous use, had ruthlessly killed those Fin knew and trusted. The same restless nightmare lingered behind his eyes that invaded Nikolas at all hours.

“So I understand,” Fin went on, laying his hand on the tree to seal the new crack, “that you’re doing what you must so that we can get through this new horror.” He turned fully to Nikolas then. “But it’s not working.”

Nikolas frowned. “What?”

“Nik,” Fin sighed, and his displeasure was so much more difficult to take in when it wasn’t in profile. “What will capturing Taesia actually accomplish, other than fulfilling your idea of revenge?”

Do you want to help, or do you want revenge? he had asked Rian in the villa gardens.

He thought back to Rian’s hand moving away from his, a confession snaking like lava flow between them. Nikolas looked away. “It’s not about revenge. It’s… complicated.”

“Of course it’s complicated,” Fin snapped. “But instead of working through it, you’d rather make yourself suffer more. I’m sick of it.”

“Suffer—? You think I want this? You think I want to—” To feel like this?

“I think you’re obsessed with the people who’ve hurt you,” Fin said, brutal as a punch. “Phos, Taesia, your father. You punish yourself over and over for the things they’ve done. For the things you’ve had to do because of them.” He stepped forward, waterskin sloshing in his hand. “You don’t have to forgive them, but if you don’t move on, then what’s the point in having survived? Why do you have to ruin yourself in the name of protecting others? Why do you keep refusing to use the prosthetic? Why can’t you look at me?”

His voice cracked. Nikolas tried to move his gaze upward and find familiar comfort in that bright blue, but it was like trying to convince himself to stick his hand in fire. It would hurt. It would scorch him to bone.

Since Noctus, it had become so difficult to look others in the eye and be confronted with their pity. Over and over, until it built in him a pyre of anger rather than his old resignation. He was not the shamefaced boy he once was—he was not weak—and he couldn’t bear to see the echoes of his old self in those who knew him.

When he couldn’t quite meet Fin’s gaze, Fin sighed and started to walk away. Nikolas grabbed his wrist. “Wait—”

“Let go.”

Nikolas immediately did so. He even stepped back, head bowed and spine straight, his body remembering how to follow an order. Fin paused, the weight of his regard heavy. There was a faint rustle from the scrub as a lizard darted away, but Nikolas kept his stare on Fin’s boots, watched them step closer.

“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” Fin said. “Debating backward and forward about the decision I can’t get myself to make. Am I really fit for the throne of Vaega? Do I even know how to lead?” He huffed a mirthless laugh. “No, I don’t. All I do is get in the way and distract you. I can’t even figure out how to help you in any meaningful way. Don’t,” he said sharply when Nikolas made to argue.

Nikolas stood silent and still. Fin inched closer until their breaths mingled.

“Is this what it would have been like, if we’d fulfilled the roles assigned to us at birth?” Fin murmured. From this distance Nikolas smelled the desert sun on his skin, the tang clinging to his fingernails after he’d peeled the rind off a small citrus fruit to eat while walking. “Would you have been presented to me as a gift, or a promise? Would you have carried out every order I gave you?”

Nikolas didn’t respond, the air between them too tremulous, too warm. They both knew the answer, anyway.

“Get on your knees.”

A bolt of heat speared through his stomach. His lungs hitched with an unconscious parting of his dry lips, suddenly desperate to press his mouth to the water clinging to Fin’s hand.

Slowly he lowered himself to kneel. Imagined, briefly, this sandy plot of dirt was a velvet runner leading toward a familiar throne.

Fin’s fingertips trembled against the side of Nikolas’s face, the slope of his jaw. They stopped just under his chin and pressed gently up. This, too, was a command, a silent urge between one body and another.

He had been born to serve. To show deference, devotion. Instead of a throne or the statue of a divine being, he knelt before a man with sweat on his temples and hands that smelled of citrus, and he called it faith.

With the decision mercifully taken from him, it was easier to let his head tilt upward, to be turned in whatever direction was asked of him.

“Look at me,” Fin said.

Nikolas did so in fragments. The freckle by Fin’s mouth, the slope of his nose, the faint scar above his eyebrow. Then, at last, those sea-glass eyes.

It was charged. It was difficult. His body shook with the need to tear away. Fin kept him there with his thumb on Nikolas’s chin, which slid down his throat to feel the way Nikolas swallowed against him.

“Look at me,” Fin commanded, and Nikolas looked.

Those clever, slender fingers made the journey to Nikolas’s mouth. Water dampened the space between Fin’s knuckles, a relief against his dry lips. He almost opened his mouth to seek more of that relief, but Fin’s touch moved on to his cheek again, following the slope of bone to the skin just under his eyepatch.

Nikolas tensed and Fin paused, merely brushing his thumb against the area. Their eyes were still locked, a silent feedback that magnified every sweep against his skin. Fin waited until Nikolas’s shoulders dropped to continue his path, edging carefully underneath the eyepatch before lifting it off.

He felt hazy with this relinquishing of control, but the exposure made him want to hide. Fin’s eyebrows were steeply lowered, expecting his obedience. Nikolas suppressed a sound at the way Fin’s thumb gently, so gently, traced the lower lid of the empty socket.

Forced to keep his eye on Fin’s, he saw them transition from stern to soft, the drops of his pupils widening. There was no pity there, no revulsion. They were focused, as if committing every lash to memory.

The pliant haze that had settled over him deepened. His eye fluttered shut of its own volition as his body sagged from the sheer relief of it.

Fin exhaled and framed Nikolas’s face with both hands. “There you are, Sunshine.” Nikolas pressed his cheek against Fin’s palm, allowing himself to have this, to remember who he was without forgetting who he had become. “I’ve got you.”

They breathed together until Nikolas could sense more of the world around him: the scent of the lilies, the flapping wings of the insects, the grit pressing into his knees. He allowed himself to be grounded, to not open his eye until he was ready.

Fin smiled down at him, haloed by sunshine. Nikolas reached up to touch his gilded curls, to ground himself further in their soft texture.

A flustered cry jolted them both. The bard had been attempting to open one of the trunks—rather sloppily judging by the multiple lacerations in the bark, and likely due to the eavesdropping nature of said bard—only for his knife to hit home and produce a spray of water. Edwin sputtered and shook his sodden arms, his shirt soaked through.

Fin snorted, then laughed outright. Nikolas braced himself for annoyance or frustration, and while there was a thread of it, he was surprised that his own mouth twisted at the effort of holding in his laughter.

Edwin glared at them. “An injustice,” he muttered. “We shall see how you like it when I depict this scene as farcically as possible.”

“Fartily?” Fin repeated, mishearing.

Of all things, this did make Nikolas laugh out loud. He felt lighter than he had in days—weeks—maybe even months—and he didn’t miss the briefly startled but no less satisfied glance Fin gave him.

Nikolas put his eyepatch back on before they rejoined the others. Edwin kept grumbling while he peeled off his soggy shirt and searched for another in his pack. Nikolas, about to hand out the refilled waterskins, paused.

There were far more scars on the bard’s body than he’d expected. He didn’t linger on the half-circle ones underneath his pectorals, or even the small, accidental ones that came from an unpredictable life. Instead he focused on the white, raised scars that traveled up his entire left arm, a series of lines and arcs that had been purposefully etched there.

“What is that?” he asked before he could think better of it.

Edwin followed the line of his gaze to his arm. The bard hastily pulled on a new shirt before throwing a sleeveless jerkin over it and tying it closed with his belt. “Only a bit of nonsensical decoration.” He shoved his hood over his head. “Be sure to not forget to cover your heads or else risk your vulnerable Vitaean skin!”

“But—”

Edwin noisily tuned Her Majesty before belting out a Solarian folk song. Fin shrugged at Nikolas, having no idea what to make of it.

His gaze strayed to Julian, who’d been oddly quiet. The Hunter’s face was strained, as if he could hear something the others couldn’t. Not a beast, judging by the lack of alarm, but Nikolas glanced over his shoulder anyway.

To the east, where they were a day’s distance from the Shadow Sea.

A sudden, sharp pain popped behind his empty socket. Nikolas gasped and dropped the waterskins to press his hand to his eyepatch. Someone said his name, took his arm.

But the pain left as quickly as it had come. He shook his head and brushed the others off.

“Headache,” he said. “From the heat.”

Fin tutted and pressed one of the waterskins back into his hands. “Drink. We can refill it again.”

“Head coverings,” Edwin sang.

Nikolas pulled up his hood and drank water to avoid the way Julian’s attention had shifted to him. He focused on chasing away the throbbing echoes with the memory of Fin’s touch, and remembering there was more to him than what he lacked.

Still… he hadn’t felt that pulse behind his socket in a while. He could only hope it wouldn’t catch him off guard when it truly mattered.

Like tomorrow, when he would finally face Taesia and decide if he wanted her apologies or her life.

They were a few miles from the black, looming wall of the Shadow Sea when they discovered the bodies.

They had just decided on setting up camp near an outcrop to the northeast, where the desert winds had carved serpentine formations out of the exposed bedrock, when Julian took a sniff of that wind and tensed.

Nikolas instinctively reached for his spear. Had Taesia decided to intercept them rather than wait?

Then the wind shifted, and he smelled it too: blood.

He and Julian rushed toward the outcrop with the others not far behind. Beneath the rocky formation lay three dead Solarians, all of them torn from neck to navel.

Fin gagged and covered his mouth. The stench was foul, and even Rian had to look away from the exposed viscera bulging from the corpses’ stomachs. Surprisingly, Edwin stepped forward instead of back, inspecting the clothes on the men’s bodies while gripping the neck of his banjo tight. The Solarians were dressed to endure the desert, their equipment hinting that they had been here awhile and expected to be here awhile more. Their spears lay broken beside them.

“What did this?” Fin asked, muffled behind his hand. “A beast?”

Nikolas laughed hollowly and glanced east at the Shadow Sea. It was unmissable, a crouching sphere of dark matter like a drop of blood welling on skin. “Something like that.”

Julian lifted his gaze from the shadow of the rock formation. “You think—?”

“Of course I do. Look at the edges of the wounds. Her sword did this.” And recently, if the tackiness of the blood beneath them was any indication.

“But who are they?” Rian murmured, gaze flitting around to take in the details. The Solarians had long hair, and their clothes were of a different make than what was typically found in the Three Sisters. “And why would she—?”

One of the bodies jerked and coughed. They all flinched in shock as the Solarian man spat blood from his mouth, his innards shifting with the motion. Fin gagged again.

Nikolas hurried forward. “Who are you?” he asked in Solari. “Who did this to you?”

But the man’s blue eyes struggled to focus on Edwin, who was directly in his line of sight. His pupils widened.

“Heritor,” he breathed. His bloody fingertips twitched against the bedrock. “You’ve… returned.”

His Solari was different than the kind spoken in the cities, but Nikolas understood enough to get his heart racing. Edwin stepped back, clinging to his banjo and shaking his head.

The man tried to get up, more blood spilling from the corner of his mouth. “Heritor,” he wheezed again, worshipful. “Phos… must have led me to you. We shall return… return together. At last. At last…”

His movements finished what Taesia started, and he fell back to the rock with his eyes clouding over.

They all silently turned to Edwin. The bard kept moving backward, shaking his head no, until he tripped over a rock and fell. He scraped his arm while protecting his banjo.

“Ed?” Rian asked, soft enough to be mistaken for kindness. “Why did he recognize you? Why did he call you heir?”

Edwin trembled and didn’t speak. Fin helped him up with one last glance at the bodies. “Let’s move away from here, at least.”

They found another outcrop that blocked the wind. Once Edwin was firmly seated on a low rock, Nikolas stood over him.

“Tell me now, honestly, why you wanted to come with us to the desert,” Nikolas demanded. “Is it because of what I said about the Sunbringer Spear? Did you plan to steal it and bring it to Phos? Were these men here to ambush us?”

The bard held his banjo closer and shook his head so hard his hair whipped his face. “No! Scounds, no, I don’t—” He started to breathe quick and panicked. “This isn’t—I’m not—”

Rian reached for the banjo. Edwin made a distressed sound, like he thought Rian meant to take it away, but instead Rian readjusted it in Edwin’s arms so he could play it. The bard tremulously plucked out random notes until they formed something songlike. Once his breathing calmed, Rian gently rolled up Edwin’s left sleeve to assess the scrape. It was the same arm that bore those strange scars. Nikolas should have checked if the corpses had them, too.

“I… I really do wish to aid you,” Edwin murmured down at his banjo. “And to witness the confrontation with the Sunslayer. I give my most solemn vow that I have no motive beyond the completion of my work.”

“And yet you conveniently forgot to mention this.” Julian gestured in the direction of the bodies. “What settlement did you come from, exactly?”

“Ran from,” Edwin corrected grimly. He breathed deep, focusing on the notes at his fingertips. “It is an old settlement. Very old, and very deep within the Sand Sea.

“My ancestors were once priests of the Divine City. When the throne was built and the temple altered to suit Phos’s tastes, they were all driven out with the excuse that they were no longer needed. Incensed, the priests traveled far into the wastelands and founded a settlement built around fearsome, obstinate devotion to the god who had ousted them, hoping this would prove to Phos that He had use of them still.” Another deep breath. “I was born into their order, with the unfortunate advantage of my father as head elder.”

Nikolas and Rian exchanged a look. At his side, Fin shifted on his feet.

“A son would do almost anything to appease his father,” Nikolas said. “Especially in that position.” Rian lowered his head and went back to cleaning Edwin’s scrape.

Edwin brought his hand down firmly on the strings. “Not this son. I swear to you all, I do not lead you to any traps or tricks. I…” His tearful eyes stared hard at the outcrop, like he could bore through it to the bodies of his former kin. “I did not lead you to them. I have only ever wished to be free of them.”

“We all want simpler lives,” Nikolas snapped, his arms itching forebodingly. “We’re all running from something. But it doesn’t matter how far you go, because it’ll always catch up with you.”

Edwin didn’t wipe away the tears that fell. Hunched over his instrument, he looked like he wanted to make himself small enough to disappear. Nikolas couldn’t recall how many times he’d done the same.

Nikolas pressed the heel of his hand to his eye, easing the pressure building behind it. “I’m sorry,” he rasped. “It’s just…”

He remembered Fin among the elephant trees. I think you’re obsessed with the people who’ve hurt you.

“It’s just easier,” he said softly, “to be caught.”

Fin laid his hand on Nikolas’s back, between the places that longed to feather.

“He’s right, unfortunately,” Fin said. His hand slipped away so that he could kneel before Edwin. “Because we all understand your situation to some extent. All of us are heirs to something we’d rather not be.”

Rian crossed his arms, and Julian rubbed his wrist above the bone cuff. The Sunbringer Spear heated against Nikolas’s back.

In Aphelion, Fin had told him how he appreciated Ulshära’s empathy, her fairness. Nikolas now understood what he’d meant: that it was the exact opposite approach to King Ferdinand’s rule.

“You say you parted ways with them a long time ago, and I believe you,” Fin went on. “You also haven’t shown any real reverence for Phos. But we’re admittedly on edge from learning this about you. From… what we just saw. You really didn’t know they would be here?”

Edwin shook his head, hollow-eyed. “When Imperator Ulshära mentioned the possibility, I thought at the time there were other settlements hoping to capture the Sunslayer. I would not have guessed my own would send scouts this far south to keep watch of her. To eliminate her or her sympathizers, if need be.”

Julian inhaled. “She killed them to protect us.”

The idea lined Nikolas’s throat in acid.

“I believe you, too,” Rian said, briefly touching Edwin’s shoulder. Lucent flew from his wrist and hovered over the bard’s head. “In fact, I think this could help us.”

Edwin frowned. “How so?”

“Your ancestors were from the Divine City. Surely you have knowledge that most Solarians don’t.”

Edwin sheepishly strummed a chord. “I… perchance. But I absconded so young that I doubt I have much to offer.”

“Then tell us what you do know,” Fin urged.

“I know that the Divine City is warded against those who do not share the god’s blood.” The bard nodded to Rian and Nikolas as Lucent drifted down to inspect Her Majesty. “And that there are workarounds.”

“How do these wards work?” Rian asked.

“There is a large-scale Device within the city that was originally built during the Century of Eclipse,” Edwin explained. “After the creation of the Shadow Sea, as it so happens. Its purpose was to absorb any subsequent attacks from Noctus by acting as a lightspeed gate, of sorts. But only a Lumin could control such a thing.”

Rian wiggled his fingers to call Lucent back, but the familiar was too intrigued by the banjo. “Is it still operational?”

“It is,” Edwin said slowly, drawing it out with a scrunched up face, “but not quite the same way, so far as I am aware. There were alterations made just before the priests were exiled. We had sketches of them, back in…” He paused, then jerked his chin at Julian. “Those sketches looked remarkably similar to those mighty runes you crafted against the talpascor.”

Julian straightened. “There are Conjuration glyphs in the Divine City?”

“If that is what they are called, yes.” Edwin allowed Lucent to play between the strings of his banjo, making a simple tune. “Oh, you are a natural,” he whispered to the familiar. To the rest of them he said, “Whatever they may be, they allow the lightspeed Device to trigger on its own. If one not of Phos’s blood enters, the lightspeed gate ferries them away to… erm. Someplace or other. I have the impression it is nowhere pleasant.”

“But there’s a way to stop it?” Nikolas asked.

“I am uncertain if a Lumin can use it for its original purpose,” Edwin admitted. “But the priests were taught how to deactivate the Device sometime before they left the Divine City. You must offer a bit of blood and draw a symbol with it: A circle with eight lines all meeting in the middle.” Lucent abandoned the instrument to shift itself into the exact shape. “Yes, like that!”

“I’m not sure what that glyph is,” Julian said, studying it, “but it seems familiar. Like I…” He glanced down at his hand. “Dante would know more.”

“We can ask him when we return,” Rian agreed. “Figure out our strategy.”

Edwin chewed his lower lip. “So you truly mean to storm the temple. To depose Him.” Before they could doubt his intentions again, Edwin strummed a brighter chord. “I am glad,” he whispered. “Glad that my running has served a purpose.”

Fin stood and placed his hand on Nikolas’s back again. He leaned into it, thinking about the dead Solarians and how their faith had brought them to the same place it had brought his father. How Rian had abandoned his faith entirely.

But Nikolas’s would lead him somewhere else. He gazed at the sinister stretch of the Shadow Sea, wondering if he was the one running or the one chasing.

Something dark streaked through the air in the corner of his eye. He turned quickly, but like the shadows shifting with the suns, it left no trace behind.







IX
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Julian woke when the sky was at its dimmest, between the Third Sun setting and the First Sun rising, which Edwin called Quintus. It threw the desert into a magenta glow, the oppressive heat waning for a couple blessed hours even if it remained baked into the sands.

Beside him Fin was curled up like a troubled comma, and beyond the even rise and fall of his ribs the bard lay sprawled on his back snoring softly. Julian flicked the tent flap back and saw the brothers were also fast asleep.

He was about to resettle when something darted through the flap. He jerked back, expecting another undesirable desert creature like the disturbingly large, flat centipede he’d had to shake out of Fin’s bedroll the day before.

But it wasn’t a spider, or a mouse, or anything that could comfortably make its home in this terrain. It was a small, perfectly spherical ball of shadow.

“Oh,” Julian breathed. “Hello.”

Umbra happily bobbed around him, stopping to nuzzle into his hair and against his unshaven cheek. Julian reached for the shadow familiar and huffed when it impishly dodged his grasping fingers. It inched closer again, then spun away when Julian lifted his hand, slipping through the crack in the tent flap. When Julian didn’t move, Umbra peered back inside.

It wanted him to follow.

Making sure not to wake the others, Julian scrambled for his boots as quietly as he could—first checking that no nasty surprises had burrowed into them—before grabbing his bow and quiver. His heart was pounding as he crawled out of the tent and let the familiar lead him away from camp.

He had noticed Umbra yesterday when they’d stumbled upon the dead Solarians. He hadn’t drawn attention to it, only kept an eye on the familiar as it hid to overhear their conversation with Edwin. This was how he was sure that Taesia had killed the scouts to protect them.

And how he was sure that, now armed with knowledge of how to get through the wards, Taesia would soon attempt to infiltrate the Divine City.

He had forgotten his cloak, but he didn’t need it when there was only two-thirds of one sun in the sky. The sands had turned the color of heliotrope, a dreamlike ocean he waded through with no guarantee of what waited for him on the distant harbor. He sensed small rodents and lizards hiding between the short cacti and bramble, smelled their unease as he went by.

Not for him, but for what stood a dozen yards away: a barricade of impenetrable black.

Umbra flew toward it. Julian hung back, one of the bow’s gears digging into his hand. He could easily understand how the Solarians had come to fear the Shadow Sea; it was like reaching the end of the world, the void between realms, without any preparation for what cosmic horrors dwelled on the other side.

As a child he would rush to his parents’ bedroom if the night was too dark, the corners of his room too unknown. He wondered what that child would think of him now, standing purposefully before this interminable gloom.

But it wasn’t only the darkness that made him pause. There were bulky white objects all along the edge of the Shadow Sea. His Hunter’s mind filled in the gaps until he realized they were the giant skeletons of at least a dozen talpascor. Most were half-eaten by the shadows, but the visible bones had long been bleached by the suns.

He approached one as Umbra flew back to him, passing the spidery beams of its legs to weave through the vaulted columns of its standing rib cage. Julian pressed a hand to the smooth, warm talpascor bone, but it had died too long ago to extract any sense memory. Yet the cuff on his wrist pulsed, resonating with the beast’s remains just as it had with the talpascor they’d fought.

Before he could probe it further, a midnight voice came from the wall of shadow behind him.

“Did you know that Phos can breed more than one kind of soldier?”

Julian whirled around. He stared into the blackness until his eyes burned.

“When Nyx scarred the desert, the attack was supposed to spread for as far as it could. But Phos threw some of his own consciousness into these beasts. Forced them to create a wall of light to stop the advancing dark.” A low, sinful laugh had his pulse racing faster. “He’s always been eager to sacrifice his own.”

She emerged from the shadows like a terror and a fantasy. Her dark, sand-beaten clothes and the hilt of her astral sword above one broad shoulder were familiar landmarks, unlike the gauntness of her face and the primal urge to bow his head under that forceful stare. His dreams had not exaggerated the weight of her gravity, the uncanniness of her twin galaxy eyes, the way she seemed both real and nonexistent—a victim of her own mythology.

“How furious he must be that I’m depriving him of pawns,” Taesia drawled.

In the safety of his subconscious he could touch her, speak to her, but the actuality of the here and now garroted him into silence. When he moved forward, she stepped to the side, rounding one of the columns of the talpascor’s rib cage. Wisps of shadow trailed her, and Umbra obediently returned to its ring.

“Which is why you need to turn back,” she went on, solemn as a wake. “Get Nik and Rian as far from me as possible. As far from Phos as possible.” At Julian’s frown she added, “Nyx wants me to kill them. And given what you are, he may want me to kill you, too.”

He exhaled, emptying his lungs of doubt. When he stepped forward again, it was sure and swift.

“You don’t answer to anyone,” he said. “Least of all a god.”

He could tell he’d startled her. It earned him one of her old, scything grins.

“I still won’t risk it,” she said. “Not while the stakes are so high. I may have one more imperator to take from Phos, but—”

“Ulshära isn’t your enemy. She’s on our side.”

“That doesn’t mean Phos won’t use her.” She gestured to the talpascor bones. “Or Nik, or Rian, or whatever hapless zealot crosses his path.” A tendril of shadow snaked away from her and curled around him, forming ghostly fingers that clasped his chin. “So do as I say and stay away from the Divine City. From me.”

The bone cuff sent an ache through his arm, more wary than commanding, as if Orsus couldn’t decide whether or not this divine construct deserved the same fate as Phos. Julian briefly gritted his teeth.

“You don’t have to do this alone,” he told her. “If you want Nik and Rian outside his reach, fine. But at least let me go with you. We can do this together.”

“Together?” Her laugh was higher this time, fringed with disbelief. “Of course I have to do this alone. No one stood with me when I tried to help Dante, when I urged everyone to work together on Godsnight. They certainly won’t stand with me now. Besides, look at what I’ve achieved without them.” She spread her arms with a wry grin as the darkness clung to her like a living shroud. “Look at what I’ve become.”

In her eyes he swore he could see stars being born and dying within a single blink. He endured her punishing gravity to come even closer, ignoring how the shadows fastened around his throat in warning.

“I am everything they worried I was,” she whispered, dropping her arms and her smile. “Because I realized it was so much easier to prove them right than wrong. Better, in the end, that I become the monster instead of them.” She replaced the shadowy fingers at his jaw with her own cold ones. “Instead of you.”

If there were hundreds of stars in her gaze, then there were dozens more at her fingertips, searing into his skin like a celestial brand. Marking him as hers—as something that could belong to the night, if he desired. If he could let go of his childhood fear.

“We’ve all become monstrous,” he said softly. “We’ve all been changed, and maybe for the worse. I know I have. I know there’s no escaping that part of me. But you told me there’s no shame in being two things at once, in being a contradiction. You may have acted out of revenge, or rage, but it was also to keep us safe.”

Her eyelids fluttered as if she wanted to close them.

“If there’s blood on your hands, then I’ll clean them.” He touched the exposed slip of her wrist, followed it up to the warmer plane of her palm. “If there’s a tear in your soul, I’ll repair it with some of mine. I know you. I know you don’t want to be alone. And you don’t deserve to be.”

The shadows contracted around them like a heartbeat. It synced to their breaths, the trembling ones that left Taesia’s mouth and the steady ones that filled Julian’s chest. Her gaze began to clear, the whites of her eyes shining through the cosmos, the dark rings of her irises fixed on his.

He only had a second to notice the hairs on his arms rising before Taesia shifted away. A bright comet sailed past where she’d been standing and smashed into one of the talpascor’s rib bones.

Julian leapt back with a snarl. His fingers brushed the fletching of an arrow as a golden figure landed near him, wings outstretched. Nikolas glared at the vortex that was Taesia, Sunbringer Spear held out to block Julian from her.

“Did you lure him here?” Nikolas demanded. “Make him promises you have no intention of keeping?”

The shadows thinned to reveal Taesia’s teeth-baring grin. Her eyes were flooded black again.

“You know me,” she said, her words crisp as the first day of winter. “Ever the liar.”

Tension strung through Nikolas’s body and wrinkled the corner of his eye. Julian got between them, pressing his hand to Nikolas’s chest. He was amazed a broken heart could beat so fast.

“Don’t,” Julian whispered. “We need her.”

“For Ulshära’s support,” Nikolas agreed. “To broker peace between our realms.”

Taesia snorted from the shadows. “Or you can let me take her out of the equation altogether. One less obstacle.”

Julian felt the incensed breath Nikolas took. “That’s always going to be your solution, isn’t it? Strike down whoever you think deserves it, and fuck anyone who ever cared about them?” Nikolas strove forward, and Julian pushed back with both hands. “Is that what you were thinking when you tried to kill Rian? Did he deserve it because of what Phos made him do?”

“I wonder,” Taesia said, and Julian questioned if Nikolas could hear the strain the way he could, “when exactly your opinion of me dropped so low.”

“Are you serious? Look at everything you’ve done to this realm! To—” Nikolas faltered, but Julian could guess the rest: Look at everything you’ve done to me. Julian grasped one of Nikolas’s shoulders, tried to dig in hard enough to steal his attention, but Nikolas’s gaze and breath and wrath went beyond him.

“Did you see his son’s face, Taesia?” Nikolas asked quietly. “Did you see that boy’s face after you struck his father down?”

Julian glanced over his shoulder at the thickening, roiling shadow.

“I saw,” Taesia whispered.

The next breath under Julian’s hands hitched. He looked back up at Nikolas’s grief-taut face, the trembling line of his mouth.

“Varrick was never going to let you close enough to Phos,” Taesia said. “Not when the god made him such pretty promises. His choices were to die then or die later, so I made the decision for him.” Her eyes fell to the glowing spear. “But you know something of that, don’t you?”

Taesia barked a humorless laugh as Nikolas rushed at her. Spear met sword, creating a clash of black and gold that forced Julian to shield his eyes.

“Wait!” he yelled. “The gods want you to fight! Don’t do this!”

They either couldn’t hear him or ignored him entirely. He could barely make them out under the sphere of alternating light and darkness that hounded their steps. They leapt and circled through the standing bones and across the sand like this was a dance they had learned years ago.

“I always wanted you to spar with me like you meant it,” Taesia goaded.

Nikolas remained grimly silent, doubling his efforts with wide yet controlled sweeps of the spear. She jumped to avoid a low swipe, tucking her legs up and pointing Starfell down. She fell through a small portal that opened beneath her and snapped closed above her head.

Taesia’s laugh rang over the desert. She reappeared crouched along a talpascor’s spine, leaning on her sword. Although Nyx had likely healed her by now, she held a hand against her side where Nikolas had shot her.

“C’mon, Nik,” she crooned. “You can do better than that.”

Nikolas flapped his wings and shot upward, the Sunbringer Spear burning a golden line through the air. Julian was about to chase after when a crack thundered behind him. Rian nearly dropped Fin and Edwin as he tumbled to the ground, gasping for breath. Fin ran out ahead, yelling for Nikolas.

“Note to self,” Rian wheezed, “new ability limited to three people.” He then noticed the battle taking place. “Shit. We couldn’t stop him, it was like… like something took hold of him.”

The skeleton’s spine lit up with streaks of gold and silver-speckled black. The longer the fight went on, the more Julian noticed the halo limning Nikolas’s body, and it didn’t seem to come from his wings.

His wrist ached under the cuff. The talpascor bones were beginning to glow, too.

Julian thought of Godsnight and the righteous fury of the gods, how no one had been able to get between them. He glanced at the cuff and wondered: Would a third be able to stop them?

He felt Orsus’s mounting delight at the idea.

Nikolas went airborne and dove down, aiming the spear at Taesia. She wrapped herself in a shield of shadows and bore the brunt of the attack, causing the entire skeletal frame to collapse in a cloud of sand and bone dust.

“This—this is magnificent.” Edwin’s hands fluttered through the air as if wanting to grab his songbook without tearing his eyes from the fight. “The Sunslayer herself! Oh! Her movements are so—Do you think she will consent to a consultation afterward?”

“There won’t be an afterward if these two kill each other,” Rian growled. He yanked out his Lumin pistol and used lightspeed to disappear, putting uncomfortable pressure on Julian’s ears. He reemerged in the skeletal debris between the writhing shadows and the steadily brightening corona.

Rian fired the pistol upward. The projectile blew apart into firework-like fragments, momentarily distracting the two combatants.

“Stop!” Rian roared. “There’s no need for this from either of you. Taesia, look. I’m fine.” He pressed a hand to his chest, above the scar. “I’m alive.”

“You won’t be for long if you stay,” Taesia said hoarsely. “Nyx wants you both dead.”

Nikolas’s halo bristled. “This isn’t just about what happened in Noctus.” He spoke to Rian but kept his eye on Taesia. “It’s to stop her from hurting anyone else.”

Fin reached him then, eyes watering from the searing brightness as he grabbed Nikolas’s arm and held fast.

“Then don’t let her keep hurting you,” Fin urged him. “Nik. Please, look at me.”

Nikolas didn’t. He was panting now from the furor Julian sensed growing inside him, the one that echoed in the broken bones beneath them, in the cuff. Feathers sprouted along his neck and the sides of his face, bursting through his skin and the fabric of his shirt even as his golden wings flickered and disappeared.

Rian also hurried toward him. “Nik—!”

But any rationality clinging to Nikolas had fled. With a feral sound he knocked both Rian and Fin away and charged at Taesia with the single-minded ambition of a threatened animal. Taesia raised Starfell in time to block his blazing weapon, her feet digging trenches in the ground from the force of his blow.

Her eyes widened as she took in the pristine, white feathers growing through his skin. “What—? Is the spear doing this to you?”

He yelled again and sent her flying. Taesia yanked the shadows in to catch her while Nikolas hunched over, covering his face with his hand as blood seeped through his shirt. Julian felt his pained groan rattle through the bone cuff.

“You say Nyx wants us dead?” Nikolas dropped his hand and raised his face, streaked with blood and sweat. His eyepatch had been lost in the scuffle, and a small, radiant orb had grown within the socket. He used lightspeed to get close enough to grab Taesia’s sword by its spiked blade.

“Then try it.” Nikolas pressed Starfell’s tip to his chest. Blood dripped from his hand even as his skin burned against the blade. “Stab me through the heart the way you stabbed him. Let it be the last cruelty you give me.”

Taesia’s eyes were clearing again, her own chest heaving as Starfell’s tip pierced the first layer of his skin. She stared at Nikolas with world-shaking fear—not for herself, but for him.

And in that moment, Julian realized he could perceive Nikolas’s mind again. Like the time in the Bone Palace, when Julian had tried to rip him away from Phos’s clutches. He ran forward even though he knew there was nothing he could do to stop this.

Taesia gripped Starfell with both hands as the back of Nikolas’s shirt ripped and two gory stumps rose from his shoulder blades.

“Fuck,” Taesia whispered. “Nik. Nik. Stay with me, don’t let him—”

Julian pulled Nikolas off Taesia’s sword and grappled him into the sand. Instead of reaching for Orsus’s power, Julian called upon the demon again, using its strength to pin Nikolas down with one hand around his wrist and one arm against Nikolas’s throat, making him drop the spear.

Nikolas yelled and thrashed. His eye filmed with gold while the orb in his socket turned glaring. The feathers that brushed against Julian stung like an electrostatic touch. The tendons of Nikolas’s wrist strained against Julian’s fingers as he struggled in both pain and fury, the teeth he bared lengthening to fangs.

Fin helped restrain him. “What’s happening? Is Phos trying to possess him?”

“Don’t give him the satisfaction,” Julian panted down at Nikolas. “Don’t let him use you again!”

He employed his beastspeaking to arrow into Nikolas’s mind, to see if Phos was trying to force his way back into it. But as soon as he slipped through the first barrier there was a sharp retaliation that had him mentally and physically reeling. Taking advantage of Julian’s loosened grip, Nikolas shoved him and Fin off and rolled over onto his arms and knees, gasping and retching. Wet, bloody feathers fell from his mouth even as he crawled for the Sunbringer Spear.

Rian snatched it up before Nikolas could reach it. Fin held Nikolas back, murmuring to him as he placed a steadying hand beneath the masses erupting between Nikolas’s shoulder blades. But Fin’s words were drowned by the agonized scream that tore out of Nikolas as those masses grew.

As they burst into two large, white wings.

His blood sprayed Fin and Julian. Rian’s face was freckled red as he stared at the wings in horror, grip slack around the spear. Even Edwin, who had stayed on the fringes of the fight, stopped writing in his songbook to gape.

But it was Taesia who gave a breath like a sob. She tightened her hold on Starfell as dark power stormed down the blade.

“This is what I was trying to—What I didn’t—” She shook her head, sclera consumed by Nyx’s darkness. “Fuck. Fuck. This ends now.”

Rian looked up. “Taesia, wait—!”

But her target was no longer Nikolas. As the talpascor bones steadily thrummed and glowed around her, she was a locus of shadow as she carved open a portal. It seeped open like a sore, hungry at its edges.

No. Julian jumped to his feet. I can’t let her escape again.

Then use your gifts, Orsus whispered. Not your curse.

The cuff tingled with possibility. Julian bit his cheek hard enough to taste blood, but there wasn’t time to argue; Taesia was already running through the portal.

“Rian!” he shouted. Rian reluctantly left Nikolas and ran to his side so that Julian could grab his hand, the other still holding the Sunbringer Spear.

Julian let his fingers fly, tracing the residue of quintessence around Taesia’s portal. It was already starting to close, shrinking quickly to prevent them from following. Rian squeezed his hand hard as if that could transfer more power to him. A line, and then a curve, and a dot—

More, Orsus ordered.

Julian repeated the glyphs over and over, silently commanding them to stitch into the fabric of the portal. The constant pain of the bone cuff lessened, and instead he was flooded with an effortless strength, expanding his lungs and slowing his heartbeat.

Do you see how the world can be shaped with your touch?

Julian did see. He felt. If his fingers strayed, if he crafted other sigils, what couldn’t he do? What couldn’t he accomplish?

More.

The god’s presence settled like a mold growing deep into his foundation. The demon retreated as Julian reaped as much quintessence as he could from both the portal and the fragment of a god circling his wrist.

The portal’s shrinking stopped, or rather slowed, giving them the time they needed. Fin and Edwin braced Nikolas between them, the man slouched under the weight of those large, folded wings. Julian couldn’t leave them out here like this. They all had to follow.

Or you can end this, the forgotten god whispered. Just you. Just us.

Rian glanced at him. “Julian… ?”

Something tickled the side of his mouth. Julian wiped it away and found blood.

“C’mon,” Julian rasped. “Before it closes.”

He stepped through first while Rian supported Nikolas. Julian held on to the threads of quintessence woven between his fingers and the portal, waited until everyone had ducked through to sever them. The portal sealed itself.

But Orsus’s presence did not wane. The god was still there, in his bones, his blood, his breath.

You will need my help for what is to come.

They were in a wide, deserted courtyard, so large it could have covered ten of Nexus’s city blocks. Taesia had run on ahead even as the ground trembled and a deep, droning hum filled the air.

She pricked her fingers against Starfell’s spines and dropped to one knee. She sketched a glyph on the paving stones: a circle with eight lines connecting in the middle. The same glyph Edwin had shown them.

Julian quickly did the same. As soon as the alarming drone faded, Taesia disappeared back into her shadows.

Cursing, Julian helped the others get Nikolas behind one of the buildings that surrounded the courtyard, all fitted against an outer wall. There were no signs of life other than the sounds of a distant battle.

Fin finally tore his gaze from Nikolas’s half-conscious form. “Where are we?”

Rian stared ahead, to where a massive columned temple sat. Julian wondered if the flash of gold in his eyes was a reflection of Nikolas or something else.

“The Divine City,” Rian whispered.







PART IV
First Light






I
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Everyone had decided that quarreling was the best way to pass the time until the ost Vonlins made their move. Risha, leaning against the back of a chair, was the only one who remained silent.


THE GHOST: What is there to say in the face of annihilation?



“We should go to the Divine City,” Dante said for the third time while Ulshära paced the length of her office. The imperator was dressed in full armor but remained maskless, revealing the stern pinch of her mouth, and two short swords hung at her hips. “Try to keep Phos from making another portal to Vitae.”

“We’re far from ready,” Angelica argued, also for the third time. “We still don’t know how to get our hands on Phos’s fulcrum.”

“And even if we did, how can we stop the legionnaires?” Cosima pointed out. “We can’t rely on the imperator’s guards. They’d be fighting against their own.”

Ulshära turned and continued pacing, glancing at the window she’d left open a crack. “Unfortunately, she is correct. I would be risking an insurrection if I gave such an order, and I’m already on shaky ground.”

“We were able to fend them off in Nexus,” Dante said. “We can do it again.”

Angelica scoffed. “Have the horns started growing through your brain? There’s more of them now, and the charge is being led by the ost Vonlins. Phos branding them with feathers can only mean he supports their plan to take over the imperators’ positions, and is willing to give them the power to do so. We can’t—”

Risha noticed the glint of light outside a split second before Ulshära did. The imperator yanked the window open and allowed the floating, golden object inside the study. It was a small mechanical dragonfly, its wings fluttering with Lumin magic. The voice of Varrick’s widow, Karla, emanated from the Device in tinny, breathless alarm.

Ulshära hissed and shut the window. “The ost Vonlins are indeed marching,” she translated. “Each general is leading a troop of legionnaires toward the Divine City.”

Ulshära had expressed doubt that the ost Vonlins would use the lightspeed gates. It was approaching Primus, when the parent sun was about to rise and most civilians would be asleep, making it easier for a small army to move through the streets of the Three Sisters.

“Can Karla and Anatolia help at all?” Angelica demanded.

The imperator let the dragonfly fall lifelessly into her hand, its message and magic expended. She set it on her desk with a weary sigh. “Most in Solara foster resentment toward the other realms due to Phos’s falsehoods. If we tried to explain how disastrous an attack on Vitae would be, they would not listen.”

“Then we go after Phos and the throne,” Dante insisted.

Angelica flung a vexed hand through the air. “If we attempt it now—”

“Do we have any other choice? The others are too far for those dragonflies to reach them, and we certainly can’t wait for them to return.”

Risha listened to them bicker while digging her fingernails into the back of the chair. Her heartbeat was steady, her breathing even. Jas was an encouraging murmur in her mind.

Kaspan is gone, Anatolia had told her. I am not. We can do good still.


THE GHOST: Even if the bad outweighs it.

Even if it proves that he was right to fear you.



“There’s another option,” Risha said.

The words were so quiet, and yet they tore through the heated chatter like shards of ice. She took a deeper breath.

“We stop them before they reach the Divine City,” she continued. “Or, at the very least, we stop one of the troops. I’ll intercept the legionnaires marching from Zenith.”

Angelica frowned. “What? How?”

“On your own?” Dante added incredulously.

Risha walked up to Ulshära and unsheathed one of her short swords. Before anyone could stop her, Risha opened a gash on her own arm.

“What are you doing?” Ulshära demanded, wrenching the sword back. Then her face went still as they all watched the gash sew itself up, the skin underneath pristine, leaving behind only a few red petals.

“The Vakaras understand death better than anyone.” Risha looked up at the imperator from under her lashes. “I’ll share with them everything I know.”

In the dim wash of Zenith’s streets, Lorz ost Vonlin led twenty legionnaires toward the heart of the Three Sisters, where their god awaited them. The legionnaires marched hungrily, carrying spears and swords and arquebuses, eager for foreign blood. Their veins were brilliant with Phos’s power—a divine gift they could spend multiple lifetimes attempting to be worthy of.


THE GHOST: But they will never get the chance.



It was with righteous thrill that they made for the Divine City, and it was with bemusement that they encountered a shadowed figure in the middle of the broad processional avenue. One that had been waiting for them.

Lorz lifted a gauntleted hand. The legionnaires halted, no doubt wondering if the Sunslayer had come to get in their way.

Then the shadows shifted. Risha allowed herself to be seen, short and slight compared to their Solarian stock, standing with legs braced apart and a curved scythe held in either hand.

She rolled her neck and pinned them with a dark, unfathomable glare. The air had turned blisteringly cold, and their warm-blooded bodies trembled.

The legionnaires gripped their weapons and glanced at their general. Lorz ost Vonlin seemed more intrigued than worried, and on top of that, amused. This was surely not a fight a single Vitaean could win, not even one who stank of death. He took his spear in hand, perhaps thinking it would be a nice warm-up for the slaughter to come.

Slowly Risha moved: her back foot angled, her front leg lifting at the knee, arms raising the scythes in opposite directions.

An invitation to dance.

No order had yet passed Lorz’s lips when she jumped and spun, releasing one of her scythes and forming a seal with her free hand. The thin chain shot out at an impossible speed, the blade aimed straight for the general. Lorz threw up a shield of light, but there was no need; with a sudden yank of the chain, the scythe flew right past him and into the chest of the legionnaire on his right. Phos’s newly birthed warrior choked on blood and shock, and when the scythe retracted, her intestines spilled in steaming ropes.

Risha reclaimed the scythe and studied the gold-threaded blood dripping from its curve. A red haze seeped out of the blade.

“Get her,” Lorz demanded through his teeth.

The legionnaires advanced. Their divine gifts unfurled as beautiful wings, as glowing marks upon their skin, as strength honed by Solara’s best.

A high, unsettling laugh rang through the processional avenue before Risha spun with a wide slash of her blood-streaked blade. A volley of crimson scythes flew into the oncoming legionnaires, slicing into flesh and biting into armor. Another fell with a gaping throat, and Lorz tsked as arterial spray splattered over his perfectly shined boots.

The first spear that reached Risha went through her ribs, and the ringing shot of an arquebus smashed into her shoulder. She gasped and staggered, arms falling to her sides.

Lorz was already smirking when the air, already bitterly cold, turned freezing. Risha leaned her head back with a guttural cry. A torus of air spun around her, blasting the surrounding legionnaires away. Frost splintered along the ground underneath her feet.

The wounds did not slow her down. She was a blur of movement and purpose, flawlessly executing the steps of the tandshri as taught to her by her father, and his mother before him—a sacred dance from her ancestors to protect what was theirs.


THE BODY: I will always remember your lessons, even if you did not heed mine.



Risha narrowed her world to bone and blood, ignoring every hit to sever an arm there, slice an artery there. Valentin laughed again as he participated in the unseemly work, flinging his blood sickles with every swing. A sword sank through her back and stole her breath.

Keep going, Jas urged, already patching up the fatal wound. Don’t stop.

But the legionnaires were the most skilled of Solara’s military classes, eager to dismember every part of her if she let her guard down for one second. Their tethers were strong and daunting and twisted up with Phos’s magic; even in death they clung like golden chains.

She reached for the nearest fallen body, one that had the top half of its head sheared clean off. Just as she had at the Thana basilica during Phos’s first attack, she twisted her fingers through the spirit’s tether and slammed it back inside its body. At her silent order it rose, sightless and soundless and dripping brain matter from the bowl of its skull. The legionnaires near it stumbled backward, shouting.


THE GHOST: “This isn’t what I taught you.” That may be true.

But your lessons fail under violence while theirs thrive.



Risha twitched her fingers and the reanimated corpse rushed at one of the terrified soldiers with hands and teeth. The legionnaire cried out as he was devoured by one of his comrades.


THE BODY: See how the ligaments pull and the joints swivel and the teeth tear?

Isn’t this a kind of miracle?



Risha grabbed hold of another tether and its body bloomed into a wild jumble of weeds and vines. It ensnared a yelling legionnaire in its clutches, stabbing her with thorns until her yells thinned and faded.


THE GHOST AND THE BODY: This is the lesson I taught myself:

To stop a heart, you first stop your own.



Thanks to the strength of her torus, she could engage a couple soldiers at a time. They slipped on ice and her spilled blood, making them more vulnerable to Samhara’s blades. Her muscles and her lungs burned. Sweat threatened to fall into her eyes. Her vision was alternatingly dark and bright, crowded with feathers, with light.

Jas fortified her. Valentin covered her blind spots. Her impossible body mended itself as soon as it was struck. Her ancestor’s weapon hummed eagerly for death.

She herself was eager for it.

She was in the middle of turning into her next movement when a shattering pain exploded throughout her body. Her head jolted, and she couldn’t even raise her voice, blood spewing from her mouth in place of words.

Lorz ost Vonlin grinned as Risha crumpled to the icy ground and he pulled his spear from her neck. He hadn’t managed to completely sever her head, but he’d cut through the spine, and there was no getting up after that.

“Monster,” he sneered, then spat on her body. His irises were ringed in gold. “Even the meanest street dogs eventually fall. Let the Child of the Bone Wraith rot like her father before her.”

Risha’s vision blurred. Blood gargled in her throat.

“Do not let this affect you,” Lorz told his remaining legionnaires. The survivors stared at the carnage she had made as their wings quivered, but their general only turned back in the direction of the Divine City. “You will find your revenge soon.”

“You will not.”

Lorz spun back to her as Risha got to her feet, her head lolling sickeningly on its torn neck. She clutched her scythes as the lesions on her body stitched closed, her dislocated and broken bones snapping back into place, the butcher cut of her neck sealing like she could control time itself.

The undead horror stared at him as tears of blood fell from her eyes. They turned into dark flowers when they dripped off her chin.

She said, “Because you cannot kill me in a way that matters.”

Samhara crackled with red and black static. She crossed the scythes together and yanked them down in opposite directions. A burning X slashed through Lorz ost Vonlin, severing him into four parts.

Enough, Jas assured her. It’s enough.

But it wasn’t.

It never would be.

The remaining legionnaires pointed their weapons at her again, eyes flaming gold with the god’s wrath. Lorz’s tether writhed, the feather on his body burning, burning, and the reanimated dead crowded around her, starved and lost.

I’ve performed my fair share of soul-binding, Valentin had told her. But the best results were the souls that already knew one another. Oh, their screams…

Risha bound their tethers together. Wove Lorz’s in for good measure, twisting and tying until their bodies fell upon one another, tooth and nail, vine and sinew, wailing souls and their malleable meat. The feather was devoured in the joining of limbs and tissue, shredded into unusable striations across the bulbous creature of flesh and flower that assembled before her.

It could have been kin to the amalgam she had fought in the necropolis. Its mouths opened and closed in misery while its limbs waved and searched for purchase, its numerous eyes glinting through the dark. The surviving legionnaires backed away, weapons lowering in shock. At least she wasn’t the only one who had abandoned all her lessons.

The amalgam groaned and Risha petted one of its arms soothingly; once they were dead, they were hers. Lorz’s face peered out from the misshapen creature, frozen in bewildered pain. Risha leaned forward to stare into his gold-ringed eyes.

“My father will not rot,” she whispered. “But you will.”

She tugged on her handful of tethers and the amalgam turned, scuttling on multiple legs, to confront the rest of the soldiers.

Valentin chuckled under their renewed shouting. “When I return to Cruciamen, I’ll feast on his screams.”

Risha rather liked the sound of that.







II
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Cosima was given a sword.

Angelica knew it was pointless to argue; no matter how much she spat and swore, it wouldn’t change Cosima’s mind. She tried to reason it would be best if Cosima remained within her sight, but the better part of her was all too aware of her weaknesses—and that Cosima was one of them.

Ulshära swiftly led them to the lightspeed gate. Angelica felt weighed down by the violin case on her back, the obsidian dagger at her belt warm without her even touching it. Every time they passed a window she looked for telltale signs of battle.

Facing an entire troop of legionnaires was a death sentence, even if Risha had somehow become unkillable. Angelica shouldn’t have let her go on her own. She should have—

“Princess.” Cosima’s cool hand found the back of her neck and squeezed. “Focus.”

Ulshära had excused all her guards, even the ones in the lightspeed gate tower, relocating them across Zenith to protect the most vulnerable districts and the portal house. The imperator stepped onto the dais and placed either hand on the circular ring of the gate. Her magic leached into the golden sheen that spread across its width until the hazy details of a walled city emerged on the other side.

“The wards will recognize my blood, so we should be safe from them,” Ulshära said. “Beyond that, I do not know what awaits us. But I do know that it is my duty to help you protect your realm. I will not stand by while Phos unleashes his terror across the stars.” She fixed them with her steely gaze, landing last on Angelica. “If I fall, do not hesitate. Do what you must.”

Angelica already felt the stirring of flames beneath her skin.

Ulshära walked through the gate, the golden sheen rippling around her form, and they quickly followed. Angelica’s stomach lurched as her body relocated itself, crossing miles in a single step to leave Zenith behind and enter the Divine City.

The lightspeed gate was situated in the very middle of a broad, empty plaza that nearly spanned the entire city. The outer wall was crowded with a ring of vernacular buildings that had seen better centuries; most were falling apart with neglect. Angelica would have doubted they were in the right place were it not for the massive temple directly before them, illuminating the abandoned city in a sickly light.

“The entrances from the Three Sisters are to the west, north, and east,” Ulshära said, pointing at each sealed gateway. “Risha Vakara has the north covered. We will split up to block the others. Noctan, with me.”

Dante’s eyebrows quirked in surprise, but he followed her order readily, calling in the shadows as they strode toward the eastern gate until he was all but invisible.

That left Angelica with the western entrance. She and Cosima hurried to the watchtower built into the city’s wall, climbing the stairs to reach the battlements.

Aurora and the Divine City were attached via a wide, paved corridor that connected the outer gates of the two cities. One of the ost Vonlins was already leading his legionnaires through the lofty pylons on either side, marching on foot to the clanging rhythm of their lustrous armor and weapons. From her perch Angelica could tell that it was the largest brother, Rorik.

“Doesn’t seem like there’s too many,” Cosima said with false hope. “Maybe a couple dozen, tops.”

“You saw what a couple dozen did to Nexus on their own,” Angelica reminded her grimly, caught in the memory of heated destruction, the painful collision of smashing into the Gravespire. She shook her head—focus. “They won’t get a second chance.”

Cosima offered a lean grin and drew her weapon, a simple longsword from the Zenith Tower armory. Always eager to show off, she spun it with a boastful flourish that reminded Angelica of Taesia.

“I may not be as good as Koshi with one of these,” Cosima said, readjusting her grip, “but at least I know how to shed blood with it.”

“The goal is to make sure we don’t get close enough to put that to the test.” Angelica slipped the violin case from her shoulder and crouched to open it. The polished wood gleamed in the steadily strengthening sunslight, and when she fitted it to her shoulder it was like two puzzle pieces slotting together.

If they were going to win, she needed to abstain from Deia’s rage to maintain control. It was the only way she could keep Cosima safe.

With a wide sweep of her bow, Angelica played the opening notes of battle.

Rorik stopped and raised his hand in a fist, calling for a halt. Angelica delved into the frantic beginning of “Common Conquest” from the opera The Four Knights of Cardica. Her blood ran hot under the sound of strings, the fire growing to a conflagration behind its door.

Angelica allowed it to spill out of her arms and through her notes. Embers spiraled through the air and rained down beyond the gates, turning to sparks, turning to flames. A breath later, a towering wall of inferno erupted beneath them.

The legionnaires recoiled at the searing heat. The flames reflected in their armor and in Rorik’s widening eyes.

“Hah!” Cosima leaned over the battlement. “Try to get past that, you bastards.”

If the legionnaires decided to fly, Angelica would simply raise the wall. She’d launch bolts of fire at their wings and burn them to a crisp. The song was in her bloodstream, her pulse marching like her own battalion, the fire eager, so eager, to expand and devour.

Her forehead itched.

A droning hum rose behind them, vibrating through the soles of her feet. “What is that?” Angelica demanded.

Cosima ran to the opposite battlement. “Whoa. You’re not gonna believe this, but your best friend is here. And—shit, is that Feathers?” That was her nickname for Nikolas, which meant the other one must be Taesia. When the droning hum inexplicably faded, Cosima returned to her side. “Looks like this is turnin’ into a reunion.”

“Damn it,” Angelica growled even as she continued the song, inching the fire even closer to the Solarian general.

How were they here? Why now?

Below, Rorik suddenly grinned. He planted meaty hands on his hips and squinted up at them through the conflagration.

“Huh!” he called in his booming voice. “Very nice! Powerful! I like it!”

“The fuck?” Cosima muttered.

A glow enveloped Rorik, similar to the one she’d seen around Varrick. He snapped his fingers and a ball of light materialized from within the inferno, expanding into a wide shield—an archway—large enough for the soldiers to walk through. Rorik signaled them onward.

“Shit shit shit,” Cosima cursed. “Now what?”

Angelica’s notes went sour. The itching on her forehead had turned into a stinging pain.

Control, she told herself while her flames banged upon their door. Don’t give her the satisfaction.

But what was the point of control if it meant risking Cosima’s safety at the hands of these holy warriors? If it meant getting herself killed and subjecting Yvri and her family to Deia’s eventual retaliation?

In the end it always came back to power—to the never-ending need for more.

Anger made her strong. Fear made her weak.

This was not a fight she could win with her violin, but with the weapon she’d stolen from her god.

“Stay hidden,” Ulshära warned.

Dante crept to one side, using the shadow of the outer wall to blend into their surroundings. They had stopped before the eastern gate, beyond which echoed the same-step approach of soldiers.

Ulshära waited until he was no longer visible before she flung out her arms. Her magic blasted outward and smashed open the gates. On the other side, Faün ost Vonlin came to a stop, his thirty-odd legionnaires—winged and ready—following suit.

Bitterness rose up Dante’s throat. He despised the practiced nonchalance on Faün’s face, the indifferent way he unsheathed his sword. Even his mind was a gray haze. It was only the set of the man’s eyebrows that betrayed his determination.

You tried and failed to compel him, Azideh reminded him. If Dante didn’t know any better, he’d say the demon’s tone was worried. He is laced with the poison that is his god.

I was caught by surprise. This time I’m prepared.

In the Zenith Tower, Ulshära had pulled him aside. “Your… demon trick. Can you perform it again?”

“It might not be enough to stop them,” Dante had confessed. “But I can try.”

She’d glanced at his horns. “If it is too much—”

“I will try.”

It didn’t matter if he grew fangs or talons, if his eyes permanently changed color like Julian’s, if his skin turned to scales or hide. Even if it meant subjecting himself to the same fate as Baron Alma, he would not allow one feather to slip into Vitae.

“Very well,” Ulshära had said. “But I have another trick we can employ that might help.”

Now from his hiding spot he pulled on threads of shadow until they carried his intention outward. They splintered and slithered around Solarian ankles, a network of nerves.

“You do not have to do this, Faün,” Ulshära said, Azideh translating through Dante’s mind. Though maskless, there was no denying her solemn authority. “There’s still time to rethink your position.”

Faün smiled coldly. “Always the negotiator. I took no pleasure from Varrick’s command, but at least he was decisive. A challenge.” He raked pallid eyes down her form. “You have always been too eager to please and too easy to swindle.”

Dante noted the tic in her jaw, the lowering of her voice. “You detested Varrick for using you,” she went on. “So you used me. Stole my and Oskar’s Device, one that we made to better the lives of the less fortunate, to suit needs that were not even yours.” She scanned the ravening legionnaires behind him, the sigils etched into their skin with her innovation. “Condemned so many only to feed Phos’s schemes. It was never Varrick pulling your strings, Faün—it is him.”

Faün scowled. “Nobody pulls my strings.”

“Then you delude yourself.”

Ulshära took a step forward and the legionnaires’ wings fluttered. Dante recognized her signal and sent Nox to grab the small Device she had tucked into the back of her belt, concealed by her white cape.

“I’m familiar with the pride of the warrior classes,” Ulshära said, “and your belief that victory is equal to merit. But there are other ways to prove your loyalty and your greatness. Ways to divest yourself from Varrick’s legacy and your brothers’ ambitions to stand on your own.”

Faün paused long enough for Nox to sneak the Device closer to him, hidden within the general’s own shadow. “You think my needs so basic?” he eventually spat. “Then again, I suppose it is simple: Where my sword is required, I will wield it.” He shifted the blade in his hand so that it caught the sunslight. “In the Daystar’s name, or otherwise.”

“You think he will reward you, establish you as an imperator, but you are nothing but a sacrifice! He is sending you to Vitae to die!”

The barest flicker within the grayness of his mind; the barest hint of violet uncertainty. Then Faün huffed through his nose and lifted his chin.

“And you should have been dead long before now,” he said.

Dante saw the moment Ulshära’s disappointment struck. When she finally realized that peace would never be possible with conquerors.

You can never please everybody, his mother had once told him after an irate don’s missive had put him in a bad mood. Instead, you do what you can for those who need it most.

Ulshära breathed deep and unsheathed her twin swords, no doubt thinking of the ones who most needed her.

“It’s strange,” she said softly, almost to herself. “But somehow I think I understand the Sunslayer’s intentions now.”

Faün motioned his soldiers to stay put, claiming this challenger for himself. He hadn’t yet made the first move when Ulshära’s familiar yanked another slim Device from her belt and twisted it.

The corresponding Device beneath Faün activated with a flash. Lightsbane cables shot out of the metal cylinder and wrapped around the general, much like the ones that had captured Dante and the others upon their arrival to Solara.

That was his cue. Dante grasped the demon’s power and let it flood his chest, let it spill into the network of dark threads among the legionnaires.

But as he parted the shadows, as Faün’s gaze snapped to him, as that bubble of intention expanded within his chest—that terrible, persistent image of Baron Alma returned to him.

Man and demon, merged into one hideous design.

With the eyes of the legionnaires upon him, Dante spoke.

“Die.”

It vibrated through his shadows, through the air. The soldiers grasped their chests and opened their wings, startled by the sudden agony. Faün, bound and immobile, bared his teeth in a grimace.

But none of them fell. Because of his hesitance, the compulsion didn’t take.

It backfired.

The pain struck him like a backhand. Dante staggered, his heart fit to burst, as the shadows desperately steadied him. Azideh’s spike of caution formed an undercurrent to the anguish splitting him from crown to calf.

You miserable fool, the demon snarled. You say you’ll do whatever it takes, but you still find yourself shackled to your fear!

Dante fell to his knees, gasping. Blood fell from his nose and coated the back of his throat.

Faün uttered a nasty laugh. With a burst of light from underneath his sleeve he tore through the lightsbane cables and sneered at Dante. “The rat got caught in its own trap.”

Ulshära formed a shield around Dante with her familiar while engaging Faün in combat. Although her form was perfect, she had nowhere near the agility of the ost Vonlin general. When he kicked her back, the legionnaires nearly broke rank, but he ordered them to remain where they were. “They are both mine.”

While the imperator and general locked blades, Dante gave Nox a silent order. His familiar yanked the notepad out of his pocket and he riffled through the pages with a shaking hand.

There.

Dante smeared his blood onto the glyph for earth, then pressed it hard against the paving stones. The corridor beyond the gates trembled. A few of the legionnaires took flight while a couple others stumbled, and even Faün had to readjust his stance. Ulshära rushed in again, eager to claim her advantage.

A pillar of darkness crashed between them.

Ulshära and Faün jumped away, but they couldn’t escape the spreading cloud of shadows that emanated from the figure crouched at its locus. Dante’s fingertips turned numb against the ground as that figure righted itself slowly, jagged sword slung across its shoulders, grin like a crescent moon cutting through the night.

“Seems I didn’t get an invitation to this little get-together,” Taesia said.

Ulshära gasped while Faün’s eyes widened with manic glee.

“You,” he breathed, irises lighting up gold. “Sunslayer. At last I’ll avenge all the sacred warriors you have—”

“I’ll get to you in a minute.” Taesia gave a dismissive wave of her hand that formed a barrier of darkness between her and the legionnaires. “You, on the other hand,” she said to Ulshära, “have my undivided attention.”

Ulshära backed away. “The feather Phos branded me with is no more. If he attempts to possess me, then I give you leave to strike me down. Not a moment sooner.”

Taesia’s fingers twitched slightly at the word possess. “Noble of you. But I’d rather not keep another risk around.”

Dante had laboriously pushed himself to his feet. Now as Taesia stalked toward Ulshära, he hurried to stand in her way.

“Run,” he told Ulshära over his shoulder. “Go help the others.”

When he turned back, Dante properly saw his sister for the first time since his arrest. She was thinner, bleaker, her hair hanging long and windswept around her shoulders. Her eyes were turbulent with swarming galaxies, her presence as haunting as her wintry shadows, and yet—

And yet it was the girl who’d demanded he tell her bedtime stories instead of their parents, the girl who always thanked him when he snuck an extra snack from the kitchens for her, the girl who had once believed his every silly lie. Her familiarity made his throat ache, made him aware of just how far from home they’d run. How much farther there was still to go.

“Not even a hello first?” Taesia asked. “Nice horns.”

A laugh scraped out of him. “You little shit.”

The legionnaires and Faün were making quick work of breaking down Taesia’s barrier with explosions of light. Ulshära tightened her grip on her swords, visibly struggling with the idea of letting either Taesia or Faün out of her sight.

Then a crash resounded across the plaza of the Divine City as the western gates were breached.

“We have this side covered,” Dante insisted. “Go.”

Ulshära used lightspeed to disappear. When Taesia made to follow, Dante grabbed her shoulders.

“Dante, I swear—”

“The ost Vonlins first,” he told her like they were back in Nexus, back before this all began, when she’d followed his orders readily. “They’ve been branded with Phos’s feathers. They’ll descend on Vitae as soon as Phos opens the portal.” He held her with the demon’s bruising strength. “Don’t subject Bee to that. Not again.”

Taesia clenched her jaw as her barrier crumpled under Faün’s attacks. The general was seething, eyes blazing with spite and wings unfurling from his back.

“They call you the Sunslayer.” Dante squeezed her shoulders before letting go. “You may as well earn that title.”

She burned red through her gloom. All the rage in the realms couldn’t match the shade.

Dante folded himself back into his shadows as the legionnaires fanned out around Taesia. As soon as they attacked, figures rose out of her shadows, all of them wielding identical swords. While her shadow clones fended off the legionnaires, she engaged Faün at the heart of the conflict, blades blurring with inhuman speed. He kept looking for openings to assist her, but there were none.

Does she look like she needs help? Azideh asked. And besides, you have already squandered your chance.

Taesia effortlessly moved through the shadows, countering Faün’s lightspeed feints with her own sidestepping portals. She’d always been skilled at dueling, but this…

This was what it looked like to not be afraid of power or its costs.







III
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Nikolas wanted his mother.

In a house half built with fear, half with love, it was always Madeia he brought his questions to. Like the time he had been walking the garden, digging through the dirt of the shrubbery, and found the white, papery ghost of a snake.

Madeia had lifted her eyebrows when her seven-year-old son placed the ghost in her lap. Having been raised in southern Vaega, where the humid climate satisfied all sorts of reptilian life, she had not flinched away.

She had explained that this was not the snake itself, but its skin. She’d laughed at his alarm and explained further: that this was its old skin, and that when the snake grew, the skin did not, and thus needed to be shed.

“It no longer fits them,” she’d said, holding up the papery remnant so that the light shone through it. “Just like your clothes. When you outgrow them, or if they become too tattered to wear, you have no need of them anymore. You find something new.”

Now, kneeling in the middle of the Divine City, Nikolas wondered if he was peeling off his old skin to make room for someone else. Something else.

No part of him desired to bow in this place, but the weight of his wings pushed him down, pressed his forearms into the paving stones until he felt every piece of grit. Pain scorched white through his body as his bones and tendons shifted, his joints creaking at the strain of this massive core of energy within him. A weak whine fell from his mouth as more wings—smaller, longer, outspreading—split and twisted the skin of his ribs, his upper arms, his thighs.

He was fraying. He was frayed. Had he ever been whole?

“Is Phos doing this?” someone asked. Fin.

“I don’t—It doesn’t look like it, but—”

But he could sense the god. He was so close, a fallen sun come to bring this world to extinction. It was already beginning in Nikolas’s mind, taking the filaments of his tattered thoughts and weaving them into a different voice. His voice.

Come and kneel before me.

Nikolas cowered under that resonant command. Beside him, someone flinched.

“Fuck,” Rian breathed.

The wings grew longer. Feathers fanned from the side of his face and neck, arcing up from his hips and even his ankles. Soon enough there would be no more skin to shed. Soon enough he’d be in two pieces: his destroyed flesh, and his exoskeleton.

Perhaps this was Phos’s plan all along—to turn him into another obedient beast, fit for exile in the infinite desert.

It can’t end this way.

It can’t.

“St-stop,” he wheezed between the tremors of pain, this unholy mutilation. The thin, bony radius of a wing pushed out of his eye socket and bloomed white and gold vanes. “Stop… Stop…”

“Something’s happening at the gates,” Julian said overhead. “I see shadows. Shit—and legionnaires.”

“Another attack?” Fin guessed on Nikolas’s right.

“Could be. I’m going to go help.” Breaths coming closer, a hand that smelled like soil and sun-warmed grass against his face, surprisingly gentle. “Keep him safe.” The hand retreated, followed by the sound of running footsteps.

Nikolas lifted his head with immense effort but couldn’t see what Julian had, only heard the noise of faraway struggle and the rustling of his own feathers.

“Don’t,” he whispered.

Fin held on to his arm between the sprouting wings to keep him from following. “You shouldn’t get any closer to the temple. But how can we… ?” He turned fearful eyes to the bard, who’d been staring at their surroundings with equal parts awe and terror. “You said your family lived here once. You have to know some way out, some way to—to—I don’t know, stop him!”

“To stop Phos?” Edwin repeated, his voice breaking half an octave higher. “There is absolutely no conceivable way…”

But he trailed off while his gaze moved south, to the large tower that stood between the wall’s battlements. The one that had droned with warning when they’d arrived. “I—There may be something we can do.”

He’d been holding his banjo the way Rian had once held on to his comfort blanket when he was a child. Now he slung it back over his shoulder with fresh determination. “I need your assistance,” he said to Rian. “As this requires a Lumin, and the other one is… indisposed.”

“Don’t,” Nikolas gasped again, raising a hand. As Rian clasped it, feathers bloomed between his knuckles and wove gently around Rian’s wrist, a futile effort to make him stay. “Don’t…”

“I have to do something,” Rian whispered. “Find cover until I come back. Fin, watch over him.”

Rian’s hand slipped out of his and panic dried his mouth.

“Stop,” he pleaded.

Don’t go.

Stay here.

Let me protect you.

In his head, echoing across the wide courtyard, reaching up to the sky, Phos sighed.

I can offer you the means with which to protect him, Nikolas. But first, you must come to me.

Nikolas was already on the ground. He could crawl, a shivering, pitiful creature on its way to appease its master.

The pinfeathers poking through his forearm grew into bloody barbs. His back spasmed and seized. “I am not yours,” he snarled.

Fin clutched his shoulder. “That’s it, Sunshine. Keep resisting.”

Caught between two orders, Nikolas knew which one he would follow.

Julian ran toward the cloud of billowing darkness. There was a flash of gold as Ulshära used lightspeed to get away from it, running for the opposite gates that were wreathed in flame. Julian didn’t change course.

Winged, armored legionnaires surrounded Taesia. She was putting up a decent fight, using shadows as look-alike decoys, but there were so many. Her main opponent was the ost Vonlin brother she had stalked across dreamscapes, the one he’d also seen in his dreams, though his aloof demeanor had sloughed to reveal a viciousness mirrored in his savage strikes.

Through the channel Julian had widened between them, Orsus spoke.

You could end this skirmish in the blink of an eye, the god whispered. A snap of the fingers. That is all it would take to change reality. To bend it to your whims. To protect what you wish to safeguard.

Julian ignored them and reached for an arrow. The bone cuff buzzed with energy—with quintessence and whatever power it had absorbed from Varrick’s feather—so Julian quickly sketched a small glyph on the arrowhead, a circle with a straight line going down the middle. He pulled it back and aimed at the densest pocket of soldiers.

The arrow exploded where it landed, an eruption of smoke and sulfur, and the legionnaires who didn’t phase away were knocked down by its force. One of them spotted Julian and darted toward him with lightspeed.

Julian impulsively reached for the demon’s power. The veins along his arms turned black as he dodged an incoming punch, the legionnaire’s hands bristling with spiked gauntlets. Julian kicked him in the chest as the demon tore awake, quickening his reflexes. Before the soldier could lightspeed away, Julian swung his complex bow and smashed it into the side of the soldier’s head. The legionnaire cried out, steam issuing from his mouth as his insides charred with power, but Julian only hit him harder until the bone of his skull cracked. Blood splattered Julian’s face and the bow’s cogs.

He smiled.

Pathetic, Orsus murmured. This is what you would rather subject yourself to? This mindless feast of violence?

Another soldier had cleaved apart one of Taesia’s shadow clones and targeted her blind spot. The world blurred as Julian moved.

The legionnaire’s blood was warm. The muscles of their chest contracted around Julian’s forearm as they staggered and choked, as their wings twitched and glowed with nowhere to go. They dropped their axe and their skin dissolved into powdery gold ash, leaving only their viscera clinging to Julian’s sleeve and knuckles.

Through the shadows, Taesia’s astonished gaze found his.

“Julian…” She lingered on his eyes, his taloned hands. Pieces of the demon that had always been stitched into his pattern. He licked a fleck of blood that had landed near his mouth and it tasted like embers.

She did not look away or waver. Her voice was low with want.

“Kill the ones I don’t.”

He was a demon that was free, unbeholden to a summoner, yet the command incited him all the same.

Faün ost Vonlin recovered from whatever blow Taesia had dealt him and the two started dueling anew. Julian focused on the legionnaires heading his way while Taesia’s shadow clones reoccupied the ones attempting to press her from behind. Julian used his bow as a blunt weapon and his talons as knives. He fed the part of him that he’d starved.

Every drop of blood, every bone-rattling crash of blades, thundered in him like multiple hearts, all of them beating for her.

“I thought you would’ve fought harder than this,” Taesia said as she and Faün traded heavy, punishing attacks that fractured the air into webs of shadow and light. “Considering all those soldiers you claim to want to avenge. But their lives never really meant much to you, did they?”

She caught his blade between the spikes of hers, leaning in with a mad grin. “I’ve seen your dreams, Faün ost Vonlin. I know your fears, your insecurities. You wanted to become greater than Varrick. You wanted to prove Solara’s might to every realm, your name ringing from mouths in adoration and loathing. You thought you could become godlike when Phos only ever meant for you to be his lapdog.” She leaned in closer. “Because your life never really meant much to him.”

White, piercing light escaped from Faün’s sleeve, and cracks of molten gold had started to inch across his face. With a roar, he pushed her back with a radiant shield.

“Enough!” Faün raised a hand that shone like a beckoning star, and Julian heard a thin, high call that stiffened his shoulders and stirred his beastspeaking ability.

Creatures approached from the desert—from the sky. The sound of flapping wings preceded the unwelcome figures of volucris, their scythe-like talons prepared for disemboweling and their featureless white heads shimmering under the glow of their halos.

“The Sunslayer,” Faün panted, steam issuing from his mouth with every word, “will fall by my hand.”

Julian was too busy counting the number of beasts and running maneuvers in his head to notice the shadows parting behind him. A pair of hands pulled him into the suffocating darkness and he snarled, prepared to lash out until he caught a familiar scent.

“What we did in Nexus,” Dante said, pulling the shadows away to reveal his face. “In the palace square. We have to do it again.”

When they had killed a legionnaire and their pet volucris with combined compulsion. Julian sensed the power under his tongue, chiming and sweet, the demon’s specialty.

But shock momentarily dragged him from the demon’s grasp at the sight of Dante’s horns.

The more I use the demon’s power, the more I…

Dante clocked his surprise and shook his head. “There’s no time. When the volucris land, we attack.”

Would Julian end up with horns? Would feeding his monstrous side take him one more step toward a line he couldn’t return from if crossed?

What use do they have for a monster? Orsus whispered. There are other ways to exert your will.

Julian shivered in the shadows. Become more of the demon, or become more of a god’s plaything—those were his only options.

Kill the ones I don’t, Taesia had said. Trusting him. Accepting him, despite everything.

If he had to choose which evil to live with, he would choose the one he already knew.

He nodded in understanding. Dante parted the shadows further, exposing them to the riot of light and dark, the eager legionnaires and hungry beasts seeking to tear Taesia apart.

Julian filled his lungs with air. The sweetness under his tongue spread down his throat, lining his esophagus with power. He would speak, and they would listen. They would fall with just one word from his lips.

Between them, Azideh’s scent grew stronger. The demon clasped his right shoulder, holding on tight.

In response, the bone cuff around Julian’s right wrist pulsed.

Enough.

Pain stabbed up his arm. Azideh hissed and pulled away, but Julian couldn’t turn to catch a glimpse of him; he was frozen, his feet stuck in place while his neck tensed.

You think you can ignore me so easily?

His right arm turned numb with the force of the bone cuff’s power. Then, without Julian’s control, his arm lifted. Stuck inside his own body, he could only watch as it was raised higher with the god’s volition. Even as he wrestled to get the demon back, to reclaim his bone and muscle, Orsus’s will superseded his.

Stop, Julian begged them, the sweetness in his mouth turning sour. Stop!

His breaths grew ragged as the tips of his fingers glowed red. Julian opened his mouth to speak, to scream, but nothing escaped, like Orsus had stolen his voice as well.

Orsus forced him to sketch out a Conjuration circle. It was far more complicated than any he had seen or drawn before, dense with sigils he could barely parse before moving on to the next. He finished it with a glyph in the center: the six-pointed star.

He pushed the circle toward the skirmish, where the volucris were about to plummet into Taesia’s shadows and sear them away. Orsus made him snap his fingers.

Reality rippled. Everything Julian knew about how the world worked seemed like nothing but a fanciful dream, a story to fascinate and entertain. He could parse the individual strands of quintessence all around him: in the ground, in the walls, in the very sky itself. Even the sun rising to the north was a condensed ball of aether.

Of course, Orsus murmured, amused. How else do you think the realms were formed?

He thought of his dreams, of Ostium at the center of the known universe and the priests who’d made doorways spanning worlds.

Didn’t I tell you? Through me, all is possible.

Orsus reached for the strands surrounding the volucris. The beasts were nothing but matter and magic. Orsus yanked on them so that they unraveled, their bat-like wings shredded in a nonexistent gale, their pale bodies turned inside out to expose their beating organs. Another yank, and those, too, were spun out like tattered yarn.

Orsus made Julian reach for the ground next. The paving stones gleamed with invitation, wishing to be molded by their guiding hand. Strands braided together until the ground softened—melted.

It sucked in the legionnaires with relish.

The soldiers, including their gilded leader, screamed and clawed at the liquefied stone while they were dragged down and down into the mire. They burned themselves out on their own power rather than face this ignoble death.

Faün’s wild eyes swung toward the temple. “Lord Daystar!” he howled, unable to find purchase and pull himself free. Even his wings couldn’t escape the sludge, and the molten cracks on his face seared his skin.

But the god didn’t answer his plea.

The general’s disbelief was the last thing Julian saw before he and his soldiers fully disappeared. Buried alive, encased within stone.

The visible strands of quintessence faded. Orsus released him at last and Julian’s arm dropped back to his side, impossibly heavy. He stared at the distorted ground, the raised bumps and ripples left behind by his—by Orsus’s—tampering.

“What…” Dante looked from the ground to Julian. Though he was the one with horns, he stared as if Julian had become something else entirely. “What did you do?”

Taesia’s eyes were back to normal, silently echoing her brother’s question. Although she had regarded the demon with recognition, this was the part of him, the contradiction, that she could not yet fathom.

Orsus may have released him, but he still felt trapped, unable to speak. He felt—violated, exposed, changed in a way far worse than anything the demon could have done to him.

Because after all this time, he finally, miserably accepted what the others had been telling him all along.

That he was the fifth heir, and as much a pawn to his god as they were to theirs.







IV
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The foundation of the Divine City had been warped in a way that made Taesia’s head hurt to look at.

She knew this was the work of Orsus. Dante laid a protective hand on her back as she registered the dread in Julian’s eyes. The understanding. How her warnings not to let the god in had been for nothing.

Taesia took a step toward Julian’s shell-shocked form.

From the direction of the temple came a low, reverberating hum.

He sensed the progenitor god, Nyx said. His wrath grows.

Dante and Julian glanced at the temple, then at her. At that moment she wished she could cast off her ambitions and just be with them. To make herself soft in a way they wanted, a way they deserved, after everything they’d been through.

Her brother. Her Hunter. She wanted to go home with them.

Then you know what to do, Nyx said.

Taesia ignored the sharp sting of her throat and turned from them into her beckoning darkness, Dante’s call stabbing through her as she went.

Ulshära had made for the opposite gates. Strangely, no one was attempting to get through the northern ones, but Taesia didn’t spare much thought for it as she sought the imperator. The sole link Phos had left.

Not the last, Nyx corrected.

An image of Nikolas struggling in the sand as he sprouted those large, terrible wings flashed through her mind.

The temple loomed to her right. It was a bulwark of faith and fury, Phos’s sodium-flare anger spreading from its columns. He had no doubt sensed Nyx as well as Orsus. Taesia felt Nyx’s bitter pleasure at Phos’s indignation.

Suddenly a hulking form appeared in her path. Taesia lurched to a stop and stared in horrified bewilderment at the bulbous thing, a sickening jumble of bodies that moved on protruding arms and legs. Its mouths were crying, its eyes weeping golden tears. The face that stared back at her belonged to the eldest ost Vonlin, his incredulous expression much like Faün’s had been before the earth had swallowed him.

A smaller figure walked out from behind the amalgam, one of her chain scythes pointed in Taesia’s direction.

“Risha?”

It carried the tone of a question even as the details became clearer: the shade of Risha’s brown eyes, the slight curve of her nose, the furrow of her dark brows. Her hair had been cut short—Taesia had never seen it higher than her mid-back—and her borrowed Solarian clothing was drenched in gold-flecked blood. Her face was completely splashed with it, her odd chain scythes still wet with it.

The determination in her was just the same. The penetrating, disapproving stare.

Taesia scoffed. “Of course you would try to stop me.”

Risha’s chest expanded with a breath. Then, as it fell, so did her arm and her weapon. The amalgam behind her swayed and moaned.

“Only from targeting the wrong person,” she replied. The voice that had once been garlanded with laughter at Taesia’s exploits grew dry as weeds between them. Grave in the same way as those days leading up to Godsnight. “Angelica burned off Ulshära’s feather.”

“That doesn’t mean Phos can’t possess her,” Taesia argued. “Rian didn’t have a feather either.”

“There is a chance,” Risha agreed. “But we decided not to kill her unless it actually happened. We can’t leave Solara leaderless. We need an ally.”

Taesia searched for the judgment in her words, the inevitable pointed finger. It was you who put us in this position. You, not us, who would leave this realm in anarchy. But everything had come out matter-of-fact. Calm.

“Practical as always,” Taesia muttered, glancing uneasily at the writhing tangle of Solarian soldiers. “What now, then? Is this really the time for a dressing-down? You going to force me to stand here and listen to your lectures when there’s a god waiting for my sword? Go on, then. List out my crimes. Condemn me.”

That seemed to hit a nerve. Risha winced and the amalgam winced with her. With the motion Taesia noticed Risha’s clothing was ripped as if by bladed weapons, but the blood-crusted skin beneath was whole.

“I’m not here to condemn you, Taesia. I’m here to help you.”

“What?”

Do not bother with her, Nyx sighed. She is distracting you from your purpose.

How about you shut the fuck up for one second? She could have sworn she heard the god grumble.

“The god’s fulcrum is here.” Risha pointed a scythe at the temple. “In Phos’s throne. Which means we need to get Phos out of it.”

“I thought it was in the Sunbringer Spear?” Again she recalled Nikolas bowing under the weight of those wings.

“It’s likely both. The fulcrums…” Risha eyed her weapon, then Taesia’s. “They’re split between a physical component and a spiritual one. The physical component is in the throne. The spiritual one… I’m not sure. It might be in the Sunbringer Spear. It might not.”

Taesia also looked down at Starfell. Although she had known for a while that it was part of Nyx’s fulcrum, she now wondered which part it was.

That’s why he can’t possess the sword, she realized with a quickening pulse.

“Forget about Ulshära,” Risha said. “Let me watch over her while you deal with Phos. We’ll lend a hand when the legionnaires are taken care of.”

“I don’t understand. Why do you want to help me?”

It was a bruising moment until Risha said softly, “Because I get it now.” Her gaze was fixed on Taesia’s midsection, like she physically couldn’t raise it higher. “Your anger, your frustration. Everything you did to try to change a corrupt system.”

When she finally lifted her gaze, it seared with a rage that jarred Taesia far more than Phos’s could ever hope to. It was real, and it was born of pain, and Taesia had never imagined seeing those warm, understanding eyes burn this cold.

“We can’t fix such a damaged world with gentleness.” A tear gathered and fell at the corner of Risha’s eye, trailing pink down her face. The amalgam scratched at the ground, teeth clamping on nothing. “You knew that from the start.”

The two of them stood facing one another, eight feet and twenty years apart. They were crouched in an alley behind a restaurant while Risha reanimated a rat for Taesia’s amusement. They were browsing the library and hushing their shocked giggles when they found the erotica section. They were hidden within Taesia’s shadows at a party getting tipsy on stolen palm wine.

They were a god’s general and a vengeful wraith.

“What happened to you?” Taesia whispered.

Risha’s eyes hardened. Before she could answer, Nyx alerted Taesia to the western gates—to the blast of heat heading for them.

“Get down!”

Taesia pulled her shadows around the two of them just as a scorching tempest lit up the plaza.

From atop the battlements, Angelica and Cosima could not stop Rorik and his legionnaires from breaching the Divine City.

Cosima turned to her as Angelica lowered her violin and dismissed the wall of fire, the dry desert wind stirring their hair. “What now?”

The eastern gateway was shrouded in shadow, likely Dante’s work. It was up to them to hold off Rorik and they were already failing.

But if her violin hadn’t been enough, her whistling wouldn’t work either. Angelica’s breaths shortened in foreboding as she quickly shut the violin away in its case.

Deia’s eye was all she had left, but could she afford to unleash it here?

Seeing the shift on her face, Cosima grabbed her arm. “Oh, no. You’re not doing anything without me.”

“You want to be in the blast radius?” Angelica snapped.

“Maybe I do. Maybe I’m into that.”

“You saw what I did to the Gravespire. I can’t—”

“You know your fire doesn’t hurt me anymore.” Those dark, expressive eyes were so unfairly intent on her. “I’m not lettin’ you do this alone.”

Angelica’s heart shouldn’t have trembled while an army marched beneath them, but then again, her body had never quite done what she’d wanted it to do.

Her mind was another matter. Even if Cosima was immune to her fire, she wasn’t immune to the legionnaires.

Angelica pretended to ease, to lean in, then wrenched out of Cosima’s slackened grip.

“I said at the beginning that this is beyond you.” Angelica whistled so that the stone surrounding the stairs buckled and sealed the way shut. “Shedding blood isn’t enough.”

She then whistled the same trill she’d once played on her piccolo. The air around her swirled and compressed, plucking her away from the battlements and Cosima’s wounded shout to carry her over the legionnaires’ heads. Rorik looked up with startled wonder as she soared past and landed in front of the oncoming troop. Once more Rorik called a halt.

“You can fly without wings,” he said. “Most interesting.”

“That’s not all I can do.” Angelica raised her hands, hoping she could at least slow him down, prove that she didn’t need the eye after all. She glanced at Cosima to make sure she’d stayed put and found her leaning over the battlements. “There are four other elements you haven’t seen.”

But Rorik’s gaze followed hers and landed on Cosima, then the sword in her hand. Unlike the calculated cunning of his older brother, Lorz, Rorik’s eyes twinkled with intrigue.

Biting down panic, Angelica reached for the door to her earth magic. The stone of the plaza rumbled and rose into a short wall encircling the legionnaires.

Rorik turned back to her. “Are you so eager to show off?” He laughed. “Wish that we could have a proper show, but Lord Phos calls.”

His words were cactus needles under her nails. King Ferdinand, the mage Eran Liolle—they had both underestimated her, too. And now they were dead.

Heat built in the palms of her hands while Rorik glanced at Cosima again.

“Your fight is with me,” Angelica said coldly.

He ignored her. “A soldier from Vitae, huh?” He reached for the gilded greataxe on his back. “I never took to the sword like Faün did. I read that Vitaean soldiers prefer them, though. Is that true?”

Cosima, watching from above, subtly shifted her stance under Rorik’s attention. Angelica tried to speak again only for Rorik to talk over her.

“Maybe there is time for a short show. I’ve always wanted to see how a Vitaean warrior fights. It would be useful before taking on so many of you.” Rorik whistled sharply. “Ulma!”

Ulma was a tall, muscled woman with short white hair and ivory-colored wings. The tattoo made with the ashes of Phos’s feathers shone at the base of her throat like a jewel. She grinned and drew the falchion at her hip.

“Stop,” Angelica demanded. “I’m the one you—”

But Ulma was already vaulting over the stone wall and flying up to the battlements. Instead of standing her ground against a much bigger opponent, Cosima deflected the falchion’s incoming thrust by dancing away from it, pitting dexterity against strength. Ulma spun and Cosima caught the falchion with her longsword, sliding the blades down to meet at their cross guards. Ulma snorted before using lightspeed to vanish. Cosima staggered and Ulma reappeared behind her.

Angelica reached for a current of wind. But Cosima’s reflexes were faster than she’d anticipated, and she knocked the falchion away while rolling out of reach.

“Enough!” Angelica shouted at Rorik. He had become nothing but a boy excitedly tracking the movements of a duel. His soldiers were smug, cats watching one of their own toy with its prey. She called for her fire and her forehead burned with needful fever.

Rorik cocked his head at the flames roiling over her arms. “I suppose many of your Vitaean soldiers will also have the Earth-Witch’s magic.” He yanked his greataxe from its holster. “I should see how yours works, too.”

Before he could deploy another of his underlings or come at her himself, a scrape of metal dragged Angelica’s gaze back to Cosima. Ulma’s falchion expertly avoided Cosima’s parry with a feint and slashed open Cosima’s rib cage.

Angelica gasped and the flames along her arms engulfed her fully. Deia’s eye fluttered.

Cosima backed away holding her side. Just as Ulma came in swinging with a laugh, gold flashed between them with a loud crack. Ulshära quickly blocked and disarmed Ulma before pushing her off the battlements with a shield of light.

“Don’t do this, Rorik!” Ulshära yelled from above. “Phos will only—”

But their words became meaningless. Gray and tasteless. Angelica could not look away from the gash in Cosima’s skin, blood seeping through her clothes and falling to the blessed stone.

Her breath blistered her throat.

Her terror was divine.

She dove into that fear, tearing into its pulp with her fingernails. She parted muscle and sinew to the raging heart of her—grasped it like she had once grasped the blood-hot organ of a worthless man.

It was not Deia’s command that opened the third eye, but hers.

The magic was multi-limbed and everywhere—in every inhalation and beat of her pulse. It was in her eyelashes and her pores. It was seeded within her name.

Why had she shied away from this?

Why had she denied herself what she’d most wanted?

She was a column of starfire and molten wrath, something that could put all three suns to shame. She was beautiful. She was beyond control and all the more powerful for it.

Except this time she wasn’t objectiveless, and there was no Deia to distract her. This time there would be no mindless tumble through the air, no fatal crash as a testament to her lack of restraint.

With a flick of her fingers, the wind rushed to do her bidding. Currents wrapped around Cosima and Ulshära and yanked them far enough away that they wouldn’t be caught in her frenzy. The stone wall between her and the legionnaires crumbled with a mere thought.

Rorik quickly recovered from his astonishment. He laughed again as she raised her formless hands, his greataxe reflecting her flames. The legionnaires readied their weapons, some taking to the air.

“You meant it, huh?” Rorik spread his wings, his body radiating a halo of protection from Phos’s feather. “All right, since you’re so eager!”

He’d only taken one confident step forward when Angelica unleashed her will outward and reduced him to ash.

No one had the time to react, to register what was happening. The tempest that washed over the legionnaires only felt like a drop in the ocean to her. Like one long, slow stream of lava running off the rim of Mount Netsai.

The forge was inside her. She used it to make herself a weapon, to keep these worthless godspawn away from Vitae. These soldiers would never lay eyes on Nexus. They would never lift a hand to her sisters, to her mothers, to Asami and Akane.

If freeing her magic always meant losing control, then she could decide when to release it. If her protection always meant destruction, then at least she could aim that devastation at those who most deserved it.

The force of her exploded through the Divine City and crashed into the battlements. Buildings fell and carbonized. Flesh—none of it was left, only fragments of bone.

She could keep going. There was a whisper in her ear to do just that. To blow out every wall and every column, and shred apart Phos’s profane body.

Black smoke poured from her mouth. Her skin turned papery and dry, ready to catch fire like the rest and be blown to cinders.

Just like her unbridled descent into that awesome power at the base of Mount Netsai.

“Angelica!”

And just like that time, someone called for her to come back. Unlike the whisper, this voice sang in her chest. Its familiar notes made her want to harmonize.

Close, she ordered Deia’s eye. It trembled, unblinking, staring keenly at the inferno. Angelica reached for the obsidian dagger. Close.

Without needing the clarity of pain, the eyelid slowly fell and sealed, sated for the time being.

Angelica wavered on her feet. She coughed out the smoke in her lungs, shrinking back from the dying flames that had engulfed the legionnaires.

She pressed shaking fingers to her smooth forehead. Before her lay a graveyard of melted weapons and feather ash. A tooth had landed near her boot. The entire western sector of the Divine City had been decimated; walls had turned to rubble, revealing the stretch of desert leading to Aurora.

It felt like it wasn’t enough.

It felt like she should have mourned.

It felt even better than her violin.

A disbelieving smile made her mouth twitch. The handprint on her arm had finally stopped hurting. Euphoria woke up every part of her she had forced asleep.

Maybe Deia’s whispers had some merit of truth to them.

Maybe Angelica could become a mortal god.







V

[image: Logo featuring a sword with a sun-like design behind it, intertwined with a figure at the base.]
Rian and Edwin were nearly to the tower that activated the wards when an explosion rocked the Divine City to its foundations. Rian threw up a light shield, but even with the barrier, he and Edwin cringed from the oppressive heat until what had to be Angelica’s fire died down to floating embers in the air.

“Merciful Nikai,” Edwin rasped. “That must have destroyed a whole legion.”

From the way Phos’s ire swelled and expanded through the city, Rian was sure it had. He dropped the shield and barely felt the hot kiss of a stray spark on his cheek, too distracted by the molar-aching wrath of his god. The paving stones started to crack beneath them.

You believe I am weakened without my generals? Phos hissed in his mind. Rian nearly doubled over as each word sent a stabbing pain through his skull. Foolish. Faithless.

The air was heavy with divine malice, a gravity much like Taesia’s that seemed to push out rather than in. Lucent flew around him, shining brilliantly in its worry.

Edwin looked up with wide eyes. “S-something is happening.”

The light in the sky was undergoing a dramatic change, shifting from the pale yellow of the parent sun rising to the avid blue of the first child sun joining it. Because the Second Sun was rising, a matter of hours between sunrises shortened to seconds—an orbital phenomenon. Within a heartbeat the Third Sun dawned as well, turning the firmament near white.

The three suns were a good distance apart, with the child suns smaller and farther than the parent. But now they all grouped together, pulled from their revolutions to form a lopsided triangle.

Edwin whispered a prayer that seemed more habitual than heartfelt. “What is Phos doing?”

Rian’s lungs constricted. “He’s retaliating.”

The air shifted again. Rian didn’t just sense the mad manifestation of Phos; he also sensed the power that clung to Julian, the one Phos had transmitted to Rian through his long possession.

Quintessence.

Before the temple, a dark shape materialized directly beneath the suns’ unnatural placements. It spun with nauseating force, the quintessence spilling out of the temple’s columns feeding it until it bloomed into a murky, spiraling portal. The scent of spring water and mountain air and growing grass spread through the plaza.

Vitae.

The suns turned hazy through their growing coronas, flaring in agitation. Rian felt each of them in his body, from the throbbing in his fingertips to the ache in his bones, their names a primordial knowledge whispering in his mind. Great Walkmar, Honorable Risäl, Merciful Nikai.

Nikolas’s scream tore him out of his fugue. Rian turned and saw his brother bent under the weight of those twisting, sinuous wings.

Edwin tugged on his sleeve. “Hurry! The door!”

Rian forced himself to turn back to the tower. He couldn’t help his brother if he couldn’t stop Phos’s onslaught. They had a slight advantage in that the god couldn’t physically leave his throne, but when it came to gods, was there really any such thing as advantage?

The watchtower was similar in design to the imperators’ towers, obelisk-like and crafted out of pale stone. The rusted metal door at the base was fortified with locks, but Rian shot them with his pistol before hurling Lucent at the door itself, buckling it inward until it fell. On the other side was a long flight of corkscrew stairs.

Rian ran ahead of Edwin to reach the top, a square-shaped room with wide, dusty windows that overlooked both the plaza of the Divine City to the north and an unknown complex to the south.

On the side that faced north was a mechanism. A panel of bell handle levers flanked a brass plate in the middle, the guts of the machine—the gears and pulleys beneath—motionless and covered in dust.

Edwin pulled Rian toward it. “During the Century of Eclipse, the ost Krülins and the priests of the Divine City worked together on fortifications,” he said in rapid Solari that Rian struggled to follow. Edwin pointed to the south-facing windows, to the sandstone complex a couple miles away. “The Noctus portal lies there, so they needed a way to deflect attacks. Hence, this Device.”

Rian eyed the mechanism. To his surprise, there were carvings around the brass plate that, when he swept away the dust, revealed Conjuration glyphs.

“Those are new,” Edwin muttered. “They must be the symbols that connect to those in the temple.”

“The ones that activate the new wards?” The bard nodded nervously. Rian traced one of the glyphs: the hexagram that appeared when he used his new lightspeed ability. The symbol of aether. “You said the Device might not work the same. How did it work?”

Edwin drew a diamond through the air like he was sketching a Conjuration glyph. “It will connect all the lightspeed gates together. The ones in the Three Sisters, the inactive one by the sealed Noctus portal, and the one here, at the heart of the Divine City.” He tapped a brass lever. “These maneuver the apertures to better position them for that connection. Together, they become a singular large lightspeed gate.”

“Like a portal.” Rian glanced out the window at the Vitae portal swirling beneath the gathered suns. “What do I do?”

Edwin placed Rian’s hand palm down on the brass plate. It was grimed with dust and clearly hadn’t been used in many years, but it hummed to life beneath his palm.

His awareness expanded beyond the Divine City. He could close his eyes and point directly to each lightspeed gate, their whirring magic resonating with the one that faced Phos’s temple.

As if in response, the brilliance of the three suns magnified, refracting off the windows in painful sparks. Edwin raised an arm to shield his eyes, but Rian squinted through it, blinking away tears to make out what was happening. The solar flares writhing around each sun were extending outward and weaving together, forming one immense, disastrous ray of light.

One that would pass through Phos’s portal and scorch Nexus to a ruin.

Rian’s heart climbed into his throat. Suddenly he was not standing at the top of the watchtower but at the top of the Bone Palace, and instead of a Device against his hand it was the Sunbringer Spear. The devastating light that crashed down wasn’t meant for Nexus but for the jewel-toned city of Astrum, stealing hundreds if not thousands of Noctan lives.

Because of Phos. Because of him.

“Connect the gates!” Edwin urged. “Quick!”

The hand pressed to the brass plate was cold, but the blood running through him was warm, and the thoughts in his mind were his own. Rian resisted that creeping dread, that strangling guilt, and thought of his brother in the gardens, the two of them bruised and aching like they always were after a defeat.

You didn’t have a choice. We were all doing what we had to in order to survive.

Rian pressed his hand harder against the plate. “How do I… ?” But he realized he already knew, as if whatever was contained inside this mechanism had pieces of each gate already linked. With a deep breath, he clutched them with his magic and pulled.

Lines of gold shimmered above the skylines of the Three Sisters. They originated within the towers that held each lightspeed gate, then sprawled outward in search of the others. Edwin helped him by pulling on the levers until the lines connected perfectly, forming the exact diamond Edwin had drawn in the air; its northern point was Zenith, its southern point the Divine City. The bottommost part just managed to stretch over the yawning portal into Vitae.

Rian was losing feeling in his hand, but he didn’t dare move it away. “The gate will absorb the solar flare, right?”

Edwin opened his mouth, then balked.

“Ed.”

“W-well… as I said, it was meant to rebound incoming attacks from Noctus.” Edwin nervously tapped his pointer fingers together. “So it will absorb the attack, yes. And then… deflect it back to where it came from.”

“At the suns,” Rian finished flatly. “The suns that keep Solara alive.”

Edwin winced. “I—I may have neglected to mention that part before. But I didn’t think it was pertinent at the time!”

Shit. Rian almost yanked his hand back after all, but he’d leave Nexus vulnerable if he did. His mother was there. Brailee. Saya. Countless innocent lives.

Even in the tower he could taste the quintessence spilling out of the temple. It put to mind sprawling fields and star clusters, the edges of worlds, the darkness between his knuckles. Everything big and small at once.

The base of his spine prickled. The suns burned so bright his skin started to redden. But he kept his gaze on the golden sheen of the diamond, the gateway to possibility.

Just as he had acted on instinct while reaching for the Sunbringer Spear, Rian lifted his free hand and reached toward the lightspeed gate in the middle of the Divine City.

“Ed,” he rasped. “Turn all the gates upward.”

“Wh-what?”

“Just do it. Please.”

With some concerned muttering Edwin pushed the levers again, breaking the golden lines apart so that they sloped at a steeper angle.

Without the barrier of the lightspeed gate, the combined turmoil of the suns fused into a solar flare that aimed straight down at the portal like the tip of a sword. It seared a white line through Rian’s vision as he closed his fingers to make a fist.

He could barely see through the sunslit windows, but he didn’t have to. Through his connection with the mechanism he was able to pinpoint the lightspeed gate’s parameters, where it stopped and began. The lightspeed within his own body ignited and a sigil shone over the gate’s aperture: the glyph of aether containing the glyph of light.

The Divine City’s lightspeed gate was yanked out of existence. Rian pulled it up to meet the golden lines of the other gates, re-forming the diamond just in time to meet the full brunt of the triple solar flare, absorbing it just above the dark swirl of the Vitae portal.

Breathless, Rian yelled at Edwin to pull the levers down while he used lightspeed to pull the gate higher still, rotating the diamond until it aimed not at the suns but at the one who had forcibly drawn them together.

The solar flare smashed into the grand structure of the temple. Its facade blasted apart, columns crashing and crumbling to the stone below. One of the cornerstones tumbled through the Vitae portal just before the portal stuttered and shrank closed. Either they had broken Phos’s concentration, or the blast had disrupted the Conjuration circles within the temple.

Rian dropped the lightspeed gate and tore his blistering hand away from the mechanism. The solar flare was gone but the three suns remained in their fuming triangle above. The Second Sun was the smallest, yet he felt its heat the most.

Honorable Risäl. A name that evoked judgment.

Edwin shook him. “It worked!” he shrieked. “I thought—Uh, of course, I thought it would work in the end, but you really did it!”

Rian laughed and clutched the bard’s arm, dizzy with relief. “Thanks to your help. I don’t know what…”

His voice died as he glanced through the window. Through the dust and rubble of the half-demolished temple, something—multiple somethings—were moving sinuously into the plaza.

Long feathered wings like the ones growing out of Nikolas’s body were emerging from the debris.







VI
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The steady painful thrum behind Nikolas’s socket kept time with his heartbeat. His pulse had grown sluggish, filtered into every quill emerging from his skin, making his wings a living entity.

My god, my god abandoned me, and now he is here before and inside me, he is calling to me, and this time I am the one who does not answer.

He knelt under the weight of his many wings. Felt them take and take, grow and grow, until his thoughts were only color and sound. Feathers wrapped around him like a cocoon, a bower. Maybe he would emerge as something new. Maybe he was already dead.

Hands pushed through the wide, flowing feathers, a body forcing itself into his hiding place. The feathers tried to push it out, pressing against a chest that bore a slanted scar.

But Fin only crawled closer, his breathing harsh and his eyes running silver. It was nearly a relief from all this gold. From the supernova shining through the curtain of Nikolas’s wings. He yearned for the suns and their light, their promise of destruction, feeding it and starving for it and abhorring it.

Fin took Nikolas’s face between his hands. “I’ve got you,” Fin kept saying. “I’ve got you. Look at me, Sunshine.”

But the heat. The light. Every time he thought stop the power came on even stronger.

Fin opened his mouth, inhaled a breath. About to plead or inspire, like when they’d knelt within a palace of bones, prisoners in mind and body. Like when he’d ordered Nikolas to his knees in the sand. But he let out the breath softly.

“Someday,” he began, his voice muted by feathers and yet so loud, the shock of a new world coming into existence. “Someday, maybe we’ll be free from this constant hurt. This constant struggle to survive.” His fingers ran through the eiderdown and scapulae budding along Nikolas’s cheekbones. “Maybe one day there’ll be quiet mornings and quieter evenings, when there’s nothing to do but live. No gods. No thrones.”

The suns marshaled their radiance and threatened to uproot his every nerve. Walkmar, Risäl, Nikai—Waren, Rian, Nikolas—a beat marching through him. His wings gathered in tight, pressing Fin closer.

“We deserve that quiet life,” Fin whispered, and as he trembled so did the feathers, a rustle of white and gold, a spill of salt and silver. “We deserve to live.” He hit the heel of his hand against the drum of Nikolas’s chest. “To have no purpose except to feel time passing. Fight for that time, Nik. Fight.”

The wound in him wept. He was always needing to fight. He was the slash in his father’s neck that spilled everything he’d never told his son. He was a choir of pain and regret. He was tired.

He was so, so tired.

Feathers curled around Fin’s biceps and waist. They skimmed his hands, his neck, his lips, trying to put a name to his body, to each limb and digit. This, the valley of the collarbone. This, the conch shell of the ear.

“Fin,” Nikolas breathed.

With a desperate gasp, Fin pressed their mouths together.

The sunstorm unleashed with crackling energy that fired across each synapse. Nikolas parted his lips and it seeped in, warm and alive and merciless. He felt it cancel out through the twisting of impossible strands. Felt it ricochet into the hallowed eye of the storm.

Phos’s scream of rage was drowned under the pressure of Fin’s mouth and hands. But still his wings grew and grew, holding Fin close even as they went seeking, searching, pouring out like blood, like intent.

Striving for the god that called for them.

Nyx engulfed Taesia in a sphere of cooling shadows when the three suns congregated. It was still agony to stand underneath their fiery gazes, sweating like a sinner on trial.

And when the Vitae portal opened, Nyx bade her to ignore it.

“How many times do I have to tell you to fuck off?” she muttered as she swung Starfell in one hand and pointed it at the portal. She could have cried at the familiar pull of home, with half a mind to dive in despite the consequences, despite her work not being finished.

Just as she had at Godsnight, she dredged up Nyx’s power and funneled it through the blade. But then a sheet of golden Lumin magic shimmered above her, burning her already-tender skin. As the solar flare descended and Taesia thickened her shadows, the golden sheet absorbed the attack and redirected it at the temple.

The plaza shook from the force of the explosion as the entrance to the temple was blown apart. The portal disappeared, but the suns were still gathered together, already starting up a new charge.

Wings, long and shimmering, pushed through the rubble and the still-standing columns, out of slit windows and archways. Phos, sitting within his house of worship, had to be their locus.

Near Taesia’s shadows, Risha made a pulling gesture. From the direction of the northern gates came the staggering tread of a dozen reanimated corpses. Their wings drooped and bled, some hanging off their bodies by mere ligaments. At Risha’s command, they used the weapons they dragged on the ground behind them to hack at the wings spilling out of the temple. She even ordered the amalgam at her side to join them, its multiple limbs tearing through feathers and tendons.

Phos’s anger shook the city and the desert beyond, stirring up the sand. “YOU DARE TO HARM ME WITH MY OWN KIN?”

Taesia—no, Nyx—bristled at the sound of that deep, amplified voice. “Like you wouldn’t have used them for worse things, bastard,” Nyx—no, Taesia—muttered.

Angelica joined them with Ulshära in tow, as well as the thief she and Taesia had hired so long ago. But Taesia’s attention was fixed solely on the imperator, who gazed upon the field of oncoming wings with naked apprehension.

Angelica threw bolts of fire. The wings shriveled with a horrible, piercing cry. “We need to get to the throne!”

Ulshära glanced at the half-collapsed temple. “I—”

“ULSHÄRA,” Phos crooned, making them all flinch with its skull-rattling volume. A few of his wings slithered toward Ulshära. “THIS WILL BE YOUR LAST CHANCE. PROVE TO ME YOUR LOYALTY, AND YOUR REWARD WILL BE GREAT.”

Taesia tensed, half raising Starfell. Of all the imperators, Ulshära had always been the softest, the one most prone to rolling over if she thought it was for the greater good. As soon as Ulshära’s eyes turned gold, Taesia would strike.

But the imperator’s eyes remained grave and ochre. “I renounced your last ‘gift’ to me,” she spat. “I chose to burn my skin instead of carrying it on my body. What have you done to earn my loyalty? Why would you think your so-called rewards are of any interest to me?” She lifted her chin in defiance. “The only reward I seek is freeing Solara from your negligence.”

A sword in either hand, Ulshära was a golden blur as she laid into the wings that approached her. Black blood spurted from the severed limbs and Phos hissed loud as a sandstorm.

Frowning, Taesia was about to step out of the shadows when Nyx pulled her attention south.

He is merely distracting you. Look.

While the others attacked Phos’s wings, some were sneaking past unnoticed, creeping toward a huddle of shivering feathers at the base of one of the abandoned buildings.

Nik.

He was glowing with such intense energy, absorbing the might of the suns above. His own wings stirred and stretched and snaked outward. As if to meet and tangle with Phos’s, to meld their power together.

And we cannot allow that to happen, Nyx concluded.

Taesia seethed and let him feel it. She moved before he could fill her head with any more talk, running toward the wings that were on their way to Nikolas.

FOOL.

A pull in her sternum forcibly held her back. She came to an abrupt stop, momentary vertigo blackening her vision.

You know where the true danger lies, Nyx snarled. He wrenched her gaze toward the mass of Nikolas’s wings. As I have been telling you all along.

“Release me,” she growled. Her mind was full of memory: her sword grinding past Rian’s sternum, the smell of his blood, the look in his eyes when they’d cleared a second too late. “Or you will regret it. I’m not here to satisfy your vengeance.”

Aren’t you? he mocked. You are so keen to slay Ulshära, but it is him where you draw the line? I had hoped you would be beyond such sentiment by now.

Nyx poured his power through her, chest to arms to hands to sword. Gravity welled at Starfell’s tip, a lightless gash. The same void they had shaped above the portal house to Vitae, ready to negate Ulshära from the world until Taesia had seen the other heirs. Her brother.

This black hole was just as brutal and just as greedy, seeking any shred of light to devour.

No! She couldn’t even use her voice anymore. Taesia was forced to hold Starfell with both hands as Nyx swung her arms to point the sword at Nikolas. He controlled her the way he had on the skybridge in Aphelion, his personal doll to pose and play with. Stop it!

Any love he may have once harbored for you is gone, Nyx murmured. You made sure of that.

The black hole spread. She thought it could be her mouth, opening to scream.

Phos will destroy you all to claim his heir. Quickly, spare him from the fate of his god.

Like she had ever been capable of mercy.

Phos’s anger flooded Nikolas’s throat and he almost gagged on it, but now that the suns had discharged their solar flare his thoughts could once more take shape.

The wings surrounding them shifted. They let the unfiltered light in, the smoky air. Nikolas drank a breath like water. But as Nikolas raised his gaze to Fin’s, they slipped past his shoulder, to the outer ruins of the temple.

Wings like his were sprawling out of the wreckage. Larger, brighter, and irrefutable.

And undeniably coming straight for him.

For Rian.

Nikolas gritted his teeth. He was tired of fighting, but that didn’t mean he would stop. That didn’t mean he could so easily forget what he was fighting for.

“Nik,” Fin breathed. He framed Nikolas’s face again between trembling hands. He kissed the spot on Nikolas’s cheek where his feathers grew, the corner of his empty socket. “That’s it. Don’t let him hurt you any more than he already has.”

You’re just trying to throw your life away. Trying to get rid of everything that no longer serves you. The statement Rian had made in the gardens that hurt worse for being true.

You punish yourself over and over for the things they’ve done. For the things you’ve had to do because of them. The accusation Fin had made in the desert, as a king would to his subject.

I won’t let him hurt me ever again. The promise Nikolas had made while stripping feathers off wings, renouncing everything his father had deemed holy.

Rian had already turned his back on it all. It was time for him to do the same.

A beacon flared on his right. Nikolas blindly reached for it and wrapped a hand around the fallen Sunbringer Spear.

“I made a promise,” he whispered—not to Fin, but to the god who had once tossed him aside, thinking him nothing. “And I swear to uphold it.”

Beyond the widening void, Nikolas’s feathers shifted and Taesia saw that Fin was kneeling with him.

Nyx laughed. Two problems gone at once. You should be glad.

But Nikolas’s wings had started to retract. There were tears shining on his face, a weariness so deep it flayed to the bone.

He did not deserve this pain.

Taesia refused to be the one to make him suffer any more of it.

Beyond the event horizon of the void, something flickered. Taesia couldn’t move her body, but she could flit her eyes to the source of the pale blue light that was at odds with Phos’s gold and white.

The ghost of the astralam gazed back at her. It stood with its forelegs braced apart, its head lowered. Ready to run—or ready to fight. The Cultris constellation blazed across its brow.

She thought of contingency plans. She thought of stars and charts, a low voice in the comforting dark.

Salvar.

Sceleratus.

The wolf watched her, waiting.

Nyx’s possession was not complete. She could feel the thread he’d stitched across her limbs, locking their power together, an endless loopback. As she kept her eyes on the astralam whose bones hummed between her frozen hands, what she knew now had to be the spiritual component of Nyx’s fulcrum, the one thing he could not possess, she found the edge of the thread and pulled.

The god was ready to unleash the black hole, consuming everything in its path like they had in Aurora and ridding Phos of yet another vessel. But he faltered under Taesia’s unstitching, allowing her just enough control to flex her hands and send Umbra from its ring.

She strained her wrists to wrench Starfell upward, her shadow familiar pushing it from below.

That perfect sphere of striving darkness shot out of the blade and into the open air. It formed a pillar of absolute black that tore Solara into halves, a beam made up of whatever lurked beyond the night’s stars. Whatever festered in Nyx’s blood, and hers.

The joining of light and dark—a warm hand extended to hers, crystalline eyes smiling at her across the room, spear and sword meeting in a friendly spar. This was what she had once held as the definition of daybreak.

But daybreak was too gentle of a word for its actuality, an eclipse in its most violent form. It was terminus—precise, severe.

It was the way that shadow always swallowed light.

Rising up the throat of impossible dawn, defying sunrise and sunlight, this fragment of supernal nightfall—

Colliding into the distant body of the Third Sun.







VII
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Julian sketched the glyph for fire into his arrowheads before shooting them into the living, sinuous wings spilling out of the temple.

Combined with Angelica’s blasts of fire on the opposite side, the feathers curled and crumbled to ash, but it wasn’t enough to stop the onslaught. Not even with Risha’s animated cadavers, including the upsetting one that had fused together. Not even with Ulshära and Cosima hacking at them with their swords. Not even with Dante slicing them in half with sickles of shadow.

You struggle, and for what? Orsus whispered. You have seen what we can do.

They had rewritten reality. Julian still couldn’t believe it even with the nauseous certainty that it had happened, that he had been torn from his autonomy just to have the god prove a point.

“Use me, then, if that’s what you’re going to do anyway,” he snarled. Dante glanced at him, troubled.

Orsus tutted. I do not wish—

But Julian couldn’t hear the rest. It was drowned out in the resonant hum of dark static that echoed through the city, a bass-throb clamor that hit him right between the eyes. Dante tore his gaze past Julian, a shout forming on his lips.

Oh, Orsus sighed. How tragic.

A column of negative energy shot upward. It was like the antimatter that had tunneled through Aurora, eating and erasing as it went.

But now there was nothing but the sky for miles and miles. Julian followed its procession, higher and higher and higher, until it speared straight into one of the three suns.

Ulshära let out a devastated cry. Angelica held her back, kept her from sinking to her knees, as the dark column bored through the sun and into the nothingness beyond. When the column vanished, Julian’s eyes watered trying to make out the pitiful crescent that was left behind. A celestial shell.

A memory: the desert, the climbing Third Sun, Nikolas on his knees in the sand. Raising his hands and framing the most distant of Solara’s bodies, welcoming it as Merciful Nikai, the irony not lost on any of them.

The falcate remains were reflected in Dante’s black eyes. “What has she done?” he breathed.

A deep roar issued from the temple. It shook the buildings and the ground and the very sky, the suns flickering as Phos’s concentration broke. The wings around them contracted.

“Move the rubble!” Angelica shouted. “Hurry!”

But Julian turned south, to the origin of that dark matter. Taesia stood in the center of the plaza, Starfell held out before her, eyes fixated on the ruin of the sun.

“STARSCOURGE.” Phos’s voice rumbled within every corner and fissure as his wings turned sharp as swords, the feathers cut into knife points. The howling grief in his words raised the hairs on Julian’s arms and made the remaining two suns brighten. “ONCE AGAIN LIVING UP TO YOUR BLIGHTED NAME.”

The radiance of the suns coalesced into a ray that struck the plaza. Within their wide beam, a monstrous shape materialized out of the particles of light.

It was avian in nature, standing on hind legs that ended in hooked talons. The legs merged into a humanoid torso with four long, muscled arms sprouting from shoulders and ribs, the skin covered in patches of feathers at its chest and upper arms. The head was sheathed in gold and metal, covered by a corona-shaped spiked helm similar to the imperators’ masks. Two sets of wings unfolded from its back and refracted the combined sunbeam across the plaza in shards of variegated brilliance.

Each of its four hands reached for the sharpened wings extending from the temple and broke them off into makeshift spears.

“LET ME RETURN THE FAVOR.”

Julian reached for his quiver, but he was out of arrows. He sprinted toward Taesia, mentally yelling at her to move, to run, but she only grimly stared at Phos’s illusory form as Starfell crackled with more of that dark matter.

Orsus didn’t have to coerce him after all. Julian lifted his hand on his own, ready to pull on the strands of quintessence to move her to safety. To rewrite reality once more for her sake.

But he didn’t have to. Just as Phos’s illusion charged, a halo erupted between it and Taesia. Julian flung his arm over his eyes.

By the time he lowered it, the halo had shrunk to create a nimbus around Nikolas’s body, Sunbringer Spear in his hands and newly grown wings extended. His eyes—both of them, somehow—were nothing but austere orbs of gold.

Nikolas and Phos’s illusion faced one another until Nikolas turned to look over his shoulder.

“GO,” he told Taesia coldly.

With a burst and crack of lightspeed, he launched himself at the illusion, which caught the Sunbringer Spear with its winged weapons. Julian felt the ferocity of their clash in his bones.

How is he…?

Taesia still hadn’t moved, her galaxy eyes tracking the movements of Nikolas and Phos. It wasn’t until Julian took her arm that she inhaled and looked at him.

“The temple,” he croaked. “Come on.”

But she didn’t budge when he pulled her. He thought with rising fear that Nyx still possessed her, but when she shifted her grip on Starfell the movement was undeniably hers.

“Taesia,” he whispered. He slid his hand down to her pulse, so distant it could have been years away. “It’s just me. It’s just me and it’s just you.”

The night and its horizon. The doorway and its latch. Early summer in their sweat and her breath like late winter, the bones of beasts and gods between them and the seasons they could not yet pass through.

It would be easy to blame those gods and be done with it. To ignore every muted part of them that yearned for carnage. He couldn’t say it’s not your fault because part of it was his.

Before she could answer, they were joined by Rian and Edwin, Fin not far behind.

Edwin made a sound like a whistling tea kettle. “Th-th-the Sunslayer,” he stage-whispered, “actually slayed the sun, and I beheld its death with my own eyes! Oh, oh—” He fluttered his hands through the air, staring at Taesia with a concerning lack of… well, concern. “Mistress Sunslayer, please, I am a longtime admirer—”

“Not the time,” Fin snapped. “We need to get to the god’s body while Nik holds him off out here.”

Rian reached for his Lumin pistol. “I’ll help him.”

“No, you won’t,” Fin said. Julian had a disorienting moment where he caught a glimpse of King Ferdinand in him. Taesia must have sensed it, too, since she moved her fathomless gaze to her cousin. “Trust me, he has this handled.”

Rian wavered, watching the gilded streaks of magic in Nikolas’s and Phos’s wake.

“Besides, we may need your magic in the temple,” Fin added.

“Phos may possess him again.”

They were startled by Taesia’s low voice, even though she was standing right there. Rian regarded her a silent moment, gaze dropping to the sword that had run him through.

“He might,” Rian admitted at last. “But it’s a risk we have to take.” He tilted his chin at her—at Starfell. “And you know what to do if that happens.”

Taesia’s lips parted. Even Julian was rocked by his conviction, tightening his grip on Taesia despite the irritation coming from the bone cuff.

Rian ran for the temple and Fin followed. Edwin lingered, clearly wanting to ask for Taesia’s autograph, before chasing after with a reluctant whine.

Taesia continued to watch the blur of Nikolas and Phos, the aura around Nikolas searing Julian’s eyes until his form was imprinted in his mind. It was larger, and somehow ancient—like he’d become a god himself.

“Nyx,” Taesia whispered. “He wants me to stay. To tear them both down in one strike.” Starfell steamed in the heat of the Divine City as its frigid energy amplified. It reminded him of being in Noctus, under a cold, heavy firmament. She took a shaking breath. “The sun—”

“Phos will be weaker without it,” Julian said.

“The realm—”

“Will be free once you complete your mission.” His hand grasped hers, held it firm. “The reason you came here sits in the temple. Let’s be rid of it.”

He sensed Orsus’s approval through the bone cuff. He didn’t let it deter him. If Nikolas and Taesia could bear the weight of their gods, so could he.

Taesia gripped his hand hard. She seemed to be staring at something only she could see, her chest rising and falling quickly, the shadows thickening around her.

She shut her eyes tight. When she opened them again, they were clear. She focused on Julian, skating over his features. Once more seeing something only she could discern.

“Together, then,” she whispered.







VIII

[image: Logo featuring a sword with a sun-like design behind it, intertwined with a figure at the base.]
When his father had named him Nikolas—Nikshä—he had evoked a star. Not the cold, faraway specks of night but one that held the gravity of a world together. The Third Sun, pale and distant, but trailing dutifully after its parent and sibling.

Now it only existed in remnants of plasma and prominence. Its wreckage splayed over his chest and veined over his lungs. Solara, growing colder—his blood, growing hotter.

How fitting that he and his namesake would share a fate. How strange that he was meant to die and instead lived and lived.

The mirage of Phos created by the remaining suns was resilient, with the advantage of multiple limbs and superior strength. Nikolas phased in and out to avoid its jabs and slashes. Before, his body had been weighed down by all those wings, every feather heavier than the one that grew before it, like they contained all his unspoken words. Now he was a feather himself, made diaphanous so that the light fell through.

“POOR NIKOLAS,” Phos rumbled, almost grazing Nikolas’s side with one of his winged spears. “TRYING SO HARD DESPITE EVERYTHING THAT HAS BEEN DONE TO YOU.”

Nikolas’s clothes were tattered, the feathers of his wings stained pink from their violent growth. Instead of spitting out who exactly was responsible for it, Nikolas doubled down on his offense. He dodged an incoming arm and used lightspeed to reach the opposite one, plunging his spear into the crook of its elbow. Instead of blood the wound emitted a solar flare, a whip of fiery energy.

“WHO ARE YOU TO PITY ME?” Nikolas demanded.

Phos’s dark laughter pierced the shield Nikolas made to avoid retaliation. He reappeared behind the mirage to drive the Sunbringer Spear down onto its neck. Phos’s illusory form erected a golden barrier and flapped its wings, pushing Nikolas back with a sudden gale. Unused to the weight of his own physical wings, Nikolas tumbled through the air and crashed into a domed roof.

The mirage flew up to meet him. Nikolas shoved off the broken roof tile and narrowly avoided getting snatched by those talons, then used lightspeed to get out of range of its arms. With the new distance he unleashed a bolt of honed energy from the Sunbringer Spear that smashed into the mirage’s barrier and cracked it.

Phos’s illusory form dropped the barrier and rolled its helmed head until Nikolas saw the sliver of a fiery eye beyond the narrow slits.

“WHY DO YOU FIGHT SO HARD, NIKOLAS?” Phos crooned. “WHY USE ALL THIS EFFORT TO OPPOSE ME WHEN I HAVE THE MEANS TO GIVE YOU EVERYTHING YOU WANT? YOU ALREADY HAVE YOUR BROTHER. YOUR WINGS. YOUR LIBERATION FROM YOUR FATHER. WILL YOU NOT BE SATISFIED UNTIL YOU ACHIEVE MY DOWNFALL?” The buildings trembled with Phos’s laughter. “IF THEY REACH MY BODY AND DESTROY IT, WHAT DO YOU SUPPOSE HAPPENS TO THIS REALM?”

Nikolas wrung his hands around the spear’s stock. “I GUESS WE’LL SEE.”

The god scoffed. “THIS IS WHAT YOU DESIRE, THEN? PROTECTING THEM AT THE COST OF EVERYTHING?” His voice traveled on every particle of light that touched Nikolas, making his skin shiver. “EVEN THE STARSCOURGE SPAWN, AFTER ALL THEY HAVE MADE YOU AND YOUR KIN SUFFER?”

Nikolas didn’t answer. Above them, the ruins of the Third Sun were starting to dim.

“THEY HAVE HARMED US BOTH,” Phos murmured. “TOGETHER, WE CAN MAKE THEM SORRY.”

Nikolas no longer smelled his blood, but Rian’s. In his mind he watched as Taesia’s eyes clouded with a god’s hatred. As Dante willingly sacrificed Rian to accomplish his plans.

He could be rid of them before they even thought of harming his brother again.

If you don’t move on, what’s the point in having survived? Fin’s words, carried on the desert wind.

Nikolas smelled the desert still, its shifting sands and hidden dangers. The beasts driven to do whatever they must to endure such a harsh landscape.

We were all doing what we had to in order to survive. His own words, spoken to assuage his brother’s guilt while neglecting his own.

Taesia had been trying to spare them from Phos. Dante had been trying to pave the way to stop the god for good.

Nikolas could not be like his mother and bring constant pain onto himself. He could not be like his father and bring constant pain onto others.

He needed to be Nikshä.

He needed to be Merciful Nikai, ruins and all.

Sensing his refusal, the mirage disappeared with a dissatisfied rumble. The sunbeam trailed a scorching line across the plaza toward the temple, where the others were trying to break into the inner sanctum, mangling the fallen lightspeed gate as it went. Nikolas flew after it, building a shield around himself.

The mirage reappeared with an unearthly roar and pointed its winged spears down, charging up like a talpascor’s stinger ray. Nikolas got between it and the temple, expanding his shield into a wall.

With one hand pressed against the shield to keep it in place, Nikolas raised the Sunbringer Spear high. His empty socket throbbed, his stomach lurching. Like a lightning strike to metal, the ray that burst out of Phos’s weapons was lured by the spear’s blade, filling it with a lethal radiance that Nikolas then parted with his shield to blast back at Phos.

The mirage caught it fully in the chest even as its multiple wings extended again. It caught Nikolas before he could lightspeed away, wings wrapping around his limbs and waist. It pulled Nikolas closer.

“LOOK AT YOU.” If Nikolas didn’t know any better, he’d say the god was proud. “COMING INTO YOUR POWERS AT LAST.”

Nikolas’s vision swam with flecks of red and black as the wings crushed his ribs. With another painful throb, he used Lux as a scythe to sever the mirage’s limbs and phased farther away.

“IT’S A STRENGTH THAT SHOULD HAVE BEEN MINE FROM THE START,” Nikolas said. “ONE THAT YOU HELD BACK FROM ME.”

He felt stronger than he ever had, even before Rian’s death. Strong in a way his father had always wanted to see, and had, briefly, before the end.

Amusement deepened Phos’s voice. “GENTLE NIKOLAS, ALWAYS FIGHTING AGAINST YOUR ELDERS. SEEKING TO DESTROY THE GUARDIANS WHO KNOW WHAT IS BEST FOR YOU.”

Like Phos could part the veil of his memories and find the exact moment his spear’s blade had found his father’s neck.

Nikolas’s skin prickled as the feathers threatened to emerge again. “GUARDIAN?” he spat. “YOU IGNORED ME. YOU ABANDONED ME. YOU ABUSED ME. US.”

With every damning statement he slashed the spear, striking at the mirage. It evaded his onslaught as it flew backward, Nikolas pressing in with towering fury.

“WHY?” Nikolas demanded, rising to a crescendo, shaking the paving stones below. “WHAT WAS THE POINT OF IT? I DID EVERYTHING FOR YOU, EVERYTHING, AND I WAS STILL PUNISHED!” His attacks grew wilder, fiercer, and Phos hissed as one sliced a fiery line across the mirage’s torso. “I WAS OBEDIENT! I WAS FAITHFUL! AND IT WASN’T ENOUGH!”

For him and his brother, faith had never been about their god.

It was prayers in the morning room and drills in the training ring. Cold words and scorching hands, slaps and glares and bruises like islands. He used to trace their borders and wish he could make a world out of them to disappear into, name them something laudable in the hopes it could make him somehow worthy.

He had been named after a star, and it wasn’t enough.

“WHAT WAS THE REASON?” he screamed, his voice shattering glass and warping metal, cracking marble and stone. “WHAT WAS THE REASON FOR MY PAIN? MY LOSS? WHAT WAS THE REASON?”

Glowing heat gathered at the end of his spear, and he phased directly above the mirage. It was too slow to prevent the Sunbringer Spear digging into the base of its neck, spilling an oozing corona.

“TELL ME!” Nikolas thundered, and even the suns quaked.

A circle of glowing spears surrounded him. He phased away, but they relentlessly followed, and he took a couple to the arm and leg as he struck the rest out of the air.

“LOOK AT YOU,” Phos breathed again, his pride twisted with contempt. “HOW RIGHTEOUS YOUR ANGER, YOUR PAIN. TRULY ONE WHO DESERVES THE TITLE OF HEIR. AND YET YOU STILL DO NOT UNDERSTAND YOUR POSITION.”

The combined sunbeams that made up the mirage were steadily growing stronger. Nikolas put up another shield, but the mirage didn’t strike.

“I CAN SEE INTO YOUR HEART, MY BLOOD.” The mirage spread its four arms out on either side. “I CAN GIFT YOU THE MEANS TO KEEP YOUR BROTHER FROM ALL HARM. I CAN REVEAL TO YOU THE TRUTH OF YOURSELF.”

Nikolas frowned. “WHAT TRUTH?”

Behind him he heard the shift of rock and stone, and someone calling out. The mirage pulsed with anger. The others must have gotten through.

“IF YOU SEEK TO DESTROY ME,” Phos warned, light shimmering along its winged weapons, “THEN YOU WILL NEVER LEARN. YOU WILL NEVER FIND THE ANSWERS TO YOUR PLAINTIVE CRIES. YOU WILL NEVER HAVE THE MEANS WITH WHICH TO KEEP HIM SAFE.”

You will never, said his father, you never will.

Nikolas, Nikshä, Nikai.

Synapses across his wings rustled awake. The feathers encased within the Sunbringer Spear reached out to his. His weapon burned the way a soul did—with the unmistakable rage of being alive.

You will never—

He’d begged for a reason. An explanation for all of it, down to the smallest injustice. But there was none.

You never will—

The open grave of the Third Sun was the tomb he’d made of his throat. Words as scraps. Names as inked-out lines. Sorrys and thank yous a burial ground of good intentions.

His hands had once held fistfuls of bloodied feathers. How easily he had taken the wings of another—as easily as Phos had once taken his.

You never—

His hands had once ripped out his own flesh. Pulled an eye from its weeping socket to spare another the pain he’d long since learned to live through.

His hands that now held the first and last gift a god would grant him.

You

will.

The mirage siphoned more of the suns’ power, expanding its weapons into lengthy blades of light. Its wings folded, ready to dive for the temple again, ready to do whatever it could to prevent them from reaching the main body. Whatever it had to do in order to survive.

Nikolas lifted the Sunbringer Spear.

Nikolas, Nikshä, Nikai.

If his pain had no meaning, he would give it one.

He would reforge it into something new.

The fragments of the Third Sun coalesced into a minor star. A wrath of convection and energy that sang with every syllable of his name. A harbinger of holiness and hubris both.

He drew that swirl of energy toward himself. Its fragments slotted into the places he was ragged and torn, and he absorbed its light and its heat until he could not remember a time when they weren’t one and the same.

Around him lay a realm depending on these suns—even this one, pale and distant, burrowing into his veins and marrow. Perhaps it was his fate to deprive his people of a savior. Or maybe he just wanted to prove his god, his father, himself wrong. If he could swallow the sun and spare his brother, he would scorch himself in the consumption and call it vital.

Slaying the few to spare the many. In that moment, his ire toward Taesia came into searing focus.

Pain. Grief. Betrayal.

Jealousy.

The spear’s shape was lost under its nimbus. The sun formed between his hands, between his ribs. He held it in his mouth and in every fingertip. His name: a curse said so often it became devotion. His mercy: a force of gravity and a prayer never answered.

Nikai flapped its wings and plummeted like a bird of prey. Spear angled down, comet-hot. It smashed through the mirage’s shields and into its throat, underneath the gilded helm. Down, deeper, past collarbone and chest, making a temporary home for itself. Blazing brighter than them both as the mirage howled and dissolved into razor-sharp feathers that sliced skin and charred bone.

A prayer’s reply.







IX

[image: A circular diagram featuring various alchemical symbols and planetary glyphs arranged in a geometric pattern. The central area contains a circle with additional symbols surrounding it.]
Rian recalled the artistic renditions of the temple of Phos in the books his father had forced him to read—the entry hall wide and long, connected to the womb-chamber in the center. Half of the entry hall was gone now, one of the final barriers to reach that inner sanctum.

They were close. Rian felt the finality of it in every pore, like he, too, was about to sprout feathers.

Angelica and Fin worked together to shift hunks of fallen stone and marble with earth magic. Everyone else attacked the long, questing wings overflowing from the temple. When they approached Rian, he formed Lucent into a short sword and sliced a blazing line through them.

“You won’t have me,” he growled under his breath, knowing the god could hear him. He glanced over his shoulder at the fury of light that was Nikolas and the mirage. “Or him.”

The feathers on the severed wings rustled like laughter, the ground quivering with Phos’s growing frenzy.

“There!” Angelica shouted. With a push from her and Fin, the last of the biggest pieces of debris fell out of the way, revealing the interior of the entry hall. “Hurry! Risha, can you—?”

“Yes,” Risha said, already healing Cosima’s wounded side as the reanimated dead swayed behind her. “Keep attacking the wings,” she ordered them before she ran for the entry hall with the others. Edwin, unwilling to miss out, scrambled after.

Taesia and Julian still hadn’t followed. Rian almost stayed outside to wait for them, but the more divided they were, the harder it would be to put up a unified offense. Swallowing, he gripped the Lumin pistol tight and climbed over the debris. He entered what remained of the entry hall, a corridor of columns and dusty marble, and friezes depicting Solarian myths—winged warriors, desert rangers, the creations of the suns.

When Rian was younger, Waren had been more willing to speak of his dreams. In them, he had been able to return to Solara, to step foot within the temple and kneel before Phos. He sensed the ghost of his father over his shoulder, condemning him for his fear. His disloyalty. His lack of faith.

But there was no faith to be had here. Like his body, dead and born and dead and born again, it was a place of hollow miracles.

Instead, there was a mass of hate, grown like a tumor within the temple’s heart. Its veins had spread across the floor and over the ceiling to reach him where he stood trembling at the threshold of this realm’s lifeblood.

My poor lost child, Phos whispered. It was the Voice again, low and soothing and guiding him forward. His muscles twitched, used to fulfilling any order it gave him. Come and attend me.

A gauntleted hand grabbed his arm. Rian met Ulshära’s wild eyes.

“Will he possess us?” she rasped. “If we go any farther…”

Rian certainly felt Phos’s desire to do just that. But the god’s attention was largely on the other heirs—on making sure he prevented them from getting any closer. Rian shook his head, clearing it of the Voice’s echoes.

“If he possesses us now, then his physical body becomes vulnerable,” he answered. “He’ll protect it at all costs first.”

Phos may have known his mind, but he also knew Phos’s.

With that assurance, Ulshära let him go. Together they hurried past the columns and into the inner sanctum.

At first all Rian saw was gold, a rounded starburst shield—Phos’s last line of defense. The huge chamber surrounding it rose into a spire, the walls and roof carved with geometric precision and intersecting lines and circles, the glyphs that Edwin had warned them about.

Phos had turned the temple into a sequence of Conjuration circles with the Dawn Throne at the center. But thanks to the solar flare that Rian and Edwin had diverted, some of the circles were broken and cracked, leaving only a couple whole.

Dante had noticed the same thing. “The plans were right,” he muttered. “Down to every last sigil.”

The god’s shield was transparent enough to reveal a tall dais where his throne had been constructed. Its size was inhuman, fit more for a stone giant than a person. The gilded plumage along its back soared into a sharp palmette that reminded him of the decorative wings on the Sunbringer Spear.

And sitting there, large and impossible, was the corporeal manifestation of Solara’s divinity.

The others spread out, wasting no time in attacking the shield, but Rian couldn’t move. Pale eyes pierced through the barrier to lock on to his, weeping tears of black and gold. A dread-inducing drone radiated from the dais, winching a vise around his lungs.

Your fear is warranted, Phos said in his mind as the heirs fought for an opening. Angelica was wreathed in elements, Risha throwing and spinning her scythes. They will perish for nothing. Only you will be left in the aftermath.

Phos’s form was less human than his depictions in Vitae. More preternatural. Feral. Golden scrollwork mimicking the spire overhead sprawled over his pallid torso, connecting to a golden torque around his throat. His mouth was too wide, his ears too long, his skin too ashen. Feathers grew along his arms and thighs, ending in birdlike claws. His multiple wings were sparse from continuous plucking.

The scar on Rian’s chest ached. Its mirror lay on Phos’s breast, oozing ichor. It had never once stopped, not since that universe-rending moment Nyx had plunged his sword through Phos’s pith in order to reach the meat of him.

And still his betrayal knows no bounds.

More wings snaked through the columns. While Angelica used the elements orbiting her body to smash against the shield, Cosima chopped the oncoming wings with her sword. Cosima was splattered in black blood, panting and determined, but Angelica was abnormally calm as she plucked threads of fire and air to drive holes into the shield. They only lasted a second before they immediately closed.

“Are you afraid to face me, Phos?” With her arms outspread and her eyes filled with a glowing red intensity, Angelica was a vision of dominance. In the center of her forehead rested a half-open eye, searingly blue. “Afraid to face Vitae’s retaliation?”

“DEIA HERSELF IS TOO COWARDLY TO FACE ME,” Phos rumbled back.

“I am not Deia,” Angelica said, building an inferno around her without care for who else was in its way; Rian had to back away from the licking flames. “I am better.”

On the shield’s other side, Risha unleashed assault after assault with Samhara. A crackling red energy sheathed the blades that added additional force. But like Angelica, she could only part a temporary rift in the barrier before it sealed. Dark red gladiolus flowers fell from her hands with every increasingly frantic attack. The expression that twisted her face was unlike any Rian had seen on her before, one that verged on madness.

Risha paused to lower into a crouch, scythes crossed over her chest. With her eyes closed she summoned her torus, and a moment later streaks of gilded ghosts sailed into the inner sanctum to be ensnared by her power. The spirits fused into the blades of Samhara, making them pulse yellow.

“DO THE SOULS OF MY KIND MEAN NOTHING TO YOU, WRAITH?” Phos snarled as the talons of his fingers scraped against the armrests of the throne.

“They do not.” Risha hooked the scythes into the barrier and pulled it apart. “Dante!”

Dante had been trying to break the Conjuration circles above them only to have Phos’s wings get in the way. Now he gathered as many shadows as he could—the stark ones in the corners that hid from Phos’s brilliance—and threw them into the opening Risha had made. They swarmed over Phos’s feet and over the shield, eating away at the light.

It seemed like it would work until the stone around them shook and a few of the glyphs on the walls lit up. The shield refortified itself, dissolving Dante’s shadows and knocking Risha back.

Nothing is working. Rian forced himself to breathe, to move, to do anything. We can’t defeat him.

Fin was grabbing every piece of rubble he could find and hurling it into the teeming wings. Edwin, huddling behind a column, ducked away with a high-pitched eek as one of Fin’s attacks smashed into his hiding spot.

“Piece of shit god!” Fin yelled, his voice tearing in its ferocity. “You think this can stop us after everything you’ve taken?” He flung out a hand and grasped a sharp hunk of stone with his magic. “Our city”—he smashed the stone against the barrier, where it exploded into fragments—“our families”—another piece of debris, falling with a thunderous crash—“our bodies!”

One of the fragments hit Rian in the shoulder, forcing him out of his watchful stupor. He lifted the Lumin pistol and fed it pellets of condensed magic before opening fire on the shield. It peppered the barrier with small holes that were plastered over again with light.

Like him, Ulshära’s attacks didn’t fare better, contesting Lumin ability against the god that had birthed them.

“EVEN YOU, MY BLOOD,” Phos sighed from within the barrier, reverberating through the chamber. “MY OWN CHILD.”

“If you truly cared about us, you wouldn’t be subjecting us to this horror!” Ulshära yelled back in Solari, her wings splayed. “Why must you sacrifice so much for so little? Why must you insist Solara expand its borders instead of maintaining proper care of it? Why did my brothers have to die for your sake?”

“THERE WILL BE NO MORE MARTYRS ONCE SOLARA HAS THE POWER IT IS OWED.” The ground shivered again, and this time it was the spire that lit up along the lowest circle. “THERE CAN BE NO STABILITY UNTIL THE REALMS THAT INSIST ON DESTROYING US ARE OVERTHROWN.”

The Conjuration circle was activating, an itching, staticky sensation that meant a portal was imminent.

“AND ITS INSTIGATORS VANQUISHED,” Phos finished.

“Get back!” Rian yelled at the ones in front of the shield. He grabbed Fin and teleported them both to one side of the chamber just before the ground opened up right where they’d been standing.

Like the portal Phos had made to Vitae, it was a quickly spreading mass. Its edges were so sharp he doubted anyone could cross them without getting torn to shreds. Beyond was nothing but absolute space—a one-way stop to a breathless end.

Azideh growled at the appearance of the expanding portal. Dante retreated until his back hit one of the columns. When he glanced at the Conjuration circle above the throne, his foreboding sharpened.

He recognized these sigils. The symbol at the very top of the spire.

The demon almost flickered into being beside him. Close it, Azideh snarled. Now!

“Would that I could,” Dante muttered. “I need—”

“Julian!”

Julian and Taesia had finally made their way into the inner sanctum. Taesia stayed back while Julian ran straight for the portal, Rian meeting him halfway to clasp their hands together. They both prickled with energy that worsened Azideh’s agitation.

Julian moved his hand like he had in the palace square in Nexus. Sweat streaked his face and his eyes were a stinging, poisonous green, his neck running with black veins of the demon’s blood. Yet Orsus’s bone shone faintly while Julian’s fingers sketched a circle in the air with eight lines all meeting at its center.

“Will this work?” Rian panted.

Julian flung the glowing glyph over the growing portal. “It has to.”

Familiarity nudged him. Dante had seen this glyph before, but not in the grimoire.

It is the symbol for negation, Azideh supplied, low and troubled. The same symbol that became instrumental in isolating your realms.

Dante’s breath hitched as the glyph widened to the same dimensions as the portal, freezing it in place. Once he was sure it wouldn’t drag him through, Dante edged toward it and peered in.

“Careful,” Rian cautioned him.

At first Dante thought he was seeing Noctus through the roiling vortex, the infinite night in all its grandeur. But then he noticed the floating fragments, pieces of wreckage suspended in space as if hanging by string, the telltale ruins of something ancient and forgotten.

They surrounded a radiant core like a scorching star. The longer Dante stared at it, the more Azideh gnawed at his mind, urging him away.

This is Ostium, Dante thought in awe, the circle above him pulsing as Phos fought against Julian’s—Orsus’s—power.

Was, Azideh corrected quietly.

Black veins crawled over Julian’s shaking, straining hand. He clenched his jaw and lowered the glyph toward the portal in a silent order to close. The throne beneath Phos hummed louder and the portal expanded another inch, forcing Dante back again.

Ulshära lingered behind him, visibly uneasy at this display of magic she’d never witnessed before. “Can we do anything to help them?” she asked Dante.

He examined the intact circle above the throne again, and the hexagram stamped at the apex of the spire. If he could only—

He was about to reach for his notepad when another idea struck. “The prototype.” Back in the Zenith Tower, when she had stuffed various Devices in her pockets and up her sleeves, Dante had encouraged her to bring the portable lightspeed gate she and Oskar had been tinkering with.

Ulshära gave him the same frown she’d given him then. “I told you, it doesn’t work yet.”

“I can make it work.”

The imperator glanced at Phos’s seething form and the widening portal and dug the prototype out of the satchel at her belt. Dante crouched and turned Nox into a dagger so that he could etch glyphs along the metal ring.

Before, he’d had the idea that Conjuration could help the Device function as Oskar and Ulshära wanted: as a small, onetime portal. And like with any portal, it all depended on the symbols that were drawn and the offerings that were made.

Blood and magic.

The portal to Ostium kept stretching, and Julian and Rian kept having to back away as they funneled as much quintessence as they could into the negation glyph. Fin guarded Edwin while Phos’s multitudinous wings were thwarted from stopping Julian by Risha’s scythes and Cosima’s sword.

When Angelica noticed Julian was having trouble, she stepped up beside him and inhaled a lungful. She sang a three-note bar that flooded the temple with ringing vibrato. The aether altered by Angelica’s voice shimmered as threads of quintessence were added to the ones Julian and Rian were manipulating.

The chamber heated with Phos’s struggle to keep the portal spreading, and the Conjuration circle above him flared until its glyphs were lost under its brightness. But even though the others managed to shrink the portal a few inches, it stubbornly refused to close. If anything, the vortex spun faster, whipping their hair and clothes as if a storm had descended. They backed away and planted their feet so that they wouldn’t get drawn in and spat out into this uninhabited pocket of the universe.

Dante focused on the last sigil, his hand cramping with the effort of digging his shadow dagger into metal. Once he was done he ran to Julian, mindful to not get close to the edge and its dragging force. “I need your blood.”

Julian’s acid-green eyes flitted to him. “I’m—busy.” Still, he held up the hand that was squeezing Rian’s, his other arm shaking too much.

Dante did his best to be careful as he cut the skin of Julian’s forearm and smeared his blood across the metal of the Device. The negation glyph glowed brighter as a few drops fell to the temple floor.

The prototype was buzzing in Dante’s hands as he shoved it back at Ulshära. “You’ll have to activate it with Lumin magic.”

Her wide eyes took in the crude glyphs he’d carved, acting as runnels for Julian’s blood. “But—” She looked up at the hollow roof of the spire, its circular designs, no doubt recalling the temple plans they had pored over in her office. “I see.”

Ulshära used her familiar to lift the Device high. Phos’s wings turned and raced toward the prototype, entangling in their frenzy to grab it. Dante and Risha slashed them down, filling the air with drifting feathers.

“Now!” Dante yelled once the Device hovered above the shield.

Ulshära clenched her fist, channeling Lumin magic through her familiar. The prototype flared and then unfurled into a swift, expansive sheet of gold that sliced cleanly through the Conjuration circle. The light immediately died, its connection to the throne broken.

The spire groaned. Before it could topple, the lightspeed gate dragged it through the channel Dante had made between here and the only place he could think of where it wouldn’t do damage.

He hurried to the increasingly shrinking portal and glimpsed the spire breaking apart under the relentless crush of the cosmos. Then Julian’s glyph smothered the portal and it finally sealed, taking its cold, airless threat with it.

“It worked,” Dante panted, too giddy to notice Azideh’s relief. Even Ulshära laughed in astonishment as she stared up at the newly revealed sky.

“THIS WILL MEAN NOTHING, IN THE END,” Phos spat from within his barrier. The hazy form of the god was so large, and Dante could have sworn it was growing even bigger beneath the sunslight falling over him. “DO YOU BELIEVE ENDING ME WILL MAKE YOU HEROES? CHAMPIONS?”

“There are no heroes here,” Risha said, a bloody scythe in either hand. Red petals stuck to the sweat of her skin. “Only those who’ll free the realms of their tyrants.”

Phos’s laughter was like thunder in their skulls. Dante flinched from that archaic anger, that long-held vendetta. Taesia stood near the shadowed entrance to the chamber with Starfell in her hands, head tilted as if listening for something, quietly gathering Nyx’s dark energy into the blade. In reaction to that laughter, her eyes refilled with eddying galaxies.

“KILLING US,” Phos hissed, “WILL SOLVE NOTHING. YOU ALREADY SUSPECT THIS. WHY ELSE WOULD I HEAR YOUR HEARTS QUAKE WITH SO MUCH MISGIVING? SO MUCH FAMILIAR HATRED?”

Dante squeezed his sore hand into a fist. “We’re nothing like you.”

“AREN’T YOU?” Phos whispered. The very air put pressure on Dante’s sinuses, his eyes, his throat. “ONCE, THE FOUR OF US THOUGHT TO REBEL. LIKE US, YOU DESIRE POWER…” His unblinking eyes swept toward Angelica. “FREEDOM…” Those pale irises moved to Taesia. “REVENGE.” When his gaze landed on Risha last, the muscle of her jaw clenched.

“HOW IS YOUR REBELLION ANY DIFFERENT THAN OURS?” Phos demanded. “ORSUS WOULD NOT GIVE US WHAT WE WISHED. THEY KEPT US YOKED TO OUR WORLDS EVEN WHILE THEY WIELDED THE ABILITY TO CONCEIVE OTHERS.”

Horribly, hideously, the god’s mouth parted in a too-wide grin. His continuously flowing tears dripped past his lips and stained his sharpened teeth black and gold.

“AND HERE WE ARE AGAIN,” he murmured, the walls vibrating with the words. “WITH YOU CONTINUING THE CYCLE.”

Dante shook his head in denial. But in his heart, where the demon had not yet reached, his misgiving grew. Even the others were stepping back, trading glances, faced with the possibility of a destiny they could not outrun.

Had they only ever been prisoners to their inheritance the way the gods were prisoners to their worlds?

A clear voice cut through the droning hum of Phos’s power:

“You’re wrong.”

By the entrance, Taesia lifted Starfell in one hand and pointed it at Phos’s barrier. Voidal energy swarmed along the bones, shadows whispering and laughing. Mocking. Once Phos’s attention snapped to her, Taesia grinned like she knew something he didn’t.

“The cycle ends here,” she said. “And I, for one, am going to make a fucking holiday out of it.”

She released a perfect sphere of true black. It smashed into Phos’s shield before he could do anything to stop it.

A roaring pulse of divine light engulfed the temple. Dante called in the struggling shadows to protect himself from its white intensity. Taesia’s sphere of darkness ate away the top half of Phos’s shield, but even that wasn’t enough; already the edges were trying to creep closed, rushing to re-form.

With the speed of a shooting star, a blaze of white and gold dropped from above and collided with Phos in an echoing clap of displacement. Phos’s yell resonated with pain and rage.

A burning figure braced itself against Phos, feet balanced on the god’s chest. It had shoved the Sunbringer Spear through the god’s weeping right eye, the blade pierced all the way through its cranial matter and into the back of the throne. Cracks splintered outward from its devastating point.

Rian’s cry gave voice to their amazement.

Nikolas.







X
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Rian’s brother had transformed. It wasn’t just the wings; it was the way Nikolas’s eyes burned like summer days, the ribbons of molten veins cascading over his skin. His feathers and hair were lit with the pale gold of dawn. Spear-shaped stripes of light framed his head like a corona.

The temple quaked, preventing the others from rushing in. Rian tapped into his lightspeed to close the distance between him and the dais, slipping into the shield just before it shut behind him. Trapping him.

Nikolas yanked the Sunbringer Spear out of Phos’s head and phased away, hovering in the air. The blade dripped black blood that smoked and hissed when it hit the floor.

Phos had not moved a single limb in all this time. Now he lifted one clawlike hand to press it against the new wound—slowly, like he lived within his own concept of time. His lips peeled back in a wrathful grimace.

“NIKOLAS,” he rumbled. “HOW DISOBEDIENT YOU HAVE BECOME. HOW DOES MY THIRD CHILD TASTE?”

Nikolas didn’t answer. He instead turned to Rian, and even through the eye-watering brilliance Rian recognized that look. When Rian hesitated, Nikolas reached up to tug his right ear.

I’m all right.

Rian exhaled and nodded, unfurling his wings. Nikolas nodded back.

They may as well have been in the training grounds of Cyr villa, facing their father two to one.

Nikolas dove at the same time Rian leapt upward. Rian formed Lucent into a short sword and aimed at Phos’s wings while Nikolas aimed for Phos’s chest. For the older, seeping wound.

Phos summoned a blade of crackling solar energy the length of one of the temple’s columns. Rian and Nikolas used lightspeed to get out of range as the god swung the blade, but its reach allowed it to phase through the shield and swipe at the others outside. Angelica used wind magic to tug everyone down.

“TARGET THE SHIELD,” Nikolas called to Dante and Taesia. His voice gave Rian pause, doubled in a way that hinted at possession—but it was only Nikolas’s voice layered on top of itself. With that order given, he rushed back in under the blade and drove the spear into one of Phos’s avian legs.

Rian distracted Phos with shots from the Lumin pistol. One of Phos’s many wings moved to block the projectiles, and the cracks now spreading through the back of the throne glowed like rivulets of lava. Quickly changing tactics, Rian aimed for the cracks instead of Phos.

The Dawn Throne had a resonance that made a home within his bones—claimed him as a part of the whole, like meets like. It spilled down his form like ink mapping out his shape. Searching for compatibility.

Whatever parts it was made of, Rian briefly saw, in a flash of understanding, how they fit together.

And how they could break.

When his next projectile hit the spot the Sunbringer Spear had been driven through, the cracks spread and deepened. Phos’s solar blade flickered.

He and Nikolas shared a knowing look.

Weaken the throne, then weaken the body.

Phos bellowed at their heresy. His body was morphing, growing, the words that boomed from his terrible mouth spoken in a language forgotten an eon ago. His wings stirred with electric energy as feathers sprouted along his arms, face distorting into that of an avian beast. Even confined to his seat of power, he managed to loom over them.

“ENOUGH.” The scrollwork along the god’s body lit up like the fractures in the throne. “YOU WILL COME TO HEEL ONE WAY OR ANOTHER.”

Rian pictured it: their bones at Phos’s feet, assimilated into the Dawn Throne.

Spikes erupted out of Phos’s body. Rian and Nikolas twisted away, but one caught Rian in the side and he grunted in pain. Another singed some of the feathers on Nikolas’s left wing. The two of them wove through the constant barrage, Rian phasing in with a slash of Lucent or a shot from the pistol before blinking out again, only for Nikolas to appear on the opposite side and do the same with the Sunbringer Spear.

Dark streaks had started to spiderweb across the shield, Taesia and Dante striving to make it buckle. Risha and Angelica were scouring the remaining glyphs on the temple walls hoping to further weaken it.

It does not have to be this hard, the Voice cooed in his head. If you simply succumb, I will handle the rest. No need for grief, or fear. No need to worry about anything.

Don’t you crave this freedom?

Back in Noctus, Phos had made him so many promises. That he would no longer feel the cold, the misery, the hunger. Desperate for comfort, Rian had become a puppet in every sense.

And in return, Phos had used his body to destroy countless lives.

He would always be partly to blame. But here and now, he could finally do something about it.

Rian phased to stand atop the back of the throne, aiming his pistol down.

“I crave freedom from you,” he snarled.

The projectile smashed into the back of Phos’s skull. Instead of shattering bone and brain matter, Phos’s body absorbed it, regrowing like flesh healing around a shard of shrapnel. One of Phos’s elongated wings snatched Rian around the waist in a bone-crushing hold.

“THEN YOU WILL HAVE IT,” Phos growled. Rian’s ribs threatened to crack, and he uttered a breathless groan.

In a blur of orange-streaked light Nikolas severed the wing with a fiery swing of the spear, bearing the resplendent fury of the sun itself. The wing crumbled to ash as it released its hold on Rian. Nikolas briefly pressed searing fingertips to his arm.

“THIRD MANEUVER,” Nikolas told him.

Rian nodded, reloading the pistol. He would follow his brother’s orbit across the sky no matter what horizon it led them to. No matter what terror still lingered in his soul.

They dispersed, Nikolas to the left and Rian to the right. The dark streaks in the shield multiplied. The heart in Rian’s chest was more honest than his chattering teeth.

It was the same heart that swelled with pride for his brother. That beat with their shared blood and burdens.

Rian darted in with Lucent poised to slash. On the opposite side, Nikolas hurtled toward Phos with the Sunbringer Spear aimed to pierce. Phos lifted his plumed arms with a nauseating force of gravity that nearly pushed them both off course. Rian flew through it, intent on moving forward, forward. A barrier made of interlocking wings was erected in front of Rian, and another solar blade swung upward to intercept Nikolas’s spear.

At the very last second, they switched.

Using the same maneuver they’d used to surprise their father on the training grounds, Rian dove fast and hard into his lightspeed ability to trade places with Nikolas. The solar blade met Lucent in a glaring crash, and Nikolas’s momentum helped him smash through the winged barrier meant to take the brunt of Rian’s sword.

Like a meteor hurtling to earth, Nikolas shoved the spear into the weeping, blackened wound on Phos’s chest.

The god’s roar suffused the Divine City. The weakened shield faltered and fell. Phos’s wings thrashed in agony, smacking Rian out of the air so hard that he could barely catch himself with his own wings. The Lumin pistol went sliding across the floor of the temple dozens of feet from where he fell.

Nikolas had also been pushed away. He hovered in the air, blood trickling from his temple as he watched Phos struggle against the throne. The others closed in, Angelica with her fire at the ready, Risha lifting her scythes.

But the god already looked finished. The injury Nyx had dealt him, the one that should have been fatal, had been ripped open anew. Black blood streaked with golden rivers spilled down his torso and dribbled onto the dais. Phos gripped the armrests of his throne and gave the howl of a dying beast.

“YOU WILL NOT BE RID OF ME SO EASILY,” Phos panted even as those glowing veins pulsed and widened, consuming his sacred flesh. “YOU WILL NEVER BE RID OF ME.”

Something in Rian lurched, like a hand had yanked on his sternum. This feeling—it had visited him before, in the throes of fever. Back when prayers had been said over his failing body so many times that Phos had had no choice but to answer.

No.

He flung his arm out toward his fallen pistol. It still had one projectile loaded.

Never again.

Before he could summon the pistol to his hand, a bitterly cold blade was held to his throat. He gasped as Taesia grabbed him from behind, pressing the spinous ridges of Starfell against his skin.

“Go ahead,” Taesia said to Phos, her voice loud against Rian’s ear. “Try it. See how long you last.”

Nikolas’s expression twisted. With a roar similar to Phos’s he dove toward them, but Julian caught him as Fin ran in to help restrain him.

“Wait,” Julian said. “Just wait.”

“Nik,” Rian called, sounding far calmer than the situation warranted. “It’s all right.”

Nikolas was panting, open-mouthed and outraged. When Rian tugged on his ear, Nikolas reluctantly lowered the spear. Fin let him go, but Julian didn’t.

Ulshära had ended up in a similar position with Dante holding a shadow blade to her neck. Although there was a tightness to her mouth that hinted at distaste, there was also resignation. Acceptance.

If Phos were to make the jump to any of them, no one would risk his continued existence.

Rian wouldn’t mind if it was Taesia who ended him after all. He knew she would make it quick.

But Phos had frozen on the throne, surrounded on all sides and with nowhere to hide. Nowhere to escape. His body shuddered and steamed as those rivulets of molten gold pulsed through him, the throne creaking with his weight. Black blood gushed from his elongated mouth, which he twitched into a terrible smile.

“YOU THINK THIS IS MY END?” he whispered. “OH, MY CHILDREN, I AM NOT DONE WITH YOU YET.”

Again, that familiar yank inside him. Phos was going to make the jump anyway.

Rian thought of warning Taesia. Telling her to do it now, and spare them all.

But he was not done fighting.

He raised his hand toward Phos. He had always seen his father in his hands: the same coarse knuckles, the same broad fingertips. The gesture was almost beseeching, like he was ready to welcome the god back in.

Just as Phos’s deteriorating body jerked forward, the sigil for lightspeed flashed before Rian’s hand. Rian phased the pistol into his grip and pulled the trigger.

The projectile sought the festering, reopened wound. The force of it made a fissure of Phos’s chest, a spreading trench that opened to the madness of a god’s internal substance. Cloying honey and acrid salt. Chewed-up stars among primordial skies. A thousand extinction events in a single drop of ichor. Rian might have screamed, might have drowned in all that blood and light.

This impossible body should have perished centuries ago. Under the enormous strain of keeping it alive this long, it began to warp and collapse, facing its own gravity like a sun about to explode.

Someone was pulling Rian back—out of the inner sanctum, through the collapsed entry hall, forcing him to run and tumble down the slope of debris. He could only hear his laboring breaths and Phos’s death rattles, felt them whine in his own throat until he thought he, too, might be dying.

That same someone pushed him to the ground and covered him with their body. The smell of cloves and cold nights—Taesia.

Above them, the world exploded with daylight. The remaining two suns had become twenty, had become a hundred, searing the entire realm. The ground heaved as buildings crashed and the city wall collapsed. The desert screamed.

Rian screamed with it.

It seemed to last forever. But then moments, minutes, or hours later, Taesia rolled off him and pulled him up. Rian swayed on his knees as Taesia checked his eyes, her own back to normal. Her hands were soothingly cool against his face.

“Anyone home?” she asked.

He tried to reply, had to cough out grit and dust first. “Just me.”

She sighed in relief and helped him to his feet.

Everyone had gotten out. Edwin trembled in shock while Ulshära stared at the fallen temple with a blank, tearstained face, as if she couldn’t properly grasp what she was seeing. The plaza surrounding them and the temple they’d fled lay in ruins. Most of the buildings had been demolished, and he was certain the Three Sisters had suffered their share of destruction.

The silence of the aftermath was somehow worse. The silence of a world without its god. Overhead, the First and Second Suns began to drift apart, returning to their rightful places in the sky.

His vision blurred. His breath caught in his throat, and it took him several tries to speak again. “Is he… ?”

“I don’t sense him.” Nikolas folded his wings after shielding Fin with them. The molten veins on his skin were shrinking, and the spiked halo around his head had disappeared. “I… I don’t sense him at all.”

Ulshära slowly fell to her knees. “Gone,” she whispered. “His body is no more.”

Lucent nuzzled his hand. Rian lifted it and studied his shaking fingers, the burn scar left from the pistol’s recoil.

In that moment, it didn’t matter that he had his father’s hands. He had used them to shape a different future.

He had used them to tear himself free.

There were no more Solarian souls trapped in Samhara. Risha had used every one to attack Phos’s shield and the glyphs he’d used to strengthen it. Even if there were any spirits left, she doubted she would release them now.

She scanned the plaza, finding the bodies of the reanimated legionnaires slumped over debris or lying akimbo in the wreckage. Even her amalgam had dropped once she’d summoned their souls into the weapon, a mangled dune of flesh covered in sightless eyes.

Once, you shunned the idea of using souls this way, Jas reminded her. She couldn’t tell what his tone was; it was hard for a ghost to have a tone at all.

I shunned a lot of things, once. Risha looked down to find Valentin peering out of one of the blades, grinning at her work. What was it Saya told me? “You can always change who you want to become.” I need to become someone who wins wars. She sent her power through the blade, erasing Valentin’s gloating face from it. Today, it’s Phos.

Tomorrow, it’s Thana.

She couldn’t tell if he sighed; it was hard for a ghost to sigh at all.

Nearby, Angelica was brushing the dust off Cosima’s clothes. “Your wound?”

Cosima slipped her hand out of Angelica’s. “S’fine. Bones patched it up well.” She jerked her chin at Risha. “Thanks.”

Angelica frowned as Cosima went to check on the others. Risha noticed a gash on Angelica’s thigh and holstered Samhara to heal it.

“I…” Angelica blew out a breath, looking back at the fallen temple. The light of the two suns turned her eyelashes red. “I didn’t want her to get hurt.”

Risha removed her fingers from the restored skin. She didn’t say anything, because she wasn’t sure what she could offer that would mean something.

Angelica touched her forehead, smooth now that the third eye had closed. “She just doesn’t understand yet,” she whispered to herself. “I don’t have to be afraid of Deia anymore. With this power, I can make Deia afraid of me.”

Their gazes met with understanding. The death of one god had nearly shattered them like the paving stones; every advantage was a gift they could not overlook.

Valentin was right: She was not yet done with Mortri. Her burden of vengeance had not yet lifted. There were still gods and fulcrums to destroy.

Phos today, and Thana tomorrow.

And after that, maybe her stopped heart could beat again.

Nyx was oddly silent. Taesia thought he would be overjoyed, but she could barely even sense the god as Nikolas approached Ulshära and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he said. The glow had drained from his eyes, leaving the right socket empty, but the wings on his back remained.

The imperator gave a shuddering sigh and shook her head. “I only mourn for my people. What this will do to our realm, and our morale.” She looked up at him. “I don’t… know what to do.”

Fin knelt beside her. “We’ll help. We’re responsible for this, so it’s only right we deal with the repercussions.”

Ulshära shook her head again, closing reddened eyes. “It will only incite the citizens more. And besides, your journey does not end in Solara. I would not keep you here.”

“Gonna be difficult to leave, though,” Cosima muttered, eyeing the fractured throne in the rubble.

Dante rubbed his thumb along his fingertips. “Not necessarily.”

Their voices turned to white noise as Taesia raised her gaze to the sky, alarms beginning to sound across the cities. The Second Sun was over the horizon in its proper place, the First a bright landmark in the cloudless firmament. The Third would never rise again.

Ulshära might let the others leave, but not Taesia. Not when the Sunslayer was finally hers to punish. What better way to restore morale?

An arm brushed hers. At her side, Julian was staring at Nikolas in a way that deepened the pit in her stomach. Even when Angelica and Risha rejoined them, Risha seemed preoccupied with something around Nikolas that only she could see.

“Why—” Rian had to clear his ragged throat; he had screamed himself hoarse during the aftershocks of Phos’s death. “Why was it only me and Ulshära?”

“What do you mean?” Angelica asked.

“Why were only Ulshära and I threatened when Phos was preparing to make one of us his vessel?” he demanded, his voice growing stronger while the pit in Taesia yawned wider. “Why didn’t he try to possess Nik? Or merge with the part of the fulcrum that’s in the spear?”

Fin shifted with a wary frown. Risha, however, gave Taesia a knowing glance.

The physical component is in the throne. The spiritual one… I’m not sure. It might be in the Sunbringer Spear. It might not.

“Because he couldn’t,” Taesia said at last. “Phos didn’t put his fulcrum in the spear.”

Nikolas’s eye was its usual crystalline shade, pinched with disquiet. With bleak understanding.

The feathers. The wings. The consumption of a sun’s remains.

In her peripheral vision, the astralam ghost watched her quietly. Her grip tightened on Starfell. On the one thing Nyx could not control.

All around them, the alarm bells of the Three Sisters clamored. Under the panicked ringing of a new era, Taesia’s voice could still be heard.

“Phos put his fulcrum into Nik.”







APOGEE

Somewhere in the unfathomable cosmos, within the mass grave of a world, a name was spoken.

It carried memory, and weight. It carried the consequences of everything that it had forged and destroyed and forged anew at the core of the universe, the crux of creation.

A thousand customs and a thousand more traditions. All gone. All forgotten.

But this—a name—lived on. It had survived through centuries and centuries only to keep that vital core alive.

And as it rang through the magnetic fields and quintessence belts and stellar winds, it remembered.
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