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			To everyone who needs a bit of hope.
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			Author’s Note

			



	

Book One Recap

			Vasalie was once King Illian’s prized dancer—until he framed her for murder and threw her in prison. Two years later, he pulls her out again with an ultimatum: her freedom in exchange for espionage. She must spy for him at a royal gathering of nations, beginning with infiltrating the court of his rival brother, Anton, who rules Miridran’s eastern territory.

			As Illian’s tasks grow increasingly dangerous, forcing Vasalie to harm and betray those around her, she turns to Anton for help. He reveals a devastating prophecy, and together, they uncover proof that Illian is conspiring with Vasalie’s own father—the general of Brisendale—to ignite a war against Razam. Vasalie and Anton then gather proof in the form of stills—images captured on glass—to prove the plot to the Crown’s Syndicate. All the while, Vasalie and Anton’s alliance deepens into something more than just friends.

			But their plans are halted when Illian publicly frames Anton for treason, claiming he colluded with Razam’s queen to deceive the Syndicate. He gives Vasalie one final command: If she wants Anton to live, she must assassinate King Rurik, the king of Brisendale, and frame Razam for the crime—clearing the path for her father to take the Brisendali throne. With no other choice, Vasalie kills King Rurik. Illian betrays her anyway and murders Anton, unaware that he has leverage against the Fate of Morta, making him immortal.

			Chaos erupts. When Illian captures Vasalie and threatens a resurrected Anton into surrender, she throws Illian from the balcony, killing them both in the process. Anton then carries Vasalie’s body to Morta’s Lair and makes an impossible bargain with Moranya, the Fate of Morta: He can return Vasalie’s soul to her body, but he must give up a piece of his goodness. Though he doesn’t fully understand the cost, he accepts without hesitation.

			When Vasalie awakens, she discovers the true price of his sacrifice. Anton’s memory of her—and of the Gathering—has been erased, rewritten into a lie where his closest allies betrayed him to steal his crown. Vasalie vows to save him. But first, she must finish what Anton started and bring the stills before the Syndicate, exposing the truth before war breaks out.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			He stands underneath a dome of starlight.

			I watch him from a distance, through the open window of my room. Silky warm air flutters the drapes softly against my skin until a gust pushes them all the way against the bed.

			But I can’t pry my gaze from Anton, there on the balcony of his lone, isolated tower, staring up at the heavens as if he could escape into them.

			He looks like a figure from lore, as he always has. A dark robe drapes over his shoulders, falling open at the chest, and moonlight silvers the slope of his cheeks, the downward tilt of his plush lips. Such an odd, ill-fitting expression on him; he does not belong in frowns.

			He does not notice me.

			It feels like pressure on a bruise to see him this way. Like the drag of nails against an open wound, the pain of it stinging through the lace of my nerves. Because he will never notice me again. Not the way he did before.

			I am nothing to him now.

			Three weeks.

			Three weeks have passed since I woke from Morta’s Lair only to find that Anton was long gone. Ripped from my grasp—and I from his heart. Moranya’s price for saving my life.

			And now he’s secluded. Guarded, as if he were some kind of criminal.

			That was his final request to Queen Sadira, whom I know will honor it. He said we cannot allow him to be fodder for such a dreadful prophecy—one that promised destruction and death. He said he’d rather die.

			He would sooner take Morta’s hand once and for all.

			Even so, I long to run to him. To throw my arms around his neck. To breathe our past into his ear. To remind him—if only I could.

			But I tried that. We even attempted to show him the stills—the images caught on panes of glass that he himself captured at the Gathering—as proof of what transpired. Such is Morta’s curse, however. It keeps the truth sealed behind my teeth, so that any attempt to speak of the past clogs my airway. It prevents him from seeing anything in the stills but an empty glass pane. It keeps us from telling him the true story—any of us.

			It took us some time to fully understand what was done to him. That she had scrubbed clean any notion of the love he was allowing to take shape—which in turn shaped who he became. He remembers the Gathering so differently, as if Moranya reframed the events in his mind. He believes that his friends betrayed him. He thinks Gustav and the queen worked behind his back to unseat him from Miridran’s throne. And I—

			I have been erased from his memory altogether.

			And it wasn’t just me, as we had thought. Anyone he ever cared for was stripped from him in different ways. Love became betrayal, leaving only a hollow bitterness in its place. To make matters worse, the belief that his friends betrayed him is reinforced by the fact that he’s here, seemingly imprisoned, with Gustav reigning over Miridran in his place.

			I am still unable to fathom how I came to matter to him in such a profound way—that he would sacrifice a piece of himself for me. That any notion of love that might have formed has now soured, leaving only resentment in its wake.

			In turn, I have cried my share of tears.

			But we must honor what he wished of us all before Moranya’s curse. He laid out his plans as best he could during his one day—including Gustav’s role as regent. And we will use the stills he gathered to prove my father’s corruption.

			After, I will find a way to keep my promise.

			I will save him. Somehow.

			At least I know he is surrounded by those who love him. The queen, her sons. Then there’s the shadow outside his tower, standing sentinel, never resting.

			Basile.

			It’s the sight of his beloved captain of the guard—of the dedication he shows as he resolutely refuses to leave Anton’s door—that steels my resolve, even as my soul rebels at the thought of leaving him.

			I know Basile will watch over him. Even now, save for a helm, the man is decked fully in armor—including pads of leather and sea glass—despite the Razami heat, sweat beading along the brown skin of his brow and along his neck underneath his thick, ornamented braids. But he does not waver. I know it’s out of love.

			With a breath, I duck out from between the flowing drapes and tuck the last of the warm clothes Queen Sadira provided for me into my carpet bag—woolen gowns and scarves, fur-lined leather gloves. Thick leggings. I’ll need them, for it is always cold in Brisendale.

			That’s where we are headed.

			Home.

			We had hoped to petition the Syndicate and show them the stills, but my father beat us to it. He summoned them instead, calling for war, for permission to invade Razam in retaliation for the death of King Rurik. The Syndicate set sail at once for Brisendale.

			But I was responsible for Rurik’s death; Illian was going to have Anton slain had I not done it. And that death was blamed on Razam on account of the Razami outfit Illian had insisted that I wear.

			Yesterday Gustav sent word that he, along with his royal envoy, was leaving for Brisendale at once. He plans to demand an audience and prove both Anton and Queen Sadira’s innocence through the images the stills depict.

			But I worry that might not be enough.

			The Syndicate needs to know the full truth about my father and how he rose to power. How he murdered his own wife and threw her off a balcony when she tried to protect his daughter from an arranged marriage to Illian after overhearing his plans.

			The testimony of an eyewitness.

			I board a ship at first light.

			After buttoning my bag, I curl my arms around Ishu one last time, scratching a spot on the back of her neck. Anton’s pet tiger—a gift from Queen Sadira from when he first visited Razam—has been my only real source of comfort since Gustav and Laurent returned to Miridran. Since arriving, she’s opted to sleep with me as opposed to anywhere else—though I attribute that more to my room being Anton’s whenever he visited Razam in the years previous.

			I wish she could come with us. At least when I leave, Sadira intends to send her to his new suite.

			As I pull back, I notice the sheaf of paper crumpled underneath her large white paw. A piece of parchment. With great effort, I lift her paw and pull it out, only to wish I hadn’t. It must have fallen from the shelf above, where I’d left it to gather dust—the paper with the written prophecy Anton had shown me weeks ago. Without my consent, my eyes dip to the scrawl.

			
				From Beauty foretold, a trap unfolds,

				A return to the living, a plight of souls,

				Eyes of shadows, glazed like mist,

				Whose touch will kill, and lips will kiss,

				Consumed by darkness, His heart a snare,

				Those around Him will remain unaware.

				Beware, beware, His time is near,

				Through one of three sons, He shall appear,

				A jewel in His palm, a path divine,

				With the Fate of Morta, He will align,

				When Crowns divide, and nations collide,

				Blood will run, high as tides.

			

			During the Gathering, I had thought it referred to Illian. But so had everyone else. I had been unaware that Anton was the one who came back to life. Though Gustav had known that, as had Basile, neither thought Anton could ever be corrupted.

			I’m not sure I believe it still.

			“Your escort awaits.”

			I straighten at Queen Sadira’s voice. She pauses at the threshold of my room, her regalia a stretch of flowing, fuchsia silk that sweeps the floor. Warm lamplight flickers dimly over her features, softening them when she tracks the paper I hold.

			“We are not condemning him to this fate, Vastianna.”

			I swallow. It’s as if she read my thoughts. “I know. It’s just…hard to leave him like this. Alone, secluded, thinking everyone betrayed him, abandoned him…”

			She comes to sit beside me, prying the parchment from my hands. “It’s what he asked for. A warning he chose to heed.”

			He had demanded we prevent him from getting free and becoming Moranya’s pawn—though we still don’t know what she wants from him. Why she made this bargain in the first place.

			Deep down, I know Queen Sadira is right. She was one of Anton’s closest friends, someone he stood by. I know she’s only respecting his wishes.

			“Can’t I visit him one last time?” I ask, even knowing it will yield nothing. “To say goodbye, at least?”

			We don’t have much time. We already have to travel through the rest of the night to reach the docks by morning and board the merchant vessel that will inconspicuously take us north. But I haven’t seen him since the day I woke up.

			“You know as well as I do that it would go against his wishes,” she says softly. “He demanded I keep you safe—even from him.”

			“He would never hurt me,” I say. “Even…like this.”

			“Wounds can be more than just physical,” Sadira says, and Ishu sets a chin on her knee. Her hand comes to rest on the tiger’s head. “Besides, I already broke my promise when I let you see him that first time. I suppose I had hoped that, despite everything, your presence might spark something. We all saw that it did not. And I do not wish for him to associate you further with the hatred he feels for us all.”

			I know she’s right. But…“It still feels wrong.”

			“Everything does, I’m afraid,” she says sadly. “I think it will feel that way until we find a way out of this.”

			I blow out a breath. “And if we fail?”

			“Vastianna,” she says, her gaze suddenly latching on to mine with a ferocity I haven’t seen since she faced down my father at the Gathering. “I have stood alone against the greatest powers in our mortal world for decades—men who sought to intimidate me and take my land—but still I stand. I have fought against armies twice the size of my own, but still I stand. I have protected every inch of Razam despite hundreds of threats, raids, even battles, my world always on the brink of being lost—but still I stand. Are similar sentiments not true for you, too?”

			Sadira surprises me when she reaches out and grips my hand. “We are made of the most resilient cloth. We will not be defeated, so long as we do not kneel.”

			I can’t help the tears that clog my throat, but my fingers curl around hers.

			I needed that. Needed a reminder that we could, indeed, face the impossible and triumph. I have to believe that still.

			And yet…“How can you bear my presence, knowing the way I put you and Razam in this position?” If I hadn’t framed them, they would be guilty only of conspiracy, not murder.

			It was my hand that held the blade. Even now, I feel its weight. I see King Rurik every time I close my eyes, feel the soft parting of his flesh.

			“You were faced with an impossible choice—one that no one should ever have to make. When your hand was forced, you chose to save a life that might, in turn, save more.” She shakes her head. “Intent is what matters, Vastianna. And so does heart. For all you have been through, yours still beats with the force of a drum. Let it beat for justice, my dear. For vengeance. This time, you will not be a powerless criminal or a damsel in distress. You will be a threat.”

			“But if I confessed everything…”

			“I am not letting you take the fall for something your father should pay for. Besides, did you not sacrifice yourself already? Did you not already die?” I open my mouth to argue, but she waves a hand at me. “Once is enough. I will not hear it. I will not condemn a girl who suffered greatly—is still suffering—because of what cruel men forced her into. Promise me you will not confess your role to the Syndicate.”

			With a shaky breath, I nod. I don’t deserve her grace, but I will cling to her strength.

			She rises to leave, and, after assuring her I’ll join them shortly, I bend to whisper in Ishu’s ear. “Look after him.”

			With that, I collect my travel bag and cloak. When I glance out the window, I see only his silhouette, a shadow against the rising moon.

			I already feel the absence of him, like a chamber cleaved from my heart.
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			Chapter One

			One week later

			An icy wind, freckled with snow, smears the sea in blurs of silver.

			The storm is a common one—the very same that invades Razam once it dips south, funneling into the currents of heat. But here in Brisendale, we call it Hail North.

			And it has come early this year.

			Only when I hear the shouts do I realize our ship has docked. The porthole frames my first glimpse of Kurst and the mountains beyond, crested with ice-covered pines underneath a full-bellied sky. My stomach writhes with nervous energy. Deep down, I never thought I would return home.

			I turn from the window and gather my cloak, spiraling it around my shoulders along with a thick wool scarf coiled about my neck. I slide padded leather gloves up to my elbows, over my sleeves. The last touch is the hood, so I might hide my face.

			My father can’t know I’m here.

			Not yet. Not before we reach the Fortress of Sira—also known as the palace—where the Syndicate plans to meet. Otherwise he would apprehend me before I could speak, lock me away. For that reason, I couldn’t have joined Gustav’s envoy even if I had traveled back to Miridran. If my father found me with them, he would have every right to take me back into custody.

			And I’m not the only one who can’t get caught.

			“Princess,” Prince Sundar calls over my shoulder, “it’s time we move.”

			“I wish you wouldn’t call me that,” I say, tucking Anton’s pendant underneath my sweater and following Sundar from our modest cabin. We’ve been traveling on a merchant vessel from Zar, managing to secure passage because of Sundar’s brief dalliance with Prince Raiden’s cousin, as we needed a way into Brisendale without drawing my father’s eye. Sundar is as likely to be imprisoned as I am, considering it was a Razami prince’s uniform I wore when I killed King Rurik at Illian’s command. But Sundar must speak before the Syndicate as a representative of Razam—a mission he volunteered for eagerly.

			Even so, it took considerable effort for him to exchange his royal garb for a modest oilskin cloak and leathers for the journey, and even more to ditch his gold earrings and bracelets, because, as he told me, They go so well with the royal package. Meaning himself.

			It reminded me so much of Anton that it hurt—even as I cracked a smile.

			Anton, whom I left in Razam. Idly, my hand travels to where his pendant rests against my chest—a gesture I find myself making often. But I remind myself that, soon, I will return. And Fates help me, I will find a way to break Moranya’s curse—even if I must dig through every temple in Miridran and beyond to find a way to confront her.

			A particularly chilled wind forces my thoughts into the present. My nose is numb the instant we emerge from the lower decks.

			There I find Copelan. Our final companion.

			“I found a coach willing to take us into Sira. It’s waiting for us,” he says, shivering in his cloak. He juts his chin over his shoulder. “Just past the sea market. They won’t come any closer.” He meets my eyes only to look away once more.

			Our dance, these days.

			He had requested Sadira’s permission to stay at my side, not wanting to leave me alone in Razam. Then, when Sundar and I announced our intention to make for Brisendale, he asked to join, citing that his perspective as the Master of Revels might help our cause at the Syndicate hearing.

			For all his refusing to leave me, though, we have yet to have a proper conversation.

			He nudges past me, his golden eyes narrowed against the cold, his pale hair buried beneath a scarf and hood. I try not to flinch as our shoulders brush.

			It’s not that I’m still angry with him. It’s more that neither of us knows how to talk to the other. We were never good at that before, but now, on a quest with even higher stakes, it seems we haven’t yet figured out how to balance the weight of the past, the present, and whatever future exists for us beyond this.

			Still, I follow him off the ship, with Sundar on our heels.

			The dock groans against our boots, the scent of frost and brine salting my tongue. I always loved winter in Brisendale. Not so much the cold, biting as it is, but the bitter stillness of it. Only a few sailors call out over the wind creaking through the ships. There are dozens of them docked, shifting in the rising waves of an emerging storm.

			Beyond the docks, Kurst is a winter haven, a cold, white fog smearing its atmosphere. Rows of shops huddle together in piles of stone and sturdy wood painted in shades of gray and blue, stretching in long lines until they shrink into the haze. The smell of smoked fish wafts from a cart to my left, a lone figure hastily packing it all away. Smoke barrels from the chimney of a nearby tavern.

			A minute later, it starts to pour.

			Copelan takes the lead, and I follow as he and Sundar cut a path through the sleet, trekking through the slick, battered streets of Kurst, our luggage in tow. I hold my oilskin cloak over my head.

			At the edge of the market, we find the waiting coach—a dark slab of wood pulled by two stocky Brisendali mares. And all at once, it hits me that I’m back, and that Emilia isn’t here to greet me. I swipe at the flurries that cross my line of vision, battling to pull in a breath. At least I’m not alone.

			Yet so much is at stake, and I feel like it depends on me.

			My anxiety heightens as I reach for the handle of the coach, only for my hand to move through it.

			I try again, but I swear—I swear—I see my hand pass right through the brass. Clenching my teeth, I attempt it once more, and this time, my fingers wrap around the handle as though nothing happened. Neither Sundar nor Copelan takes notice.

			It must be the lack of sleep. Fates, I hadn’t realized it was affecting me so.

			“Weather always like this?” Sundar grumbles once we’re settled inside, shaking the ice from his shoulder-length dark hair and taking the seat across from mine. At least the coach is large enough for him, considering he’s a head taller than I am, and twice as wide. Copelan eases in next to me, his calf brushing mine.

			I hug my arms against a shiver. “Only near the coast. Inland is…well, it’s rather beautiful. Cold but calm, and always bright with sunshine.”

			Inland—where my stone-wrapped fortress of a home resides, atop a small mountain. Haloed by taller peaks, it always felt as though it were positioned by the sun itself.

			I still wonder what has become of it. What I’d feel if I ever returned. It was there that I witnessed Emilia’s murder. But it was also our home, Emilia and me. Where we’d strung sheets and scarves into forts. Where we baked and pranced and acted out stories. It was a haven. Our happiest dwelling.

			As our journey takes us farther inland, the buildings grow scarce, and snow dusts the air in plumes. Copelan, leaning against the other side of the coach as if to afford me space, falls asleep swiftly. I don’t know how. Cold seeps through cracks in the coach, and Sundar blessedly offers me his cloak, which I refuse on principle—only for him to insist. Outside, tall white pines begin to knit overhead, their branches draped in curtains of ice.

			There’s something about Brisendali forests. Unlike Miridran come winter, these trees do not shed their leaves. The forest is alive with birdsong, the rustling of branches, the patter of icicles breaking and falling about. Though after a while, the trees grow so thick it might as well be night, frost lacing the windows like a veil of ice.

			Sundar falls asleep, too, some minutes later, his cheek flat against the wooden siding.

			Though the journey has been taxing on my frail body, my fatigue mounting, my mind is too scattered, too worried, to sleep.

			I drag my finger along the window, through the condensation, twirling it this way and that, until I’ve wiped away a clearing. Several wayward honey-brown curls are glued to my forehead, though I brush them away, unable to look at my own reflection for long. Instead I gaze past it, idly watching as dark shapes flit past the window—trees, the occasional deer, I think.

			Until something materializes in the glass.

			Hazy and ghostly white, like a whirl of pale smoke. Then its edges sharpen, lengthen. Details emerge the way they did with Anton’s stills, developing rapidly—

			Dark, familiar eyes. A slash of mouth.

			A dark curl of hair…

			I leap from my seat, my heart slamming into my throat. Copelan rustles next to me. My pulse ratchets to full speed, but I blink, scrub my eyes—

			The vision is gone.

			My heart pounds a quick staccato. Shaking, I force myself to breathe. In through the nose, out through pursed lips.

			I must have dozed off. Or it’s yet another sleep-deprived hallucination, just like when I grabbed the handle.

			It must be, because there’s no way what I saw was real.

			Or rather…who I saw.
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			The next afternoon, after spending the night in a modest posting inn, we come upon a clearing, a long ribbon of sea flowing inland from behind a tall jut of stone. Upon that jut is the Fortress of Sira, the castle where the Brisendali monarchs have resided for the past two centuries. On the outside, it is an unimpressive sight despite its size—stacks of weathered stone battered by decades of frigid, unrelenting wind. A forest creeps onto the ledge on the right, and in the distance are nearby towns—clusters of homes and buildings. Even from here, I can see the nearest port packed tight with Syndicate ships. Beyond them, the sea churns underneath a stir of rain that has yet to reach land.

			The wind pushes the carriage to and fro, sending it tottering on its wheels. Even Sundar looks nervous, his large fingers clamped on either side of the bench as we pull up to the main entrance. Copelan has only just begun to stir.

			We approach the gatehouse. Inside are guards not just from Brisendale but also from across the Syndicate.

			“Stop here,” I say to the coachman before he brings us too close to the gate, knowing the gatekeeper would stop us and send word to my father. Instead I clamber out despite my ratcheting heartbeat and walk to the gate myself, noting bitterly the alteration to the Brisendali flag waving above it. The great hawk’s talon is now clutching my father’s sigil.

			Before the gatekeeper can demand my identity, I announce it at the top of my lungs—ensuring the guards beyond can hear, too. “My name is Vastianna Stova, daughter of His Majesty, King Stova, and I demand we be let into the palace at once.”
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			The inside of the fortress is not so different from the outside. Old, faded tapestries hang from stone walls, the narrow, wood-shuttered windows letting in shafts of light that rotate with the sun.

			Upon entering, we are greeted by the steely Master Footman, Mr. Perov—a slender man with brass glasses that balance precariously on his elongated nose. “Lady Stova?”

			I nod once. He appraises me with a reluctant sigh, as if he doesn’t believe I am who I say. My shoulders straighten in defiance.

			“Do Brisendali subjects not bow before their Crowns?” Sundar asks, looking down at the man.

			“I have no proof of her identity.”

			“My father will verify it,” I say. “I demand to be taken before him at once.”

			“You cannot simply—”

			“Mr. Perov, shall I make a scene? These halls echo loudly. What do you think will happen if the Syndicate hears you are the one who denied me entrance?”

			He stares at me a beat before conceding. “You may follow me, then. Your entourage will be held here—”

			“They come with me,” I say. Again he starts to argue, but I intervene. “This is His Highness, Prince Sundar of Razam, and Copelan, the Master of Revels for the recent Gathering. Both have testimonies relevant to the Syndicate hearing.”

			“Razam!” Mr. Perov’s eyes widen. “He is a traitor—”

			“Watch your tongue. Razam has not yet been convicted by the Syndicate. Have them searched if you must. They are no threat. And be quick about it. I will not ask twice.”

			Finally, and with begrudging reluctance, Mr. Perov leads us—along with a bevy of guards at our backs—from the vaulted entryway through the western passage, and finally to the king’s war room. There are more guards in varying armor standing sentinel outside the large double doors.

			Inside that room, it is clear that my father believes everything is going to plan. He’s found a way to benefit from the events of the Gathering, despite Illian’s death. In fact, I don’t believe he ever intended to let Illian live. He would have found a way to kill him once we were wed, thinking to control me. Or perhaps it was me he would have killed, once I provided Illian with an heir.

			He was always going to find a way to control Miridran if he couldn’t take it for himself. The same goes for the rest of the Syndicate—one nation at a time—if he isn’t stopped.

			It’s that thought that spurs me forward, but Mr. Perov steps in front of me. “My lady,” he says, “you may not enter without being granted entrance. I will go inside and announce you. Then we will see if they decide to tolerate your presence.”

			He disappears inside.

			“That man is very small and really mean,” Sundar says with the corner of his mouth.

			Then we hear the voices, muffled but loud.

			The fortress, old as it is, was never insulated well. All three of us—Copelan, Sundar, and I—go still, as if to silence the rustle of our clothing, though remaining immobile is difficult with the pressure on my weak, aching joints. It takes everything in me not to shift and sway, and instinctively, I hold my breath.

			“…and as you can see by the ring, this is clearly Maksim alongside Illian—”

			“Just so we are understanding,” says another voice—whom I place as the Lord Sovereign of Serai thanks to a deep, western accent—“are you telling us that King Illian’s plan was to overthrow his brothers and become the sole king of Miridran, with King Maksim’s help? And Maksim, in return, would ensure Illian’s success?”

			“I am,” responds Gustav. “The stills prove their conspiracy throughout the Gathering. As you can see, they met not once, not twice, but multiple times, all in secret. That, in addition to Illian’s forgery using Anton’s seal. As you can see here, Ilian is clearly holding a replica of Anton’s sigil, and here he is using it—”

			“This is preposterous!” my father thunders, and I feel as though the sound quavers my very bones. “Who is to say Anton’s technology can even be trusted? That this whole thing is not some elaborate forgery? Are we forgetting that he deceived the whole of the Syndicate with his secret tunnels?”

			“Far be it from us to find a palace without hidden passageways,” inserts another voice—Prince Raiden, I think. Zar’s young princeling.

			“Maksim brings up a good point,” says someone else. “How do we know these are real, Regent Bayard? They could be some kind of painting, even as precise as they are…”

			They are discussing the stills.

			“Allow me to demonstrate,” says Gustav. “I have brought everything we need to re-create one.”

			I release a relieved breath. Certainly that should be enough proof…

			Clicking, scraping, the murmur of more voices. Then finally, “It will take half an hour for the image to materialize. And a full twenty-four hours for it to appear in detail. Even so, you will be able to witness the process for yourself.”

			“Valid process or not,” says my father, “these stills prove little. Images are not the full truth…”

			“One step at a time, Maksim,” replies the Lord Sovereign, and by the authority in his tone, I take it he’s leading the hearing as the active spokesman for the Syndicate. “You understand Regent Bayard’s claims against you are serious indeed…”

			A pause, and then what I can only assume is our presence being whispered to the Lord Sovereign.

			A moment later, Mr. Perov ushers us inside.

			A lack of voices upon our entrance does not equate to total silence, due to the many intakes of breath, the shuffling about. I steel myself, forcing my chin level.

			The war room is perhaps the size of a small ballroom with high wooden rafters and large maps of both cities and nations hung across the walls. In its center is a thick stone table ringed by many matching stone-legged chairs. Beyond that is a fretwork display holding the stills. Each one is a few feet tall, hung like a painting on an easel, and before them all is Gustav, who has paused his presentation. Past him, my father sits on a small, raised dais, his throne a fat slab of stone.

			Merely standing in his presence tempts me to shrink down, cower in fear, but I refuse. Instead I gather all my rage, my sense of justice. I sharpen it into a mental blade.

			At the sight of me, he straightens, his expression inscrutable. Then he stands.

			Before he can utter a single word, I raise my voice. “Syndicate leaders, my name is Vastianna Stova, daughter of Maksim Stova, and I come before you today not only to confirm King Regent Bayard’s story and the validity of the stills,” I say, “but to prove my father a murderer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A silence sweeps over the room, and the hush that follows seems to vibrate.

			It’s strange, standing before the Syndicate once more, and this time my tongue is not clamped. I take stock of them all in more detail now, noting a handful of delegates along with the Crowns. I recognize Prince Raiden, though his hair is slicked back and his silver attire collared up to the neck rather than loose, as at the Gathering. The Lord Sovereign of Serai sits at the head of the table, his deep purple robes open at the chest to reveal a woven tunic that matches his deep red crown. There are a few representatives from Kasim and the Karithian Isles, and of course the Brisendali council in full—all seven members—each donning a matching blue tabard with the emblem from the flag.

			Then there are the stills themselves, which are more numerous than I had originally thought when I first woke in Razam.

			Anton had indeed gathered ample proof of the deceits, and he hadn’t been collecting it alone. There are stills of Illian and Aesir. Of Illian whispering to my father in the Hall of Thrones, just before I betrayed Laurent. Sundar had taken that one himself, because Anton knew he was being watched. And that Gustav was, too.

			The most notable, however, is the still of Illian at his desk, signing papers with Anton’s seal. Signing the very letters Illian later used to accuse Anton of conspiring with Razam. This one was taken through a mosaic, tinted in red.

			Before them all stands Gustav, surprise widening his eyes at the sight of me. I offer a small, reassuring nod, though his brows only pinch in worry.

			My father, it seems, recovers first from the shock of seeing me. “How dare you barge in uninvited, daughter? This is not your place—”

			“Why the fear of letting me speak? Could it be that you have something to hide?”

			When finally I settle my gaze on him, the sight of him in all his glory—the regalia, the spiked crown—is enough to clench my stomach. It doesn’t slip past my notice, either, that his bride is absent. There is no hint of the queen he groomed from such a young age. It should come as no surprise that he stashes Aesir away from as many proceedings as he can.

			He was never going to let her have any real power.

			The Lord Sovereign of Serai speaks loudly. “As is custom with every Syndicate hearing, Maksim, we do not dismiss a testimony before it is spoken. You will allow your daughter to speak.”

			“You cannot expect me to entertain those in league with my enemy!” he shouts, red patching his cheeks. I’ve truly unsettled him. “My beloved Vastianna betrayed me when she hopped into bed with the man who aided Razam in the death of our former king, may he rest in peace!”

			“Maksim, contain yourself,” the Lord Sovereign says. “We will weigh everything in equal measure, fairly and with evidence. If her words are false, do you not trust us to discern it?”

			And so there, before the Crowns of the north, I tell my story—from the very beginning.

			My father murdering Emilia.

			My time in Illian’s court.

			My imprisonment, and then my role in the Gathering.

			I omit only two details. I do not confess that it was my hand that held the katar that split open King Rurik’s neck—though a part of me longs to. I still feel the pressure of the blade, how easily it cut. The guilt of it sickens me even now, as does the lie I tell next: that Illian had confessed to me that he had hired a guard to do it—a guard that he had dressed in Razami gear. At the insistence of King Maksim.

			The second detail I leave out is that I died—and came back. That Anton did, too. Even so, the weight of Anton’s pendant between my breasts seems to pulse as if it might reveal my secrets.

			I’d give anything to have him beside me. A familiar ache clenches within me, but I force myself past it.

			“Everything the stills reveal is true,” I say once more, gesturing to Gustav’s latest demonstration. The image in the glass is beginning to show now, albeit faintly—but enough to prove the process works. “And my father has been planning this for years.”

			My throat closes on a swallow.

			For a moment, no one speaks. I shift on my feet, feeling unsteady—more so as I watch them take it all in.

			Then I notice one of the council members seated at the far end, behind the map of Sira. She’s perhaps sixty, with a frame as delicate as her voice. “If what you say is true,” she says, “it changes everything.”

			Her gaze slides to Maksim, and while her expression is unreadable, there’s something of a warning in the way she says it. I don’t recognize her from the Gathering, however, and it takes me a moment to place her.

			Ivory hair woven through with gray, arranged in a half coronet.

			Pale, piercing irises, like an icicle lit by the sun—

			So like the single one I’d gazed at while the life bled from Rurik.

			She must be Sofya Kosarev, Rurik’s older sister.

			Again my father raises his voice. “The stills incriminate Illian alone. I was unaware of his forgery. Perhaps he discovered Anton’s treachery with Razam and, desperate to prove it, falsified the evidence himself. Of course I would never take part in such deception. However, I fail to see how any of these stills prove my daughter’s allegations against me…”

			“According to her, this was a ploy in the making for decades,” Sofya points out. “And there are images of you in secret meetings with Illian.”

			She’s listening to me. Questioning him. That counts for something. My shoulders relax, if only a measure.

			“I met with Illian, yes,” he says. “However, it was merely to ensure the man I was marrying my daughter to was worthy of her. We discussed what our relations might look like moving forward, and how he might take care of her. As you can see, she is not well—though I did not know that he was the cause of her ills. And I certainly did not instruct him to kill King Rurik, of all the ridiculous stories! But such is the problem with these so-called stills. They provide little context. One cannot derive the full truth from them.” He swings his gaze around. “Can you not see what is happening here? Can you not ascertain the truth? My daughter was part of Illian’s court, was abused by him, and so fell for Anton’s manipulative charm. Because I could not see the man Illian truly was—and because I refused her wishes to end an engagement that I had, unbeknownst to her, arranged when both parties were much younger—she now strikes out at me.

			“She has been brainwashed by Anton’s court of liars into doing their bidding—a court that has always sought to weaken Brisendale. And now they seek to dethrone me by blaming me for their own horrific acts—and by rewriting the past, including the passing of my beloved wife, may she rest in peace…” His voice breaks—an excellent performance, I must admit.

			The worst part is that some of them seem to buy the act. Each member of the Brisendali council, at least, looks aggrieved on his behalf. He intends for them to dismiss my claims entirely—and for a moment, I worry they will.

			Except perhaps for Sofya.

			“So far, all of this is all hearsay,” says a delegate from the Karithian Isles—a slight man with deep red-brown curls that flow over his floral robes. “May I remind the Syndicate to look at the facts? It is King Maksim’s word against Regent Bayard’s and Vastianna’s. The stills are interesting, but they only prove Illian’s crimes, and Illian is dead. And King Rurik was slain by a man in a Razami uniform.”

			“If I may,” Prince Sundar cuts in, “I wish to also corroborate Vastianna’s story, and to speak on my mother’s behalf. Razam has no reason to have murdered King Rurik. Beyond that, we have never wished ill will upon Brisendale. We have no reason for it.”

			“Was it not King Rurik who first denied your mother aid when the southern lands encroached on her border?” says the man.

			“It was indeed, Lord Dameron,” says the Brisendali councilman beside Sofya. “I was there.”

			“As was I,” says another from across the table.

			“And what, I might ask, is Miss Stova’s motive for such claims against her father?” inquires a Kasimi delegate, her braids threaded with indigo silk as rich as her garments. She doesn’t look at me, though; hardly anyone does.

			As if I’m not even here.

			“Why, clearly, she has designs on the Brisendali throne,” Maksim thunders, gesturing back at his seat.

			I grit my teeth.

			“And yet,” says Sofya, “if the young Miss Stova wished for your crown, surely she would realize that her actions today would achieve the opposite. If her claims are true and you are indeed behind my brother’s death, your kingship would be revoked, as would her position as your heir.”

			“Lady Sofya is correct to point out that Her Highness Vastianna has little to gain in coming forward,” says Prince Raiden, seeming far older than his seventeen years.

			“Aside from bedding another king to faster gain a crown?” says a man beside Lord Dameron. “And we all know Anton’s reputation.”

			My mouth falls open and I step forward, but Sundar halts me with a hand on my shoulder, leaning in. “Show any semblance of a temper, and they’ll use it against you.”

			The room erupts into an uproar, voices piling on top of one another—so much it makes me dizzy.

			“Calm yourselves,” the Lord Sovereign’s voice booms over the bustle. “We will accomplish nothing like this. Let us instead recount what we know so far. The evidence against Illian is clear. But while the stills show King Maksim and Illian together, they alone are not proof enough to condemn Maksim. And while Vastianna’s tale is compelling—and certainly plausible—the death of the late Lady Stova is one the Brisendali council may choose to investigate at another time. We must remember that we are here on account of the murder of a Crown—and King Maksim’s request for retribution. And thus far, we have forgotten there was another eyewitness to all of this.”

			Anton.

			My heart hammers.

			And indeed, the Lord Sovereign turns to Gustav. “If your tale is true, why is Anton not here to confirm this story? Was he not the one to take the majority of the stills—and a direct observer to many of these claims? Was it not his seal clearly being replicated by Illian in letters that claim Anton was allied with Razam against Brisendale?”

			“Letters,” Lord Dameron says, “that—as King Maksim has already pointed out—could have been Illian’s only way of bringing his brother’s treachery to light.”

			I squeeze my hands into fists. To even suggest such a thing…

			“So where is Anton?” the Lord Sovereign demands of Gustav.

			“Yes, and why did he name you regent?” asks Lord Dameron. “You have yet to explain.”

			“That’s just it,” Gustav says. “Your Majesties, Anton regrettably fell ill. It’s why he felt he wasn’t fit to oversee Miridran for the time being—”

			“Awfully convenient,” says a councilman. “Almost as if this is all another ploy.”

			“Convenient indeed,” says my father, “when my reports say he was alive and well and last seen crossing the border into Razam with Sadira! Which is more proof of conspiracy between Anton and Razam.”

			“I understand the confusion,” Gustav says with more patience than I could ever manage. “Anton indeed traveled to Razam upon the onset of his symptoms. Razam has the very best healers in the north, and Queen Sadira offered the palace physicians themselves to treat him.”

			“I can confirm this,” says Sundar. “He is well taken care of, but it may be some time before he is well.”

			“And you expect us to believe this?” asks my father, incredulous. “My reports also say that many in your own court aren’t buying the story, and demand the return of their king.”

			Frantic, my eyes find Gustav’s, and he presses his lips together, his chin dipping slightly.

			It’s true, then. Another frisson of fear whisks up my spine, panic causing my vision to blur. It makes it even more difficult to remain upright.

			“It does seem rather suspicious,” says the councilman next to Sofya. “What type of illness is it?”

			“Admittedly, I—I am not sure,” Gustav says, his wavering a damnation in itself. “It seems to impair his…hearing, among other things.”

			“He could be dead for all we know!” another Karithian delegate shouts.

			Once more, the Lord Sovereign stands. “If all this is true, we need to hear it from Anton himself. We cannot be expected to believe a story in which Anton is an integral player—perhaps the most important player—without his voice to confirm it. While the evidence is indeed compelling, as stated, so too is it suspicious. Regent Gustav, your king is missing—or, as King Maksim says, was last seen in Razam. As such, Syndicate leaders, I propose the following: Within thirty days, Anton will stand before us himself. Otherwise we will assume King Maksim speaks the truth and allow Brisendale the recompense they request for Rurik’s death.”

			Gustav pales—as do I.

			“And if he is too ill to come…?” I can’t help but ask.

			“If his country is at stake, he will come,” the Lord Sovereign says, “ill or not, so that we can see him for ourselves. We will even make it easier for him by convening our next meeting in Ansa, if that meets with everyone’s approval. Syndicate, do we have an accord?”

			My father, of course, concedes magnanimously. And why wouldn’t he? Ansa is within striking distance of Razam, which shares a border with East Miridran. The instant Anton fails to appear, he can deploy his army against Razam.

			One by one, the rest agree as well.

			Swallowing, Gustav nods—the last to concede. He has no choice, I realize. To argue would be to further the Syndicate’s suspicion.

			Produce Anton in thirty days, or our testimonies fail. And if I know my father, he will send men to hunt down Anton—to ensure he never makes it. He will have his forces gathered, ready to strike at Razam.

			I can’t help but sway.

			“At least he bought us time,” Sundar murmurs.

			“Before we adjourn, I have one final request,” says my father, sitting tall above the room once more, that steel crown looming above his brow. But I remind myself he is just one man. That he can be beaten. “I demand my daughter be returned to me. She must stay here where she can no longer be manipulated by my enemies.”

			My pulse freezes as if my blood has turned to ice.

			Sundar immediately steps forward, and so does Gustav, who says, “Absolutely not. Vastianna is not safe here. Surely the Syndicate would not allow this after her testimony, when there’s a chance it’s true—”

			“The Syndicate cannot deny me my own flesh and blood!” shouts my father. He scans the room, his glare daring anyone to oppose him. I, too, wait for someone to speak up, my heart skipping another beat. Yet no one does.

			“He is right,” says the Lord Sovereign, finally letting his gaze rest on me. “Vastianna, I am sorry, we cannot stand against him in this. To send you away would be equivalent to our holding you hostage.”

			“Please,” I rasp, my hands shaking. “I can’t—”

			He holds up a hand. “However, we must ensure your safety. If she comes to any harm over the next thirty days,” he says, turning to Maksim, “we will hold you responsible. Your daughter will appear before us alive, well, and completely unscathed in Ansa at the next Syndicate meeting.”

			“Sire,” I beg. “I appreciate your assurances. However, he will surely find a way—”

			“This is all we can do,” he says, a note of regret in his tone. “Syndicate representatives, are we in accord?”

			One by one, they agree, cementing my sentence.

			They might as well throw me back in prison. My father will find a way to silence me, whether or not he leaves a physical mark. It takes all my effort not to sink to my quaking knees.

			Then I feel a steadying hand on my back. The touch is so like Anton’s, the cold of his rings and all, that it makes me shiver. “Then allow me to stay with her.”

			I whip my gaze to Sundar, astonished. “You can’t—”

			The Lord Sovereign tips his head. “Is that not an inappropriate request, as you are the son of the woman accused of murdering the king?”

			“I have proclaimed our innocence, as has Vastianna. Regardless, I am no threat in a fortress teeming with Brisendali soldiers, and I wouldn’t dare harm anyone under the watchful eye of the Syndicate, especially when any action on my behalf would prove Razam’s guilt. Have me guarded, if you choose, but allow me to stay.”

			“Me, too,” says Copelan, and my lips part once again. I shake my head, but he does not look at me. “I was never in league with anyone until I witnessed the events myself. Allow me to stay as Vastianna’s companion.”

			Surely my father will never let it happen. And yet he stuns me into silence when he says, “I will allow it. They may reside here until the next Syndicate meeting in thirty days.”

			He—

			I bite my lip. Why isn’t he fighting this? There has to be a reason, an opportunity he sees. A way to set up a trap. I grip Sundar’s hand, trying to get his attention, but he doesn’t glance at me. He won’t budge—not when he thinks I’m trying to talk him out of it for the danger it would put him in.

			Why? Why would he do this? What in the Fates is he thinking? I wish I could shake him, force the words back down his throat if only to spare him—

			“I will also stay if it will bring the Syndicate peace of mind,” says Lord Dameron. “Another representative here to ensure fairness on all accounts.”

			“Fine, then,” says the Lord Sovereign. “We may adjourn, and we will reconvene in thirty days.”
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			With the Syndicate meeting adjourned, the war room empties, many of the representatives and Crowns spilling out into the hall to prepare for the journey home. My father stays in conversation with a few Brisendali council members while Gustav guides Sundar, Copelan, and me out into the hall and away from the rest, his forehead creased. “Vasalie, how can I, in good conscience, leave you here? Anton would have my head. And I—I consider you a friend. Seeing you in danger like this…”

			“Exactly why Copelan and I are staying,” says Sundar.

			“But even so, what could you do?” I ask. “Please, Sundar, you can’t stay. My father agreed too quickly. He has a plan of some kind. He will use this to his benefit.”

			“Of course he will,” says Sundar. “But at least I will have honored my vow. I promised Anton I would look after you. And besides, we have the Syndicate watching. He can’t just kill us.”

			“Yet,” clarifies Gustav. “If Anton doesn’t regain his memories to testify before the deadline, Maksim will be granted permission to invade Razam—then find an excuse to push into Miridran shortly after. With you three here, practically in his lap…he will use you as leverage somehow, or worse. Don’t you realize? And I have no way to stop it.”

			I try again. “He’s right, Sundar. He could use you against your mother to try to get her to lay down her arms.”

			“She would never do that,” Sundar assures me, never mind what it would mean for him. As if he’s of little consequence. “It’s the benefit of having equal heirs, rather than one crown prince upon which the country relies.”

			“Even so,” says Gustav, “I have no way to protect any of you after the thirty days are up.”

			“No one will be safe if something happens to Anton,” says Sundar, his voice even lower. “Maksim’s first move will be to try to find him, and now he knows Anton is in Razam. He will want him dead so there’s no chance of him testifying. Send word to my mother. She can set up extra precautions to protect him.”

			“But we have no way to break the curse,” I whisper, wringing my hands.

			“I have several of my most trusted men scavenging the Temple of Mirin, with others traveling to every priest we can find in the hopes of finding some clue about the Fate of Morta, how to break a Fate’s curse—anything,” Gustav says.

			“And if that fails?” I ask. Copelan comes up beside me.

			“Then we’re going to have to convince him to work with us,” Gustav says. “Another reason I had hoped to keep you near him.” He swipes a hand across his brow, and only then do I notice how much he’s sweating.

			“He’s less likely to be hostile with you, Vasalie,” Sundar says, then turns his attention to Gustav. “Maybe we can find a way to help her escape.”

			“And risk you two being blamed for it?” I shake my head. “Not a chance.”

			“Perhaps I’m being too optimistic,” Copelan interjects, “but I wonder if we aren’t alone here. You have at least one sympathizer on the Brisendali council.”

			Rurik’s sister, he means.

			“I’m going to see what I can find out about her,” Gustav says. “Perhaps I can find a way to communicate with you all in the meantime. Let me—”

			“King Regent,” comes my father’s voice, “I do believe the Syndicate session is over. Kindly step away from my daughter.”

			With pained reluctance, and then a sharper glare than I’ve ever seen him administer, Gustav rejoins his party, who are already being shown away from the war room.

			“Guards, please escort our new guests to the northern wing, where they will be shown their accommodations.”
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			Mr. Perov leads Sundar, Copelan, and me through the fortress—a taxing journey that’s about as bleak as the weather. Every hall looks the same, a monotony of shadows and old gray stone. Windows are sparse, as is the sun, and the sullenness befits my mood.

			Upon entering the northern tower, Copelan and Sundar are shown rooms on the bottom floor, while I am led up a stairwell that spirals to the very top of the tower itself, the pressure on my joints compounding with each step.

			There the landing reveals three rooms. One for an attendant, and another for a lady’s maid, both of whom will be assigned to me within the hour. The largest room is mine.

			When I enter, Mr. Perov directs two of the guards to remain outside my door.

			Indefinitely.

			I knew I would be a prisoner here, that my leash would be nearly as tight as a noose even before I taunted my father. I half expected my room to be little more than a cell, devoid of any comforts, so I am surprised when the floors are covered with layers of fur rugs, and the bed is plush and soft with velvet damask. The walls are a mix of wood and stone, and immediately Mr. Perov sets to lighting the hearth. The glow of it reflects onto the panes of the three narrow windows, though a chill still seeps through.

			“You need not leave your room,” Mr. Perov tells me bluntly. “Dinner will be brought to you at six.”

			“I’m surprised you’re feeding me at all,” I mutter.

			“We all heard the Syndicate’s orders, Your Highness.”

			Despite the honorific he’s forced to bestow upon me, the dull appraisal he rakes over me speaks of his derision.

			“And if I need anything else? Who shall I ask?”

			His only response is his departure halfway through my question, and the resounding click of a lock.

			A prisoner indeed.

			I throw off my cloak and examine the bruises left on my arm by my father’s grip. I wonder how many more he will inflict on me, knowing that they will heal before a month is out.

			Now that I’m alone, weariness sinks into me, my bones growing heavy with it. Until now, I haven’t let myself sit with just how sick I feel, opting to brush it off if only to keep a good face in front of Copelan and Sundar, then the Syndicate. Or perhaps I fear that if I let how I’m really feeling show—how tired I really am, how I can barely stomach my meals—no one will trust me to be useful. They will decide for me what I can and can’t do. The choice will no longer be mine.

			I swipe a lock of damp hair from my forehead, breathing through the nausea that’s now in full swing. Except it only grows worse with worry. I can only pray Copelan and Sundar stay safe here, trapped as we are.

			We just have to survive, I tell myself.

			But that isn’t all, is it? Our hope rests on Anton’s return, and we have no way to bring him back yet. Gustav can’t possibly let him speak before the Syndicate as he is now.

			I had promised I would find a way to save him. And despite having no way of doing that, I feel like I’ve failed him by leaving. And everyone else, too.

			Once again, I am a prisoner. Useless. Helpless.

			No, I correct myself, shaking my head. This is temporary. Queen Sadira was right, and I cling to her words with all my remaining strength.

			I am not a victim. I am a threat.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Anton

			
			“Little king.”

			The voice echoes, soft as it is. Like a ringing in his ears. An itch gone ignored, and not for the first time. If he turns, he knows what he will see framed within the mirror’s gilded arch. Or rather, who.

			He ignores her all the same.

			He’s quite good at that.

			He’s quite good at a lot of things, including being an absolute pest, which he has put extra effort into these days, going as far as to demand every luxury he entertained previously in Ansa and more. Hot baths with imported oils from the Karithian Islands; fresh linens delivered daily, scented with eucalyptus; a wardrobe made only from the finest of silks; a selection of fresh fruit topped off every hour. And wine.

			So much wine.

			Oh, they tried to refuse him such things, to which he responded with a resolute: “Fine, then. Seeing your faces has made me lose my appetite altogether, so I don’t think I’ll be eating anytime soon.”

			His little luxuries came quickly after that. They care about his well-being after all—though not for any sentimental reasons, he’s sure. They claimed he willingly made Gustav Bayard, his bastard of a friend, King Regent in his stead. And Gustav knows the law. Should a king go missing for enough time, or be presumed dead, a Miridranian regent can be formally crowned. But they can’t kill him outright, not when they know he can spawn back to life. Not when—to their knowledge—he might resurrect elsewhere. So they have little choice but to trap him here so he can’t reclaim his crown.

			But why not a prison? A dungeon? Why cater to him so? That had confounded him the first few days. Perhaps they think to use him to quell any rumors in the case of a rebellion? He wouldn’t be surprised if they made him renounce his claim in person, if his subjects suspected foul play.

			Not that they would have any reason to, when Sadira and Gustav had worked with Illian to accuse him of conspiring against Brisendale—first with letters, then claiming he ordered Rurik’s death. To make matters worse, they disposed of Illian afterward and pinned that on him, too.

			All those years of appeasement—friendship, they called it—and then betrayal at the Gathering…it was leading to this. A stolen throne. His friend whom he’d worked alongside for years—who had gained his trust and learned secrets about death—had seized control of the entirety of his country. Yet he couldn’t understand why, or why Sadira would help. Perhaps they’d come to some agreements on trade, or found a way to expand their territories. Damned if he knew.

			He rubs his temples. Just thinking about the Gathering gives him a headache—and more so when he tries to focus on the details. So he doesn’t linger on them long. Instead he stews in his rage.

			In any case, they underestimated his ability to be difficult. And honestly, he would have starved himself by now from sheer spite—perhaps even have leapt off the balcony—but contrary to what some might believe, dying is a real pain in the nuts.

			Even so, the time might come when he’s desperate enough to do it. To follow through on his threats—just to see what would happen. The only problem is that he isn’t sure whether or not he’d resurrect at an opportune place. With his luck, he’d spawn right here, and it would all be for naught. Death is unpredictable like that. In most cases, he’s revived within a few feet of where he died, but occasionally he’s sprouted like a daisy several yards away.

			Of course he could starve himself near to the brink of death, just to give them a healthy scare—which he would; really, he would—but Fates-damnit, he likes to eat.

			Anton slides on a loose robe, a cool breeze wafting in from the line of open windows to feather his lightly sun-bronzed chest.

			“Anton,” comes that ghostly caress of a voice once again.

			“Kindly piss off, Moranya,” he says, low enough that Basile won’t hear him from outside. He sweeps past the mirror to find his preferred settee on his poor excuse for a balcony, where Ishu lounges like the oversized cat she is. His one and only friend, except that she won’t attack anyone she already likes, even if he commands it. He tried that, and she wouldn’t listen, the traitor.

			Again he hears his name.

			He’s suffered an entire week of Moranya calling to him—invading his nap time, his quiet time, his bath time. His dreams, even. But he knows what she wants. She wishes to offer him whatever he desires in the next life for the simple exchange of taking her hand—and accepting his death. Living freely in her lair would be better than his current predicament, she says, and admittedly, she might not be wrong. Only, he knows what she really wants—why she’s so determined, for that matter, to have his company. Regardless, he’s steadfastly dedicated to make his friends’ lives a living hell for the time being. And to figure out a way out of this without dying, once he’s through being petulant.

			If only Basile were, say, thirty percent smaller.

			But thinking about fighting Basile stings. Of all things, that one hurts the most. That Basile would side with the queen, take orders from someone else…Basile, who traveled with him to Razam the day he hired him and who has never been more than a few feet away since—unless, of course, you count the times Anton snuck out and ordered him to stay behind, which he did, begrudgingly, and with many complaints. Basile, who—like Gustav—has felt like a brother at times, even if Anton has kept them both at arm’s length.

			Because he knows it would be easy to love those men. And loving them, he knows, means two very terrible things: giving Moranya leverage over him, and putting his heart at risk for more betrayal. Illian already bought off several of Anton’s so-called friends in his adolescence, so he learned his lesson. Or thought he did. But he had trusted Gustav and Basile with his life.

			Yet it seems they can be bought after all.

			The barb of that betrayal still lingers—a feeling he’ll never risk again.

			It takes only another few minutes for that voice—that damned voice—to slither into his peace once again. Only this time, it’s even louder, more insistent. With a groan, Anton rises from his seat and strides to the mirror, ready to shatter the thing with his hairbrush, when Moranya materializes like a coil of smoke. First her eyes, deep like the sea at dusk, and then her matching hair, floating and curling about her head, her plush little mouth rounding on the word “Wait.”

			He pauses, though he really shouldn’t.

			“I am not asking you to take my hand,” she says.

			He rolls his eyes. “Amazing that I don’t believe you.”

			Her lips pucker at that. “I swear it. Will you not so much as hear my offer? Or are you intent on declining me when I am the only one willing to give you something rather than taking things away? We were friends for a time, Anton. Remember that.”

			“We were friends until I realized what you really wanted from me,” he says, examining his nails with his natural nonchalance. And it’s true. He was young the first time he died, barely out of adolescence. Admittedly, his sixteen-year-old self had admired her once. And each time he died, he stayed a little longer. They would spend hours talking in the in-between—hours he was careful to keep his hands tucked under his thighs once he realized they itched to glide toward hers.

			Then he recognized it for the ploy it was.

			Gain his trust. Lure him in not with beauty or illusions but with kindness. Gentleness. And he had known so little back then.

			Idly, he reaches for his pendant—his lens—only to remember it isn’t there. Sadira, or perhaps Basile, must have taken it off him at some point.

			At least he doesn’t need it. Moranya cannot touch a mortal without them first taking her hand, and he is not in danger of her usual Fates-given lure.

			There is nothing, or no one, he loves enough for that.

			“I know what you think of me.” Sadness softens her words into a whisper. Very compelling. “But I am not asking you to take my hand, little king,” she says. “I am asking you to take my kingdom instead. One realm was stolen from you, so why not rule another?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Once Mr. Perov left, I scavenged the room for anything I might use as a weapon.

			Not that I am a fighter—I’ve little chance of fending anyone off. But being unarmed makes me feel even more powerless. Of course I found little of use, save for two spare iron candlestick holders by the hearth. One I strip of its candle and hide under my pillow while leaving the other on the nightstand next to my bed, which is furnished with a pitcher of water and a small basin for washing.

			Outside, the sun sinks below the window’s frame, the sky a melted orange. Minutes later, an attendant comes to my room, delivering my bag.

			I don’t bother unpacking, flattening my back against the bed to stare up at the ceiling, my heart still fighting to calm its stuttering from the climb—only to pick up speed once more at the sound of a knock.

			It is the last person I expect.

			Sofya Kosarev wears her same courtly attire, though hidden beneath a fine pewter cloak. She doesn’t wait for me to move aside, instead wandering past me with a swish of her skirts. I glance out the door before shutting it, noting the lack of guards.

			“My father allowed you to visit?” I ask, incredulous.

			“I have my own pull with the guards.” Her pale gaze roams the room, perhaps taking stock of my living conditions for the next thirty days.

			I suppose it makes sense that some guards might still answer to her. She was royalty herself—she probably lived in the fortress for years alongside her brother.

			She pauses by the window, clasping her hands. I notice then the bags underneath her eyes, the deep lines between her brows. Even her complexion seems paler than it should be. I wonder just how much of a toll King Rurik’s death took on her.

			I cross to the bed, sitting on the edge. “Why come to me?”

			“Either your father is the reason my brother is dead,” she says, “or you and your friends are. I wanted to look you in the eyes myself.”

			“And?” I hedge.

			“And my instinct tells me both are true,” she says, her gaze dipping to my fidgeting hands. “You had more of a role than you are letting on.”

			I still my clammy fingers, forcing down the bile inching up my throat. She is more right than she could know. But I say, “The only one who wanted Rurik dead was my father. Can’t you see through him? Just look at the power he’s amassed because of it.”

			At that, she sighs. “That is true. I can’t say I approve of his rule, either. My niece,” she continues, referring to Aesir, “well, she wasn’t like this as a girl. She was a ray of sunshine—always happy, always kind, if a bit naïve. When I think back, her behavior changed around the time your father started spending more time here. Now she refuses to speak to even me.”

			“Because he groomed her to accept his hand, to be compliant to his desires,” I say. He said as much himself when I overheard him and Illian speaking at that brothel.

			“I also find it strange that she had him crowned as her superior. None of it sits right with me. Is there any evidence you can provide for your stepmother’s murder? Anything at all.”

			“Evidence? Not likely. Her body would have decomposed long ago,” I say, my breath tight. “Or whatever was left of it after she was thrown from so high up the mountain.” Perhaps her bones are still there, shattered amid the rocks and buried beneath the snow. The thought churns my stomach.

			“Did no one question her disappearance?”

			“My father claimed it was suicide. That she jumped from that very window. There was no one to speak for her, and her only remaining family was in Miridran. And no way now to prove she was thrown out—save that I saw it happen.”

			Again her gaze turns to the window, where a few flakes of snow drift past. I hadn’t even realized it was snowing.

			She shakes her head. “Maybe you are telling the truth, or perhaps it is more complex still. Until I know the whole of it, though, I will do what I can to protect you and your friends. I don’t believe in tampering with evidence.”

			“Please,” I say. “Is there any way I can see them?”

			Her lips tip into a ghost of a smile. “This used to be my room, you know. When I was a girl.” She paces to the tapestry next to the hearth and pulls it back to reveal a door.

			A secret passageway. “Does my father know about this?”

			She shrugs. “It wouldn’t matter. He has the tower guarded. You won’t be able to escape. You will, however, be able to visit your friends, both of whom are two floors below; this leads to the parlor that connects their rooms. I was told this tower used to be a lookout—the oldest one in the fortress. There used to be a route to the outside, though it has long since been boarded up.”

			She wriggles the door’s handle, and it pops open with a creak. She bends, then pulls out a lantern that must have been hidden just inside. “I must warn you, however,” she says, shoving the lantern into my hands, “I doubt anyone’s used it in decades. There are spiders and perhaps other creatures. I also wouldn’t use it during the day, when you’re more likely to get caught. I can’t imagine your father wouldn’t seal it up if he finds you using it.”

			“Thank you,” I tell her, kneeling by the fireplace. I pull the candlestick out of the lantern and light it while she paces to the door.

			“I don’t know what Maksim is planning, keeping you here like this, but I imagine he won’t make the next thirty days pleasant for you. If I could offer more protection, I would. If you need me, ask Silas. He will be stationed at your doors in the evening. He has been loyal to me for several years now.”

			With that, Sofya departs.

			She is correct about the passageway. I have to take the spare candlestick from the nightstand to brush away the clouds of cobwebs on my trek down the small, wooden stairwell. It’s a steep decline, too, which makes it all the more frightening, and it’s darker than the tunnels on Anell ever were. No shine from mosaics, no bars of light from beneath a doorway.

			The stairs end before another door like the one hidden behind my tapestry. Tentatively, I grip the handle and push. It groans open to another wall of fabric, which I part—

			“I swear to the Fates I will remove your head!” says a wide-eyed Sundar, brandishing a…bedpost? I’m pretty sure it’s a bedpost, and his stance tells me he’s a second from swinging it at me when Copelan snags it from his grip.

			“It’s only Vasalie,” he says, tossing it onto the bed.

			Sundar blinks and shakes his head. “Vasalie, what are you…How—”

			“You’re the one in danger of head removal,” I say, setting down the lantern and candlestick to swipe the remaining cobwebs from my hair and clothes. “Half the Brisendali court probably believes you were the one to murder Rurik. How could you put yourself in danger like this? Someone could try to assassinate you! Not to mention, we have no idea why my father would allow this. He probably thinks he can torture you into a false confession—”

			“Which is why my presence might help,” Copelan inserts. “I agree this was a risk, and that one”—he looks pointedly at Sundar—“should have left. But at least I can speak before the Syndicate as to your treatment while you’re here.”

			But I can’t let it go. “If something happens to either of you, it will be my fault. I can’t be the reason—”

			Sundar grips my shoulders. “I intend to keep my word, Vasalie. That last day, Anton knew that you would be a target. That your father would come after you. If he found out I abandoned you here with Maksim, he’d find a way to break the curse just to murder me. Your safety was a priority for him.”

			His priorities were backward, I want to say. Maybe I died killing Illian, but it was only to rectify my mistakes. That he thinks I deserve protection at all makes me want to weep. And yet…

			“He wouldn’t want you in danger, either,” I plead, my voice breaking. “Sundar, you are a prince. You cannot risk yourself for the likes of me. You know who really dragged that blade across Rurik’s neck.”

			Maybe Queen Sadira was willing to overlook that, but—

			“Vasalie,” he says, softly this time. “This is not a choice I made on a whim. My first loyalty is to my nation, which is why I came to speak on my mother’s behalf. But my loyalty to Anton comes a close second. I owe him more than you realize. And besides, he’s like a brother to me. His worries, his cares…they are my own.”

			That takes me aback. Very rarely have I seen Sundar like this, his smile withdrawn, tucked behind something somber, insistent. I knew he looked up to Anton, but I didn’t know it ran this deep.

			“Sofya showed me the passageway,” I say with a sigh. “She was suspicious of my father before we came. She might be the only ally we have, though I don’t think there’s much she can do.”

			“Another pair of eyes watching your father is never a bad thing,” Sundar says. “Especially considering she’s a part of the council.”

			Copelan moves past me, peering into the passageway. “The stairwell leads to your room?”

			“It does,” I say.

			“At least we can get to you,” Sundar says. “In case anything happens.”

			“Is there any way out of the tower?” Copelan asks.

			“That’s the bad news,” I say, a wave of dizziness causing me to lean my weight against the doorpost. “The only exit has long since been boarded up. I’m guessing my father will keep us locked in here.”

			Sundar runs his hands along the stone wall, tipping back paintings and the smaller tapestries hanging around. “Perhaps we can find another way out, then. We’ll need an escape when the thirty days draw to a close.”

			“I’ll examine the passage,” Copelan says, grabbing a candlestick and lighting it. “You should get some rest, Vasalie. You look like you can hardly stand.”

			I hate that he’s right.

			After bidding them good night, I wind up the stairwell once more, the pressure on my knees threatening to topple me by the time I reach my room. I peel off my clothes layer by layer, sliding into the simple chemise I brought.

			I wonder what Anton is doing right now. He must feel so alone, secluded as he is. He thinks that no one cares for him, that no one is on his side. I should have demanded to see him. To say goodbye, at the very least. My hand curls around his pendant, and I grip it a moment, as if I could somehow reach him through it, before finally easing it off and placing it on the nightstand.

			The bed is piled with quilts. I opt not to draw the curtains despite the moonlight reflecting off the snow, and pace to the basin beside the bed. The water is cold when I pour it out, but I splash it over my face to cleanse it. When I finish, water beads down the planes of my cheeks, and I reach for the small hand towel hanging next to the mirror.

			A face, ghostly pale, flashes across its surface.

			Black curls.

			A slice of jaw.

			Cruel lips, twisted in a smile—

			I stumble backward and grasp for the bedpost—only for my hand to slip right through it, as if this, too, is a reflection. My hip slams against the bed frame, a shock of pain rippling through my lower back. A groan slips through my teeth, and then I glance back to the mirror again—

			He’s gone.

			I stay there, panting, my hand wrapped around the now-solid bedpost, forcing the breath back into my chest.

			I am hallucinating—again.

			Yet it seemed so real.

			And I died, came back from death…

			No. He hasn’t returned. He is a mere aberration of my imagination, a phantom sequestered in the broken cavities of my mind. And one does not see the dead; ghosts are a thing of myth from before Mercy’s time. Souls are now bound to the Lair of Morta.

			Even so, the chill that skates across my skin is so cold it burns, my pulse a hammer against my skull. I won’t be able to sleep for a long time yet.

			While the journey was taxing, I long to return to our time on the merchant’s ship. At night, Copelan mostly stayed in his cabin and read while Sundar and I tried to best each other in chess, despite the game board missing several pieces; he, the sneak that he is, stole it from a neighboring cabin. We’d stay up for hours when neither of us could sleep, and for the first time in a while, I hadn’t felt alone.

			Shivering from my head to my toes, I peel back the covers and slide between the sheets.

			It takes too many minutes for my heart to slow. I lie there, listening to the rhythmic shifting of branches outside, the occasional punctuation of an icicle dropping. The timber creaking within the tower itself.

			The pressure in the room thins.

			Then the fire goes out, as if doused by a pail of water, and I know I am not alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			I feel his presence like a shadow blocking the sun—cold, like the creeping of frost.

			Slowly, I inch up.

			I find Illian cast upon the windowpane, just as I’d seen him in the mirror, clear as a crisp winter’s sky.

			“You are not here,” I breathe.

			My Jewel.

			My bones turn to ice. His voice is a breath on the back of my neck. A whisper of wind across the surface of a moonlit pond—

			My hand closes around the candlestick holder I’d hidden underneath my pillow. Without thinking, I fling it toward the window—shattering the glass and Illian’s phantom both.

			The commotion sends two guards crashing into my room. Amid my heaving breath, I force out that I merely had a nightmare and mistook it for someone breaking into my room. Thankfully, the senior guard introduces himself as Silas, the one Sofya told me about. He observes the shattered glass—only the lower windowpane, luckily—and tells me he will send someone to repair the window in the morning. For now, we keep the double-lined curtains drawn. He arranges them for me, using the back of the chair to keep them in place—a too-flimsy barrier against the cold. At least the hearth is lit.

			But I can’t seem to stop shaking. Can’t catch a full breath.

			The moment the guards leave, Copelan and Sundar skid into my room.

			It’s the first time Copelan has met my gaze in weeks.

			Through a haze I can make out that he’s asking me what happened, yet I can’t seem to shape words let alone put voice to them, hysteria rattling deep into my diaphragm—

			He encloses me in his arms, and I bury my face into his chest, allowing him to be my shield.
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			“I don’t believe for a second that your own reflection scared you into doing that,” Copelan says, his arms folded as he sits on the edge of my bed.

			It was the first thing I’d uttered when I could finally talk, but I should have known Copelan wouldn’t buy it. Yet with such familiar disbelief scrunching the hard lines of his face, a pressing need—or perhaps a lingering spite—has me wanting to prove that he won’t believe me the same way he didn’t believe me at the Gathering. So I blurt, “I saw him. Illian.”

			Copelan’s brows furrow, and I scoff. “And you wonder why I wasn’t going to tell you the truth,” I say.

			“Vasalie,” Copelan says, coming to kneel before me. It brings me back to that moment when I first saw him dance. When he’d slid across the floor, blindfold on, then removed it once he landed before me on his knees like a man about to propose. And though I don’t feel for him now the way I did then, the sight makes me realize just how much both of us have changed.

			“You died,” Copelan says. “I watched you. I saw your body. Then he saved you—snatched you back from Morta’s Lair. Do you really think I wouldn’t believe you if you told me you saw a spirit?”

			I swallow, absorbing his words.

			He believes me.

			Perhaps because he didn’t before, when it mattered most.

			“I’d like to think it was just a hallucination.” I shake my head, a headache emerging. “But I didn’t just see him. He spoke to me.” My breathing picks up. “Perhaps I am going mad, but—I don’t think so.”

			I describe then what I saw before—the glimpses in the carriage, the mirror. I expect Sundar’s skepticism. Instead he sits next to me on the bed.

			“Do you know much about our beliefs, Vasalie?” Sundar says. Despite its heat, I rub warmth into my arms. A bitter cold still leaks through the curtains.

			“Not much,” I admit. “Only that your priests were the first to prophesize.” The first to claim to have contact from the Fates, when the rest of the world felt abandoned by them.

			They were the ones who learned to translate from the stars.

			He nods. “That, yes. But we also pass tales down by word of mouth rather than scrolls or tomes.”

			That makes sense, considering a word is more binding than a signature or seal in Razam.

			“When it comes to tales of Morta, many across the north don’t acknowledge our stories, dismissing them as folklore muddied by years of shifting translation. But that’s the thing: We are taught to memorize a tale line by line. If we cannot recite something to absolute perfection, we don’t recite it at all. I think that’s perhaps why the Fates communicated with us first—we are a trustworthy vessel.”

			Some of the books Emilia collected were from Razam. She believed them.

			“Soul sightings are a rare thing,” Sundar continues. “Before Mercy became the Fate of Morta, many souls would cling to life by lingering near their corpse or their killer, holding tight to the connection until they inevitably faded away.”

			“But they are ushered into Morta’s Lair now,” I say. “How could they escape it?”

			“I don’t know,” he says. “But spirit and body are two sides of the same coin. And perhaps Illian’s soul is somehow connected to yours. You died, Vasalie, and I think we don’t understand the repercussions of that yet.”

			I wonder if Anton saw things like this. He died, just as I did. The only difference is that I took Moranya’s hand. I was well and truly a resident of Morta’s Lair before he carried my soul out and reunited it with my body.

			“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I say to Sundar, easing up to retrieve the candlestick holder. I slide it beneath my pillow once more. “That I will never escape Illian because of it. That I will live my life being haunted by him—and perhaps the others, too.”

			“If it were me, I’d find a way to torture him back. Make him regret being around you,” Sundar says resolutely. As if it were simple.

			“That’s something Anton would say,” I whisper, a small, sad smile making its way to my lips even as I feel the sting of unshed tears.

			“He isn’t yet lost, Vasalie,” Sundar says. “And because of that, there is hope.”

			All I can manage is a solitary nod.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The next morning, following a breakfast porridge, an attendant informs me that I am to get dressed and join the king. Immediately, the food rises in my gut.

			I take my time, if only to stall, inching my stockings slowly up my legs, then buttoning my layers of shirts. My dress goes on next, with a drab green wool surcoat overtop. When I can delay no more, a guard escorts me to the war room once again.

			As always, my father is an oppressive presence, his crown making him seem taller than he is. Instead of poised on the throne, however, he’s pacing back and forth, his head tilted upward as if to look down on the room.

			I hate that age has not weakened his posture—that he hardly looks a day older than when I ran away, save for the graying of his hair.

			For a time, I am comforted by the presence of the Brisendali council—Sofya included—but my father quickly orders the end of whatever session they were holding, dismissing them. Color leaches from my cheeks as the room drains of council members, one by one. I swallow the knot inching up my throat.

			I can’t even remember the last time I was alone with my father. I always had Emilia, and then, at thirteen, I ran away. My fingers itch for the dagger that was taken from me yesterday, but even with it, I couldn’t hope to defend myself against him.

			Instead I brace myself for whatever form of punishment he deems fit for my performance in front of the Syndicate, when I told the truth about him.

			Yet all I hear is a low, “You will retract your confession.”

			I slice my gaze to his, where he stands by the window, his hands tucked into the pockets of his doublet. It looks strange on him, this finery, when all I’ve ever seen him in are those rigid, angular uniforms.

			I say, “I will do no such thing.”

			“I know your whore-of-a-king is in Razam,” he growls. “I will find him, Vastianna, wherever they have him. I am offering you a single mercy—which you will take, because without it, you will have nowhere to turn. So before the thirty days are up, you will withdraw your accusations against me. Do that, and I will see that you keep your position at court. You will be provided every luxury. I will deny you nothing. Refuse, however, and I will see you hanged when this is all over—as a traitor to Brisendale.”

			“I called you a murderer in front of the Crowns. I think we’re past me believing any offer to forgive me.”

			He shrugs as if it’s no matter. “You will, of course, admit you lied at Anton’s behest. You will claim you were manipulated. Blinded by lust. That you fabricated a story to be with him, and that it was only once you returned to us that you came to your senses. You will say that he is in Razam, secretly helping them prepare for war. That it was Anton himself, dressed as a Razami, who drew the knife across Rurik’s throat. So yes, Vastianna, I can forgive you publicly if you make it believable.”

			But if he was so confident in finding and killing Anton, then he wouldn’t have need of my confession.

			“You still fear him,” I say, narrowing my eyes. He worries he won’t find Anton in time, and I’m certainly not going to tell him about the curse.

			“Hardly,” he says. “But it would spare me a great deal of trouble. If you confess before the thirty days are up, the Syndicate won’t have need of his presence. I will be granted the permission I seek to take my revenge.”

			His revenge? A raging heat burns my cheeks. “You are the greatest fool to ever live if you think I’d help you after what you did to Emilia!”

			And Marian.

			And Aesir, groomed as she was.

			And everyone else he’s trampled on to get here.

			He marches toward me and snatches my jaw, his grip punishing. “Foolish, arrogant little brat. Just like Emilia. Her skull cracked so easily, like the shell of an egg.” Trembling, I try to jerk away, but his hand moves around to my scalp. He yanks my hair back so that I’m forced to look up at him. My heart rate soars, skittering into a jumbled rhythm. “Know this. I have never lost. Your boy king, his embarrassing court, and those Razami pests…they will all fall.”

			“I want you to know something, too,” I say despite how my voice shakes, despite the way fear pierces me to the marrow. “I am the chink in your armor. The loose thread in the tapestry you’re attempting to spin and hang on the walls as proof of your victory. I will be the one to unravel you. You cannot stop me.”

			At that, he shoves me away. I stumble, my knees slamming against the floor as he says, “Think carefully about your options. Cross me, Vastianna, and you will not survive it.”

			I take a moment, picking myself up, my palms stinging. I pull in a breath, waiting for my vision to clear of stars. Nausea clings to every rung of my ribs.

			And though I shouldn’t provoke him further, my anger is incandescent now, even as I know I will pay for my words. “I have already survived you.”

			A blink, and then he’s dragging me from the war room, past his guards—past the few council members who linger in the hall. I catch Sofya’s concerned eyes, but then we’ve whipped past her, too, and down another set of corridors until, finally, we are back in the north tower. My vision spirals—and more so as he yanks me up each stair, until finally we reach the landing.

			“If you had complied, you might have spared your missing king. Now he will die, and it will be because of you.” He shoves me back until my feet lose purchase. I stumble into my room, catching myself on the bedpost. “Guards, have the Razami princeling and the Master of Revels thrown into the holding cell in my personal quarters.”

			His personal quarters, not the dungeon, so all that happens here will be a secret—even from his own council. “You—you can’t do this!”

			“You have one day to change your mind. Else I will make sure you’re there to hear them suffer.”

			He slams the door and clicks the lock, leaving me inside.

			This—this is why he agreed to let Sundar and Copelan stay in Brisendale.

			To use them against me.

			I leap to my feet and slam against the door, shouting—to no avail. Even so, I don’t stop. “I will tell the Syndicate everything, you hear? Your days of silencing women are over!”

			His footfalls recede down the stairs.

			Frantic, I whirl and race to the tapestry, yanking it back. Barreling inside the stairwell, I descend the stairs as fast as my feet can carry me, but the scuffle below is already echoing as an outraged Sundar demands to know why he’s being apprehended—and Copelan, too, when he argues on the prince’s behalf. I reach for the handle of the door, but pause.

			I can’t stop this from happening. And if they catch me here, I will lose even more freedom. But I won’t let my father get away with this.

			So I remove my hand. I painstakingly climb the stairs and wait, counting down the minutes.

			I have one card to play—the only way I can think to protect them.
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			The dinner they serve me in my room later is strangely extravagant. Loaves of stone-fired bread sliced into ovals and smattered with plum preserves beside thick rounds of sausages glistening with a drizzle of honey. A cup of root vegetable stew. Baked pears smothered in cream and layered with berries for dessert.

			I know why.

			My father wants me to feel the guilt of dining in luxury while knowing my friends are hungry and alone behind the bars of a cell. I manage only a few bites before I shove back the tray, sick with worry. I’m sure he anticipated that, too.

			I can only hope he doesn’t anticipate Sofya.

			When the maid brought my dinner in, I noticed Silas outside my door, now that the rotations have changed.

			I summon him, on the pretext of taking my untouched dinner away, and ask him to send for Sofya. He tells me it is too dangerous; she can’t be seen coming back here now that the tower is more heavily guarded.

			“Then pass a message along to her,” I beg. “Tell her Prince Sundar and the Master of Revels are both in my father’s personal holding cell.” I explain my encounter with my father as quickly as I can. “Please, she must tell the council. He must be held accountable.”

			My father is doing this without their permission, and if they find out, surely they will stop this madness, what with the Syndicate watching more closely than ever. He will have to release Copelan and Sundar.

			Otherwise my father might ascertain Anton’s location.

			All he needs to do is torture it out of Sundar—a job he’ll make swift work of in secret. If Sundar doesn’t break, he’ll use Copelan—or perhaps torture the both of them to get what he wants. Then once he learns of Anton’s whereabouts and has him assassinated, he need only wait for the clock to run out, knowing that Anton can’t appear before the Syndicate.

			I’ve done all I can do, save for praying that Sofya moves quickly. That the council does, too.

			Because Anton might not be able to evade death this time when I have his pendant.

			Fear closes in as swiftly as the dark. I sit in the stillness of it now, not bothering to light a candle as the room plunges into shadow.

			We have no way to break Moranya’s curse before the thirty days are up.

			I have no way to make it back to Razam to try, now that I am trapped.

			And my father will find Anton.

			At first, I dismiss the chill as a draft from the window—which was repaired while I was with my father earlier. It isn’t until the hairs on my arms lift that I feel it—a presence, like the one I felt last night.

			Then a voice, soft as it is, echoes into the abyss of my mind.

			Locked away again, are we, Vastianna?

			My spine straightens, yet there’s no one in the darkness. No contours, no light. Nothing reflected in the window, in the mirror above the basin. Slowly, I rise to my feet. The presence is thick and pervasive.

			I feel Illian the way I would a cloud blocking the sun—a sudden absence of warmth.

			Then a flash of something pale, there in the mirror above the basin. As I watch, it materializes softly into the shape of a hand—long fingers, bone-pale and slender.

			They stretch out around my reflection to curl underneath my chin, though I feel nothing.

			My Jewel.

			He blurs into being like a conjuring, there within the glass. Just behind my reflection. An aberration, limned by an absent moon. He is colorless, even paler than I remembered, and just as beautiful. There is a starkness to his gaze that sends a frisson of fear down my throat so fast, I almost choke.

			Illian.

			“How?” I breathe. Yet I already suspect. Sundar was right. He is no mere hallucination.

			I died; I came back. Even Queen Sadira had wondered what effects that might have.

			We are uniquely connected, Illian says. Perhaps because you did the honors.

			“And what an honor it was,” I shoot back, though he seems unaffected.

			He lets a knuckle slide down my shoulder, though I feel nothing. A shame you didn’t entertain me sooner, when I might have spared you this prison.

			That calm, smooth tenor. The tone he always used when delivering word of my tasks, as if they were as inconsequential as breathing. Yet it’s almost as if his voice is confined to the depths of my mind.

			“Here to mock me, are you?” My eyes move over him, taking in those strange, wavering contours. He shouldn’t look regal in those tattered, dark clothes as he moves beside me, and yet he does.

			His eyes, once dark, now almost seem lit from within. He wraps his hand around my reflection’s waist. Oh, how I’ve missed that mouth.

			I step backward, my fingers grasping for the candlestick holder, wrapping around it once more. “Leave me alone.”

			His gaze slips to my hand. What, do you plan to shatter every bit of glass in this room?

			“If it means not seeing you.” I raise it to strike—

			Do that, he says, and you’ll never see my Fates-forsaken brother again.

			I halt mid-swing, my breath caught in my chest.

			His lips peel into an unsettling smirk. Ah yes. Your little king has escaped the custody of his friends. Don’t you want to know how to find him?

			Anton…escaped?

			“You’re lying.”

			He rolls his eyes. I wish I was.

			I watch him, note the distaste in his expression. The annoyance.

			He is telling the truth. My pulse leaps into a harrowing flight, and despite how much I hate Illian, despite that I will never trust him, I can’t help but ask, “Where is he?”

			Lounging about in Moranya’s Lair. Where else? I’d bet she came to collect him the moment you left. Probably made him an offer he could not refuse, which would explain why he’s lazing about like the king of the underworld, ruling in her stead.

			“He wouldn’t.” He never took her hand, not even before he knew me. I turn my gaze about the room, only to find Illian in the window. I whirl, and there he is in the basin mirror. He is transposed across every reflective surface—

			Wouldn’t he? Illian says. He seems to be rather enjoying himself, if you ask me. I’m sure she’ll make her realm so appealing that he can’t help but give in and stay.

			Give in? Stay with her forever? “As in…among the dead?”

			His lip curls. He is as alive as ever, much to my annoyance. For now, that is.

			Alive, yet in the Realm of the Dead? But why? “You can’t mean to help him. Why tell me this?”

			My reasons are my own, he says.

			“Not good enough.”

			A shrug. I merely thought you’d want to fetch him back, is all. His presence is not to my liking.

			That, I don’t believe. But what he’s implying…“You aren’t making sense. Even if I weren’t trapped here, I have no way to get to him.” Gustav had told me what Anton did during his one day—that he’d entered Morta’s Lair through a portal Moranya had made only for him.

			What if I told you that you can? What if I told you, Illian says, that ethereal gaze holding mine, as deadly as an icicle at my throat, that there is a way for you to enter Morta’s Lair, as he did? As a mortal?

			The idea chills my very bones. Even my lungs seem to grow cold.

			“I’d think you were trying to lure me to my death.”

			For most, death is the only way, he says, fingers twisting a curl of mine in the mirror. Yet you are different.

			Even as his words ring true, I say, “You’re a fool if you think I can’t sense the trap.”

			Fine, then, he says with a shrug. I can see I’ve wasted your valuable time, being that you have so much of it these days. Stay here—which surely you know ends in your soul being delivered to Morta’s Lair just like mine. I will see you soon enough. Your death is coming, Vastianna, one way or another.

			All at once, his image begins to fade from the mirror like the dissipation of breath.

			Trap trap trap, my conscience repeats. But does it matter? If there’s even a smidgen of a chance to save Anton…“Wait!”

			All at once, his reflection materializes in full.

			“Tell me how. How do I get to Anton?”

			You’ll need to get out of here first, don’t you think?

			“I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” I say, my fingers curling tighter around the base of the candlestick holder, “but I am locked away in this tower.”

			Are you, though? His smile returns. Eremis, Anton—both returned to the land of the living only after refusing her hand. But you are the only soul to come back after taking Morta’s hand. Do you not sense that something has changed? Can you not see it?

			He jerks his head pointedly down. I follow his gaze to my feet, only to release a screech. I somehow manage to back up—not against the trunk but through it, as if my flesh is made of shadow.

			My form flickers like a candle.

			“I don’t understand,” I say, even as I think back to the strange happenings I’ve tried not to notice. The handle of the coach. The bedpost last night.

			Have you never stopped to question what abilities your encounter with death might grant you? Is it not obvious, Vastianna, the way your body and soul fight against each other? The way you waver back and forth? When you died, the bond between soul and body was fractured. I’m willing to bet that you can control it. In fact, he says, licking his lips, I bet you could walk right through that door if you tried.

			I glance down at my trembling hands. They are solid, and yet…as I stare, they begin to fade once more. Under my concentration—my panic. And I can feel it, I realize, as if I’m vibrating ever so slightly. Already it’s as if they are vanishing before my eyes.

			As if I’m vanishing.

			I suck in a lungful of air, my control slipping. It’s like holding my breath, the effort of it, and yet…I can do it.

			I can shift into something akin to a spirit.

			Call my name once you’re free from this place, and I will show you the way.

			In a blink, he’s gone.

			Again I tip my gaze down to my palms. I hate him more than I can say. I know that I can’t trust him, that this is likely to be my end. Except—

			Anton is worth everything, and more.

			But even if I find him, how can I save him? I have no way of returning his memories to him.

			Unless I confront Moranya myself, perhaps. Offer up the pendant, if I have to. Something.

			Pacing to the secret door, I ease the tapestry back. I have to be sure I can do this, even as I sense the truth of it beneath my skin. Time and again, I saw my flesh phase in and out. I need only control it.

			I stretch out my fingers and place them against the door—to no avail.

			Closing my eyes, I inhale, recalling all the times that I had seemed to fade.

			It was when I was afraid. When my emotions were high, seized by terror. Anxiety. Perhaps that’s the link, unintentional as it may be. Or is it merely heightened emotion? Willpower?

			I push myself back into time, then let it scroll forward before me, cataloging my trauma. The day Emilia died. The night Illian framed me for murder and imprisoned me. The day when he first pulled me out again and sent me to the Gathering as his spy. And all the while, I push—

			I think of when I stood before the court and condemned Laurent.

			When I witnessed Anton hanging from the chandelier.

			Please, I breathe. I push harder.

			Shivers pulse through me, even as my body rebels—

			Anton, prostrate on the floor, the spokes of a chandelier impaled into his flesh.

			The light fading from his eyes.

			Him standing before Morta, his thought not of himself but of me…

			I feel it then. A vibration, as if I’d been plucked like the strings of a harp. I hold tight to the shift as it settles into place once more, cold sweeping over me like a layer of ice—

			I open my eyes.

			And my hands slip through the door as if it were made of water.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Before I can think, I move. And walk completely through the closed door.

			Now that I’ve done it, it feels relatively simple. Like holding my breath; I can feel when it slips, when I’m in danger of losing control. I test the bounds as I make my way down the stairwell and into Sundar and Copelan’s rooms. Each time, I have a few minutes before my control begins to wane.

			The real test comes when I phase through their door, knowing there will be guards outside.

			With bated breath, I approach on silent feet, unsure still of how this works. I can channel my spirit, it seems, but I’ve yet to understand what it means. If they turn around, what will they see? A phantom, or a girl?

			With all my courage, I dart past them.

			The guards do not so much as blink.

			Bolstered now, I press myself through the next set of doors. Then I hide in a closet while I regain my strength, my usual fatigue creeping in. With it, my spirit flickers in and out like a flame in the wind. When my strength returns, I continue, phasing through storage rooms and parlors, making my way through the fortress. I slip into hidden alcoves or closets when I feel myself losing my grip. But a few minutes later, I can always channel it once more.

			Even so, it’s taxing, like a weight on my chest. But I refuse to leave without helping my friends first.

			When finally I locate my father’s wing, I’m relieved to find it mostly empty save for the guards outside. Those, I whip past easily, and the holding cell is simple to find—a nondescript door with a single guard stationed before it. Slipping past him and through the door, I descend a lone set of stairs leading to a cell door, gridded with iron, at the bottom.

			Sundar and Copelan are inside.

			I blink into existence just outside. Sundar is slumped against the wall, dozing. Copelan, however, notices me quickly, a stripe of moonlight silvering the blond of his hair. “Vasalie?” He blinks. “How in the—”

			At that, Sundar rouses, jumping up at the sight of me.

			“Shhh,” I say. “There’s a guard outside. We mustn’t be heard. Are you two all right? Has he harmed you?” I scan them both for damage.

			“Not yet,” Sundar says. “He’s politely requested Anton’s whereabouts. We kindly declined to tell him. He left us after that, but I’m certain he’s planning all kinds of pleasant interrogation tactics. But, Vas, how are you here? You can’t be caught—”

			“I—It turns out you and your mother were right, Sundar. Dying…it changed me. I can channel my spirit form. I can phase.”

			“You can…what now?”

			I take a breath. “I’ll demonstrate. Just…don’t scream, all right? Don’t make a sound.”

			With that, I unwrap my fingers from the bars of the cell, then push.

			I slip through the metal as if it were smoke.

			I’m in the cell with them both, neither saying a word. They just stare at me, Sundar’s mouth dropped open like a trout.

			I use the silence to tell them, quickly, what happened. My encounter with Illian, how I escaped. That Anton has escaped, too. That he is currently residing in Morta’s Lair, alive. That I must find my way there as well—all in a rush of barely strung-together words.

			“Vasalie,” Sundar says. “Illian is a manipulative shit. Do you really trust him? This is some kind of trap. It has to be.”

			“Maybe,” I admit. “But if there’s any hope that I can save Anton, I have to try. I have to, Sundar.”

			Sundar scrubs his forehead, pacing a few feet. “I don’t like this at all.”

			“She isn’t wrong,” Copelan says. “Without Anton…”

			“Anton would want you safe,” Sundar says. “Why do you think he sacrificed himself for you? Don’t make it mean nothing.”

			“You heard the council, Sundar. If Anton doesn’t appear and confirm our story, it’s over. What other choice do we have?”

			At that, he visibly deflates. “I just…I feel like I’m failing him.”

			“We only fail if we give up on him. Besides, I have his pendant,” I say, digging it from the neckline of my dress. “It offers some protection, at least against Moranya, no?”

			I plan to confront her, perhaps use it to bargain with. If that doesn’t work, perhaps she’ll accept my soul in exchange for his.

			But I don’t tell them that.

			“You have to go, Vas,” Copelan says. “Sooner rather than later.”

			Sundar sighs. “He’s right. If there’s a chance to reach Anton, we must act quickly. Fates know what Moranya wants with him now. Souls, and the prophecy—”

			“Damn the prophecy,” I say. “And damn the Fates.” Maybe Moranya is real, but if the Fates cared enough to send a message, why not come and help? Why stand idly by?

			I’ll always believe in Anton over them.

			“You’re starting to sound like a heretic,” Sundar says with a grin.

			“I’m going to get you two out before I go. The problem is…I don’t know how. I can only phase myself. But perhaps I can steal a key, maybe some weapons…”

			“There are far too many guards throughout this place,” Copelan says. “If we tried to sneak out, we would alert half the castle.”

			“Even if we managed it, we’d start an even bigger conflict,” Sundar points out. “If we disappear along with you, your father will claim we’ve kidnapped you. He could retaliate against Razam.”

			I look between them, my heart hurting. “Before Illian appeared, I sent word to Sofya. She’ll alert the council. Surely, they won’t stand for this type of treatment, but that could take time. I won’t just…leave you here.”

			“Yes, you will,” says Copelan, folding his arms. “The alternative is your father’s victory.”

			“He will torture you both,” I say. “I refuse to let that happen—”

			“Actually,” Sundar says, his lips tipping upward, “I have an idea. After a bit of torture—just enough to make it believable—I’ll admit that Anton is in the Lair of Morta. It will be the truth, after all. He will assume that means Anton is dead. It will give him a false sense of security.”

			I look between them, worry gnawing at every cavity in my mind.

			“The faster you go, the faster we’re free,” Sundar says. “And do me a favor, would you? When you see Anton, try, I don’t know, slapping him out of it.”
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			Everything in me rebels at the thought of abandoning Sundar and Copelan, but I force myself to leave the holding cell. This is the only chance we have to save Anton, and therefore everyone else.

			It’s only a matter of time before they realize I’m missing. I make my way back the same way I came, allowing myself moments to pause and regain my strength—both physically, and to phase. I need a way to make it outside the fortress without being noticed.

			A breath of relief escapes me when I find the kitchens. The doors out back are swung wide, men bringing in crates of local produce for the day. The sun somehow rose while I traversed the palace, and the kitchens are preparing for the day ahead. I sneak past them, out the door—and onto the back of the wagon. Phasing inside a large barrel, I relax back into my physical form, hidden from view.

			Not long after, the wagon moves.

			It’s a bumpy ride, the little dinner I ate what feels like an age ago now rising with each jolt of the wheels. We reach the town some twenty minutes later. The wagon lurches to a halt, sending the barrel I’m hiding in toppling to the ground before I can phase. I ease out and make a run for it, sliding behind a nearby stall.

			Peeking out, I notice we’re in a market, just setting up for the day as vendors bustle about. Taking advantage of the commotion, I break for the forest nearby.

			I take a moment, leaning against the trunk of a nearby tree, and search for a reflective surface in which to find Illian. I soon locate one in a half-frozen pond.

			Saying his name aloud feels like a curse. I make it a demand instead, and say, “The veil to Morta’s Lair. Tell me how to find it.”

			His smirk inches up from the still, cold water. It’s simple, really. The veil between our realms is tightly woven, like the finest silk. Death, however, is like the prick of a needle. It tears through it, leaving a gap that only heals with time. Stand close enough to where a death occurred, and it’s rumored you can even see through that gap, he says. But of course, not just anyone can come and go. Mortal flesh cannot enter. You, however…

			I can channel my spirit.

			“You are saying I can slip through such a gap.”

			Indeed.

			“So I need to find a place where death has occurred. But like what? A battlefield? Ours are age-old. The gaps would be long since closed, wouldn’t they?”

			The veil is a living thing and will stitch itself back together, though it can take a few decades. But centuries will not do. My thought is to go back to Anell, where the both of us died. You must know the exact spot; otherwise you won’t find the hole.

			“I won’t make it out of Brisendale without being caught. It’s impossible—” But I stop myself.

			A place where death has occurred. A death not unlike my own, just over a decade ago.

			I know where I must go—if only I can find a way.

			But I’m in a market in Sira of all places, and surely merchants must travel to all the different towns.

			Among the stalls, I barter off one of three silver bracelets the queen gave me in case I need coin. I earn enough for a new cloak with plenty left over. I ask a few vendors where they are headed next to no avail. Finally, when the weariness is too much to bear, I settle in for a bowl of chowder in a nearby tavern.

			There I overhear two artisans discussing the route they’ll take back to Borov, a small village just south of my father’s home.

			They’ll remember me should they be questioned later, but I have no other choice. After paying for my meal, I approach their table. “Pardon, but did you say you are traveling to Borov? If so, might I travel with you? I can give you this for the trouble,” I say, pulling off the second bracelet.

			“Sure, miss,” says the one on my right—a portly man with brows as thick as his beard. “But we’re not leaving until the morning.”

			“No need for payment,” says the other. “We’ve plenty of room in the wagon, though the ride might not be a comfortable one. You’ll want to bring some blankets.”

			I withhold a sigh. Staying here until morning is a risk, but I can’t make the journey on foot. It’s at least five hours on horse. We agree on a meeting place the next morning, then I barter my final two bracelets to the innkeeper in exchange for both a room and her silence.

			My sleep is fitful. With every voice I hear through the walls, every creak of the inn, I am certain someone has come for me. Thankfully, when morning arrives, I emerge undisturbed, albeit sleep-deprived. The ride to Borov is bumpy and frigid. I bury myself beneath a pile of blankets with their blessing, and after a few hours, the rhythmic clatter of the wagon manages to lull me asleep.

			By the time I wake, we’ve made it to Borov.

			After thanking them, I depart swiftly. The trouble is finding a way up the mountain, and already evening is approaching, the sky a dusty pink with the sun’s descent. Luckily, though, I come upon a stable on the outskirts of the town. Behind one of the stalls is a horse, saddled and ready, tied to a post. Guilt churns within me, but I see no other option.

			It’s been years since I’ve mounted a horse; I barely remember how. He snorts and shuffles at my approach. Tentatively, I stroke his muzzle until he warms to my touch. At least he isn’t as afraid as I feel.

			I test the saddle, stirrups, and girth strap to ensure they are secure, and all the while the beast is patient with me. I breathe my gratitude into his ear, giving him a final pat, then hoist myself up, my foot digging its way into the stirrup. When finally I find purchase, I swing myself into place and grip the reins.

			I manage to veer the horse from the town and back into the forest. On the main road, I keep my ears peeled but press on, following its curves and bends.

			The forest is a labyrinth, limned only in intervals as moonlight leaks between the clouds. I ride for an hour, dazedly scurrying off the path when the sound of hooves reaches my ears. Each stride jars my bones and jolts my aching back. My clumsy riding frustrates both the horse and me.

			I wonder if my father’s manor is still there. If time has weathered it, or if a new family has moved in, taken up residence where I grew up. Where Emilia and I clung to each other, played dress-up, told stories, and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

			I wonder if I will make it to the Realm of Morta because of her sacrifice.

			My body grows so weary I can barely clutch the reins. Just when I think I’m about to fall off, a familiar stone gate silhouetted underneath the waning moon rises from the forest’s edge.

			Clouds swirl from my lips, white as frost.

			Wisteria knits across the stone, seemingly choking the manor like serpents coiled around prey. My father hasn’t been here in some time, I can see, though he’s kept a light staff for modest upkeep if the entrance is any indication. The paved stones leading to the front door are swept clean, and the glass on the doors is polished.

			I wait until I feel my spirit shift into place, then approach.

			I see Illian, the ghost of his smile, in the reflection as I creep through the door.

			The inside is dark and still, stale as a crypt—the staff are likely all upstairs, turned in for the night. The lone column of moonlight spearing through the atrium’s skylight is my saving grace.

			I hear nothing but the sound of my breath as I find my way up the central stairs. They open into the main parlor. All our furniture is still there, draped in dust covers. Then, in the center—

			I draw in a painful breath.

			The mantel.

			The mantel before which Emilia fought my father, distracted him, so that I could escape.

			The mantel he shoved her against and split her skull.

			It’s a deep brown wood, accented by ironwork, and too dark for me to see if her blood left a stain.

			It doesn’t matter. The memories flood in, vivid as if it were yesterday. Her screams, my father’s shove—

			Survive, my darling girl.

			My stomach lurches, and I double over. Fall to my knees.

			What would Emilia make of me now? What would she think about all that I have done? And here I am, about to stride before death itself. Will I find her here? The thought of seeing her again…

			My heart slams with a vicious thud. Waiting for it to ease, I press my palms to my chest, then finally, slowly, pull to my feet. I have to succeed.

			Illian appears in the mirrored vase above the hearth. The exact spot. Where is it?

			I approach the mantel, vibrating with a new wave of anger. The very air feels suffocating, as if I’m breathing in my father’s breath—as if he’s here, waiting for me to make a move. He killed her, all because she wanted to protect me.

			Then I remember who she wanted to protect me from.

			“You are the reason she died,” I hiss. “She was killed because she didn’t want me forced into a marriage with you.”

			I might have ended Illian’s life, but a single death for him doesn’t feel like enough.

			His reflection is blurred, like glass fogged on a damp night. I can’t make out his face as he says, Ah, it is indeed here. The thinning of the veil. Look closely.

			I stride forward, my arms folded. It takes me a moment, but then I see it, there within the blackness of the soot-stained hearth. The faintest shimmer, like a shadow moving over the surface of a murky pond.

			Perhaps Illian is merely leading me to my death. Perhaps this is revenge after all.

			No, this is for Anton, I remind myself. For Emilia. And for the fate of the world. I brought down a monster once. I can do it again.

			Walking into the veil is like plunging through a curtain of ice, so cold that it pierces me down to the bone.
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			Chapter Eight

			The world is lapis blue, like a permanent dusk.

			The atmosphere sifts before me in sheets—a sparkling, iridescent breeze that is neither cold nor hot, and rather like a whisper. I feel it move through me, coursing through my very blood. It’s all I see until my vision clears, as if adjusting to this place.

			And slowly, Morta’s Lair—so startlingly real—makes itself known.

			I stand high on a hill beneath which lies an enormous, well-lit expanse. It rolls out like sand glittering across a sea of dunes, with buildings, mansions, and promenades—sprawling and decadent—made of dark stone and iron so intricate it looks like lace. The structures only grow, too, as they spread up the side of a mountain range—transforming into grand mansions and palaces at the top.

			I spin around, expecting to find Illian behind me, but I am alone. Perhaps he will be looking for me now that I am here. The thought makes me queasy.

			A flicker above pulls my gaze to the sky.

			There are no constellations, no moons, but rather an aurora. Bands of cerulean, emerald, and lavender—bright gold, even, in some places—shimmer in tiers before winging down to halo a sprawling palace crowned across several of the mountain’s higher peaks.

			This palace is like nothing I’ve ever seen—dark blue stone with a veined, prismatic sheen. Great walls rimmed in gold, open arches, sprawling walkways and bridges sparkling with lights—it’s otherworldly in a way that even the Palace of Anell couldn’t achieve, even as spectacular as it was. The size alone makes Anton’s summer home look like a mere thumbprint on a canvas.

			Find Moranya, I repeat to myself. Make a deal—somehow.

			I inhale a steadying breath, only to find that it’s anything but. The air is denser here, thicker even than fog. I draw in a lungful. It’s sweet—almost sickly so—and syrupy. I feel instantly ill.

			My physical form was not made for this realm. Anxiety sets my heart into a vicious flutter at the effort of simply existing in this strange atmosphere, but I can’t dwell on that now.

			I pull a lip between my teeth, charting my course. I’m already halfway up one of the mountains. Just over a small hill is a gate into what looks like a city. Upon its downward slope, a river slides like honey along the streets, emptying into a sea far beyond. In the other direction, tiers of buildings layer upward, the most luxurious stacked high along a set of hills at the base of the palace—that decadent sprawl of agate stone, glowing under the aurora’s fringe.

			I can do this. I pull Sadira’s words to the forefront of my mind, cementing them on my tongue once more. This time, you will not be a powerless criminal, a damsel in distress. You will be a threat.

			Yes, that’s the reminder I needed.

			Not a damsel, not a victim, but a threat to anyone who might try to take Anton away from us—even if that person is Death herself.

			I take a tentative step toward a road at the base of the hill—

			Only to slow immediately, my knees quaking with the effort. Even walking is far more difficult than it should be. I hadn’t been imagining the weight of the wind, the way my lungs already seem to burn. The air is indeed thicker here, almost as dense as water. So dense my bones hurt trying to move.

			A mortal in a land made for souls.

			Had I thought about it, I might have expected the opposite—to be too heavy and solid for a diaphanous world. Perhaps it is just this world’s way of showing me that I am wrong, that I do not belong.

			I steel myself. This is not unlike when Illian first yanked me from my cell after all those years, when I had to adapt to my new limitations, the failings of my body. But I have survived this change before. New or not, different or not, pain will not defeat me. It will not keep me from saving Anton. It won’t stop me from giving my all to reverse the prophecy, to stop my father.

			I won’t let it.

			I drag in another heavy breath, let my lungs settle with it, then plunge ahead toward the city. As I move, my hair drifts about, almost like it’s floating—except not quite.

			It is relatively quiet here, the buildings faintly lit, some commotion from within. It’s a bit unsettling—though I don’t get the sense that I’m in danger, exactly. It reminds me of taking a stroll in the commoner streets of Galan, near Illian’s palace, at night.

			Then another tier of the city opens by way of a bridge. Here spills of light pour between arches and from windows in a multitude of colors—gold, violet, crimson, silver, though everything still has that lapis tint, as if I’m peering through a stained-glass window. Those same baubles of light—like a chrysalis lit from within—illuminate walkways and alleys where figures drift to and fro. Stairs filigree around structures, iron silvered under the glint of the aurora.

			And I get my first glimpse of the souls. They stroll along the gleaming walkways like fireflies, beneath towering structures wedged together and glowing from within.

			There’s an ethereal quality to the souls, too, like a sheen of starlight ever-so-subtly pearlescent on their skin. Otherwise they look mortal. Solid, even. There’s a woman with long, flowing curls the color of midnight, a few shades deeper than her complexion, her dress a dark, flowing swath that stretches to her calves. Behind her trails a group of men, each liveried in similar loose attire—something softer than linen, knotted with loops and glimmering cordage.

			In fact, everyone seems fitted in finery that looks dreamier, softer, than our mortal attire, near weightless in the way it moves with whatever strange gravity exists in this place.

			For now, I keep to the shadows as much as I can.

			Then comes a melody unlike any I’ve ever heard, faint as a whisper but lovely in a way I can’t describe. I follow the sound, as do more souls, until we become a congregation. There’s laughing and jostling, so human-like.

			I study my surroundings as I move. There are shops on either side of me, like a grand plaza, stretching out for several blocks. Bakeries, art studios, cafés—everything I might find in Miridran—and all of it open, myriad scents wafting about. Spices I can’t name. Flowers I don’t recognize, crowding over windows; blue vines flourishing along latticework and windowsills. Small gatherings linger on upper floors and on narrow balconies crammed with guests, a teasing of jaunty music overlapping the melody I still follow.

			Fatigue weakens my knees, my legs tired to the point of faltering. Still, I push on, following the music as it grows—a symphony that stirs beneath my breastbone. But my thoughts shudder as I approach a large gate, its doors open to the meandering crowd.

			Underneath a final arch is the highest part of the city, which lies at the base of the palace. Here the buildings are taller, finer, carved from salt and marble and glittering stone, the scale and grandeur heightened. I wonder how status is determined here; surely all the souls would choose to live in these finer parts if they were allowed to do so.

			But then I notice what I didn’t before, there in the shadows: a few souls, keeping away from the rest, liveried in dark, frayed fabric like the garb Illian wore, their heads hanging low in defeat.

			What did they do to deserve their rags? So many questions itch at my mind, but I swallow, forcing myself to move along.

			Until one of them screams.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			I whip around, only to find a…creature, if it can be called that, dragging the screaming unfortunate soul by the neck, with another joining them from behind. All the while the soul—a smallish man with crumpled features—pleads forgiveness. “Please, I only wished to make it to the Sovereign for an appeal. I belong with the Exalted! Or the Dignified, at the very least!”

			My mind whirls. The Sovereign? Exalted?

			“Shadows are not permitted in the palace until morning, before the appeals. You know this.”

			It’s almost like these beings are guards, or something like it. Guardians, perhaps? They are attired in long robes, each hand clutching a reaper’s axe. And their skin is…translucent. Ghostly in appearance, their features hard to make out. Blurred, in a sense. Perhaps this is my way to Moranya—to allow myself to get caught. To get dragged before her…

			“Wasn’t your appeal denied?” asks the other being.

			“It was indeed,” says the first being.

			“But I must try again! You don’t understand,” begs the soul. “I don’t deserve to be a Shadow. My ruling was unjust, and if the Sovereign would only allow me another chance to explain, I am certain he would change his mind…”

			Wait. He?

			I then recall what Illian said. I’d hedge she came to collect him the moment you left. Probably made him an offer of some kind, which would explain why he’s lazing about like he’s king of the underworld—ruling in her stead.

			“Be grateful Her Majesty has handed the daily duties of the realm over to the Sovereign, for surely she would have expelled you to the Sands already for such insolence! Shadow filth. Even the chance to appeal against your initial judgment is a mercy.”

			Illian was right. If the rule of the realm had been handed to Anton, it means I would be dragged before him if caught. And he would recognize me—not as Vasalie, but as the girl from Razam they used to tempt him.

			He would cast me from Morta’s Lair. Or perhaps into the Sands, whatever that is.

			I have to stay hidden—at least until I find Moranya. Slowly, I back away, into the shadows.

			The soul only grows rowdier, fitful sobs spilling from his lips. He thrashes against the strange beings who are now dragging him down the street. Past him, a final gate gapes open, offering a glimpse of that sprawling palace.

			Other souls meander through the gates without a problem; I wonder how the beings know which ones are trespassing. I wonder if they can detect the whereabouts of souls somehow. I pray they cannot sense me, mortal as I am.

			There are two more beings guarding the gate itself.

			Perhaps I can channel my spirit. Only, when I try, I appear exactly the same. It’s as if this place brings souls into a corporeal form.

			Yet I have no choice but to risk getting through.

			Holding my breath, I step from the shadows and pass through the final gate. When the guard-like beings do not so much as blink, relief slips from my lungs in a breath.

			And once again, the atmosphere changes.

			That same lone thread of melody permeates the air, clearer and more harmonious now, and yet the streets, paved in amethyst, are much less crowded. The buildings have tapered off, and instead estates sprawl between manicured trees and gardens, each picturesque with grand fountains, pools, and bathhouses.

			The music sounds loudest through a walkway enclosed by trees flowering with bulbs that glow even in the shadows.

			I follow the path as it curves, smooth stones rolled out like a carpet until it opens before the palace entrance.

			Even from here, I can see the sheer number of figures drifting within.

			The sight of the steps to the entrance leaves me feeling dizzy, however, and it takes me the better part of an hour to reach the top. There must be at least a hundred, and with the density of the air, the rush of mountain wind, fatigue settles over me.

			At the top, I perch on a large stone partially hidden between a copse of trees just off the main path and allow myself a moment to rest.

			My heart feels like a clenched fist.

			Here I can see just how large the palace is. It, too, is stacked into tiers—verandas, balconies, blooming with partygoers, lapis stone glowing blue in the ever-present dusk.

			And unlike the Palace of Anell with its grand mosaics, there’s no glass or patterned tiles here that I can see. Only open arches, wisps of curtains fluttering like stretches of ribbons against a gentle breeze.

			Giggles burst from the trio of women passing by, headed toward the palace. Their outfits are much more revealing than the ones in the plaza, crafted from a material that looks like silk, but softer. Lighter, even, if that’s possible. And it’s shredded or cut in different places to reveal a slip of thigh, a swell of hip, the deep, full curve of a lower back, or a mound of bosom. Strands of jewels and flowers are woven into their gathered, knee-length locks, and spirals of glistening cords wrap around their bare arms and even their ankles.

			They must be the Exalted, considering they’ve been permitted on these grounds.

			As I rest, I see more just like them. There are masculine and androgynous figures attired in the same way. All of them are breathtakingly beautiful—free of scars, of age, of weathered skin or acne, or the effects of mortal labor. And as before, they have a shine to them, like the sheen of a pearl.

			I glance at my own imperfect flesh. There’s redness still, and patches of uneven skin and scars.

			More so, none of them look ill or pained in any way.

			I’m going to have to find a way to blend in. But so far, it seems my most obvious tells are the lack of luster on my skin, and my very drab, very mortal woolen dress.

			What was I known for, though, if not my artistry?

			On the other side of the landing is a sequestered courtyard. Once the souls have moved along, I dip between the closest pair of hedgerows rounding a glistening fountain. Unlike a mortal fountain, however, this one is flush with glowing flora that soaks up the trickle of water.

			After ensuring I’m alone, I unbutton the back of my dress and shimmy out of it. Blessedly, the long, silken slip underneath is loose enough for me to knot strategically at my waist and hips, and I tuck the straps underneath my arms after tying them together to give a strapless effect. But on its own, the garment is too thin and plain, even if I’ve altered its silhouette to better fit in with those around me. Biting my lip, I pluck a fuchsia flower from a cluster nearby. It is so rich in color that when I dab it onto my slip, it acts as a dye, leaving a soft pink imprint.

			I repeat the motion, selecting different flowers until I have a pattern that fans upward from the narrowest part of my waist to my bust, then down again—an ombre effect that fades as it descends.

			It’s not my most impressive work, but hopefully it will serve to blur me into the background. For a final touch, I select one of the glowing bulbs from a cypress tree, testing it against my wrist. It leaves an oily, slightly lustrous sheen along my skin. A small amount goes a long way, too, and so I dab just enough into my palms, then rub it across my arms, my calves, my face and neck.

			It will do—at least for now.

			I continue along the final ascent, my breath misting in quick pants, my heart already setting a far-too-rapid pace. A new song, seductive and saccharine, rises.

			I climb the final few dark, glistening steps and tread into the colonnade. Souls around me flock past the entrance and down another walkway that empties into to a large, open expanse, domed by effulgent stone.

			I follow.

			Here fat garlands of flowers and fluid pink silk glimmer in the breeze between even grander columns. The music is louder, as rambunctious as it is harmonious. Lights bob in the surrounding promenades: pale blue with a hint of citrine in the center. Scores of souls laze about on lounges or dally in groups—socializing, sloshing luminescent liquid in their glasses. It seems festivity is still a pastime here if the trays full of plump fruits, luscious tarts, and drinks are any indication.

			Furthermore, there’s a pomp and ceremony to this place, an air of importance. It’s not very different from the Gathering—and again, I wonder if I was correct in my assessment. That these…Exalted, as they called them, are the souls Moranya deemed righteous and deserving of a lifestyle such as this. By the chattering, the spates of laughter, I swear half of them are downright inebriated.

			At least I’ve garnered little attention so far.

			I have no idea where Moranya might be; the scale of this place is overwhelming. Perhaps she doesn’t attend the festivities, despite them being in her palace. Even so, I continue my search.

			Yet I can’t help but scan for pale blond curls and a small frame, curvy in nature. I listen for Emilia’s voice—that light, joyful tenor I hope she still has. Surely she would help me if I found her.

			Still using the shadows as a cloak, I weave between great, flowering plants and velvet chaises, between groups of souls under yet another dome, but to no avail. There is no sign of Anton, either. I wonder if he’s with Moranya, even now.

			Steeling myself, I approach a nearby soul. She’s tall and lithe, wearing nothing but flowers made of silk—two arranged over her breasts, the rest gathered at her hips and into a short skirt. Lavender curls scallop past her shoulders. I feel irrevocably small and impish next to her, but I gather my courage and ask, “Pardon, but could you tell me where I might find Moranya?”

			I draw short when the woman’s lashes flutter down at me, dazedly. Then she says, “Ah, you must be new, yes?”

			“I…” I hesitate, unsure how to answer.

			“Never mind; I can see that you are. You won’t find Moranya here. You likely won’t see her again, for that matter. If you have an appeal, you will have to take it to the Sovereign these days.”

			Dejection sits hot in my belly, fatigue spinning my vision. “Does she not…live in the palace?”

			The woman shrugs her bare shoulder. “The Court of the Exalted handles the rulings of the realm. Or they did until everything was handed over to His Gloriousness, of course.”

			His Gloriousness.

			I know exactly who that is.

			Is that the title he’s chosen for himself? What type of life is he living here? No; it doesn’t matter. He would sooner expel me than help me.

			“The…Court of the Exalted. What are they?” I attempt. Perhaps I can appeal to them to find Moranya.

			“Did your guide not tell you anything when you arrived? Fates, they are useless now.” She sighs. “The Court of the Exalted ensures that everyone follows the rules—that no one trespasses into echelons they do not belong to, and so forth. Depending on the transgression, they determine punishment, whether it be sentencing to the Sands or a simple demotion into a lower echelon. Of course, His Gloriousness has taken that all over now that Moranya has deemed him her Sovereign. He is the only one who can permit a soul into a higher tier, too. That’s why he created the appeals. If someone feels they were judged unfairly by Moranya herself, they can now appeal to him to change echelons. You are fortunate to be deemed an Exalted, though, so allow me to be the first to welcome you. I’m Dahlia. Second-generation Queen of Bristal. I died on my twenty-third birthday two days after my coronation. I am pleased to welcome you here.”

			Bristal—a southern nation that no longer exists. It was dissolved at least three centuries ago. Does everyone here lead with who they were in life? Does that determine their status? It feels wrong, if so.

			Then Dahlia startles me, grabbing my hand and pressing her full lips to my knuckles. I don’t know what I expected, but her physicality isn’t it. She’s…solid, just like me. Fully corporeal, just like I am. The mortal world is the only place where that makes a difference, it seems.

			I mutter a shaky, “P—Pleased to meet you. I’m…Vastianna.”

			She smiles brightly in a way that’s unsettling. “Now that you are here, you are certain to enjoy yourself. We Exalted have privileges even beyond the Dignified.”

			The Dignified. Another echelon—perhaps the one beneath this one?

			But an idea strikes. “Do you know anyone by the name of Emilia? Emilia Stova?”

			She would help me. I know she would. “She’s short with bright blond curls, a heart-shaped face, big blue eyes—”

			“New souls enter all the time,” she says. “It’s unlikely anyone you meet will know the one you seek, or that you’ll find her on your own. I recommend not clinging to mortal pursuits and ways of thinking. Many people lose the connection to the ones they loved before coming here rather quickly—a few months at most. A mercy from Moranya. They prefer to simply move on and build a new life here, crafting new identities, even.”

			Moranya…takes away a soul’s ability to care over time?

			“I counsel you to enjoy the new luxuries now available to you. The Modiste’s Hall, for example. It’s right inside the dome pavilion. First set of doors.”

			“Modiste?”

			“Well, there isn’t an actual modiste, but the space has recently been made available to any Dignified or Exalted. Everything there is free for the taking. His Gloriousness’s orders. He always wants us looking our best, you know.” Dahlia links her arm with mine. “Shall I introduce you around?”

			“Thank you, but I had hoped to explore on my own. At least for now.”

			She clicks her tongue. “Your prerogative. But you’ll find it easier if you make friends. This is not the lower echelons where we are forced into doing the labor that sustains the realm. Ours is a social existence. We are free to enjoy the pleasures of the arts, and what is the purpose of art if not to share it?”

			You are art.

			I shake Anton’s words loose from my mind.

			“Take my advice. Find a hobby. Be social. Learn to enjoy what you’ve earned in life. And you know,” she says with a wink, “the most fulfilling is the art of lovemaking. Many of us have gotten rather good at it.”

			With that, she slinks away. I try to dismiss her comment.

			My stomach sinks, and I slump against a column. I have to find Moranya. Surely there’s a way, despite everything Dahlia said. But exhaustion is lodged into my very bones. I’m going to have to find a way to rest—and for more than a few minutes.

			At least Dahlia didn’t notice anything different about me, and it seems no one else has, either. The disguise I scrounged together works—at least for now.

			By the way several souls disappear into the doorways beyond, I am certain many of them reside here. A privilege of the Exalted, I assume. I follow, searching for a place I might lay my head.

			Inside, a wide stairwell carpeted in red leads up to another lounge, complete with an inside bar. Past that are hallways that branch into long stretches decorated with vast paintings and garniture. Another set of stairs, and there’s a long dining room with desserts spread about, and souls idling around that, too.

			No, not a dining room, but an entire pavilion, with multiple tables, couches, nooks. Still no sign of His Gloriousness.

			Music and parties are in full swing in every direction. There is no rhyme or rhythm to this place, it seems, but I take note of a wide walkway—or bridge, rather—that leads outside and into another, seemingly quiet, palace structure. Hoping for a slice of solace there—a closet, a secluded hallway with a bench, even—I decide to follow it.

			This part of the palace is mostly unlit and unoccupied. Servant dwellings, perhaps? I yank open the double doors and amble inside, the dim hall rather empty save for a few doors. I pull at one, and it opens into…

			Nothing. Darkness. A void. There’s no floor, no ceiling, no view whatsoever. Frowning, I push it shut, though the next reveals the same thing. Empty.

			The third door, however, opens into a room.

			The space is small and squared, with an unlit mantel to my right, bracketed by tall, ornate shelves. A single wingback faces it, with a plush rug set underfoot. Then there’s a desk to my right, stacked with tomes.

			A study, I presume. I breathe a sigh of relief.

			Ahead is a small balcony, and instead of facing the city, it opens to a curve of mountains behind.

			To a private waterfall, in particular.

			A fresh, nighttime breeze sweeps into the study, gentle, yet with such weight it feels like being shoved by a tide. Forcing my way out, I clutch the balustrade for support.

			Figures splash into a natural pool a few stories below, a thin waterfall dumping into the far end. Giggling echoes about.

			I force in a few slow inhales, the air so thick it feels like dragging in mouthfuls of steam. My body aches in every possible way. My quest suddenly feels insurmountable—a burden even heavier than the frame I can barely hold up.

			So overwhelmed am I that I’m about to withdraw, to curl into the wingback and forget the world, when a sound—like a door clicking—steals my attention.

			It comes from a balcony higher up, adjacent to mine across the curvature of the tower, but just close enough for me to recognize exactly who strides outside.

			My pulse takes flight, as if to propel my heart from my very chest.

			If possible, his eyes are brighter here than in the mortal world. Like emeralds held to the sun, visible even from where I stand.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			A long, dark velvet robe filigreed in jade drapes across his shoulders, the moonlight silvering his bare chest beneath. A golden torque wraps the column of his throat, his ears and fingers decorated with gems as they always are, yet he’s so much more ethereal here.

			He looks like a Fate.

			Then I notice the chalices he’s carrying.

			Not one, but two.

			I can’t look away from those chalices, even as I want to. I will my legs to back away, but here I remain, frozen in place.

			Another figure strides out behind him.

			I watch, stone-still, as she peels the robe from his shoulders, slender fingers working the fabric down his chest from behind until he wears only a pair of dark breeches slung low on his hips.

			I don’t dare breathe as Dahlia curls her long arms around Anton’s torso, her lavender curls nestling into the curve of his back. Her teeth graze the bud of his shoulder.

			It is only once he laughs that I drop to my knees.

			The moment I do, it’s as if I’ve shot an arrow his way.

			His gaze travels over the balcony.

			The balustrade shields me, but still I see a narrow slice of him through the sheen of threatening tears. But I quickly look away—duck farther—then heave the meager contents of my stomach onto the stone between my hands.
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			By the time the world slows its spinning and I manage to crawl inside, Anton is gone.

			Back in the study, I curl into the tall wingback chair and wrap a blanket around my shoulders, small sobs rattling free from deep within my chest.

			I feel as though my heart has been picked apart, one seam at a time, with every reminder of our time on Anell. How similar this place feels, despite everything. It’s as if I’m a pane of glass, removed from the mosaic of his life.

			Like I no longer exist at all.

			And there’s no sign of Moranya. Or even Emilia. In the mortal land, twenty-seven days remain before my father wins—if time even runs the same in this world. Queen Sadira is surrounded by enemies. The clock is ticking.

			I feel the weight of the world, like I’m anchored to the bottom of the sea, my body too weak to break free and reach the surface.
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			It’s morning when I wake. I only know because the azure haze of this place has lifted into a pale periwinkle. The dawn is soft yet without a sun, but sheaves of light layer over the sky, not unlike the aurora we used to see in the north. But instead of emerald, this one yawns to life in shades of cerulean and the softest gold, like melted butter.

			Nothing else stirs outside save for the waterfall’s soft churn, but I don’t dare gaze at that balcony again. Instead I glance around the study, which is clearly in use.

			I slide into the chair before the desk, only to find a heap of fabric in its seat. It’s a thin, silky material, threaded with jade beads along the sleeves and collar, with more running in lines all the way down the robe.

			Then the aroma hits me, making it clear exactly who it belongs to—the sweet tang of a clementine, the undercurrents of salt and spice.

			Anton.

			It must have fallen from the back of the chair.

			Despite what I saw, I can’t help but drape it over my shoulders and curl into it, a new wave of longing swelling within me. I wonder how often he comes here, and why. What it is he might be reading.

			I reach for one of the books there on the edge of the desk.

			The tome has no title, and the same with the others scattered near it, the spines empty save for loops and flourishes of gold embossing. Even so, I crack the first open, tracing my finger across lines of text. It details someone’s birth—a name I don’t recognize. I flip forward several pages, only to find the words disappearing.

			Frowning, I turn back to the first page and skim.

			Only then do the words appear on the second page.

			Understanding dawns. You can’t skip ahead. To read, you must go in order.

			I grab another tome, then another, flipping through the beginning. Each records another soul, though I recognize none of the names inside.

			These are…logs of people’s lives. They vary in size, too, which I assume correlates to how long a subject lived.

			Has Anton brought them all here himself? And if so, from where? What could he be looking for?

			Toward the end of each book, the paper is thicker and slightly darker, like textured parchment. I hinge one open again, expecting these pages to be blank, too, only there are words penned here, the ink red as blood. At first, I think it’s the finale. The tale of the person’s death. Only it isn’t.

			It’s their sins, outlined one by one, along with the verdict of their station.

			I remember, then, what Dahlia told me.

			He is the only one who can permit a soul into a higher tier, too. That’s what the appeals are for.

			Perhaps he references these tomes to help guide his decisions?

			And yet…has Moranya really handed him the keys to this place? Given him this much authority—or all of it, for that matter? Why?

			Is she really so absent?

			I need to see for myself.

			With newfound vigor, I make haste across the bridge again and through the palace halls, skipping past the doors of a residential wing—which I realized only after barging in on two sleeping souls by accident, because apparently souls sleep? I learn the look of the bedrooms, at least: the smaller, brightly colored doors, all facing the mountain, the hallways lined with plush carpets. They’re stacked on top of one another, each floor like the last. There are darker doors scattered between the bedrooms, however, and when I try them, each one opens into another black void. When I reach out my hand, I feel nothing but cold, still air, absent of a breeze.

			It isn’t until I reach the main corridor that I find the palace milling with souls.

			I can’t stay in the outfit I was seen in last night; already the dye is beginning to fade, so I find the Modiste’s Hall first, right where Dahlia said it would be, just inside the dome pavilion. It’s a large space, complete with a lounge at its center, the walls ringed by racks of clothes, broken only by a shelf with bolts of silk and another displaying jewelry and other accessories—bone crowns, ribbons, gemstone tiaras, sashes, and other trinkets I don’t recognize. I am so overwhelmed that I grab the closest gown—a peony-pink ensemble with thin straps and green lace that splits above each thigh, where it’s embroidered with tiny asters.

			It seems to mold to my body, as if by magic—as if they’re all made to do such a thing. The bodice is intentionally loose, cut into a slope that dips down to my collarbone, then slimming to hug my hips. The fabric is so light I feel as if I’m wearing nothing at all. Not to mention, the curve of my back is bare. I steal a faded, sage-green sash and wrap it around myself before meandering out the door.

			The scent of spice twists a growl of hunger from my stomach. I wonder if soul food is even suitable for a mortal like me. Even so, I follow the scent, finding a pavilion lined with windows facing the slope of the city on the next floor—the same one I’d seen last night. The same dining table is heaped with fresh platters, the food not so unlike what I might have found in Illian’s palace: pastries, fruits, and spreads of jams.

			Anton is still mortal like me, and he must be eating somehow. It affords me the courage to try. Grabbing a slice of bread, I take a tentative bite, and I’m relieved to find it tastes as familiar as sweetdough from Brisendale. And it sits well in my belly—as well as food ever has, at least.

			The bottom floor, similar to the rest, is decadent in an odd sort of way—the walls glistening, the view outside the open windows grander than any painting. But there are no actual paintings or curtains, no mosaics or grand displays otherwise save for indoor fountains and a scattering of garniture. I turn another corner, only to pause at the influx of souls forming a line before a set of open doors.

			A line that trails down and out of the palace itself.

			My breakfast almost rises when I peer inside what looks like a throne room. It’s vast, packed tight with upper-echelon souls hovering gracefully around the outer edges. They observe the line of lesser souls, some of whom are attired in decent robes, others in rags like Illian. They all wait to approach the throne at the far end—

			A throne upon which Anton sits, sprawled like the king he is—a vision in dark silk and glittering gems.

			I can’t bring myself to look at his face. Not after last night.

			Moranya offered him a kingdom, indeed.

			I skirt around the Exalted—so apparent in all the finery and decadence of mortal lords—and slowly make my way toward the dais, careful not to draw attention by staying behind the outer ring of the crowd. The guard-like figures with their reaper’s axes stand at silent intervals past the throne.

			I don’t dare draw much closer. But I observe as a woman bows before Anton, her gaze bright with unshed tears.

			“Your Majesty, as I told you last week, I was judged to live my life in the Shadows, and I have served this palace faithfully for over a century now, though I believe my judgment was unfair.” Whispers circulate, but she continues bravely. “While it is true that I had an affair, I did so only after my husband cheated on me! Multiple times, I might add, and in the most debasing of manners…”

			Anton lifts a book that looks just like the ones in the study, and I realize it must be hers. He flips through the pages at the back, the ones listing her sins, which I’ve gathered are visible without reading the rest.

			After a moment, I hear his voice.

			“I will review your case. Return in a fortnight, and I will tell you my decision.”

			When she leaves, another steps forward. Before she has a chance to speak, he says, “Terra, welcome back.”

			“Your Gloriousness,” she whispers, her hands shaking as she awaits his verdict.

			“I have reviewed your codex. You were judged a Shadow for a life of thievery, as you confessed to me.” She shuts her eyes, her lips trembling, but then he says, “I see why, however. The food and coin you stole from the wealthy was merely used to feed your starving younger sisters. You never took a thing for yourself. You were careful not to steal from anyone needy. Your actions were motivated not by greed, but by survival. I hereby grant your change in station. You may now walk proudly among the Dignified.”

			Again I recall what Dahlia said. This—it was his idea. To reexamine Moranya’s judgments.

			To see it firsthand, the tenderness with which he speaks…My heart swoops in a way that is both heartening and shattering. He is still Anton, even when his goodness—his memories, the recollection of his choices—has been stripped from him.

			Though perhaps goodness is not something that can be entirely stripped way—not without losing the very essence of your soul.

			“It isn’t fair,” chides a nearby Exalted. “This will disrupt everything.”

			“Who is he to judge?” says another.

			“Appalling in every way,” hisses one closer to me. “Moranya will not be pleased when she finds out.”

			“Moranya lets him do whatever he wants,” says a man in long blue robes. “He even has dominion over every last codex, while we aren’t allowed to so much as touch one, let alone breach the Abyssal.”

			The Abyssal?

			“Are they even reliable? How do we know he isn’t rewriting them to do as he pleases?”

			“They are incorruptible,” says another soul. “Not even Moranya can alter them.”

			Even more curious, I draw nearer and see the stack lined up beside the throne. It seems Anton is skimming the list of sins for everyone begging for an appeal. A codex is currently cracked open between his hands.

			At his feet is a large white tiger.

			Ishu? Here? Has he brought her with him?

			She’s curled up, half asleep, though her tail flicks once or twice. The session continues, and I watch as Anton grants yet another soul’s request, effectively designating her an Exalted. He then tells another—clearly a new supplicant—to come back in a few weeks after he has had a chance to review his codex. I think of the blank pages of the codices, when read out of order.

			He reads them one by one, no matter the time it takes him. The commitment.

			Murmurs rise, complaints from the rest, but he doesn’t seem to care. He never really cared about controversy, even in the mortal world. Gratitude swells in my throat, as does a sudden hope.

			Then comes the next soul, and recognition throws my heart into a painful lurch.

			It’s…Lord Sarden.

			Lord Sarden, whose murder Illian used against me as an excuse to imprison me for two whole years.

			I inch backward behind the two souls I was listening to, though I stay close enough to hear.

			“Your Gloriousness, I come before you to request not a change in station, but your assistance in finding my wife’s codex.”

			“You know I am not permitted to do that,” Anton says. “It is beyond my power to grant such permission.”

			“I understand, Sire. I am not asking that you give it to me, though. I merely want to ensure that she’s alive and well,” he pleads. “Could you look for yourself? I would take you at your word.”

			Despite my thrumming pulse, I pause, his words looping in my mind.

			His wife’s codex.

			His wife, who is alive.

			“I am surprised at your vigor,” Anton says, “to cling to your loved one in life. Most have let them go by now. Is your life among the Exalted not satisfying enough?”

			“I admit that my romantic connection has dimmed, Your Gloriousness,” he says. “But she was carrying my child, and being in that vile court…I just—I need to know her fate. If you help me, I will be able to let them go. Or perhaps you could permit me to search the Abyssal myself?”

			“I am compassionate to your situation,” Anton responds. “However, I cannot make an exception. There is a reason such information is kept from disrupting your peace. That said, there is a newly deceased who arrived two days prior. Having been connected to your family, he may know the status of your former wife and child.”

			Not an unkind answer, but it strikes an idea within me. If there are codices of the living, and if they exist in the Abyssal, that means I would have one. It means Anton would, too.

			They are resistant to even her magic.

			If I could locate our codices…

			“Pardon,” I ask the nearest soul, the one who spoke of the codices. “This Abyssal. Where is it?”

			She barely gives me a glance. “Souls are not permitted inside. Only His Gloriousness. Didn’t you hear?”

			But I am not a soul.

			This is but a thread of hope, if only I can locate the Abyssal.

			For the first time today, I lift my eyes, settling them on the smooth, contoured planes of Anton’s face.

			A mistake. Because the moment I do, his gaze slices straight to mine.

			I hold my breath hostage, not daring to move. But I can’t seem to break his stare—a stare that grows more curious by the second. My pulse rattles in my ears, so fast the ground seems to swerve beneath my feet.

			Move, I urge myself. I can’t get caught, not yet.

			But it’s too late. I see the moment his eyes widen, recognition clicking into place.

			The woman who pressed her lips to his in Razam.

			Whom he backed up against a wall.

			It startles me into action. I step back until I’m hidden from view.

			I stay low until I’ve escaped through the doors, throwing a last glance over my shoulder once I’m safely outside.

			He has risen from his throne.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Quickly, I duck behind the line of souls and weave my way outside the throne room, but a glance over my shoulder reveals four guard-beings moving my way.

			Panicked, I run.

			I race down another corridor, fly down a set of nearby stairs. Stars spray across my vision, my pulse a stampede. I trip over the gown I still wear. Slam against corners. Another glance over my shoulder reveals two, three—

			Four of them are still after me.

			Frantic, I aim toward the corridor in the distance, scattered with souls. It splits in three directions. I veer left, yanking open the first door I can find. Jerking it closed behind me, I find myself in a stairwell that leads down a single floor. I skip several steps as I descend, slowing only once I realize they must not have seen where I went. A relief.

			It’s a quiet floor, with tall stone walls and several doors. A few stairwells curving up and down.

			I take a moment to catch my breath, leaning against a pillar.

			Anton knows I’m in Morta’s Lair. I squeeze my eyes shut, rummaging for excuses, anything I might say in the chance that I’m caught. Perhaps he’ll think I’m dead…

			“I see you found your way to the palace after all.”

			The voice snakes down my spine. I shudder as I turn, finding Illian there, tattered clothes and all. His smile inches up a degree when I set my eyes upon his face.

			He comes toward me.

			I step back.

			He tilts his head. “I am only here to fulfill my duty to service the palace, you will be pleased to hear.”

			“You’re a Shadow,” I say, understanding.

			“And you,” he says, “are not an Exalted.”

			“No, but I’m not a soul, either.”

			It occurs to me then that I don’t know whether a soul can hurt a mortal. Instinctively, I take another step back.

			Again he smiles, as if reading my thoughts. “Why would I harm you? With your list of sins, the blood on your hands—mine included—you will end up here with me soon enough.”

			My stomach plummets. He isn’t wrong; two men died at my hands. But I can’t let him distract me. “Moranya. How can I find her?”

			A shrug. “You cannot.”

			“Why?”

			“Because none of us knows where she is.”

			“The Abyssal, then. Where is it?”

			“And why do you want to know?”

			I roll my eyes and straighten, poised to walk away, when he says, “There are multiple entrances, all underneath the palace. Doubtful, though, that you will be able to enter.”

			“Was this your plan? To lure me here and watch me fail to save him?” He surely knew I wouldn’t be able to find Moranya. “We both know you wouldn’t have brought me here if you thought I had a chance. You want revenge.”

			“Since you did the honors of ending my life?” He shoves his hands into the pockets of his loose, tattered pants. “Perhaps. Or maybe I simply missed you.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“I do wonder how you will get back home, though,” he continues. “And how long you might survive here, for that matter.”

			This time, he turns his back on me. But I can’t resist landing a last jab—“I find it amusing that here, you once again have reason to fear him.”

			His head whips back, his smile gone.

			With that, I leave him behind, shoving the truth of his words in the very back of my mind.
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			Underneath the palace. That’s where Illian said the Abyssal was, so I do the only logical thing I can think of.

			I descend.

			The nearest stairwell is a dead end, but blessedly, after passing the kitchens two floors down, followed by many locked doors, I find yet another stairwell, this one nondescript.

			I follow it down several stories, dreading the return journey, until finally the steps end before a large, unlabeled archway, the threshold glowing a vibrant, iridescent blue.

			It takes me a moment to orient myself, to understand what I’m seeing. It’s almost as if it’s made from the aurora itself—as if I might leap into it and emerge somewhere…else. Then I spot the symbol carved into the arch: an open tome, its pages fluttering with a swirl of flame.

			The Abyssal. It must be.

			Souls are locked out of this place entirely. And while I have a soul, I am also mortal. Like Anton.

			Anton, who can enter.

			Warily, I lift a finger to the swirling mass, ready to leap back if it rejects my touch.

			Light dissipates in a radius around my hand. Even as I wave it about, strands of cobalt and cerulean twist and vanish.

			Perhaps it senses my mortal flesh and thinks I am Anton because of it.

			Emboldened now, I step through.
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			I emerge into an enormous expanse.

			The Abyssal is overwhelming—the length of the palace, or beyond even that, tunneling down into the mountain itself.

			It feels like another dominion. Another dimension, even.

			Stalactites drip from the cavernous ceiling far above, beneath which is a winding, multi-tiered library. Baubles of blue lights drift about, weightless, bobbing between crystalline trees with branches that twist and curl into and across the many, many codex-lined shelves—tiers of them, some branching into more, others rising into walkways that stretch as far as I can see. I count ten stories at least, perhaps more. And the space is split into several sections by a river, bridges arcing over it in crescents.

			The whole of the Abyssal looks as though it’s underwater, with its dark atmosphere and wavering lights.

			I wait a few breaths to make sure I wasn’t followed before venturing out. I have to move quickly.

			But I don’t know how I’m ever going to find anything down here.

			Approaching a nearby shelf, I graze my fingers down a line of codices of varying size and textures—some silk and velvet, others leathery, even slimy, though nothing rubs off on my skin. A shiver pulses through me regardless. And like the ones in the study I hid in, none are labeled, the spines void of words.

			Stepping back, I examine the shelf itself, looking for any indication as to how these are organized. Nothing.

			With a growl, I grab a few codices, each from a different spot on the shelves, then arrange them in a line on the floor. The birthdates inside are all different, as are the dates of death. To my relief, though, some of the surnames match.

			By lineage, then.

			Except…that can’t be right. Because while some seem to be gathered into families, crowded along with those are more codices with mismatching surnames, and the farther away, the more they vary. Worse, it isn’t chronological, nor is it arranged alphabetically in any sense.

			My head spins. I split another one down the middle, then flip to the end, where the thicker parchment inks sins in red. The very last page has the designated echelon—along with the soul’s lodgings. Dimly, I note that if I find Emilia’s codex, it would be easy to locate her here.

			But none of these codices seem to match up when I examine more. Not by status or designated echelon, either, which is also listed plainly.

			Then I find a thin, silky codex with only two listed sins. Flipping back to the front, I notice that this codicil has no date of death.

			A codex of someone who is still alive.

			Frowning, I turn back to the sins, noticing that as I sit here, red is being inked onto the page.

			A sin, current and in the making.

			Carefully, I tuck the codex back into its spot, gazing wearily at the rest of the Abyssal. There has to be some kind of organization to this place.

			To my distress, however, not even the shelves are labeled, and upon selecting another few codices down the row—each varying in color, size, texture, and appearance—I find them much the same. A gathering of matching surnames, only for those to taper off. Perhaps it’s still by family somehow—ones that have married into one another.

			I push to my knees, only for a rush of dizziness to swirl my line of sight and send me tottering. I wait for it to clear, then drift back into the aisle, but I’m interrupted by a heap of striped fur. The nuzzle of a giant nose, there against my hip. Before I can register it, I hear a voice.

			“You know, visitors here tend to lack a pulse.”

			I swivel, recognition as swift as the swing of a gavel.

			And there Anton is, that emerald gaze pinning me to the spot.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Anton

			
			It was a downright shock to see the girl’s face in the Realm of the Dead.

			He remembered her well enough; Sadira and her cohorts had sent her to placate him. His first thought was that she must have died, and that would have been perfectly fine with him. A companion, one as appealing as her, wouldn’t hurt if he was to resign himself to live here for the unforeseeable future. And death had a way of distancing souls from their choices in life. She wouldn’t have cared about Sadira’s cause for long—a few months, at most.

			Upon following her, however, he came to the shocking conclusion that she was not, in fact, deceased.

			It was her scent that gave her away.

			Souls smelled like wind and smoke or something in between—an aroma he had to get used to. And so when presented with such a bevy of scents at once—fresh linens, soap-scrubbed skin, nutmeg, and something sweet, like the first bloom of a water lily in the spring—it stood out. Then Ishu betrayed him and bounded up to her like a long-lost friend, and he realized she’d recognized her, too.

			The little minx was here.

			But how? Why? Has she been sent to lure him back into the land of the living?

			Leaning against a nearby column, he tucks a hand into his gaping, iridescent robe, threaded with emerald and a deep, luminescent blue, and observes her for a good long minute until he decides to make himself known.

			Her response rattles him.

			“It’s you.”

			There’s something about the way she says it, as if he were an answer to some long-forgotten prayer. Like she didn’t expect to see him here at all. Then, to make matters even stranger, she stares like she’s expecting something from him.

			“You found a way into this realm,” he says. “How?”

			She notches up her chin, her loose plait unraveling around her face. Her hand rests on Ishu’s head—is that a purr he hears? “You made it here, did you not?” she states. “Is it really so difficult to believe I found a way, too?”

			Ah, yes. Well, no. Maybe? Moranya opened a new portal for him in Razam, except that it was only supposed to let him in.

			Somehow they must have found the portal. Or so he thought. But why send only her?

			“They were too afraid to come themselves, is that it?” Perhaps they didn’t have his pendant after all. Gustav would never have risked being near the Fate of Death without it, so he sent someone in his stead. Laughable. “Moranya would turn you into soul sludge if she found you, you realize. No mortal may enter except through death.”

			“Does that mean you will turn me in?” Her expression is inscrutable.

			As if in answer, Ishu lets out a small growl. He chooses to ignore it.

			“Depends on your answer,” he says with a shrug. “I want to know why you are here. The truth.” Not that he expects her to give it.

			She bites her lip—a motion his gaze snags on. “My stepmother,” she says after a moment. “I am here because I—I need to find her.” She looks like she wants to say something more—like she’s desperate to, strangely—and yet her mouth snaps shut.

			“What an adorable little lie,” he muses. “Almost as adorable as you.”

			“I’d give anything to find her,” she says, notching up her chin. “But yes, I have come to appeal to you, too. That’s what you want to hear, isn’t it?”

			How very astute. “What, then, could your appeal possibly be?”

			“Simply that we wish you to come home.” Her nails curl into her palm as if she’s clenching a secret. “Your people—your friends—need you.”

			“My friends?” His neck heats, the anger he’s worked so hard to forget simmering once more. “Let us recount, shall we? My dearest friend stole my country and crown, and the rest of my so-called friends helped him do it—after which I was kept isolated for the better part of a month. Tell me, little minx, why should I play nice with liars and thieves?”

			“Whatever Moranya offered you,” she squeezes out—almost as if she’s choking on it—“you haven’t decided whether or not to accept. Because whatever it is, there is a part of you still tethered to your true home. Consider the reason for that.”

			“The reason?” He laughs—a caustic sound. “You speak of things you do not know. And if I were you,” he says, forcing her to retreat a step, “I would be on my hands and knees, thanking Moranya for the offer she made me. Because had she not, I could have returned to Miridran once I escaped. And do you know what I would have done? Take a guess.” She shakes her head, and he spits, “It is because I did not that Miridran is spared from civil war at my hands. That half my court and council are not strung up before the palace gates. Luckily for them, Moranya made me realize that such a fight was not worth my time. They will all end up here in the end—subject not just to her judgment, but mine.”

			Ishu nudges between them, as if to separate them, but he doesn’t back down.

			Neither does she.

			“Whatever this act,” she says, “you love your people. You would not harm them.”

			“Love,” he says lowly, “is a fairy tale. A mortal king loves his people because they give him power. To think otherwise is naïve.”

			It had taken him far too long to learn that, proving just how much of a fool he had been. Time and time again, those close to him had betrayed him the moment Illian padded their purse. He had thought Gustav and Basile were different.

			He thought wrong. The only difference was who lined their pockets in the end. Rather than his brother, it had been the queen he worked so hard to pacify. Whom he had thought was a confidante. A mentor, even.

			“I don’t believe you,” she says. “I don’t think you believe yourself, either.”

			Presumptuous little mouse. He opens his mouth, but to what? Refute? Argue with the tiny mortal, for all the good it would do? He reminds himself that his anger, misplaced as it is, is entirely useless. A moot point.

			And he recognizes this for the tactic it is. How expertly she’s dodged his questions and derailed him all in one go. The only thing he hasn’t admitted to himself is just how attractive he finds her, especially now that she’s so…combative. But she’s more trouble than she’s worth. Despite her claims, he’s starting to think perhaps Sadira or Gustav sent her here to see what else they might steal. Why stop at just the one kingdom? Perhaps they want this one, too.

			Pocketing his hands once more, he merely offers her a slice of a smile. “You are a marvelous actress. Truly, I can’t help but like you, fruitless as your endeavor might be. A shame you have to go back.” He reaches for her arm—

			“Allow me to stay,” she says, swinging out of his reach. “Please, at least let me search for my stepmother.”

			“Find her in death like everyone else,” he says. “You will have an eternity to do so. This is no place for a mortal.”

			Even if she would be pleasant to keep around. To look at.

			“She saved my life.” It comes out in a rasp that grinds at the rock he used to call a heart. “And she was killed for doing it.”

			He feels the truth in that, though something still doesn’t add up.

			She catches him off guard, then, when she steps toward him. “Please, Sire. If I am to fail in my quest to convince you, at least help me reunite with her. I—I won’t speak of Sadira or the past. I vow it.”

			Ishu circles them now, her tail nudging against them both.

			“Touching,” he says. “But though Moranya has granted me power over this dominion, she has not allowed me to reunite loved ones. Souls must find their way back to one another themselves; such are the laws of this place. I cannot help you.”

			“The codices state a soul’s lodgings.” She’s close now—far too close for his liking. “Permit me to stay and search for her here myself.”

			“Then what? Will you stay here? Give up your mortal life and exist among the dead?” He shakes his head. For all he wouldn’t mind her company, he doesn’t think it right to condemn her to this fate so early on. “You will have an eternity here soon enough. I will return you to the mortal world. Finish out your life. It is likely shorter than you think.” With that, he reaches for her arm—

			“I’ll dance for you,” she blurts out.

			He freezes mid-swallow. Almost chokes. “Come again?”

			“On the condition that you let me stay,” she says, that tantalizing hip jutting just so. “Each evening, I will dance for you.”

			A dancer. Really? She’s a Fates-damned dancer. He can’t help the crawl of his gaze, the way he runs it over her slip of a frame. The divot of her waist. The curve of her thighs…His imagination swings into action—

			He scrubs a hand over his face. No.

			Maybe?

			She misinterprets his silence. “I am offended at your skepticism, Sire.”

			That glare could cut glass.

			“You…don’t exactly seem light on your feet,” he says. He saw her attempt to run.

			A flush paints her cheeks, flaring brighter. Is that a temper he detects? Oh, please let it be a temper.

			“The choice is yours, Sire.” That last word—she draws it out as if in mock salute. “Accept my offer or turn me away.” Idly, her fingers dip to her throat and down farther, to her tunic, but she drops her hand when she sees him looking.

			“You have yet to see my parties. They would scandalize you.”

			“Because you think I’m innocent?”

			“Are you not?” he asks, folding his arms—irresistibly amused now.

			“I don’t feel compelled to answer that, Sire. Are you rejecting my offer?”

			“Many of my souls dance.”

			“Not the way I do.”

			His brows rise of their own accord. “How so?”

			She folds her arms, mimicking his stance. “You’ll have to see for yourself.”

			Fiery, haughty little thing. He drags a thumb across his chin. “They called you Vastianna. Back in Sadira’s palace. Yes?”

			“They did.”

			It doesn’t escape him that she evaded his questions about how she got in. This is likely still some ploy by his former friends, and yet his curiosity is insatiable now.

			He narrows the final distance between them, so close she’s but a breath away. Admittedly, he hopes to unsettle her right back. Rouse her even more.

			“All right, then, Vastianna,” he says finally. He stretches a finger out, trails it down the line of her delicate throat. “You will dance for me every night during my evening soirées until I tire of you. In return, I will keep up your ruse of blending in. If the souls discover you are a mortal, it will cause quite the stir. Not to mention, they’ll likely find ways to torment you.”

			She swallows beneath his touch. “And Moranya. Will she find out?”

			“Should that happen, I would be the one to deal with that headache,” he says.

			“You said she would turn me to soul sludge if she knew I was here.”

			“She won’t, because I will keep your secret for now. And I will instruct the Aegis to do the same.”

			“The Aegis?”

			“Oh, you know, those soulless, brainless spirits who enforce the rules of the realm.”

			She thinks it over. “What if I wanted to appeal to Moranya directly?”

			“There is no appealing to Moranya. You are not permitted to be in her presence, for one. And if she did find you, she wouldn’t listen to a word you said.”

			Again she bites that plush bottom lip. Her top lip, he notices, is thinner. Heart-shaped, and rather pleasing at that.

			“Fine then,” she says, stepping back. “We have an accord.”

			“I expect you on the fourth-floor pavilion in two hours,” he says, unable to help a grin…“Wear something blue.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			I choose something red.

			The pavilion is an airy expanse, open both at the front—with a full view of the city—and at the back, where the waterfall shines in spills of cerulean silk. It is a sight to behold, the outside air tinged with blue, the inside glowing with a pink-gold sheen.

			I take a moment, dragging in a few deep breaths.

			I was supposed to avoid him. I had meant to. But seeing him in the Abyssal was a shock. I was flustered, my heart a throbbing, bleeding mess; it had taken all my bravado to hide just how much being around him affected me. I’d barely conjured the excuse about finding Emilia in time, after seeing that a soul’s lodgings were in each codex.

			But of course he wouldn’t believe that searching for her was my only reason for being in Morta’s Lair. He would assume Sadira had sent me, somehow, and so I had to play into that belief, too.

			But dancing? That had come out of nowhere. I’d been desperate, needing to pique his curiosity not unlike how I had at the Gathering—enough so that he’d keep me around. Buy myself time.

			Though I can’t deny a part of me hopes I might be able to spur his memory before then, too.

			But I must still hide my mortality from the other souls, and that means using the same techniques as last night to blend in, treating my preparations as I did cosmetics in the realm of the living. With the four or so hours I have until evening, I gather a bundle of glowing bulbs, the ones that set my skin aglow, and crush them into something of a cream.

			It’s quite the party by the time I enter. Before the cityscape, a long table is dressed with copious amounts of otherworldly delicacies and flush with rows of tall, ornate chairs. In the center of the pavilion is an enormous fountain, bubbling in a grand display. I pause, noticing the way the spray of water pearls into tiny droplets that hang in the air a second before drifting down. Another show of the strange gravity that exists here. It’s quite the scene, thanks to the thick, heady atmosphere of Morta’s Lair, as if the water is moving in slow motion.

			Columns divvy up the rest of the space, interspersed with lounges—as if this palace doesn’t have enough of them—and serving stations stacked with flutes and decanters. Servants, all of whom must be from the lower echelons, wander to and fro, serving trays balanced on their shoulders. Then there are the musicians, arranged all along the balcony at the front. They play lyres, harps, and something that resembles a flute but is longer, its sound lower and more delicate. Souls congregate, some writhing against each other, laughing, while others crowd around tables to play games, laze about, and gossip, probably.

			Then there’s Anton, who does not notice me, lying back on a luxurious settee.

			Tonight he wears yet another dark silk robe and pants, little better than loungewear save for the two winged crescents on either shoulder that match the gold on his ears and neck. Ishu is nowhere to be seen; rather, two souls curl on the floor at Anton’s feet, neither of whom I recognize. Others recline around him on their own divans—each more heart-wrenchingly stunning than the last. Behind him, a woman with sleek dark hair and flawless golden-brown skin tousles his hair, while another plucks grapes and sets them on his tongue.

			The very image of the man I once thought he was—the one he once pretended to be to hide his true nature. I wonder how long it will take him to realize how hollow the façade is.

			No matter how much he wishes it, attention and adoration are no substitutes for love.

			Perhaps it would be wise for me to be one of the women hanging off his arm or bent at his knees, but I refuse to beg for a morsel of his affection. Still, neither will I stand around and wait until he gives me the time of day. I stride his way, halt before his settee.

			“I am here to fulfill our agreement, Sire.”

			Gazing at the simple red dress, he lets his eyes linger where the fabric hugs my waist before running them along the thin veil of gossamer that swishes about my knees. Then he plucks his chalice from the side table and tilts it toward his lips.

			Only after he indulges himself does he reply, his lips quirked into the slightest grin. “Go on, then. Do your little dance. While I’ve plenty of entertainers—of the immortal kind—I admit I am curious to see how you might fare.”

			He pulls a soul up onto his lap, his hand curved around her bared waist in a way that feels deliberate, like an insult. I resist grinding my molars.

			He doesn’t deserve a response, so I pivot and approach the fountain. Spouts arc water in a grand display, but it is maybe ten inches deep at most.

			One foot at a time, I step into it.

			I feel the gazes of the assembled audience members between my shoulder blades like an itch, but none more keenly than his. Yet I won’t doubt myself—not now.

			Tentatively, I dip a finger into the pool, then flick it out. Droplets disperse in the air like jewels, falling down slowly. I ignore the whispers at my back and pose, balancing into an arc, my right leg poised behind my left. No musician is paying attention to me; there’s no song to cue my dance. I wait for a beat in the existing one—a slow, artful strumming of an instrument that looks like a cross between a lyre and a lute.

			There’s plenty of space for me to move and dance between the spouts.

			I lift my back leg, point my toes.

			Quick as a lash, I swish it outward, pulling a thread of water into the air. Droplets splay into a radius around me—

			I twirl with them, dip, gather more water with a flick of my hands. I fling it up and around me, dispersing the droplets outward.

			I don’t dare look at Anton. A part of me is afraid he’s already moved on; this is not a dance I had time to choreograph. I don’t know how it looks to an observer. But though I am avoiding his gaze, I can tell from the corner of my eye that two souls are nuzzling against him now, both having crawled into his lap.

			My stomach twists, a coil of annoyance tangling between my ribs, but I press on, spinning amid beads of water. They collect in my hair, splatter on my clothes when I come in contact, but I keep as many clusters in the air as I can.

			Just when my muscles spasm and I’m about to stop despite the ongoing song, the final beats flutter out like the flapping of wings in a subtle descent. My head pounds and whirls from an emerging headache as I sink into a quick bow, and I keep my gaze averted as I step from the fountain.

			Chatter springs up immediately, but I’m so dizzy I can’t grasp what they’re saying. I walk away, leave the hall completely, without a word.

			To my dismay, I make it ten feet beyond the doorway before an arm wraps around mine and I’m swept back around.

			“Leaving so soon, dancer?” says a male voice—unfamiliar, jovial. Then I’m being dragged back into the fray.

			The man gripping me is slender, not much taller than I am, bedecked in a deep purple robe that gapes to reveal a slice of his bronze chest. He offers me a sly grin, lugging me toward a cluster of souls. “Look, friends. She thought she was going to escape after a stunt like that.”

			Before I can form a response, Dahlia is there, a vision in pale pink chiffon, her hair loose and long and threaded with pearls. “Oh, but what a surprise you are,” she says silkily. She almost reminds me of Queen Aesir, what with her milky complexion, the pouty lips that barely curve even when she smiles. “We all saw the way you approached His Gloriousness. You simply must tell us how this ‘agreement’ came to be.”

			“I—” I start, but she parades on, removing the man’s arm from mine and sliding hers in its place.

			“Fates, Sorrell, did you even introduce yourself?” Then to me, “He could hardly contain himself while watching your winsome little performance. Such impatience; it’s a wonder he’s an Exalted.”

			“Can you blame me? I was excited,” Sorrell says, offering me a wink. “You’ll find many of us have grown complacent over the years. You, my dear, are a fresh breath of creativity.”

			“It wasn’t that innovative, Sorrell,” comes another voice—a woman with deep umber skin that purples under the aurora’s light. Short curls spiral about the straight, unimpressed line of her brows. “She merely tossed some water around. Any of us could have done it.”

			“The point,” Sorrell says, “is that we didn’t.” To me, he whispers behind the back of his hand, “Don’t mind Maia. Always in a mood.”

			“What, because I am the only one critical of anything that involves His Gloriousness—even his choice of entertainment?”

			“A present ruler is better than an absent one, no?” Dahlia says. “And he’s likable, you have to admit.”

			Maia knifes Dahlia with a glare. “Oh, he is indeed present for you, isn’t he?”

			My breath stutters. Once again, the thought of them on that balcony makes a knot of my insides, and I’m unable to hide it. Luckily, they don’t notice.

			“Jealous, Maia?” Dahlia says prettily, setting her chin over her silk-clad shoulder. “You know, you could entice a night out of him if you tried. Though I might fight you for him.”

			“Bold of you to assume he’s my type,” Maia says.

			My ears ring, and I survey the space for an escape. Not only am I dangerously close to my emotions giving me away, but if they look carefully, if they see my flaws…

			“Let us stop quarreling like children,” Sorrell says, sweeping a gesture at the party. “Drink, make merry. We have earned it, after all.”

			Have they, though? I can’t help but wonder. The crowd deemed the Exalted are nothing like Emilia. They don’t seem pure of heart to me.

			I smile politely and attempt to excuse myself, only for Sorrell to clamp a hand over my shoulder. “Oh, but you must join us for a game! We were about to play a round of bets.”

			I long to slink away, but I’ve already provoked their interest.

			I am led to a round table in an alcove at the far end of the pavilion, occupied by a handful of souls. At least the lighting is low, a soft copper, and I select a seat squeezed directly in front of a sconce so that I appear a silhouette, resolving to stay only for a single game. Perhaps I can find a way to use it to my advantage, at least. Figure out why things don’t seem right here. What Moranya is really up to.

			Perhaps that’s the key to undoing the curse.

			Dahlia and Maia slide into the curving booth at the other end, along with the rest. The introductions come fast—Rasmus, Unna, and other names I can’t keep up with.

			“Rasmus is a Dignified,” Sorrell explains quietly, for my ears alone. Sliding into the wingback next to mine, he cants his head toward a man at the far end with closely coiled black curls and pale skin; next to him, leaning on his shoulder, is a woman with a soft brown complexion and deep scarlet hair that coils past her hips. “Leila was, too, but His Gloriousness approved her request to join the Exalted a few weeks after her appeal. She was the very first he changed. It caused quite the stir.”

			I had assumed the palace was composed mostly of Exalted.

			“Is everyone upset about the appeals?” I ask.

			“I’d say we’re equally split,” he says. “Many feel making such allowances is unfair to those of us who lived a traditionally worthier life.”

			“And you?” I test.

			“It isn’t our place to question Moranya’s judgment,” says Dahlia. “And that includes how she chooses to delegate.”

			“But if her judgment was so sound in the first place, why has she allowed her new Sovereign to hear appeals?” Maia asks.

			Interesting, that. I tuck it away for later.

			“Because she has decided to be merciful even when we don’t deserve it,” Sorrell says.

			“Are you saying I don’t deserve it?” Leila asks. “Are you saying you wish His Gloriousness denied my appeal?”

			Sorrell whisks up a hand. “Not at all, Leila, you know that. Surely a little shuffling among the upper echelons is in order, but when it comes to the lower tiers…”

			“You should keep your voices down,” Dahlia hisses. “This conversation is entirely inappropriate to begin with…”

			“Fine, fine.” Sorrell straightens his robes. “Let’s begin, shall we?”

			The game, they explain, works like this: Each player is given five playing gems: one sapphire, one crimson, and the other three a lavender gradient between the two. Every round, players will cast the color of the gem that equates to their level of agreement—or disagreement—with the selected player’s statement. Red signals a vehement opposition, while blue is complete accord. The variations of purple in between show the level of agreement. At the end of the round, whoever’s gem dictates they have the highest level of disagreement with the group has one minute to sway as many opponents as possible.

			There is no currency, they tell me. Instead they play for favors: A massage. A party prepared in their honor. Other favors, too, that I dare not repeat.

			The first round happens quickly. Sorrell sets a small hourglass on the table and flips it, then makes the first statement: “Maia’s celibacy lasts only for a month.”

			He ducks as Maia chucks her gem at him. “Ass.”

			Even so, the rest indulge, sliding gems across the table. All blue save for one purple. Dahlia’s. She lifts her shoulders. “The loneliness will catch up to her. Or the curiosity. I think she’ll hide it from us, though.”

			“You indulge enough for the rest of us,” Maia retorts. “Not all of us are so desperate for physical affection—or require any, for that matter.”

			“Perhaps I merely like to have a good time. You’re just jealous, darling.”

			“Jealous?” Maia lets out a single, pointed laugh. “I’m not the one throwing myself at anyone with a lick of favor or power. Must be awfully exhausting.”

			Dahlia’s face blooms pink, but she merely tucks a silken strand of hair behind her ear. “One might say I’m spending my time wisely—and enjoying it in the process.”

			“Ladies, ladies. Let’s move on,” Sorrell says, “before we ruin the evening. Who wants to make the next statement?”

			“I will,” I volunteer, an idea taking root.

			“Let’s hear it, dancer,” Sorrell says.

			A swath of smoke curls underneath my nose, laced with something much like frankincense but sweeter, thicker. I draw it in and immediately turn my head to hide my cough under the guise of adjusting my skirt. Taking in a steadying breath, I say, “Souls should be allowed into the Abyssal.”

			It’s risky questioning Moranya’s decrees once again. But five red gems and one pink amethyst tumble quickly across the table to land in the middle as if Moranya were here to witness it—including Rasmus and Leila, whom I’d thought might agree.

			Then, boldly, one true sapphire skids amid them all.

			Maia lifts a gem-clad shoulder at the bewilderment cast her way, which I surmise is not so much disagreement as it is her audacity to admit it openly. But this was what I was hoping for—to find someone who might be willing to speak a truth. Someone I might question, who might not fully agree with Moranya’s edicts.

			A weak link.

			“Maia, you can’t be serious,” Dahlia says. “You know the discord it would cause. If everyone remembered their past lives and sought to overturn the echelons to be with former family…”

			“Others would seek vengeance,” says Sorrell. “Past grudges, and all.”

			“I thought the emotional attachment fades. If so, would reading one’s own codex make a difference?” I ask.

			A beat of silence.

			Then it’s Dahlia who says, “Of course it would. To read your own codex is to reestablish the connection with your former life. Imagine the chaos.”

			Reestablish the connection? “What exactly does that mean?”

			“No one really knows. It’s just what we’ve been told.”

			I had been right to search the Abyssal, but not just for any book. If I could find Anton’s…

			“She has taken choice out of the equation,” Maia is saying. “Not everyone would choose to remember. Perhaps it could be a ruling, only those with permission…”

			An argument swiftly breaks out. It’s the point of the game, I realize. I wonder if they’ve little better to do with their time, if a debate makes them feel a part of something. Maia no longer attempts to justify her stance.

			They’ve yet to realize I never cast a stone.

			Sorrell and Rasmus are butting heads now, debating the merits of each echelon, the difference between the Exalted and the Dignified.

			Now that I initiated such a discussion, the topic shifts to debating whether the Shadows should be allowed to earn the next echelon up—the Sustained—after a century of servitude, and so on. Unanimously, they decide against it.

			I recall, then, that there was a Court of the Exalted before Anton, and I wonder if they are upset about the loss of it. Already I’ve noticed how many opposed the very notion of the appeals. Yet many seem to accept his presence here, or respect it at the very least. So many hang all over him, and I wonder if that’s why: an attempt at securing power.

			I try not to look for him, yet I find my eyes pulled to his every so often without my permission. Like now, I see him pace to the balcony that faces the waterfall, clap another soul on his shoulder, and greet a girl in a silky, slinky stretch of yellow that reveals her every curve.

			He laughs, and so does she.

			His hand comes around her waist.

			I suddenly can’t breathe.

			Then my eyes track a dark silhouette at his shoulder, his rag uniform so at odds with the silk and glamour of this place.

			Illian skirts the room, mostly in shadow. In his hand is a broom, and he stops before a bar where someone had dropped a tray of glasses. One by one, he picks up each shard, then sweeps up the remaining dust.

			I wait for Anton to notice, wondering if he’s the reason Illian is here. Did he summon his brother, wishing to see him debased? He might not recall all that Illian did during the Gathering, but he would remember that Illian made multiple attempts on his life in his youth.

			When Illian attempts to take his leave, Anton calls out, “You missed a piece.”

			Illian’s expression is blank, wiped clean, as he turns back around. Anton leans a hip against the nearby bar, jerking his chin toward the floor, where Illian kneels once more to survey the area he just cleaned.

			“There is not a single shard left,” Illian says, his head still bowed.

			“Then I suppose you’ll just have to keep looking,” Anton replies. “Crawling, I imagine, would give you a better vantage.”

			Then he turns away, back toward a small congregation of souls.

			I can’t deny how it feels to watch, and yet it’s not as satisfying as I’d imagined. While deserved, this sort of revenge is petty and small and not like the Anton I remember. I long more for justice—a punishment more fitting to Illian’s crimes.

			Rising from the table a few minutes later, I finally excuse myself and offer a farewell, which they blessedly do not notice, and shuffle toward the door.

			Once more, my eyes walk a traitorous path toward Anton. He’s shoving playfully at another soul—a different one now. She nudges him back, shoving a slice of fruit between his teeth, the slender sleeve of her coral gown falling to bare her dark umber shoulder.

			Nausea climbs its way through my ribs.

			“Not so interested in you now, is he?” comes a voice. I turn to find Illian behind me, making his way from the room, broom and dustpan in hand.

			“He seems interested in you, though,” I return. “How it must pain you to kneel before him in this life, too.”

			“Did you hope,” he says with a hint of a smirk, “that your dancing might bring him back to you? What a pity it was to witness such a valiant attempt, only for him to barely notice.”

			I don’t bother with a response, attempting to nudge my way past him and into the hall. But his low tenor halts me once more. “You know, I tried to warn you—for years. I would have warned you at the Gathering, too, had I known your involvement with him. His fascinations have, and will always be, temporary. The same cannot be said for me. Say what you will, Vasalie, but it was only ever you.”

			“And what a poisonous thing obsession is,” I hiss, then continue on my way, pretending with all my strength that Illian’s words aren’t sinking in.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			My lungs burn like they’re full of water. Sparks crackle into my vision like embers from a spitting fire. I don’t even know where I’m going, only that I need somewhere to sit, maybe cry and feel sorry for myself. Rest, breathe, and gather the strength to resume my quest.

			I find myself in Anton’s study once more.

			It’s untouched, thankfully, which means Anton has not returned to find the evidence of my tampering. I’m willing to bet it’s safe to stay here for the rest of the night now that he’s well occupied. The thought has my fists tightening, my stomach curdling with disappointment. With frustration.

			He’d barely even looked at me. Hardly paid me a lick of attention. I could throttle him for his presumptuousness in demanding I wear a certain color. For his remarks.

			I could have spent that time in the Abyssal, searching for one of our codices now that I know about the connection. I’m so angry I could chuck a codex or two. I even grab one, its surface a gleaming steel, my hand trembling. Then weariness settles over me—a reminder that the energy I exert here costs triple what it does in the mortal world.

			I sink into his wingback. Yank a blanket over me—only to find it smells like him. I kick it off out of spite, ignoring the way I shiver thereafter.

			I know this is a mere façade. An act to cover his wounded pride. To distract himself and pretend nothing else exists.

			I know this isn’t who he is.

			But right now, anger feels better than grief.
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			The next morning, I return to the Abyssal.

			Hours drag by as I dig through shelf after shelf, making little progress. I break only to pilfer a tray of scones from the kitchen before escaping back into the depths of the Abyssal once more.

			So far, at least, the Abyssal has remained empty and quiet save for the rhythm of the river—stripes of water flowing through in delicate strands.

			That is, until a codex flies from its place and whips past my head. Startled, I glance about, but it’s well and truly…gone.

			A moment later, however, the missing codex floats back into place.

			I scratch my head.

			I’d just looked through that one. It was of a living person. I take it into my hands, its surface velvet-soft, and open it, only to find—

			A newly inked date of death.

			And when I search the back, I find the judgment, marked like those of the dead. Whoever this was, they just died, and Moranya scrawled her judgment into their codex.

			I continue along, the expanse of the Abyssal overwhelming. I notice more rips in the air—dark voids that seem to tear it in half, each a few feet wide, some smaller. It’s as if this place is unstitching from the seams, though they don’t seem to get worse.

			Occasionally, a codex zips past me, only to return a few moments later. The only thing I learn is that some shelves are much shorter, while others continue and zag into new ones, like the branches of a tree. Some have missing codices, too—empty slots where it seems a codex should be. Perhaps the ones Anton took to his study.

			I keep on until an Aegis alerts me at nightfall, when I realize I’ve lost track of time altogether.

			By the time I make it back into the pavilion, I find it crowded, boisterous, half the occupants slouched over divans and already asleep. Anton, for his part, idles by the open balcony near the far end, several gathered around him with chalices in hand. I find Ishu with him this time, sneaking yellow grapes off his plate when he isn’t looking.

			Like last night, I march toward him. Look directly into his eyes and announce my presence.

			“You are late,” he muses.

			“You never specified a time.”

			“How irreverent,” a nearby soul mutters, leaning her head against his shoulder. She’s long-limbed and draped in a glittering green gown, her complexion a glowing amber. “She can’t even be bothered to bow.”

			“My apologies,” I say, swallowing the bout of aggravation cording my throat as I dip into the requested bow. I remind myself that this is for him. To restore him.

			And for him, I will always bow.

			With that, I pivot and take position before the fountain I performed in last night. This time, my outfit is in two pieces: a bustier and a matching scalloped skirt the color of the sea at dusk. But it’s my prop that gives me a familiar confidence. An edge.

			It didn’t take long to scour the kitchens for a sack of flour. It’s not like millen, not nearly as light, the grain coarse and thick like sand. But with the atmosphere of this place, it dances in the air in much the same way when tossed.

			Perhaps it’s silly to hope that it might have a similar effect on him as it did at the Gathering. That it might spur a memory. I had even taken the time—not that I had a lot after spending the day in the Abyssal—to scrape the glitter off another dress and into the makeshift sack I made, which holds the flour just as it once held my millen.

			Hope is a fickle thing, ever slipping from my grasp. But now, as I pose in the center of a sea of guests, I put myself back on the Isle of Anell.

			And I dance just like I did then.

			My powder sparkles around me like mist, like a drizzle of rainfall. The harpist’s tune is not unlike the Illiuna I performed for Copelan, but gentler, more melodic. I keep my choreography simple, relying on the swirls of dust I release—each spin, each dip, cleverly timed. When the song draws to a close like curtains pulled shut, I curl onto the floor, careful not to show just how hard I’m breathing, how heavy I feel. Even so, I bask in the soft, polite claps that crackle about—a small victory compared with last night. When I look up, though, it’s merely Sorrell and the few souls I met previously. And Anton—

			He—

			I gather myself and push to my feet, my gaze circling the room. But he isn’t here. He didn’t even bother to watch. Even Ishu is gone.

			That girl. Did he escort her to his room?

			Just how many does he rotate through?

			My head churns into a disoriented rush, and strength wanes from my knees. But the nausea is the worst, threatening to spill up my throat.

			It’s not even that I blame him for seeking comfort or pleasure. But the space I carved in his heart has now been filled. I am inconsequential, our past erased. And though I knew it—kept reminding myself, even—seeing him move on is like picking at a scab.

			If I keep tormenting myself like this, the wound might never heal.

			Sorrell, Rasmus, and Unna surround me. Sorrell places a drink in my hand, linking his arm through mine yet again. He drags me to a table, and my mind is so absent, so dazed, that I let him.

			The game they play passes before me in a blur. And despite myself, I can’t help but scan the room for him in the hopes of being proved wrong. But I see neither Anton nor the girl.

			My heart feels like a bruise.
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			The next handful of days feel much the same.

			I wander through the Abyssal, searching farther in each time, but nothing makes sense beyond the basic compilation of lineage. It makes me want to scream. Worse are the headaches, the feverish chill that flares each evening and seems to get worse by the day.

			In the evenings, I’m so tired that it is all I can do to refill my sack with flour and shave another dress of its tiny, crusted beads. And still I have to dance.

			Anton barely skims a gaze over me the first few nights. The nights thereafter, he looks utterly bored—even when I catch him watching. Yet I can’t help but notice that once each week he forgoes his daily judgments and vanishes for the day. Those nights, when I dance, his expression verges more on furious than bored. I wonder why, and if it has anything to do with Moranya. I make a mental note to follow him if I can catch him before he disappears.

			For now, though, I have only my performance to grab his attention. I’ve even resorted to choreographing them as closely as I can to the ones at the Gathering—the very ones I performed at the smaller banquets where he would watch me with intent. I had been excited, hopeful, only for him not to care.

			I feel like a fool, even knowing it was a shot in the seemingly endless dark. All my energy should be directed to my search, and yet I can’t help the dejection that comes knowing I can’t reach him, or his memories, no matter how hard I try.

			That I might never catch his eye again.

			It makes me wonder if it was merely the circumstances that drew him to me at the Gathering. How small I am here, how inconsequential, next to so many beautiful souls vying for his attention like moons in his orbit.

			But I challenge the thought each time it surfaces. Summon the confidence Queen Sadira drilled into me before I left.

			I have survived the dark of a cell. Years of pain. My father. The Gathering.

			I chose to end Illian once and for all.

			My confidence should not hinge on the attentions of one man.

			That, at least, serves to anchor me. I am proud of what I’ve endured, proud of what my body is managing to do—especially here. I am proud for persisting when hope feels lost. And Anton…

			He can do as he pleases. That’s fine.

			For now.

			I take satisfaction, at least, in stealing Ishu one night. Anton, occupied as he is, doesn’t notice when I lure her from his side with a piece of cheese, and she follows me to the study, sleeping next to me in a heap. She keeps me warm, her fur softer than any blanket, and her rumbles throughout the night offer comfort and a sense of protection, both. Tonight, though, she circles the pavilion, picking at trays of food again, though she growls at anyone who reaches to pet her head.

			On the tenth night, I am just about to retire when I notice Maia retreating down the hall alone. Remembering her criticism of Moranya, I hasten my pace until I reach her.

			If time is reckoned here as it is in the mortal realm, fifteen days have passed since the Syndicate issued its decree, and my time before they return for me is halfway gone. I’ve had no luck in the Abyssal and even less with Anton. My desperation is mounting.

			Maia takes notice of me swiftly. “Come to stir more dissent, dancer?”

			“Is that such a bad thing?” I hedge. “Seems there’s little else to occupy the time.”

			“How astute you are.”

			“Does anyone else not find it strange that Moranya designated a new Sovereign and simply…left?”

			“She was never here much to begin with,” Maia says, shrugging.

			“And you don’t find that odd?” I keep pace with her with no small amount of effort, my heartbeat a rabbiting thing.

			“As much fun as our little debate was,” she says, lowering her voice, “I would not say such things aloud again. You never know who might be listening.” She nods to a nearby Aegis.

			“She really doesn’t care about us souls, does she?” I press. “She isn’t even here, and yet she would have her minions punish anyone who questions her?”

			To my astonishment, Maia whips a hand over my mouth. “Did your guide not tell you to respect Her Mercifulness? We all know better. She is beyond our comprehension, and I was a fool to question her choice in designating a Sovereign. Besides, such talk could send us right into the Sands. Do you know what the Sands really are, dancer?”

			She removes her hand, and my own chest heaves. “Are they not what they sound like? A wasteland?”

			“The Sands are the ash of corroded souls,” she says, her eyes wide. “Every stir and flick of wind burns a spirit away until it altogether ceases to exist. There is no escape from it. There is no reprieve. No one from the Sands can ever return, because there is nothing of them left.”

			So that’s why Anton didn’t cast Illian into them.

			He wants to witness his suffering.

			Then something else occurs to me. “The rips in the air,” I say. “Does that also have to do with the Sands?”

			“The chasms, you mean?” When I nod, she says, “How should I know? This lair exists because of Moranya’s power. Some suspect they are ways for her to watch us. Others think they are portals that we are not permitted to use. In the end, what does it matter? They do not affect us.”

			But that doesn’t make sense. How does no one question it?

			“I see that look in your eye,” Maia says. “Whatever you are doing here in our lair, I suggest you make it less obvious. Or better yet, give it up now. None of us will take any part in it. None of us will risk the Sands.”

			“You know,” I say. “That I am mortal. How?”

			“Why else would His Gloriousness entertain some Fates-forsaken agreement? Souls here can offer him nothing beyond momentary entertainment. Besides, you should make sure you are alone when you’re dressing yourself with the aurora blooms.” At my dazed expression, she blows a huff. “I will not spill your secret. In turn, you will never approach me again. You are too great a risk.”

			With that, she walks away.
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			It is on the eleventh day of this routine that things finally change.

			Once again, the Abyssal yields no results, and evening comes far too soon. I trudge up the stairs, exhaustion making a mockery of my muscles, and head to the Modiste’s Hall. I select another ensemble—a simple ivory dress, heart-shaped, with a corseted waistline the only structure to the piece. Knowing I can’t use flour yet again—I can’t risk Anton tiring of me to the point that he might dissolve our agreement—I yank a handful of sashes off the other gowns, a loose idea braiding together in my mind.

			As always, he is the first thing I see when I enter the pavilion, like the moon poking through a patchwork of clouds. I command his gaze when I enter, as if I could force his attention away from the others.

			Stay with me.

			But I know it won’t last. I know the moment I turn, he’ll give me a passing glance or two then resume his merriment, even with the variation I’ve planned tonight. When will he decide I’ve lost his interest altogether? Will he dismiss me from Morta’s Lair for good?

			This time, there’s barely a few feet of open space.

			As I always do, I sweep a gaze over the congregation of souls, dimly hoping to find Emilia’s familiar face, her blond curls. Though there are thousands of Exalted—perhaps more—I find it strange that she isn’t at the center of the most lavish and lucrative party there is, night after night.

			Which is this one. In the presence of His Gloriousness.

			I roll my eyes and make for the fountain. This time, settees linger in front of it, a cluster of souls lounging on each. Politely, I ask for them to move, which garners me snickers and little else.

			Friendly bunch.

			It’s then that I spy Sorrell, whose lavender robe drifts in the open breeze, and Maia, whose scowl is a fixture I feel to my bones. She avoids my gaze. I return the favor.

			Sorrell abandons her to stride over, catching me when I sneak another glance in Anton’s direction. This time, Dahlia is braiding a strand of hair off his temple.

			“If you ask me,” he says, planting a kiss on my cheek, “leave the mortal king to his indulgences and entertain your own. You’ll get your shot eventually, but longing is not a garment that favors anyone.”

			He is right, of course. At the heart of it. But still my pride, wounded as it is, becomes an ugly, insufferable thing. It heats to a boil, and suddenly I’m sweeping past Sorrell to the long table, silver and gem-encrusted platters sitting half empty along its length. So be it, if I must make my own stage.

			I yank the tablecloth until its contents slide past me to shatter on the floor.

			The crash renders the room silent—along with the music. Ishu pads over, sniffing at the spilled food.

			Carefully, I climb onto the now-empty table, the gathered sashes in hand, each knotted together. After the dizziness passes, I position myself, and I don’t bother to ask for the music to resume. I don’t look at Anton, either. I can’t bear witness to his disinterest, and so I decide that here and now, I will do this for myself. My own triumph.

			I toss the sashes into the air.

			The fabric is something like gossamer but even lighter, and with the weight of the atmosphere, it floats, almost hovering where I threw it. With a twirl, I use my hands to shape it into a spiral that cascades around me.

			Like a monsoon.

			A whirlwind, funneling back into the ocean.

			Another dip, spin, and I lift my leg, kicking the sashes adrift into the air once more.

			With each movement, I repeat the notion. Twist, arc, bouncing the thread of sashes upward each time. I never let one touch the floor, never let one fall past my knees. I tested the idea briefly in the Modiste’s Hall, though I didn’t have time to choreograph much of anything.

			So I let my instincts guide me, allow flow to dictate my moves. Eventually, the music resumes.

			I don’t even listen to it.

			I toss, whirl, bend, and stretch, the sashes flowing with me like ribbons of water. Like a wyvern from a tale, coiling in the air like a snake. And even as fatigue sets in, my muscles protesting, I press on, the music slow and undulating. Another flick of a sash, and then I let it fall, ready to twirl it up once more.

			Except the moment it clears my line of sight, a familiar face—a face that is not Anton’s—slams into focus, there near the edge of the table, his figure swathed in an iridescent plum robe.

			Sundar?

			It startles me so much I lurch, lose my balance, and only just manage to steady myself. Even so, my heart thuds wildly as I blink at him, sure my mind is playing tricks on me. But Illian wasn’t a trick.

			Neither is Sundar.

			The final sash sinks in a flourish, and this time, I don’t flick it up again.

			“Sundar,” I breathe the second I climb down. Around us, the soirée has resumed; perhaps I haven’t drawn much attention. But right now, I don’t care.

			He looks as dazed as I feel. My heart swishes between my ribs, as if caught in the sea beneath a squall.

			And then he says, simply, “I…died.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			It takes everything in me not to sink to the floor. But my sharp departure garners attention. I grab Sundar’s arm, pulling him into an empty alcove at the edge of the room, far from other patrons. “How did this happen? Sundar…”

			“An unfortunate turn of events,” he says, wincing. “Your plan worked in a sense. When you disappeared, I thought we couldn’t be blamed, considering we were, well, locked up. And indeed, after you escaped, your father released us. The council demanded Maksim set us free once Sofya had alerted them to our whereabouts.”

			Sofya had held to her word, then. And yet…

			“I should have realized it was too good to be true. A day after we were freed, your father asked that we leave his palace; without you, there was no reason for us to stay. We should have known it was a trap. It turns out that his asking us to leave was never made public. He claimed we fled—that we were in league with those who kidnapped you. He hunted us himself. We made it all the way to Kurst before we were attacked. Copelan escaped—barely. I wasn’t so lucky.”

			“He killed you,” I rasp, my fists tightening, trembling.

			“I…well, I allowed it. He had conjured a way to connect me to your disappearance, and I knew he’d use it as an excuse to invade Razam even earlier in retribution. I couldn’t let that happen, so during the attack, I stepped in front of the blade. A life for a life. Mine for yours, a debt paid. He couldn’t demand vengeance against my mother.” He sighs, as if his death were a mere inconvenience, then shakes his head. “Imagine my surprise, however, to meet Moranya, shake her lovely hand myself—souls, her allure is terribly irresistible in that moment, no? Even knowing what I do, it was as if I couldn’t see past it. Of course she granted me a spot among the Exalted and ushered me into the finality of death—only for me to find you dancing on a table, no less. Care to explain what in the Fates-forsaken realms has happened since you left us? And please, for the love of Morta, tell me the food is edible.”

			“Fates, Sundar, if I hadn’t abandoned you in my father’s holding cell…This is all my fault.”

			He merely shrugs. “You had to do it, Vas. At least I passed some kind of morality measurement and was deemed worthy of all this,” he says, gesturing around. “A silver lining, I suppose, along with the fact that I can now help you. I want to know everything that has happened.”

			“From what I understand,” I say sadly, looking around me at the feasting souls, “it won’t be long before you cease caring.”

			“Then I suppose we should make the most of our time,” he says. “And it’s of the essence, Vasalie. It’s not just the Syndicate’s deadline, which is over halfway gone.”

			Time passes the same, then, if my tracking is correct. It’s been sixteen days. I had hoped I had more time, but now, we only have fourteen left…

			“To make matters worse,” Sundar says, “Anton’s loyalists in Miridran aren’t even believing Gustav’s story. Sofya informed us once we were released, the day before we left. There are rumors of a civil war. Lords are challenging Gustav’s rule.”

			“But Anton spoke to them directly when he made Gustav regent, did he not?”

			“Some, yes. But those who weren’t part of the court that day claim it’s a ruse to steal the throne. Worse, those from Central Miridran, who would otherwise follow Anton, see Gustav as untested and weak. They’re allying. There’s talk of removing Gustav by force unless Anton returns. Worse, if Brisendale invades, the army is divided. We have to get him back, Vasalie. Only Anton can unite Miridran.”

			“It’s so much worse than I imagined,” I say, wiping my sweat-coated palms along my skirt.

			“Yes, but I’m here now, so hope is not lost. We are going to fix things. Now tell me what’s become of our king.”

			I fight the warring urges to both cry and throw my arms around him. I might not have known him for long, but he’s here. I am not alone. Secretly, I promise myself that if there is any way to bring him back to life, I will find it. But for now, I grip his arm. “Let’s find somewhere more private.”
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			The rest of the floor is composed of more lounges and nooks, some divided by walls, others by glistening, diaphanous curtains. I lead Sundar past it all, down hallways and across the bridge, until we reach the study I’ve been hiding out in.

			But I’m too antsy to sit. So I pace as I spill everything I know—about my time since I’ve arrived, the Abyssal, even Illian. The Exalted, the tiers. My bargain with Anton in exchange for him letting me stay. The doors that lead to nothing, the chasms, and the way Moranya is all but absent. I show him the codices, the way they work. Sundar, for his part, takes it all in stride.

			“I can’t help but feel it’s all connected. Why Moranya is missing, the strangeness of this place, what she really wants…” I sigh.

			“Well,” he says finally, shuffling on his feet. “There’re two of us now. We can search the Abyssal for his codex twice as fast.”

			“Actually, I’m not certain you can get in.” Though maybe, if my touch opens a wide enough hole. But…“Sundar, I won’t blame you if you choose to forget it all and enjoy the respite you’ve earned as an Exalted.”

			A laugh. “I must say, as majestic and delicious as this death-world seems, I much prefer to get revenge by thwarting your father’s plans. Besides, the crowd here seems…pretty boring.”

			“That’s what I can’t understand,” I say with a sigh. “The Exalted don’t exactly seem like they’ve earned it. I expected to find kindness, generosity, and instead, I’ve found souls who prefer to indulge in every luxury that would have landed them in a lower echelon had they entertained it in the mortal world.”

			Sundar treads over to the window, a slice of waterfall visible. “Have you considered that Moranya’s judgment might be completely backward?”

			“More and more,” I tell him. “But murderers are still cast out. Even Illian isn’t allowed into the city on account of his sins, save as Anton’s servant. It’s not based on your status in life, but the sum of your actions. Moranya’s judgment might be flawed in that she overlooks your heart and motives and instead punishes based on the sin alone. But it has a structure of some kind.”

			“Be that as it may, something is off—and it’s more than just twisted judgment. I don’t deserve to be among the Exalted. I might be a decent fellow now, but by the Fates, I was a terror in my teens and twenties.”

			“You couldn’t have been that bad,” I say.

			A laugh. “Vasalie, I once stole a considerable portion of my mother’s treasury then promptly lost it all gambling—in a single day! That same night, I crashed her finest racing chariot by accidentally ramming it into a local forgery, which in turn set fire to half the town. And that,” he says, “was during a relatively good year.”

			“Okay, so maybe you are right.” Something is off, more so than Moranya’s echelons and edicts.

			“Even my guide,” Sundar adds. “He is an absolute cad.”

			Dahlia had mentioned the guides, too. “I assume he was another soul?”

			“Yeah, a bratty good-for-nothing toad who told me the afterlife was a free ticket to any type of pleasure I preferred, and that he found it particularly fun to pester those in the lower echelons. He explained the whole system here in about five minutes—how His Gloriousness hears appeals and occasionally grants exceptions to Moranya’s judgment, and the Court of the Eggplants or Exalted or whatever used to spend hours a day enforcing the law before he came along. I spent the rest of the day listening to other nonsense about soirées and senseless gossip until finally I demanded to see my eternal lodgings and he directed me to a rather extravagant apartment here in the palace. Speaking of, where are you staying?”

			“Ah…” I sweep my gaze around the space. “Here.”

			“Here?” He clucks his tongue in distaste. “Absolutely not. You will stay with me. I have two spare bedrooms, and Morta knows how many settees. Seriously though, what is with all the settees?”

			“Do you mean it?” I ask. “That I can stay with you?”

			He presses a hand to his heart. “I vow on my mother’s dear, flawless soul to be a gentleman.”

			“Thank you,” I say, admittedly relieved. The last thing I want is for Anton to find me in the study, and for all I know, he could wander in tonight. More than anything, though, I don’t want to see him on that balcony again, another pair of hands wrapped around his waist.

			But even as Sundar leads me back to his suite—a spacious expanse, its windows framing the glittering city beyond—and shows me to a comfortable room adjacent to his larger one, I still long to run back to Anton. To throw my arms around him, beg him to come back to me. To resist whatever pull he feels here.

			To see me once more, like he did on Anell.

			Can he really be so far gone?
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			“That does not look friendly,” Sundar says, standing before the portal into the Abyssal the following morning.

			“Yeah,” I mutter. “Are you sure you want to try? I don’t know if it will work, or if it’s safe.”

			I already know the answer. Sundar, I am learning, would dive into lava for a friend if he thought there was even a sliver of a chance both might survive.

			Perhaps that’s why he earned his place here. He deserves it more than he thinks. That still doesn’t explain the rest of the Exalted, though.

			“If there is a room full of books and I’m not invited,” he says, “they better believe I’ll bust my way in.”

			Please, let this work.

			Once again, I swipe a hand across that deadly, ethereal glow, and slowly it melts away, like a blast of cold air eating through chuffs of smoke. Sundar tests the gap with his hand, and when he doesn’t jerk back with a burn, I grab his arm, hauling him through beside me when there’s a large enough hole.

			I hold my breath as we step through.

			His mouth drops when we emerge safely on the other side.
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			As before, time dissipates all too quickly in the Abyssal. It’s like a living garden, the space ever growing, expanding, the trees shifting and changing, the river gliding past with the fervor of a tide-swept sea. Petals whisk about, dancing around us in a powerful breeze that ruffles the pages of the codices I dig through.

			Being that the Abyssal is spread over multiple tiers and infuriatingly out of order, we still make very little progress—even with two of us searching. This place was not meant for visitors. Eventually, Sundar decides to go farther in, past another branch of the river.

			Half an hour later, I hear him squeak.

			“I’ve just found my brother’s book!”

			I cross the bridge. Sundar has pulled several codices from their place, fanning them out across the stone floor. I drop to my knees and begin to sort.

			“Here,” he says. “I’ve found two of them. And look! Mantrin’s is still being written as we speak, if the list of his sins is any indication…” He holds one out, and to my surprise, red ink crawls along parchment in a new line, something about slandering a Fate. Just like I’d seen my first day.

			He flips to a former page. “Rat bastard. I always knew he stole my collection of thimbles.”

			“Thimbles?”

			“I like to sew. He liked to use them as little hats on his pottery figurines.”

			An unexpected laugh pipes out of me, but then I notice his far-off expression. I place my hand atop his. “I am sorry, Sundar.”

			“It’s strange,” he says. “I miss them, and yet it’s as if my grief is wrapped in fog. I don’t feel the connection to it the way I should, and I think that’s the worst part. Fates, I want to grieve for myself, too, but I can’t so much as muster a tear. It is unsettling, to say the least.

			“We had a saying in Razam,” he continues. “A true bond never breaks. Not by sickness or by sword, and not even when death cleaves its axe. My mother made us recite that every time one of us got in a fight. And souls did we fight a lot.” With a soft laugh, he closes Mantrin’s codex, then runs a finger over the spine before grabbing for another. “Arjuna’s.”

			Arjuna’s codex is at least ten inches thick and deep purple, its spine foiled with the spokes of a waving sun and an archer’s bow.

			“I don’t understand. Why aren’t the rest of your brothers here? Or your mother? Yours, even?”

			“Mantrin and Arjuna are related by blood,” Sundar says.

			“Bloodline,” I whisper. “Of course.” It isn’t so much family as it is direct relations, though often the two coincide.

			It must be why some branch off, rise up into tiers. Where the bloodline splits.

			“If only these could help us somehow,” I say on a sigh.

			“Won’t they? Look,” he says, grinning. Arjuna’s and Mantrin’s codices radiate a faint glow. “The bond. This must be because their souls are connected.”

			A modicum of hope lights within me, threatening to fizzle. “Is it limited to bloodline?”

			“We will know soon. Arjuna is adopted, as are the rest of us. We are not related by blood.”

			Right. I’d forgotten that. “Where did she find you all? I’ve always wondered.”

			“In Razam,” he says, “femininity is of the most value, and not because of childbirth, for many either cannot or choose not to conceive. It has nothing to do with how your body appears, in fact. But our understanding of the Fates has always led us to believe that a feminine nature is inherently the more sensitive to the divine, said to attract blessings and wisdom from the Fates as well as repel misfortune. They are favored when it comes to adoption. Everyone wants a child that might bring favor.

			“My mother only believed that to an extent, and it was quite simple. The orphanages were overrun near the palace. She went there and asked for the children who had been there the longest. The most undesirable. The ones who misbehaved, lashed out, and so on. She adopted me when I was eleven. Mantrin, at eight. The rest at similar ages. Her love,” he says, pulling the codices close to his chest, “healed us all. And one day we will do the same. We will marry. Our spouses will rule in equal portion with us on the council. And whether we have children or not, every one of us will continue her legacy and adopt.” At that, he frowns. “Well, they will, I suppose. I won’t be there.”

			Maybe there’s a way we can save you, too, I do not say, squeezing his arm despite knowing I can’t promise it. But Anton found a way to bring me back, despite the cost.

			“You know,” Sundar says. “Being here, holding their codices—it’s the closest I’ve felt to them yet.”

			“I wonder if that’s why Moranya keeps this place sealed off,” I say. “If reading the codices of those you once loved reestablished the bond you had in life, the echelons would implode. Souls would fight to get back to one another. This is the bond from your saying.”

			His head pops up. “If that’s true, it seems to reason that if you had my codex, Vasalie, you could merely run it along each shelf and see which one glows in order to find yours or Anton’s. In fact, these might work—at least to find mine or yours, if not his. It would save time, no?”

			It would by a lot. My heart races, but…“Even if I find one, it would be hundreds, if not thousands, of pages to even see the Gathering,” I say, speaking aloud the fear that has slowly crept in. “And the curse will prevent me from telling him why he should read that much to begin with.”

			“You’ll find a way,” he says encouragingly. “I know you will. Use your womanly wiles against him, if you must.”

			“I’ll manage it somehow,” I say, ignoring that last part.

			“Tie him to a chair. He’ll love that.” When I roll my eyes, he shrugs. “I’m only half kidding.”

			“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”

			As I rise, a blast of dizziness sends me back down again, forcing me to wait until it passes. Sighing, I massage my ankle. “We must be nearing nightfall. I’ll need to dance for him again.”

			“I will come with you,” Sundar says, and when I give him a look, he says, “I’ll stay out of sight.”

			I suppose having a familiar face there, a friend, would help. Someone to focus on rather than Anton.

			“I’ve always looked up to him, you know,” Sundar says, striding beside me as we make our way out. “Ever since he came to Razam that first time.”

			When he stopped the brewing war not by appealing to Queen Sadira, but by asking what she needed. By listening to her.

			“You remind me of him sometimes,” I find myself saying.

			“He really confounded me back then,” Sundar says. “True, I was a bit of a hellion, but I think I sensed how alike we were rather quickly. Yet he had this innate ability to put everyone under his spell, while I couldn’t wrangle an ounce of favor from anyone at court. So I watched him, studied him—the easy way in which he moved, the way he always carried a smile, even when talking to my mother, who was definitely not happy to see him at first. That man was always in a good mood, even when he had seven blades angled at his neck.”

			A mask, I think.

			But not entirely.

			In fact, I admire that about him. He can find joy and humor in any situation, and I think I need someone like that so that I can learn to find it, too.

			“I’d consider sacrificing a finger to have witnessed that whole encounter,” I say.

			“It was…” Sundar breathes out another chuckle. “It was very unexpected. Can you believe…he waltzed right into the palace, covered in days’ worth of sand crust after baking in it for days. I saw him quipping with the guards, who definitely did not believe he was a king. I was only fourteen at the time. I raced over, held up a sword. He laughed and said, ‘At your leisure, princeling, but do leave the grapes intact.’ ”

			I can almost hear him say it in that sarcastic, ridiculous way of his.

			“I was determined to hate him,” Sundar admits. “But he was so very reasonable and kind, I think he won my brothers over before he did my mother. And you know, he always made a point to ask our opinions. He wasn’t just there for my mother. He knew our names within the first hour of being there. He asked to join us in our activities—our sports, our lessons, all of it. I remember wanting to be just like him when I grew up.”

			“His own brothers were…well, you know. Vile. I’m betting you all made up for that in your own way.”

			“That’s really sad, actually,” Sundar says. “Over time, we did consider him like a brother. But I don’t believe anyone ever told him that.”

			“Maybe you can one day.”

			He smiles gently. “Yeah, we just gotta wake the bastard up. Have you thought of, I don’t know, seducing the daylights out of him?”

			My stomach plummets at the mention.

			“He is rather satiated here, in case you hadn’t noticed. He has a posse of souls eager to please him, and he has certainly indulged himself. And I…” I blow out a breath. “I am so very imperfect compared with them.”

			“We all saw how infatuated he was with you at the Gathering. And it wasn’t mere physical attraction, Vasalie. It ran much deeper than that. I don’t think even a Fate could erase what drew him to you in the first place.”

			The words are kind, and they threaten hope. I tamp it down. At the Gathering, it was…circumstantial.

			“It’s safer to keep my distance,” I say. “He has the power to cast me out. My best hope is to do my duty. Dance each evening, and hope he leaves me well enough alone until we find his codex.”

			“I thought the goal was to keep him engaged.”

			“The goal is to entertain him just enough that he lets me stay here.” A sigh. “And I’m already failing at that.”

			“Failing? How so?”

			“I only have thirteen days left before the Syndicate’s deadline, and he barely watches me, Sundar.”

			“Are you so sure about that?”

			“You’ll see for yourself soon enough,” I say.

			“But what if he’s privy to information we need to break Moranya’s hold? Whatever Moranya needs him for,” Sundar argues. “You said it yourself: Everything must be connected. He knows her quite well, being that he’s been, ah, deceased quite a lot. And I distinctly remember he had a journal about her in that workshop of his. It was with his notes about the pendant. Maybe it’s worth trying to talk to him about her, at the very least.”

			“He isn’t going to just offer information up.”

			“For you, he might,” Sundar insists.

			“He would be suspicious!”

			“Maybe, or maybe he isn’t so tight-lipped as you think—”

			“You try to talk to him, then,” I say, exasperated.

			“If he still believes my mother betrayed him, he’s certainly not going to talk to me. But I’m telling you, Vas, he isn’t as disinterested in you as you seem to believe. Feelings can’t vanish as easily as memories do.”

			“Sundar, it’s been days of this. Days of him looking away, not caring, finding pleasure in anyone but me—”

			“I just can’t believe it, Vasalie. I—”

			“Please,” I breathe, my heart speeding. “Can’t we focus on finding his codex?” It’s far safer than risking my heart to try to get close to him in that way.

			At least, that’s what I tell myself.

			Sundar sighs. “Fine. But I think you are underestimating yourself. And that makes me sad.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			I leave Sundar for the Modiste’s Hall, promising to meet him in the pavilion.

			We spent far too much time in the Abyssal, meaning I am wholly unprepared for tonight. Swallowing thickly, I cast a searching gaze around the Modiste’s Hall for anything that might spark an idea. There are racks of gowns, jewels, accessories, but nothing I haven’t used before.

			It helped seeing Anton through Sundar’s eyes, but it doesn’t erase what I’ve witnessed thus far. He’s so different, and yet—I glimpsed the Anton I knew in that throne room. The Anton I fell for.

			I think that’s the worst part.

			Spouting a frustrated huff, I snatch a silky dark blue dress. It’s less fabric than I feel comfortable in—an angular, V-shaped bust, the back dipping below the arch of my spine. The only splash of color is on the flare of the skirt—sapphire beads that crackle outward in the shape of flames, almost as if the end has caught fire.

			Fire.

			The beginnings of an idea—or a curiosity, rather—kindles.

			I tread toward one of the several bobbing lights that float midair. There are many of them throughout the palace, lining the halls like sconces or dancing along walkways. This one is centered midway along a row of shelves displaying a treasure trove of jewelry.

			A closer inspection tells me that it isn’t actually fire, even though its white-blue light twists and undulates within the glass globe the same way fire might. Even so, I press a finger to the glass, expecting heat. Instead it’s cool to the touch. I reach inside the small opening just above its base on one side. There’s oil at the bottom, a minuscule pool of it, the middle containing a wick. The not-flame coils softly atop, like silk in the wind.

			I dab my finger into the oil. That, at least, is like what I might find in our mortal world—thick, viscous. Slippery.

			The flame itself is a burning, albeit bearable, cold. When I brush my finger against it, a trail of it catches onto the oil as if I were a candlewick.

			Taking a breath, I blow it out.
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			The pavilion is flush with laughter that rings from every direction along with the heady smell of spirits and wine. I find myself extra irritated by it, fatigued as I am in every way—body, soul, and mind. All I want to do is lie down. Sleep, maybe forever. Too bad that’s not exactly what death offers.

			I spy Sundar idling near the table, cramming a wedge of magenta fruit into his mouth. He winces when he sees me, then offers a meager, not-so-reassuring nod. I bypass him, taking stock of the pavilion. It looks a little different this evening, almost themed. Tonight it is decked out like a woodland, with garlands of perennial blooms strung from the ceilings. Antlers and sprigs burst from large urns. The Exalted are decadent in vests of velvet and moss and gowns of silk-made hostas and peonies, their crystalline jewelry scalloped like drops of dew.

			Anton leans against a column near the back, partially hidden in shadow. Dahlia lingers at his side again, her dress composed of a hundred magenta phlox hugging her luxurious curves. I look away when her hand comes to rest on his hip.

			I refuse to look at him even when I curtsy and announce my presence.

			“Climbing the table was a nice touch,” he says to my back the moment I turn away. “I wonder, will you swing from the rafters next?”

			I swing around. His profile is limned in a haze of azure, a bauble of light bobbing at his right. I wasn’t going to do this here, not in such close proximity. But my spite boils over.

			I snatch the bauble next to him and smash it against the ground. Crunch it with the sole of my slipper—a crunch for every ounce of frustration I feel toward him. His attitude, his complacency. The way he’s no longer himself, and yet he is, and all this is happening because…

			Because he sacrificed a vital piece of himself for me.

			I won’t forget that. But I won’t absolve him of his carelessness, either. So I make a vow and hold to it like the last thread of hope.

			I will save you somehow whether you like it or not, you beautiful, pompous ass.

			Glass fragments across the floor in shards, and it has the effect I intended. I drag the edge of my dress into the flame, letting it catch.

			White-blue fire runs up the skirt in flourishes and swirls—the pattern I had drawn with the oil back in the Modiste’s Hall. It shimmies up to my thighs, and when I twirl, it releases a flurry of cerulean embers.

			There are six slits in the flare of fabric beneath my waist, each fluttering as I tread toward an open space before the fountain.

			This dance, I keep simple, allowing the fire to do the work. My hips swish and dip so that my skirt whirls just right, threading licks of blue through the air as I move. My anger grows as I dance, too—a fuel even stronger than the flames. My movements become determined, impassioned. Furious, until I’m working up a sweat, perspiration haloing my forehead. Even so, I persist, almost as if I need this dance to work something out of me. To confront my fears.

			Or perhaps something in me is fighting to break free.

			And this time, I watch Anton. I glare at him every chance I get, even as I drag a finger across one of the flames, letting it spread along the lines of oil I also drew on my skin.

			It doesn’t stick as easily, but little wisps flicker along my palm and up my forearm, and when I repeat the motion with my other hand, it draws a sinuous path there, too. It’s uncomfortable, a burning cold. But it does offer a modicum of relief—for now, I feel only this. A distraction for the clamp of my muscles, the knots of tension throughout my body.

			Soon, however, my mind adjusts to the level of pain, and the rest comes swarming back. The music grows thinner—just in time. As it fizzles out, I cup my palm and blow a shower of sparks from the gathered flame. Like a spray of moonlit motes, they rain down.

			Through them, I find Anton’s gaze once more, and this time, I hold it like a clench.

			Like a dare.

			There’s a shift in the air. A chord of tension plucked, reverberating down the line of our gaze. He watches me in a way he hasn’t before. I see it in the way he straightens a degree, the way his gaze brightens, as if containing a flame, his brows ever-so-slightly notched.

			It’s how he used to look at me, all those nights at the Gathering. That intensity, the game between us, the way we never broke eye contact as if it were a challenge. A thread, always pulled taut, until it finally snapped.

			In that brothel.

			Although we both pretended otherwise, we lost ourselves, and I knew—knew in that moment, despite my denial—that he had a power over me. That he could make me melt with only a glance. That he could stir a maelstrom of both longing and fury within me, a passion that left me frighteningly breathless, time and again. I had been so afraid of it—afraid of the way he made me feel then. So worried he would be like Illian, in the end.

			I am slammed back into the present when Dahlia cups his face and tilts it toward her own.

			Her lips cover his—even as he watches me—and still he does not look away.

			It’s like a knife sliding into the cavity of my chest, one inch at a time, until I can no longer breathe at all.

			A sudden, familiar numbness sweeps over me, and then I’m turning, walking away, my surroundings tunneling to the closest exit—an archway to my left. Sundar barrels into my path, but I edge past him. “Not now. Please, Sundar, let me go.”

			His brows squeeze together in concern, but I’m gone before he can protest.

			Descending a set of stairs, I plunge through another arch. It leads me out onto an arcade lined by columns, and past that, I spear onto the raised walkway that curves all the way around the waterfall itself.

			Only once I’m behind the waterfall do I slow and catch my breath. That feverish feeling is back, pulsing hot behind my eyes.

			A path descends to the natural pool beneath, where the water is still, shining under the aurora like the surface of a sapphire. The waterfall is not a rushing thing but a slow glide, like gossamer drifting down and sliding serenely into the pool. But here I can feel the mist layering over my skin in a cool, thick sheen.

			For a moment, all I can do is breathe in and out, my heart a painful pulse.

			He might never come back.

			He might decide he doesn’t want me, even if he does. I have no claim on him. And he certainly has no obligation toward me. It’s more realistic that he would want a political alliance, even if his memories return and he reclaims the Miridranian throne.

			A darker thought slides in after that.

			I might not want him.

			Might not be able to bear the contrast between the Anton I knew and the Anton I see here if I am forced to confront too much more.

			But then I recognize that for the lie it is.

			Harden your heart.

			Turn it to stone.

			It is the only way.

			“I do not remember dismissing you.”

			Startled from my thoughts, I whirl to find Anton feet away, the nighttime aurora making peridots of his eyes.

			I had thought Sundar might follow. But not Anton.

			It takes me a moment before I find my voice. “Our deal was that I would dance for you, Majesty. Not that I would participate in the revelry afterward.” I am careful not to lift the veil off my heart, to reveal the pain sitting heavily underneath my breastbone.

			“That dance,” he says. “It was meant to entice me, no? Or capture my attention, at the very least. Congratulations on a job well done.”

			You have indeed captured my attention, he had once said. And after, he had sought me out much like this.

			“Not everyone is vying for your affections, Sire,” I say, forcing a flippancy I do not feel.

			“You knew very well what you were doing.”

			Watching him as I did—it was a mistake. But I’d been so angry. “Believe what you will,” I say, nudging past him and back toward the palace, intent on escaping him before I break altogether.

			His fingers close around the bud of my shoulder. “Wait.”

			I merely angle my head, but he spins me all the way around.

			“You might as well try.”

			I keep my eyes trained on the waterfall. “Try what?”

			“If Sadira put you to the task of seducing me, then will you not at least try?”

			At this, I jerk my head up and pull from his grip. “Do you mean to insult me? I am not interested in whatever leftovers you might offer after you have your way with every soul in your vicinity.”

			“I—” He shuts his mouth. Licks his lips.

			He’s shucked off his robe, I realize, wearing only a thin, sleeveless vest, the hammered brass bands encircling his biceps catching that dim, bluish light and tossing it about. Like what he might have worn on Anell.

			“Do not misunderstand me, Sire,” I say. “Every night, I will dance for you. And in turn, you will hold to your vow to let me stay without alerting Moranya to my presence. Let that be the extent of our interaction, Your Gloriousness.” It hurts to say it.

			He barely reacts. Instead an amused brow inches up. “And now you are angry with me. Why?”

			“I—I am not.”

			“Yes, you are.”

			“I am not.”

			“Swear it on your stepmother’s good name. On her very soul.” At my obvious exasperation, a smile dawns on his lips. “Ah, you cannot. Tell me my offense so that I might have the means to defend myself.”

			I blow out a breath. “Are you happy here? Is this really the type of life you want?”

			“What’s not to like?” he says. “I am afforded any luxury I desire.”

			“And your desires are the only ones that matter?”

			“I would very much love to indulge yours as well,” he says, stepping toward me. “Only I doubt you would admit to them.” He taps a finger to my breastbone—right above my décolletage. “How very fast your heart beats for me, dancer.”

			“Anger spurs it, Majesty.”

			“How fine a line is the one that divides fury and passion. One could say it’s rather pleasurable to blur the two.” Again a smile, this one broadening as he shifts on his feet. “You know, I think I will change the terms of our agreement.”

			“You can’t do that.”

			“Of course I can. I will continue to allow your presence here in exchange for your nightly dances—and for your joining me for a dinner of my choosing. Tomorrow evening, I think. I will send someone to collect you.”

			This time, he walks away from me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Collect me?

			Like a toy?

			I’m seething the next morning, even as I stalk the walkways of the Abyssal with Arjuna’s codex in hand.

			I keep reminding myself that my anger is misplaced, though somehow that makes it all the worse. I can’t direct it at anyone. Anton is only this way because of me. Because he made a choice, sacrificed himself and his memories, so that I might live. And even here, he is doing something good, what with his judgment over the souls.

			I know, I know, I know.

			I inhale through my nose, let it out slowly, and continue my search along the shelves, desperately seeking one that glows when I draw near. After some time, Sundar stumbles across Veer’s glowing codex. One more brother, but no one else. At least this method seems to work.

			An hour later, Sundar and I break only for a quick bite from the kitchens, and during our walk back to the Abyssal, he says, “I am waiting, you know.”

			“Waiting for what?”

			He gives me a knowing look. “For you to tell me what His Majesty said to you when he followed you last night.”

			Instantly, my hackles rise. “He was just…I don’t know. Pestering me.”

			“Because he wants you.”

			“For a night, maybe,” I say. “One night. And then what, Sundar? He would tire of me and send me away.”

			“You don’t know that. But don’t you think, at the very least, that you should use his interest in you as an opportunity to glean something? Perhaps about what Moranya really wants? In fact—” He stops in his tracks and swings to look at me. “What if you play hard to get? Make him a little jealous? He’ll probably give you just about anything—including information—to win you over.”

			“You are about as insufferable as he is,” I mutter, striding onward. “And I’m not playing ‘hard to get.’ I am rejecting him on principle.” At least when he’s acting like this.

			“I’m just saying,” he says, sprinting to catch up with me. “It’s worth a shot. He is only human, after all.” I feel his fingers around my wrist. “Face it, Vasalie. Even if we find his codex, you were right. We don’t know if he’ll bother to read it. Why not try this, too? You might find you have no other choice. Just how long are you willing to wait? Every day, the Syndicate deadline inches closer, and so does war.”

			“And if he starts to wonder why I’m questioning him so much about Moranya?”

			“Who wouldn’t be curious? I mean, really. It’s reasonable that you would want to know more.”

			I let out a burst of a sigh. “He will figure it out, Sundar. He’s smarter than you think.” I couldn’t thwart him last time, either, and he was infinitely more occupied than he is now.

			“I have faith in you” is all Sundar says.

			I wish he wasn’t right. But his words circle in my mind as we resume our search in the Abyssal.
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			“How did you find Mantrin’s codex that first time? And Arjuna’s. It couldn’t have just been happenstance.”

			Sundar thinks for a moment, scratching his head. “It was strange, actually. I walked right to them, not even meaning to. Like a pull.” He glances at me. “What if you just…walked to where you are drawn? Maybe we are trying too hard.”

			It’s worth a shot, considering we’ve had little luck despite our findings.

			I close my eyes as if that might clear my mind, addled as it is, though I feel nothing save the tight string of anxiety weaving through my nerves. But once I’m on the other side of the river again, I begin walking, grazing the nearby shelves for support.

			It’s almost like relying on a scent, rather than sight. Ignoring what my eyes see.

			Perhaps it’s my imagination, but something is there. Like an anchor on a ship, tipping me to one side. A rope coiling tighter with each step I take. I follow the sensation until, after a moment, I feel a jolt that rattles even the bones of my hand.

			I pull the codex I have stopped at. It’s large, wrapped in oily crimson cloth, like blood on skin. A macabre sight. It makes sense when I part its pages.

			This is my father’s codex.

			My fingers tremble. It takes everything within me not to rip it apart. Trample it to dust to see if that might end his life. But then, next to his, another book begins to glow. Already I know it’s my mother’s. Even so, my heart skips a beat. I barely remember her, but I recall lying in her bed, longing for her when she passed. I’d been five.

			Carefully, I gather her codex, noticing that the empty spot beside it also glows blue, almost as if lit by a phantom tome. Except there’s no codex there.

			This is where mine should be.

			Except…it isn’t.

			I’d noticed empty spots earlier, but none were lit. It’s further confirmation that it should be mine.

			“It has to be here somewhere,” Sundar says over my shoulder. “It doesn’t make sense.”

			“Considering it’s said that even Moranya herself can’t alter them. Otherwise I’m sure she would have. Unless…she threw it into the Sands.”

			Yet another fear takes root.

			“If she can’t alter them,” Sundar says staunchly, “then I doubt she can destroy them. And…yours isn’t the only one missing. Maybe they are stored somewhere else? You already said Anton had some in his study.”

			“If mine was there, I would have seen it.”

			“Even so, it means the Abyssal doesn’t contain all the codices. Ask him about it,” Sundar urges. “In the meantime, you continue to search for Anton’s. I’ll search for mine or my mother’s. I’d suggest we try to make him read Arjuna or Veer’s, but I don’t think we’d be able to convince him considering we can’t tell him why—blasted curse!—and he’d have to sift through thousands of pages to find anything relevant. At least I could taunt him with mine or my mother’s; he’s especially angry with her.”

			“I doubt he’d even listen to you,” I say. “Fates—he’d probably find some way to punish you if he saw you here.”

			“I’m not scared of him,” Sundar says, and at my frown, he holds up his hands. “I know it isn’t the best plan, but it’s better than nothing. Meanwhile, see what you can learn. Besides, if he begins to doubt what he believes, that would be a start.”

			A seed of doubt. That’s what we need—something that might take root. I mull that over as the hours drag on until, finally, an Aegis finds me. “His Gloriousness has sent for you.”
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			After changing in the Modiste’s Hall—where I select a simple plum dress made from that velvet-soft, silky material, then gather my hair into a loose plait—I am led by the Aegis into a wing of the palace I haven’t been to before, up a few stories from the pavilion. Full, floor-to-ceiling windows follow the curvature of the long hall, the evening sky a deep tanzanite expanse feathered by the soft, ethereal light of the aurora.

			Beneath, the city looks as though it’s encrusted in glitter.

			Eventually, the hallway ends in an open, columned expanse save for the fragmented glass dome that severs the night into shards. Beneath it, a small, round table sits—an intimate setting with a lantern at its center. More lanterns ring the space, a soft, pearlescent glow emanating from within.

			It feels like something from a dream—as does the man sitting there, his verdant gaze softly limned. Tonight, he wears a charcoal robe that looks more like a jacket, sewn with threads of iridescent blue. Necklaces drape from his neck, several hoops hug his ears, and his hair is half up, a few strands pulled loose to hang about his chin.

			I take too long to study him, and when our eyes meet, his smile ticks up a degree, as if he knew it all along. “Vastianna.”

			It’s still strange to hear him call me that. It was only ever Minnow, or Vasalie when he was worried.

			“Sire” is all I respond with. I take stock of the table, already laden with fruits, cheeses, pastries. Purple wine, there within a decanter, our flutes already filled and augmented with pearls of pink that I assume are some kind of fruit.

			“Where does the food come from?” I ask. I can’t imagine a farm here.

			“We have orchards on the other side of the mountain. The Sustained tend to them. Of course the crops there are not like mortal ones, subject to death. Everything you see here comes from one of those—even the cheese, which is not actual cheese, but from gurya pears that can be prepared to taste much the same.”

			“But why do souls eat?” Sundar confirmed that souls don’t need food to sustain them.

			“Eating is for pleasure alone, and left for those in the upper echelons. But enough of that. Please, won’t you sit?”

			I oblige, sliding into the chair across from him.

			Despite the hunger gnawing at my insides, I feel too awkward to eat. Anton leans back, observing me, with an oddly pensive look. It makes my neck itch.

			“Why invite me to dine with you, Your Majesty?”

			“You were a dancer. You must have been, with your skill. Where did you train?”

			“Miridran, Sire.” I’m half surprised my tongue doesn’t wither at my attempt to reveal that part of my past.

			“And yet you are not really Miridranian,” he says, leaning forward to steeple his ring-clad fingers.

			I blink at him. Had he overheard that, too? Or had something I said given that away? I reach for a pastry, if only to give my hands something to do. “No, Sire. I am not.”

			“Can you stop saying ‘Sire’?”

			“No, Sire. Why are you volleying questions at me?”

			“Because I am a king and can do what I want.”

			“As you feel the need to keep reminding me. It makes me wonder: Are you really a king, here, Sire?” I keep my gaze impassive.

			“Considering I sit on a throne and dole out judgment, I’d say so. Tell me about your childhood.” When I lift an inquisitive brow, he says, “I want to understand what really keeps you in the Abyssal every waking hour, save for when you dance for me. I do not believe that you are searching merely for your stepmother. You are hiding something.”

			I’m very good at reading people. Let’s call it a special talent.

			My spine locks, but I force it to relax, cursing Sundar in my mind. I knew Anton was going to suspect something, just as he had at the Gathering. And I can’t have him catching on—not when he is unable to hear the truth and not when his allegiance lies with Moranya. Not when he might cast me out because of it.

			But I can’t falter beneath his surveillance, so I straighten, collecting my flute. “I love her. Why is it so difficult to believe I’d search every corner of this world until I find her?”

			He merely scoffs. “Love is well and good, for all it lasts.”

			Love is a fairy tale, he had said. How much he strives to hate it. Discredit it.

			“If you really loved her,” he continues, “if you wanted to be with her so badly, you would relinquish your mortal flesh and stay here. Souls have an easier time finding their loved ones should they desire it, and yet you are determined to return to your world hereafter, or so you say. So tell me, Vastianna, what are you really doing in the Abyssal? Why do you need to find her now, rather than wait until you can reunite in death?”

			Because love fades after death? I think to say. But he won’t care about that.

			“It’s sad, really, that you think so little of love.” I unfold my napkin, arranging it on my lap. “If you don’t want me in the Abyssal, then tell me how to find her codex.”

			If I can get him to admit an easier method…

			“You know I cannot.”

			“Because you are not really a king—not the way Moranya would like you to believe.”

			I expect—hope, even—for it to rile him. Perhaps plant a seed of doubt in him about Moranya. Instead he merely says, “Even kings are bound to the laws of their land.”

			“But why make you a king in the first place? What is your arrangement with her? Is it anything like ours?”

			“Jealous, are we?” His rings clink against his flute as he wraps his fingers around it. He tips the cup to his lips, draining it completely, and then he’s refilling it to the brim. “I assure you, our arrangement is one of a kind. You still haven’t told me how you made it into Morta’s Lair to begin with, by the way.”

			“I don’t see why I should, Sire.” Not that I could if I wanted to.

			“You are steadfastly evasive,” he says. “It’s slightly infuriating.”

			“And you are wasting away here. Also infuriating.”

			His viridian gaze is like the flat of a dagger under my chin, his tone edged with warning. “Care to elaborate on that?”

			I spear a round of purple melon with my fork. “I admit you spend one hour, maybe two, each day doing something somewhat useful, with the appeals you entertain. But what about the rest of your time? You lounge about, doing little more than indulging in pleasures that barely pique your interest.”

			An assumption, but it shuts him up—for a whole two seconds.

			“Then come to me tonight,” he says. “Show me what I am missing.”

			I nearly choke. “Excuse me?”

			“Pique my interest.”

			I take a moment to dab my lips with a napkin in an attempt to gather myself. “I have already piqued your interest, Sire, or else I would not be here.”

			“All the more reason to join me tonight.”

			He…

			He is trying to lure me into his bed, the dolt. I resist the urge to ball up my napkin and chuck it at his face. “Why? So I can be a fleeting indulgence like everyone else? So you can add me to the notch on your bedpost and forget me thereafter?”

			“I don’t think I will forget the only mortal among the dead. And besides, I find you quite ravishing. Do you deny yourself pleasure the same way you would deny me?”

			“Unlike you, my life does not center on pleasure.”

			“But why not let yourself have even a little? Life is meant to be enjoyed.”

			“This isn’t really life, now, is it?” And yet, secretly, the temptation sinks in—more so with the way he leans in, the scent of him filling my nose. I can’t remember the last time I ever really enjoyed myself for more than a few minutes.

			He investigates my hesitation. “You find me attractive, yes?” Despite my best efforts, he sees the agreement on my face, the heat splotching my cheeks. “What really stays your pleasure, then?”

			“Your persistence is aggravating and is—quite frankly—not a desirable quality—”

			“Give me one reason,” he says. “Be honest, for once.”

			At my wit’s end, I clank down my fork. “I do not share, Sire.”

			The truth, as simple as that. Others can. I wouldn’t judge them for it. But Anton…

			I couldn’t bear to open up to him again, only to see him move on night after night, even knowing it’s a coping mechanism. He told me that himself. He spoke of how hollow he felt afterward, how empty.

			Yet I am selfish. My heart beats for him, but I can’t be his second choice the way I would have been for Copelan. I would rather be alone.

			“Greedy, are we?” he says, grinning. But behind that grin is something dark, oppressive. Something that reveals the hurt that time has yet to heal—from the years of rejection, the betrayals. The lies he now believes.

			“Can you blame me for protecting myself?” I ask.

			“I suppose not,” he says, rolling up the sleeves of his robe. “But I’d ask you to reconsider. You have nothing to fear from me. Give me the chance to prove it.”

			I do not fear you.

			I fear only that I might not succeed in bringing you back.

			“Besides,” he adds, his gaze touching the stiff line of my shoulders, “nothing relieves tension like a night spent being adored in every imaginable way. And adore you I would.”

			My lungs refuse to breathe for a solid three seconds.

			“My, what a spectacular setup you have here.”

			The voice nearly jolts my heart from my chest. Both Anton and I shoot a glance toward the arch, where Sundar—Sundar—waltzes in.

			I will away the blush feathering my cheeks and spear Sundar a what in the Fates are you doing here glare.

			But he ignores me, snatching a chair from the side and dragging it toward the table. He plops down, grabbing himself a platter of grapes. “Majesty. Vastianna. What a fine evening it is.”

			“Sundar—” I say, but Anton cuts in.

			“Ah, I had heard that you had found your way to the Realm of the Dead.”

			“Indeed, Sire,” Sundar says happily. “A pleasure to see you again.”

			“A shame I cannot say the same.”

			“A shame indeed,” says Sundar, crunching a grape between his teeth. “You missed my birthday, you know. I figured you should make it up to me.”

			“I do not recall inviting you to this dinner,” Anton says. “In fact, I am surprised to see you among the Exalted at all. I’ll see to fixing that at once—”

			“Don’t you dare,” I say, but Anton glowers.

			“He’s a traitor. A liar. He was clearly misjudged—an oversight I’m eager to fix.”

			Sundar pulls something from his robe and thwacks it onto the table before us.

			A codex. Glimmering dark purple and teal, as if made from the scales of some beast. Anton doesn’t reach for it, so I do, flipping it open.

			It’s Sundar’s codex.

			I try to speak—try to tell Anton to read it—but the words vanish from my tongue as if Moranya herself had plucked them from my lips. The curse at work. I blow out a frustrated breath.

			“Perhaps you are right, Majesty,” Sundar says. “Perhaps I am not deserving of my place among the Exalted.” He nudges the codex toward Anton, the unspoken words splayed between them. Find out if Moranya’s judgment was correct.

			I glance at him.

			That was…clever. A way around the curse, because he framed it with a different intent.

			And now that I think about it, if Anton merely glanced at the list of sins in the back, he would see that Sundar isn’t guilty. It’s not like we can say that, though, and for the appeals, it seems Anton doesn’t take those last pages into account. Rather, he reads the full thing.

			That’s what Sundar is banking on, I realize.

			But Anton merely folds his arms. “Why would I bother with such a headache when I can simply remove your status? I can’t decide what would be more satisfying: sending you to the Sands or designating you a Shadow. Now that I think of it, I’d rather enjoy making you scrub my private pool.”

			“Do either,” I hiss, “and you can consider our deal dissolved.”

			A risk, but I refuse to let Sundar suffer.

			Anton looks to me. “Why go to such lengths for him, I wonder?”

			“He is a friend. It’s as simple as that.”

			Dark brows arch artfully over his even darker eyelashes, his gaze now pinned on Sundar. “Tell me,” he says, “just how friendly are the two of you?”

			“There’s nothing between—”

			“Very friendly. You don’t mind, do you?” Sundar answers happily.

			He’s going to get himself sent straight to the Sands.

			“You are the son of the woman who betrayed me. I mind a great deal.”

			“I mean it,” I say. “Judge him for yourself if you wish, by reading his codex. Otherwise you will not threaten him without a fair assessment. It’s not who you are.” If I could just appeal to his sense, his true nature…

			“You heard the lass,” Sundar says, teeth flashing in a smile. “See just how terrible I really was, like the time I let baby Ishu raid your suitcase and take a chomp out of those pants you love so much.”

			“Get out,” Anton says. “Or else I might be tempted to follow through on my threat.”

			“Come on, Sire,” Sundar goads, nudging the codex toward Anton. “Aren’t you dying to know—”

			“Request denied. Goodbye,” Anton says, sweeping the codex clear off the table.

			This is all going horribly.

			At least he’s allowing Sundar to remain an Exalted, which is rather important if he’s still going to help me. Otherwise he’d have to live outside the palace.

			“I think it best we conclude our evening here,” I say, pushing up from my chair.

			“Agreed,” Anton says. “He spoiled my appetite.”

			“Clearly not,” Sundar says, jerking his chin toward Anton’s plate.

			“Keep him out of my sight,” Anton says to me.

			“Would a blindfold help?” Sundar asks jovially.

			I resist an eye roll, and yet the taunting reminds me of the way brothers might act. The way I know, without a doubt, Anton himself behaved. “You two are more similar than you realize.”

			“Like two peas in a pod,” Sundar cheerfully agrees. Meanwhile I snatch his arm, digging in my thumb for good measure as I drag him toward the hall.

			But Sundar pulls against me, halting us in our tracks.

			“We reclined at many a table together, Sire,” he says, angling his chin over his shoulder. “I think I know you well enough to say that this—all of this—is beneath you.”

			We make it only a few feet before Anton calls out. “Until tomorrow, Vastianna.”

			“I take it I have the night off from dancing, then?”

			“I’m not attending tonight. No reason for you to, either.”

			“Why is that, Majesty?” I can’t help but ask.

			He doesn’t answer me, turning to walk away first.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			“Soooo,” Sundar says once we’re back in his suite, drawing out the vowel. “How was dinner?”

			My glare is razor-edged. “Oh, I don’t know. He revealed very little and instead propositioned me to leap into his bed like all the rest of his nightly entertainment. Then you showed up and badgered the hell out of him, effectively ending our evening. So how did it go, Sundar? You tell me.”

			“Look, I couldn’t help it,” he says. “Maybe I wanted to see exactly who he is now. Maybe I wanted to see how he reacted to my proximity to you.”

			“For all the good it did.”

			“Actually, I think it was rather telling. A shame you don’t see it.”

			“I think I am a momentary infatuation for him, Sundar, and nothing more. That’s all you are seeing.”

			“Then use it, Vasalie,” he says, stepping in front of me. “Make him want to spend more time with you. The more he falls for you, the more likely he is to open up to you—about Moranya, and maybe even about the codices.”

			“That’s the problem! He won’t let himself fall for anyone. He rotates his souls like he does his wines!”

			“Forsaken Fates, Vasalie, you have his interest now! Wield it while you have it. As he sees it, you are his greatest temptation, and that gives you power. So stoke his attraction. String him along like a cat. Unspool just enough yarn that he chases after the ball.”

			Stoke his attraction.

			Deep down, I know he’s right. I know I can do it, too.

			But I don’t want to. I don’t feel brave when it comes to Anton. I feel intimidated, hurt, and afraid of the permanence of it. I look at him, and my breath wants to stick in my lungs.

			But I can’t let fear stop me from what I need to do. It’s not just my heart at stake, but the world as I know it. Without Anton, we have no way to stop the civil war. Miridran has no hope of standing against my father, because if Anton doesn’t regain his memories and testify before the Syndicate, my father will invade Razam. And he will find an excuse to push into Miridran thereafter.

			I must succeed here before all hope is lost. Only twelve days remain.

			“I will try, Sundar.”

			He nods. “Drive him a little wild, woman. Use every weapon in your arsenal to do it.”
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			Every weapon in my arsenal.

			I gnaw on my lip as I string together my outfit for the dance the next day, thinking through what, exactly, my weapons are. And then it hits me.

			Creativity.

			I am not as beautiful as the other souls, even after prepping my skin with that false, shimmering glow. I’m not able to dance the way even mortals do—let alone with the effortless grace of the dead. But I have always been creative. That’s what kept me in the Gathering. That’s what drew Illian’s eye, what earned me my place as the King’s Jewel. He might have figured out who I was quickly, but he could never have given me that title and let me perform in front of his best men if I hadn’t proven myself. He never would have believed I could earn my place at the Gathering if I wasn’t good at what I do.

			Creativity—my first weapon. My other?

			Resilience.

			I drag silk over each of my legs, then wrap it around my waist and across my bust. It’s a single stretch of dark fabric, though it’s sewn to appear more like a pair of leggings and a cinched bustier. I had originally made it from a piece meant to fit under another ensemble, and a few quick alterations suited it to my purpose.

			I don’t want the swish of extra fabric, the glitz of any other embellishments. Not tonight, when the twin cords of gossamer I quickly braided together, tied to a stick, and dipped in oil will be my prop.

			Sundar and I spent yet another fruitless morning in the Abyssal when it should have been anything but. Despite walking my father’s despicable book down shelf after shelf, no more codices glowed blue.

			More and more, I notice other codices missing. Arjuna’s book had led Sundar to find Nakula’s codex. But Nakula’s blood sister who had died at a younger age should have been there with his. So why wasn’t it? Then Sundar asked something that, even now, I can’t stop thinking about.

			“Vasalie,” he said, “have you noticed that there are no children here?”

			Beyond that, my father’s codex lit cerulean when I passed another shelf hours later, only for me to find a glowing, empty slot. When I glanced at the codices around it, I recognized Emilia’s family name.

			But Emilia’s codex was missing.

			Like mine. Like Nakula’s sister.

			Sundar was right. This isn’t making sense. Something is off—not just about the Abyssal and missing tomes, but about this whole forsaken lair.

			He was right, too, that Anton is our best chance at figuring it out.

			The pressure feels insurmountable as I prepare for the evening. I even left the Abyssal early in the afternoon to choreograph my dance. To practice it.

			Now I’m wondering if it was a mistake. As I drag myself through the palace, the extra exertion has left my bones quaking with exhaustion. By not rehearsing beforehand last night, I had more energy in the evening, if only a little. Worse still is the burgeoning headache slowly burning its way through my skull. It concerns me more than I’d like to admit—these new, strange headaches. How frequent they are becoming.

			But I fight to ignore the pain. I clench my teeth and straighten my spine, dredging up as much determination as I can muster. I need Anton to want to spend time with me. Another dinner. A moment alone. Something.

			I have to find answers—about Moranya, about the missing codices—or at least plant a seed of doubt in him about it all. But I must do so without tipping him off.

			Eleven days left, each one seeming to disappear faster than the last.

			Tonight’s soirée takes place in the highest tier of the palace where several rotundas connect through a network of bridges, each domed and columned in arcades but open to the crisp, starless night breeze. Souls congregate under each one, and large, potted plants sway in the wind. The party is in full swing, a congruence of music harmonizing from multiple directions.

			We are so high up that the aurora’s fringe along the skyline looks near enough to touch, faint tendrils of azure flickering just off the walkway’s bone-white stonework rail. Almost like clouds sinking down upon a mountain, while stretches of it rise at a higher elevation. In the distance, spires seem to pierce the nonexistent heavens.

			I’m panting by the time I climb the last step, the stairs relentless on my already aching knees. I take a moment to myself, skirting the outside of a rotunda. Even so, stars—so unnervingly absent here—prick my vision with every blink.

			My lungs ache with each inhale, but I draw in air, let it settle deep within my chest. It smells sweet and soft, like lilies with an undercurrent of spice, which I gather is from the decanters of wine stationed at several nearby serving tables, artfully arranged between stacks of gem-encrusted glasses.

			A voice slips into my ear from over my shoulder. “Once upon a time, you’d dress up like that for me.”

			Illian sets down a tray of empty flutes near the bar station, his gaze walking a slow perusal over my outfit.

			Anger flares. “I did, and happily so, until you threw me away.”

			I expect him to defend himself like he did at my father’s wedding. Instead he simply…nods. “I do wonder what might have happened had things been different. Had I handled things differently with your father, for one.”

			“You don’t get to regret your actions now,” I say, sweeping my gaze across the landscape if only to remember to breathe. “You don’t get to tell me you’re sorry for conspiring with my father—”

			“That,” he says, “is not one of my regrets. Without him, I would not have met you.”

			“In case you forgot, I am the reason you are dead. And I’m glad of it.”

			I’m about to storm away when he says, “Perhaps I don’t entirely blame you. I was jealous, and desperate not to lose you.”

			“If you are searching for forgiveness, you will not find it.”

			“I don’t believe I asked for that. I merely wished you to know,” he says, his hand reaching out, his finger brushing over my top lip.

			I slap his hand away. “You will not touch me. Ever again.”

			“Your anger will fade in time. It does for all of us.”

			“Mine won’t.”

			The corner of his lip lifts in a half smile. “There will come a time, Vastianna, when you will have to accept where your future is leading you. What it looks like. On that day,” he says, “I will be here.”
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			I shove Illian’s words from my mind. I refuse to let him distract me; he’s only trying to keep me from his brother. As he always has.

			Focus.

			Entice Anton into spending time with me. I’ve been given that task before. But I need to find him first.

			I wander across the walkways, searching. My stomach swims with nerves. An Aegis finds me, however, and directs me toward the largest rotunda. It’s lit by hundreds of bobbing lights congregated underneath the dome, spotlighting the raised platform at its center that’s currently occupied by a trio of souls writhing together in some semblance of a dance. They giggle and shove playfully at one another while a fourth climbs up to join. A second later, they straighten and descend the platform.

			Then I see why.

			Anton, on the other side, folds his arms and gives me a knowing smirk that seems to say, The stage is all yours.

			He saw me arrive. His gaze dips to my attire as I step up onto the platform, his brow rising a fraction.

			Our dance begins there. Our game, like before—where we hold each other’s gaze and do not look away, because to do so means forfeit. It means the other has lost, even if we do not know what that loss entails.

			I unspool the two coils of gossamer tied to my hips, letting them unravel along the floor in thin, wispy strips. “Care to strike a match, Majesty?”

			Perhaps it’s fitting that he, too, wears all black tonight—just like me. Instead of a robe, he has donned a sleeveless jerkin and pants, like something he would have worn on the isle. The decoration, however, is on his arms: stacks of thin gold bangles that wrap his forearms and wrists. Several golden loops still hang from his ears.

			He reaches for an incense stick, lights the edge of it with a candle’s flame. A spark jolts straight through me as he climbs the first stair, the second, the third, to meet me at eye level.

			A thin stream of smoke coils around his hand.

			He kneels before me.

			One touch of the incense stick, its tip still crusted with that white-blue flame, and a slither of fire walks a line up a stretch of gossamer.

			I crisscross my feather-light ropes, and the flame catches, spreading from one to the other. Anton starts to back away to allow me the space to perform, but I swish one firelit sash near him, like the lash of a whip.

			A warning.

			No, Majesty. You will not be an idle observer tonight.

			He freezes in place.

			I walk a circle around him, the flame-fringed gossamer trailing in my path. He follows me, shifting to face me like a deer unafraid of a hunter’s bow. With one hand, I swing the gossamer high, spiraling it above us. This dance is not unlike the one from the other night, where I taught myself how to play with the fabric on the spot. After more practice now, I keep the strands in the air with ease. A lift here, a push there—

			I whirl him around, curl into the nook of his arm.

			I slant his chin toward mine—

			“Have dinner with me again,” he breathes.

			With my other hand, I guide his free one to my waist. “My time is not free, Sire.”

			A gamble, but one I’m now confident I’ll win.

			“Name your price.”

			Another flick, and twin ribbons of flame coil and twist as if they were living things. Like serpents, spiraling around our orbit. “You said you can’t help me in the Abyssal,” I say, linking his arms with mine, “but you can certainly answer questions about this place, can you not?”

			“Depends,” he says, swinging me around—taking charge of the dance in a way that weakens my knees.

			It takes everything in me to concentrate. To keep the breath in my lungs, when he pulls my hips toward his. “Are there codices elsewhere in the palace? Besides the Abyssal?”

			“Aside from the ones I borrow for the appeals, no.”

			The ones in his study. But I hadn’t seen any names I recognized. Defeat tempts my spine into a slump, but I force it rigid again, stepping away and around his back. “What about children? Where are their souls? I’ve yet to see one.”

			After Sundar mentioned it, I realized he was right. I haven’t seen any children here, nor have we seen any codices that are shorter in length.

			“Children are the most innocent among us,” he says, spinning to face me, only I breeze away. “Moranya keeps them safe.”

			“How? Where?” Dizziness rushes in, my heart pounding faster than it should.

			“That,” he says, linking our arms, “is not for you to know.”

			I tuck away the information, vague as it is, and slip from his grip. I throw a heel in front of his foot and whirl in front of him. “You are very protective of her. Moranya.”

			“You forget,” he breathes, his eyes flashing in the firelight, “that it is Moranya who formed this realm—the one that preserves our souls past death. Were it not for her, we would flicker from existence after our short and meaningless lives. So yes, one could say I am protective—and grateful.”

			Anger snarls in my stomach. I steal a strand, use it to spur him into a turn. “Do you long for her, Anton?” A pit plunges into my stomach at the mere mention, but I saw the strange pull she had on him, the way he leaned into her touch before he struck that deal with her. I have to know.

			He surprises me, though, when he nabs the other rope of gossamer and uses it like a lasso around my waist. “I long for many things, dancer, but Moranya is not one of them.”

			I want and wish for many things I cannot have, he said once.

			I heave a breath, then two. “Then what is she to you, exactly?”

			“An ally,” he says simply.

			And then he’s the one guiding me. Twisting me, turning me, and I’m so surprised that I am pliant to his command, my body responding to his as if it were made to.

			He told me once that he took dancing lessons, and I feel it in the way he moves, the way he knows where to put his hands. He’s gentle—far gentler than Copelan ever was, and far more playful. It’s almost as if he’s teasing me like a cat with a mouse, just to see how I might react.

			“Have you reconsidered my offer?” he asks, nudging his nose against my earlobe.

			I slip from his grasp, gripping the strand he’d stolen. “To what? Spend a night with you?”

			I allow one of the gossamer cords to fall to the ground, its flames withering out. The other, I push up with no small amount of effort, the burning in my forearms making them quiver. My heart is drumming, near audible.

			“A day, a night,” he says. His hand finds the small of my back, and then he’s dipping me to expose my throat. He tells me, warm breath grazing the column of my neck, “Whatever you wish. I want to spend time with you—on your terms, if I must. But there are no expectations.”

			Exactly what I had wanted, and yet—“That is your intent in the end, though. To try me on as you might a glove?”

			“Is life not full of exploration?” he asks as he brings me upright. My vision swims with stars. “We are all looking for a modicum of joy, and yet you are intent on denying yourself what might grant it.”

			“Maybe I wouldn’t deny it,” I say huskily, unable to drag in enough air, “if I didn’t think I’d find you between the sheets with another right after.”

			I would be forgotten faster than I could blink. Inconsequential. I’d have to watch him move on and on.

			The last ribbon of gossamer flutters down between us, embers winking in its wake.

			“I won’t chain myself to a single soul,” he says resolutely, bracketing my hips. “You shouldn’t, either.”

			“Why?” The question spurts from my lips. His eyes slide to my throat, my chest—to the way it heaves far more than it should.

			“Because a relationship hinges on trust,” he says, moving up to steady my waist. “No one is trustworthy, even when they want to be. I’ve learned that the hard way. Better to live a life free and honest rather than set false expectations and fail to meet them. You should appreciate such a stance.”

			It feels like a pin prying its way into my breastbone. I can’t even blame him for it.

			Hopelessly, I try to push the words out—that there are so many loyal to him, including me—but it’s as if I can’t even take a breath to spill the sentiment, let alone speak.

			My throat clogs with frustration, but still he watches me, waiting for a response. He can see I want to give one.

			And so I do.

			I can’t be a warm body. A fleeting indulgence. My heart cannot take it.

			I back away a step, our dance forgotten. “Your lips will not touch mine, Majesty,” I tell him with all the finality I can muster, “if they are to seek others, too.”

			He watches me, watches even as my pulse pounds a vicious beat that whisks another flurry of stars into my line of sight. But his green eyes cut through it all.

			And in this moment, I realize something.

			The thought of using him like this—playing with him, teasing him just to get information, all the while knowing I’m going to reject his advances—I’m not certain I can do it. There are two hearts on the line here. I don’t want to hurt him. I don’t want to add to his pain, because there’s no shortage of it. I see it on him like a sheen of sweat when you try to hide a wound. Betrayal stings, and he has been lonely for so long. He craves to be seen and loved, even if he’s too stubborn and wounded to admit it.

			But though I’m not willing to seduce him, as Sundar so eloquently suggested, maybe I can trust what I know of him—what I am certain he is underneath all the frippery and self-indulgence. His mind and memories may have changed, but the heart of my king—my immortal king—still beats.

			“I will spend time with you, Anton,” I say. “But as a friend, not a lover.” The words barely escape my throat, pained as they are, because I feel so much for him. And that’s the problem. I feel too much. “You will have to decide if that’s enough.”

			With that, I draw away. Descend the platform, another spiral of lights twinkling across my vision, my headache worsening, my strength waning. I feel feverish again, palpitations throttling against my chest. He does not call after me, and that alone tells me all I need to know, even as the pang slides deeper into my heart.

			Perhaps I’ve made a mistake. Ruined our chance at prying what we need from him, because I thought I knew him, deep down.

			I hear my name on Sundar’s lips. “Vasalie, wait…”

			But I plunge through the crowd, fighting to keep my balance with every step. I can’t let them see how very sick I am, how fatigued. They would know I am mortal in a blink. But everything catches up to me with the force of a monsoon, and then I’m swaying, my knees wobbling—

			It’s Sundar who catches me, righting me with a steadying arm. “Let’s get you back to our room.”

			“Our room?”

			Both Sundar and I tense. Freeze in place.

			Then Sundar swings me around carefully to face Anton, who is, at the present, entirely unreadable.

			He followed me, after all.

			“Jealous, Your Gloriousness?” Sundar says.

			I spear an ice-sharp gaze at Sundar—making certain he feels it to the bone. “I was never given a room, Sire. Would you prefer I sleep on the floor? The roof, perhaps?”

			“How very inhospitable of me,” Anton says. “That, I shall remedy at once.” A clap, and an Aegis approaches. “You will have Vastianna’s things moved to my apartments. She is, after all, a friend.” Then, at my bewildered glare, he tells me, “I will respect your wishes. I will keep my distance. But I will not honor our little bargain if you’re in bed with my enemy.”

			“I am not in his bed,” I shoot at him, but he folds his arms, resolute. Heat suffuses my cheeks until it feels like I’m boiling from the inside out.

			Souls congregate around us now, though I notice Dahlia is missing, as are her friends.

			Sundar leans in to whisper, excitedly, “This couldn’t have worked out better.”

			“This is ridiculous and entirely excessive,” I say—meaning it for the both of them.

			Anton slides me a grin that doesn’t reach his eyes. “I am all those things, yes. And I pride myself on it. I will see you are taken care of,” he says as two Aegis come alongside me. “Escort her to collect her things.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			I don’t have many things, but I do have Anton’s pendant—which I’ve kept hidden in my breastband—and the codices I’ve collected so far. Those, I shove into a makeshift bag along with a few outfits I’ve strung together from the Modiste’s Hall, though the Aegis wrestle those from me the moment I step from Sundar’s rooms.

			Sundar, for his part, is not permitted to follow me. Anton told him, emphatically, that he was lucky to keep his soul—let alone a position among the Exalted—and that the only reason he isn’t banished to the Sands or shoved into the Shadows to serve is on my account, for “however long it lasts.”

			The worst part is the trek awaiting me afterward. I am already weak, my vision on the verge of blackening completely, and now I find myself being led down and through the palace, across the bridge, and into Anton’s personal wing. Just when I feel myself collapsing, a fresh layer of sweat coating my skin, an Aegis has the gall to pick me up by the waist and carry me quite awkwardly up the rest of the stairs.

			Anton’s apartments, which seem to stretch the length of the entire upper floor, are magnificent. Every outer wall is constructed of delicate glass panels rimmed in gold, as are the domed ceilings. It seems impossible for it to be held upright, supported, and yet I’m reminded of where we are. This was not crafted by a mortal. The evidence is everywhere: Urns holding glowing flowers that float midair. Baubles of light hanging suspended throughout the whole of the palace.

			The view takes center stage: the backdrop of waterfall on one side, the glittering cityscape on the other. Curtains, lush and velvet, can be drawn as needed, and thick rugs soothe my aching feet, which are still nested in the thin pair of slippers I use for dancing. And as I’m led from one room to another, between parlors and down hallways, our conversation during our dance catches up to me.

			I might not be willing to seduce Anton for information, but I will befriend him. And in the meantime, I wonder if there might be a clue here in his chambers about Moranya. About where she might be. Their deal.

			Whether it was a lie or not, Illian offered me my freedom in exchange for my spying. But his agent had to be me—because of both who I was and what I could do.

			If the bond between Anton and Moranya isn’t romantic, then she needs him for something only he can do; otherwise she wouldn’t have made such a deal.

			But why offer him her kingdom in its entirety?

			He evaded my question on the matter at our dinner, which tells me I was onto something, and I resolve to look around for a clue the moment I’m left alone. For now, I halt before the room the Aegis carries me to. It’s one of a few along this hall, the doors all identical, save for the pair of tall double doors several feet from mine.

			A simple twist of the crystalline knob and my door swings open.

			The room itself is as luxurious as the rest of Anton’s dwelling—jewel-toned and plush. The bed is covered by a cerulean duvet beneath a deep blue canopy. A dressing table is laden with perfumes and trinkets, baubles of light floating above them. A mantel drips with bulbous, peony-pale flowers I don’t recognize, unique to this realm. I squirm until the Aegis puts me down. Once they have departed, I meander to the large armoire, cracking it open.

			Slinky little gowns. Negligees. Underthings.

			Is this where his paramours sleep?

			How many live here? How many have stayed in this bed? Nausea scorches a path through my stomach. Beside the armoire, I notice another door. Thinking it a closet, I jerk it open with a scowl—

			It is…not a closet.

			The bed—the largest I’ve ever seen—draws my eye first. The duvet sits askew, threaded with a gold hem and studded with pearls. Night tables bracket the bed, both littered with half-full flutes. The gilded, arching window directly behind it frames the waterfall perfectly, intentionally. There’s a nook with a bar, and another set of doors parted to reveal a vast bathing chamber with an entire pool, by the look of it.

			This is his Fates-forsaken bedroom.

			Anger boils within me. If I have to listen to him in bed with another, I swear upon Emilia’s soul I’ll fling every last item in his wardrobe into the waterfall below. I might even push him into it for forcing this brand of proximity between us when I want nothing more than to be far, far away.

			But now that I’m alone, I begin to rifle through his nightstands, ignoring my fatigue. The first has nothing but a collection of jewelry.

			The second, however, is locked.

			My attempts to pry it open, to pick it with a nearby pin, prove fruitless, what with my tremor-racked hands, so I abandon the idea and move to the rest of the room. The closet is like a treasure trove, laden with robes and silk tunics, velvet-lined shelves displaying gemstone rings, hammered torques and armbands, and everything else he decorates himself with. The space smells of citrus and spice, so like him my knees sway, begging to fold beneath me. I examine the dresser next, running my hands inside each drawer and finding nothing save for more finery—silk and linen pants, undershirts, and briefs. But the blot of stars in my vision forces me to pause and rest.

			Only after my heart eases its relentless pounding do I set out to explore the remaining floor. Hope dwindles soon after, however, when half the doors are locked, and the rest are either guest rooms or spaces meant for entertainment.

			Dizziness returns swiftly, coiling around me in a disorienting rush, to the point that I can barely orchestrate my next steps. If I weren’t so tired, I swear I’d move my things to a different room—at the opposite end of the floor—just to spite him. In fact, I am determined to do exactly that once I recover. But as fate would have it, I can’t even muster up the strength to return to it, so I park myself on a nearby chaise to rest for a few moments…
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			I wake to the rustle of pages and the swish of liquid in a glass.

			My eyes squint open, confusion spinning my head into circles. There is only the glow from the moonless, azure sky, and the soft flicker of a small candelabra to my right.

			“Shall I lend you a cravat to wipe up all that drool?”

			My gaze swings to the left, where Anton sits in a lazy sprawl across the couch next to me, one leg propped on a knee. He tucks the book he was reading into his robe and sets down his glass, his lips curled into an amused grin. “You must have been dreaming of something rather delicious. I do hope it was me.”

			A flush suffuses my cheeks. I had fallen asleep, I realize, and in a rather awkward position at that—my head half askew on a pillow, one arm dangling off the chaise. Straightening, I swipe a line of drool from my chin. “How long have you been there?”

			It’s still nighttime, by the look of it. Ishu is asleep at his feet.

			“An hour or so.”

			He says it like it’s nothing.

			“What in the Fates possessed you to wait here? You could have gone to sleep.”

			His brows smooth at that. “I don’t sleep. At least, not very much.”

			I know what it’s like to feel lonely and stifled by the dark, he had told me once. But I study him, if only for a moment. He looks slightly disheveled—likely from the revelry, but maybe even from our dance. His hair is loose now, waving around his face. But his eyes, even glinting and crinkling as they are, seem heavy. Burdened in a way I didn’t notice before.

			We all have our comforts, Minnow. I wonder if you might be mine.

			“You moved my things into a bedroom that connects with yours,” I say.

			He shrugs. “Maybe I think you a miscreant and prefer to keep you under my watchful eye.”

			I rub my arm against the slight chill. “I am not a miscreant.”

			“We’ll see.”

			“And I’m not stubborn.”

			“Oh, yes you are.”

			“I—” I bite my tongue. No sense in arguing with him. Instead I slip my hands under my thighs. “If you brought me here in the hopes of eventually tempting me into your bed…”

			He holds up a hand. “I will respect your wishes. As I promised, I will not lay a hand on you,” he says. Then adds, “Unless you invite it.”

			“Then why?” I ask. “Why all of this if you get nothing out of it?” I just…I need to understand. Or maybe I want to force him to put voice to it.

			He takes a second, then two, grabbing his glass and tilting it to his lips.

			“I told myself I would not entertain a friendship again,” he says after a moment, his gaze fixed on the window ahead. “I made that mistake before, clearly, with those who betrayed me. But I suppose I miss the company of a mortal. Or perhaps it’s because you remind me of home.” His half grin returns. “Or maybe I simply find you interesting, even if I can only enjoy you at a distance…” He laughs, just a little, before glancing back at me. “I don’t know what that makes us.”

			“Tolerable acquaintances?” I offer.

			“Something like that,” he says. “I must be a glutton for punishment, considering you are probably the last person I should be around.”

			“Because of the company I kept,” I surmise. Gustav, Sadira, Basile, and all the rest.

			A shrug. “For all I know, you are plotting some grand betrayal with them. A way to rob me of this kingdom, too.”

			“I don’t think that’s actually possible,” I offer up, grabbing for a pillow to clutch over my stomach. “For what it’s worth, I don’t want to take this kingdom from you; I’d much rather see you on the throne you were born for. You were a good king. I admired you very much.”

			He stretches, then leans back. “Maybe you are telling the truth. But I’ve learned that one should be wary of anyone who wants something from you.”

			“By that logic, then, I should be wary of you.”

			“You absolutely should,” he agrees, smiling down at his lap.

			It’s that look, that sheepish expression, that lends me to say, softly, “Anton…”

			As if I could summon him back to me by shoving every ounce of what I feel for him into the two syllables that make his name.

			At the sound, his eyes reconnect with mine.

			“I don’t want anything from you,” I tell him. “There are questions I would like to ask you, certainly, but beyond that…” I spread my hands, my voice thin. “There’s nothing I seek—beyond wishing that our lands would not succumb to war.”

			At that, he scoffs. “Having a difficult time keeping the leash on power, are they? Is my country on the brink of a civil war so soon?” He reaches down to scratch Ishu’s ears. “You know what, don’t tell me. I find I don’t care.”

			It’s a lie; I can see it on his face. Even so, I hate Moranya for this—for souring him of any love he felt. Because the Anton I knew would sacrifice over and over for those he loved, and that included his people.

			If I could just…wake him up. Remind him of who he is, of what’s at stake…

			Once again, I test the bounds of the curse, relieved when it lets me say, “Not only that, Sire. Brisendale readies to attack.” I try to mention my father. I don’t know whether Anton knows about his rise to power or not—or what he thinks happened, for that matter, beyond his misbelief about Sadira and Gustav. Either way, though, I’m unable to put voice to it. Instead I say, “Do you not care? Are you not concerned for your people?”

			“There is no war here,” he says, his nonchalance back intact. “Besides, those you worry for will end up here in time regardless. Sooner, if war breaks out.”

			I open my mouth to point out how very backward this place is, but I decide it isn’t the time or place. While I am not willing to bed him, I need to win him over—at least enough for him to trust me. To tell me things.

			It means I can’t let my frustration get the better of me.

			“Consider staying here,” he says.

			“What?” I ask. “You mean, take your hand?”

			“Moranya’s,” he clarifies. “But yes. I would make you an Exalted regardless of her ruling. It would save you the pain of actually dying, of seeing your world suffer.”

			I glance at him. His offer is more tempting than he can know.

			Except Moranya would never let me stay near him. Not when she realizes I’m trying to take him from her. And I, in turn, would never give him up, because dying would mean that, in time, I might no longer care. Neither of us would return home after that, and he would never take his rightful place.

			I will not let her win.

			But I take it for the opening it is. “There’s much I want to know about this place, and about Moranya, before I choose to stay.”

			“If this is to be your final destination in the end, what difference does it make?”

			“Time makes all the difference in the world, Majesty,” I say. “It is the most precious of belongings, no? Time affords us the ability to make moments and memories that shape us to our very selves. I might return to a world of pain, but I wouldn’t want to miss out on all the things I want to do before I die.”

			Again he swirls the wine in his glass. “Are you so sure I can’t grant your desires here in Moranya’s Lair? What is it you want to do, exactly?”

			“That is an answer you will have to earn, Sire.”

			“And how would I earn such a thing?”

			“Answer my questions. I want to understand this place. I want to know what Moranya is really like if I’m to consider your offer to stay.”

			He studies me over the rim of his glass, and I fear he’ll see through me in all the same ways he did before.

			But then he says, “I will answer what I can for you, if you do the same.” He stands, holding out a hand. “I think a little change in scenery is in order, no?”

			I massage my temples, that vicious headache returning. “Now? Sire, it’s late…”

			“And you just had a nap.” At my hesitation, he says, “A few minutes’ dip in the waterfall pool. I need it to clear my head after this.” He flicks his glass. “Very few steps required. I promise to have you safe and sound in your bed within the hour.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			I look at him, and I ponder how I’ve managed to refuse him thus far. How I haven’t curled into his sheets if only to drink in the scent of him. To feel close, and wanted, and warm.

			I accept his hand when he reaches to pull me up—only to panic when I learn of his intended destination. “What do you mean there’re no steps required?” The pool outside at the base of the waterfall is at least thirty, maybe forty, stories below.

			His dimples make for a rather disarming appearance. “Trust me, will you?”

			A moment later, I understand when he leads me into a small enclosure behind a gold-hammered door in the hallway just beside his room. Glass cocoons the space in its entirety, which is barely wide enough to fit us both. My chin juts toward him when he slides the door shut, then pulls a lever—

			We begin to descend.

			“A lift,” he tells me. “Much more convenient than stairs.”

			Another impressive feat of this place, thanks to Moranya’s power.

			“A shame mortals haven’t invented the like,” he muses.

			Perhaps you should, I refrain from saying. Yet I can’t seem to focus on anything beyond our proximity, the way he’s almost pressed up against me.

			The enclosure speeds slightly and my stomach hitches into my throat. He presses an arm to a rail above my head, the position so similar to how he’d leaned over me underneath a flowering willow all those months ago.

			“It’s safe,” he says, grinning down at me.

			“Right,” I breathe, holding on to his gaze for the bravery it affords me. The ground rising to meet us through the glass floor is disconcerting and slightly terrifying.

			But all that fades to the background when he doesn’t lift his gaze from mine. And when his lips lose their smile, I no longer see the blur of the mountain. Or the waterfall just behind him.

			I feel his breath ghost over me.

			Warmth sizzles in my belly, threatening to turn my knees into water. His eyes drag a line down the column of my throat, his dark, ridiculously long lashes casting spokes of shadow.

			You promised you would not touch me, I want to say.

			I want him to break that promise, I admit to myself.

			I swallow thickly.

			I can’t allow myself to think like this.

			But the way he watches me now…It’s as if he’s been shocked into stillness. Like I’m a conundrum. A gadget laid bare and fractured on his worktable, and he is searching how best to reassemble it. To reassemble me.

			It’s as if he’s searching for who I really am—even if he doesn’t know it.

			Oh, how I wish I could walk into his mind and weave the threads that connected us back together again.

			Another rattle and clank, and the door pops open.

			“Come,” he says, taking my hand and exiting the lift.

			It deposits us onto the walkway leading right up to the waterfall, the gush of it roaring through my ears. There are other figures in the pool—lithe slips of skin gliding in and out of the water. Laughter bounces about. Lights bob in the air, fanning soft glows across the rippling pool.

			I follow Anton down the slope to the right, where a large patch of moss lies amid a gathering of rocks. It’s more secluded than the rest, but not secluded enough for my liking. There he shucks off his robe, then his shirt and pants, leaving him in only a pair of thin breeches.

			He is paler than he was on the isle, what with the lack of a real sun. Still, there’s something about his complexion that feels gilded, as if he were encased in citrine. Even the smooth, rigid planes of his stomach and chest hold a sheen that’s all his, whereas mine is in danger of fading; the water will wash the shine from my skin.

			Still, I can’t help the way my eyes cling to him. The hands I long to hold. The arms I’d give anything to curl into.

			“I vowed not to defile you,” he says, noticing the way I’m standing like a tree, rooted. “So join me for a quick swim. The water should do wonders for your muscles. It will take the pressure off and help with the pain.”

			Of course he noticed. And he’s right. I imagine it will help, yet I can’t seem to move. Unclothed, he will see all of me—my scars, the patches of reddened skin, the steep, exaggerated curve of my spine. So many imperfections, unlike his souls.

			“I am not in swimming attire, Sire,” I rasp. “I—I think I will just watch from here.”

			“Vastianna.”

			“Vasalie,” I say without thinking, just under my breath.

			At that, he cocks his head.

			For a moment, I think perhaps it’s triggered a memory, but then he asks, “A nickname?”

			“Something like that.”

			If anything, Vasalie feels more fitting to who I am. Who he knew me as.

			Or perhaps it’s that Vastianna represents the heiress, the daughter who must face down her father and help save the world. There’s still a part of me that feels afraid of her.

			“You have underthings, Vasalie,” he says. “I can see their outline. Those will suffice, will they not?”

			I rifle through my mind, searching for any excuse, but none comes.

			With a heavy sigh, I peel off my costume, unbuttoning it at the nape of my neck and slipping my arms free. I leave on the dark band covering my breasts—which keeps his pendant secure—and shivers coast over me as I draw down the leggings. My matching undershorts are even thinner, slanting across my backside. But I feel bare of any clothes at all when he scrapes his gaze over me, his green eyes far too vivid in the low light, cutting through the mist like a swath of sun. So nervous am I that I don’t notice whether the other souls are watching, my breath captive within the bars of my chest.

			I wait for him to wince, to look away in disinterest.

			I wait for shame to rise within me, to fill my lungs until I can scarcely breathe.

			Instead the line of his throat bobs just once before he dives into the water.

			I approach a portion of rock that forms a set of natural steps. Testing the first step, I find the water surprisingly warm and inviting, even amid the cool spray bouncing from its surface at the waterfall’s plunging descent.

			While water is unsurprisingly heavier here, thicker somehow in this place, so too is it comforting, like being wrapped in an embrace. A reprieve from those persistent chills. I draw in a lungful of humid air, then exhale a long, relieved breath.

			I used to love swimming. Illian had ponds in his palace, just beyond the gardens outside my apartments before my imprisonment. Yet the last time I swam—

			It was when Illian threw me into the depths of the sea after I had murdered King Rurik.

			My chest tightens, his name like a thumb digging into the pulse point of my neck.

			I have yet to see him here. I wonder what echelon he belongs to, if I still might come across him. But the palace is vast—and even more vast is the city that stretches for miles and miles beyond, and the Sands that ripple outward from them into a sea as black and glossy as a hematite stone.

			For once, I am grateful for the detachment Moranya imparts upon her souls.

			A moment later, Anton surfaces, frowning at my expression. So I scrub my thoughts and lift my feet, sinking until my shoulders dip beneath the waterline.

			“You were far away just now,” he says. “I want to know where you went.”

			Water ripples around us, wafts of steam curling about. I can’t tell him; such is the curse. Before I have a chance to respond, though, a voice interrupts.

			“Your Gloriousness!”

			Anton’s head jerks to the right. Dahlia is swimming our way, gliding through the water in smooth, steady strokes. When she comes up for air, she splashes a wave of water at him, a delighted giggle bursting from her throat. He laughs, returning her spray with one of his own.

			And suddenly I wonder why I am here.

			This feels irrevocably foolish. Pointless. A frustrated growl knots in my throat, but I swallow it down and wade toward the edge of the pool—

			“Oh, no you don’t,” Anton says, his breath feathering my ear. Warm hands settle on my shoulders, and then he’s spinning me around. “You agreed to a quick swim.”

			“I swam, it was quick, and now I’m going to bed,” I announce.

			Behind Anton, Dahlia swims up to curl an arm around his waist. “Oh, let her sleep. I’ll show you a good time. I always do.”

			“Another time, darling,” he says, snatching my hand now that I’m pulling away again.

			Her face scrunches, and she slants a gaze my way. Then, with a solitary exhale, she croons, “You know where to find me when you get bored.”

			Bored with me. The thought curdles, but I breathe through it as she wanders away, pulling herself from the pool entirely.

			“You didn’t have to send her away,” I murmur.

			“We had an agreement,” he states simply, folding his arms. “You have questions for me. I have some for you, too. Starting with…Who are you really?”

			The question catches me off guard. “What do you mean?”

			“You are not Miridranian, as we established,” he states, referencing our dinner. He wades around me, a finger on his chin. “You have a stepmother who was murdered, if I caught your meaning in the Abyssal. You went on to live in my country. You became a performer—a dancer, I gather. How I have never heard of you, I cannot comprehend.”

			I twist my soaked curls into a coil with my fingers, spinning so that I’m facing him as he moves. “Surely you can’t expect me to recount my life’s story tonight.”

			But oh, how I wish I could.

			He pauses and plucks a nearby reed sprouting from between the rocks and plops the end into his mouth to chew. “Did you dance in my court?”

			“No, Sire.” Not in Ansa, at least.

			“Then where?”

			But I can’t tell him—even if the curse allows it. He’s already suspicious of me, and if he knew I served Illian, that I was his Jewel…Illian, whom he still remembers as the brother who tried to murder him…

			My voice comes out scraped. “I prefer not to speak of my past.”

			“Because you are hiding more than you let on?”

			“I am hiding a past that I am ashamed of, Majesty,” I say. “Would you really make me relive it here and now?”

			He pulls his bottom lip between his teeth, observing me with a tilt of his head. “You really were a miscreant, weren’t you?”

			I dip my chin into the water’s coolness before answering. “Maybe we deserve each other’s company.”

			“You realize I could force you to tell me anything I want.” He grins, one of his earrings catching the light. At least I can tell he’s playing with me now.

			That, I can use.

			“Because you will cast me into the Sands if I refuse? Doubtful. You don’t have the heart for that.” I realize we’ve glided deep, my toes no longer grazing the slick rock beneath.

			He threads a hand through his soaked locks, flipping them off his forehead. I watch the motion—the flex of his muscles, the curve of his ribs. “You are missing the point of trading answers, miscreant.”

			“You’re the one trying to convince me to stay,” I say. “Shouldn’t I be asking the questions?”

			“And yet we agreed.”

			“I didn’t actually verbalize that. Perhaps you should pay more attention next time, Sire.”

			“You infuriating little thing,” he says with a laugh, pulling my arm toward the waterfall. “Come with me, then we’ll see about those questions.” He disappears beneath the waterline. A moment later, a hand comes around my ankle—

			I’m dragged under, down—

			We come face-to-face underwater. He’s smiling, and it’s a free thing; meanwhile my eyes are shot wide. But he taps a finger to my lips. “You can breathe.”

			His voice: It’s audible. But that can’t be right. Still, I hold air within my chest, my lips sealed shut. Sensing my panic, he keeps hold of my wrist. “Vasalie, trust me. I still have my mortal body as surely as you do.”

			Trust me.

			Without even meaning to, I thread my fingers into his, as if that alone could grant me the strength to try it—to sacrifice my air and hope that water doesn’t drown me. I hold on to his sea-green gaze, there between ribbons of dark hair that sway in the water, and clamp my hand on his palm—

			My lips part.

			It’s not like breathing air.

			It’s as if I don’t need it at all, or like it never left.

			“I don’t understand,” I say.

			“This realm does not follow the rules of our world,” he says. “The elements, down to their very core, are made for this place. You might have noticed a few differences.”

			Like the air being heavier, harder to move through. “Admittedly, it’s been difficult to adapt,” I say.

			“It takes time—especially for us. Gravity is different here, as is the food and everything else. Look around.”

			I release his hand, batting away my own hair, but still it drifts in front of me like seaweed, coiling into spirals around my neck and chest. With another swipe, I see what I hadn’t before. The water shimmers under the light of the aurora, gold and cerulean falling around like glitter. The base of the pool is blue rock, softened near the dip of the fall, though clusters of vibrant kelp emerge from the gaps.

			And I don’t have to try to float. The water carries my weight with ease, thick enough that I remain suspended. So much so that I can simply…rest. No fighting, no kicking, no pushing.

			This is what he meant for me to do.

			“Close your eyes,” he says. “Trust me one more time.”

			So I do. My lids close, though ovals of light scatter across them like raindrops on foggy glass. The water feels cooler by a degree.

			His hand gathers mine into a gentle squeeze.

			“Slowly,” he says, “relax one muscle at a time. Imagine them releasing a breath. Exist without trying, Vasalie, for once. Even I can see the effort you exert.”

			One limb at a time, the pressure eases. Even the feverish feeling lessens until it, too, vanishes. I wonder if it’s the atmosphere of this place that causes these strange new headaches—a pressure I haven’t yet adapted to.

			His fingers tug softly at mine, a subtle pull. My hair glides over my shoulder, like heather in the lightest breeze, and when I open my eyes again, I feel as though I’m drifting in a sea of stars.

			Maybe we should never surface, I think.

			If only I could stay here with him. Forget the world above.

			But then there’s the waterfall, a muted roar battering through the pool to our right, louder the closer we float. It’s there that Anton tugs me now, and I realize he means to pull me into it.

			Instinct has me yanking in a breath and holding it, though a little squeal slips through as we drive underneath, the sound deafening. Thundering. It pounds against my flesh and pulls my hair into a downward spill. Then the curtain falls away, and we pump upward and toward the surface.

			The world is hazy on the other side, the air cool as fresh rain. I gasp an inhale, brushing curls from my forehead and eyes, kicking my legs once more. Then Anton is there, his large hand wrapping around my forearm and guiding me swiftly toward the rocks. An upward push, then I’m planted on a rock, my legs dangling in the water as he settles beside me.

			We’re in a cave, he and I, the waterfall a crystalline shroud that blurs the outside world.

			My breath echoes in my ears.

			“I come here when I want to block out everything else,” he says, his wet hair dripping trails of water down his shoulders and chest.

			I itch to run my forefinger across his forehead, to coax the few wayward tendrils hanging past his brow back behind his ear. “Why bring me?”

			His smile is soft in a way I haven’t yet seen here. “I appreciate the quiet, but I hate solitude.”

			“So bring Dahlia.”

			He slides a knowing gaze my way. “My jealous little miscreant, you needn’t feel threatened. Can’t you tell how interesting I find you?”

			“Your interest is tied to curiosity. I’m a package you want to unwrap. Once you see what’s inside, the mystery loses its appeal.” I pull my hair over my shoulder to squeeze out the water, if only to have something to do with my hands.

			“That’s a very narrow-minded way of thinking. A good mystery stands the test of time—even after answers.”

			Fates, he sounds like Sundar. “I am not a good mystery, Sire. I am here for a reason, and you are distracting me from it.”

			“I thought you might feel safe here,” he says. “We can speak without being overheard—or being watched.”

			“Watched,” I repeat. “By the other souls? Or by Moranya?”

			“Moranya does not lurk in corners. Is that what you think?”

			I shrug, twisting my locks into a knot, only to unravel them again. “She could have eyes and ears everywhere. Or are you her lone watchdog?”

			“I am someone she trusts to take care of her souls. Do not misunderstand.”

			“Do you think she’s a fair ruler?”

			I expect him to bite at me, to warn me not to question her motives, like he did before. Like Maia did. Instead he leans back on his elbows. “I think she does the best she can, all things considered.”

			Both our feet still dangle in the water, but I pull mine up to wrap my arms around them. “I’m trying to understand her, but everyone is so cryptic—and that includes you. Why? Why does everyone so willingly adapt to the order of things here when she’s an absent queen? Why do you trust her so implicitly?”

			“Her act in creating this realm was a selfless one, and it saved multitudes of souls from vanishing from existence. We owe her much—faith being the least of it.”

			“They say she tricked a Fate and stole his powers to do it. How is that deserving of anything?”

			The Unknown Fate. Emilia had speculated about who he might be, why he came to our world in the first place. She seemed to think the two fell in love, but knowing Moranya, her methods of deceit…

			“The story is not so simple as that.”

			“And how would you know?” Perhaps Moranya has filled his head with lies.

			“Because I was more skeptical than anyone.”

			“And what? She refuted the tale and exchanged it for a few honeyed words?”

			He snatches my chin, turns it toward him. “No,” he breathes. “Only over time, once I had painstakingly gained her trust, did she reveal the truth to me. And now that I know it, it fills me with such sadness that I wish I had never found out. Consider yourself fortunate.”

			I search his face, the light spangling through the waterfall’s fringe to flicker across the sharp planes of his jaw. He died many times in his youth, I remember. He had seen her often, perhaps had developed some sort of friendship, and yet he hadn’t seemed overly friendly when he bargained for my life.

			“Why is it so tragic a tale?” I whisper, thinking of Emilia’s speculations. “Are you saying she loved the Fate she is said to have killed?”

			“It is tragic,” he says, releasing my chin, “that she wasted so much time believing in love.”

			Frustration crowds my throat. “Can’t you just tell me what happened?”

			His glare, once soft, now carves to a point. “The story is not mine to share. But now you will answer something for me, miscreant. I’ve been more than patient.” There’s a finality to his tone I haven’t heard since the isle—one that makes my heart lurch.

			“I do not remember you from my court, and yet you were conspiring with those I believed to be my friends. I suggest you start at the beginning.”

			I want to tell him so badly, make him understand that not everything is as it seems. But it’s as if there’s a cord around my windpipe, and all that comes out is a cough—as if Moranya’s curse can sense my intent.

			“Was your past really so painful?”

			“Painful,” I breathe, “is an understatement.”

			“So let me share the burden,” he says. “Surely—”

			“You won’t tell me Moranya’s past for the same reason, to the point of admitting you wish you didn’t know it,” I say, wringing my hands. “Yet you demand I tell you mine? What if it’s a truth you aren’t ready to hear, Majesty?”

			“For you, I would bear it.”

			I don’t know what to make of that.

			Perhaps…I could find a way to share vague information, twist it somehow like Sundar did. I could tell him I worked for someone I thought cared for me, even loved me, but he betrayed me in the end. Except that would only serve to sour Anton toward love even more.

			He clamps his bottom lip with his teeth, a bead of water hanging from his lashes. I want to brush my thumb across it—want to cup his cheeks and force him to look at me until he sees who I was to him.

			There’s little he can do to rebut my argument, reed-thin as it is. But he’s yet to loosen his tongue about Moranya, and for that to happen, I need to gain his trust. Temper him, somehow. There must be another way without crossing the boundary I set for myself.

			His heart is wounded, enclosed in a shield of glass, but I need only find a crack where I might pry my way in.

			For now, I place my hand on his, where it rests on the rock just to the right of my thigh. He goes very still as I settle my gaze on his—pry into the low-lit green as if I could see the soul trapped within its depths. “I will tell you everything one day soon. I vow it—on my life.”
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			He escorts me to my room in silence, the both of us finding ourselves in the too-small lift once more. I turn away from him, unable to handle the feel of his breath on my brow, too frightened to look up at him and see what I suspect has taken residence in his gaze, if the heat on my nape while we climbed from the pool was any indication. So I face the glass as we ascend, narrow my focus to the aurora reflected in the pool below, rippling under the ruffle of water like the sun glancing off fragmented glass.

			A single knuckle falls down the line of my spine, almost as if by accident. An idle, absent-minded gesture.

			I nearly collapse on the spot.

			But he can’t know that. And when we stand before my door minutes later, he whispers, so softly I almost don’t hear it, “You’re beautiful.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			The next morning, I wait until Anton leaves for the appeals and search his room. Last night proved that getting information from him is going to take time, and we’ve yet to find what we need in the Abyssal. I’m starting to fear we won’t, what with the missing codices.

			I have ten days left. Two-thirds of my span, already elapsed.

			So I dig through his rooms again, leaving no crack or crevice untouched. I move to his study next, rifle through it all over again, only to come up empty-handed. All of it leaves me winded, breathless, fatigued—more so after spending half the night with him in that pool and not sleeping a wink afterward, my heart an aching pulse in my chest. He is both so close and yet so far. And now, being in such close proximity—

			You’re beautiful.

			It frightens me, the intensity of my feelings. The way I can’t seem to block them out.

			I feel everything I did on Anell and more. His gentle spirit, his goodness…I see it, even here, despite his careless, hedonistic façade. Despite what Moranya has done to him. He brought me to that pool because he thought it would help ease my pain. And it’s all the harder like this. I want to guard my heart, yet he’s intent on thieving it from me—even at his worst.

			So I remind myself what it would feel like if I were to give in, to crawl into his bed and cling to him throughout the night, only for him to reject me thereafter.

			Be his friend. Gain his trust. It won’t be won by touching him, teasing him, or slipping between his sheets.

			I avoid Sundar all afternoon, knowing he’ll chastise me for not using Anton’s attraction against him—knowing, too, that he might be right and I could be bypassing an opportunity we can’t afford to miss.

			Instead I make a trip to the gardens on a lower tier of the mountain in search of more of those strange, glowing bulbs. I’m running low on the shimmering cream I had made. Luckily, I find them easily enough, and I gather them into a sack I made. Even so, my head pulses painfully, my skin flush and far too warm.

			I’m almost done collecting bulbs when I see the willowy figure clothed in rags not unlike Illian’s, there by the fountain.

			A Shadow.

			And yet she’s familiar. White-blond hair falling limply down her back, tall in stature. A purse to her lips. My heart skips a beat, even as I blink, sure I’m hallucinating. But as I watch her, I know for certain.

			Aesir.

			She notices me, too, a faint glimmer of surprise widening her eyes.

			I had wondered how long she might survive at my father’s side when he never intended to share power in the first place. I almost feel bad for her, considering she was designated a Shadow, too. But then…she had earned this, hadn’t she? She’d plotted her own father’s death. Maybe Moranya’s judgment is just, after all.

			Still, I can’t help but approach her. “How did it happen?”

			She brushes a strand of hair from her shoulder. “A fall. Down the stairs.”

			“He pushed you.”

			“Then held me in a show of tears, calling for help, as if I’d simply lost my balance. I saw that as my soul drifted away. He found out that I could not bear him a child and secure his line.”

			I’m tempted to gloat. She should have seen this coming. She brought this on herself.

			Except no one, not even Aesir, deserves my father.

			“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to see you here, either,” she says. “So he had you killed and blamed it on that prince, then? It was only a matter of time; he’d planned to kill you off after the Syndicate deadline, the moment he had a more pliable heir.”

			She thinks I’m dead. I don’t refute her. “Surely the Syndicate will be suspicious of your death, what with them watching so closely. Between you and Prince Sundar—”

			“He has always been steps ahead, don’t you know? He bought off Lord Dameron years ago. Why do you think he offered to stay? He will vouch for Maksim’s innocence. Provide any alibi. Say he saw whatever Maksim asks him to.”

			I rub my forehead, my dull headache throbbing all the more.

			“Do you regret your role in all this?” I can’t help but ask.

			She shrugs. “Even here, I don’t think it has fully set in. Once the numbness and shock wear off, I am certain I will. Then perhaps I will walk myself into the Sands.”

			“But surely you would want revenge? If you had the chance, that is.”

			“Would that I had the chance.” Her hand cups a flowering bulb—until it tightens, squeezing until it comes apart in her palm. “Of course. But as you can see…” She tosses the sundered petals down, her heel pressing them into the earth. “I am here. And once again, he holds all the cards.”
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			Tonight, Anton’s party is on a covered walkway nudged against the palace’s right wing, where a wedge of mountain rings inward. The canopy is laced in wisteria that drips down to either side, and cool air sweeps through my pinned hair, coaxing a few ringlets loose.

			My heart hammers as I drift down the long walkway, my mind replaying my meeting with Aesir. Somehow I will find a way to make my father pay. For all of his sins.

			For now, though, I must focus. My exertion lately has left me more exhausted than before, the painful quake in my knees threatening to topple me altogether. Even my vision is a blur, a smear of stars, my heartbeat a pulse that throbs against my burning eyes.

			It’s so much worse than before, and that’s when I realize something is wrong.

			I clutch the long swaths of pale chiffon extending from my skirt with sweat-coated fingers. I should turn around and rest, ask Anton if I might take the night off. Instinct tells me I shouldn’t ignore my worsening symptoms.

			But I will manage, just as I always do. I’ll find the strength, because I can’t afford to lose any more time.

			Still, it’s difficult to ignore the chills spiking along my arms and neck as I near the soirée. Souls cluster by columns, a soft, ethereal melody adrift in the air. The closer I draw, however, the more fatigue takes its toll, the floor warping beneath my line of sight. So labored, so distracted, am I that I don’t hear the footsteps behind me until it’s too late.

			A hand wraps around my throat.

			I’m flung from the walkway and into a shadowed alcove off the main path, my knees hitting stone. I glance up, startled, as eyes—as blue and piercing as the sun glinting off the sea—knife into mine.

			I blink to clear my flickering vision, yet still it takes me a moment to understand. I’d almost thought I was looking at Aesir again, except that it’s…Rurik.

			King Rurik, whom I killed.

			He looks younger. No beard, longer hair, both eyes, and yet his glare holds a lifetime—and the pain of death.

			“It wasn’t a lie,” he growls. “You really are here. And alive.”

			Did Aesir find him? Tell him I was here? But she thought I was dead—

			“Rurik,” I rasp, fumbling to get back onto my feet. “I’m sorry—”

			“Not yet you aren’t,” he says, and I yelp as he shoves me back yet again. “Allow me to describe what it was like having a blade cut into your neck—”

			“My, what’s this?” says a newcomer. Light slides over Sorrell’s form as he comes into view—and Dahlia, too. I breathe a sigh of relief as their gazes dip down to mine.

			“She’s a mortal,” Rurik spits. “I don’t know how she got here, but she is owed the same blood-soaked death she delivered me—”

			“A mortal, you say?” Sorrell asks, lifting a brow. He bends, reaching his hand out toward mine. I take it, letting him pull me the rest of the way up.

			Only he jerks harder, until my shoulder slams into his chest. He grips my hair, running his nose along my temple. “Oh, this is too good. How did we miss this?” He laughs, and it’s a cruel sound. I try to loose myself from his grip, but he clings tighter. “Dahlia, it all makes sense now.”

			Dahlia strides forward, glaring down her nose at me before taking a piece of my hair and bringing it beneath her nostrils. She drops it as if it burned her. “Is this how you’ve had His Gloriousness eating from the palm of your hand, then? Does he know your little secret?”

			“It does not matter,” says Rurik. “Mortals are not permitted here, save by Moranya’s invitation.”

			“I think we can handle this,” Sorrell says to Rurik. “You may go.”

			Rurik, unused to his new standing in the Realm of the Dead, starts to argue.

			But Dahlia lifts a hand, halting him. “You are a Sustained, are you not? Barely more than a Shadow. We far outrank you. I am a member of the Court of the Exalted.”

			“Off you go,” Sorrell says.

			With a last, murderous glare at me, Rurik stalks away.

			Finally, I manage to wrestle myself from Sorrell’s grip, though my vision is rimmed with black, my head throbbing even harder now. “Take me to Anton if you must, but—”

			In a blink, I’m crowded against the wall with Dahlia hovering over me. “Anton,” Dahlia says. “How familiarly you treat him.”

			“To hand you over to His Gloriousness would be to continue the same pattern,” Sorrell muses beside her, gliding his hand around my hip. “I think it’s time we break it, no? Handle this ourselves.”

			“We could drag her into the Sands,” Dahlia says, sliding a nail along my collarbone. “Rid ourselves of her for good.”

			“Oh, certainly, but it would be a shame not to have a little fun first.” Sorrell yanks me toward him, pressing his knee between my legs—

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			“Fates, I’ve had enough Shadow filth for one day,” Dahlia hisses, and I realize that, this time, the voice belongs to Illian.

			Illian, of all souls.

			Sorrell, on the other hand, looks delighted at the prospect of inserting his dominance yet again. “Far be it from you to speak to us in such a way,” he muses.

			“Perhaps,” Illian says coolly. “Though the Aegis won’t be pleased with this display. There are two within earshot. No, wait—three. Shall I call them? Tell them you’re playing with His Gloriousness’s pet?”

			To my relief, Dahlia backs away, releasing me. “You will pay for intervening, Shadow.”

			Sorrell and Dahlia push past him, Sorrell’s shoulder knocking into Illian’s.

			He barely flinches.

			I slide down the wall, my breathing shallow.

			Illian paces to me. He bends, grabbing my elbows to help haul me up.

			I shake him off the moment I’m on my feet. “You don’t get to play rescuer.” My voice comes out hoarse, barely audible, but I force it through all the same.

			“Always so grateful,” he drawls.

			But I heard what Rurik said. At first I thought perhaps Aesir figured it out and told him, yet Illian is the one who knew I was alive.

			“Does Rurik know you were the one who made me kill him?” I ask. Yes, I’d wielded the blade, but I’d never have done it if I had a choice. If Anton’s life hadn’t been on the line. I’d made a panicked decision, and Sadira was right: I paid for it with my life. Paid for it ending him.

			I don’t think I’ll ever truly release the weight of my guilt. I don’t think I should. But Illian doesn’t get to act like I’m the only one at fault.

			And I realize, then, why he alerted Rurik. Why he intervened when the Exalted found me, when I might have been dragged to the Sands. It wasn’t my death he was concerned with. Sure, he wants me to pay for ending his life, but he doesn’t want me to disappear. Doesn’t want my soul to vanish, be burned away by the Sands. And that’s what Dahlia and Sorrell would have done.

			I’d never end up with Illian—to suffer alongside him—if that happened. No, Illian wants to see me tormented.

			As expected, he doesn’t bother with a response, saying instead, “You don’t look so well.”

			I swipe the sweat from my forehead and stride past him.

			“It’s happening faster, I see.”

			I slow, turning back. “What are you talking about?”

			His lips tip into a half grin. “You were not made for this place. Your flesh and spirit are warring against each other. Can’t you feel it?” He folds his arms. “I suspected that might be the case. Headaches, is it? Far more than your usual? I’ve noticed the flush in your cheeks, the way you rub your brows. The pain in your eyes. And the sweating.”

			His words plunge fear into my lungs—a fear that was already growing, rising like a tide. I knew something more was going on, but I assumed it was the mere pressure of this place. If my very spirit and body are at war, though…

			It doesn’t matter. I have a purpose here. I can’t think about this. I sweep past Illian, ignoring the staccato of my heart.

			“It seems we will be reunited sooner than I had thought,” Illian says. “A matter of days at best.”

			I halt, a cool breeze lifting my locks and tossing them about. It sends chills down my arms, despite the heat along my brows. I set my hand on a nearby post to keep my balance.

			Days?

			Maybe…Maybe I should let this happen. Anton asked me to stay, didn’t he? He promised to overrule Moranya’s judgment. It would be easier just to…succumb to it all.

			But to do that would mean handing my father victory. Letting loved ones suffer. Beyond that, even if I sought to save Anton after I died, Moranya would never let my soul near his. And I would have nothing to bargain with.

			Survive, my darling girl, Emilia said.

			Illian is right. The longer I stay, the longer I’m at risk. Time is of the essence, and not just because of the Syndicate deadline.

			You have a few days at best.

			Despite the tightness in my chest—despite that it takes all my effort to place one foot in front of the other—I force myself under the arch that leads back into the party, leaving Illian behind. He does not follow.

			“Vasalie?” Sundar says, noticing my entrance.

			I resist rubbing my arms against the sudden chill. “Fine…I’m fine.”

			Except my vision is more fogged now. But I swipe the sweat from my brow and plunge ahead, leaving Sundar near the balustrade when we find our king.

			He’s draped on a chaise nudged against the wall, a blue-gold robe tossed open to reveal the contours of his chest. His ears drip with glittering gems, his hair is windswept, and he looks so beautiful, so like himself, that a small sob escapes my lips. Even his eyes sparkle under the light of a fading aurora.

			By the time I reach him, I’ve somewhat composed myself, and I dip into a neat bow. My vision blinks black then white, and I wait until the multiple stars wash away. When my line of sight finally clears, a slight frown tugs at Anton’s lips, but I waste no time. It’s become apparent now that I need to finish this dance as quickly as possible.

			I hold fast to my determination. Mustering up an ounce of strength—more than I really possess—I position myself between two columns framing the distant mountain as it sinks into the sea, soft threads of aurora reflected onto the water beyond. The melody chimes like the singing of bells, the pluck of a harp. I lean, my foot poised before me, a quick glance behind alerting me to how close I am to the edge of the walkway. The balustrade, two feet away, barely reaches my knees.

			Focus.

			Dragging in a breath, I lift my arms. Settle into my opening pose.

			This time, I brought no props save for the dress itself—the skirt made of long stretches of pale fabric I pluck upward and spin about. The corset was cut too low for me to keep Anton’s pendant on me, so that I tucked away, hiding it back in my room.

			I would have liked to be more creative, but I’m trusting my instinct, holding tight to my resolve. I lean on Sundar’s assertions, too. Tonight I will release my fear and dance for him, and then I’ll invite him to a game of tabletop joust, perhaps, or we could promenade through the rooftop gardens I saw this morning. Anywhere I might spend time alone with him and loosen his lips.

			I just need to make it through this dance.

			I sweep into a whirl, bend and dip, sweat beading along the line of my brow—except here, outside, it’s downright frigid, and growing colder by the second. Yet a sheen of perspiration coats my skin. Even dancing, I shouldn’t be sweating like this. Still, I force myself onward, concentrating on the rhythm, on planning my steps, even as chills sweep across my skin. And with every motion, my resilience drains like sand clutched within a too-tight fist. The tighter I hold to it, the more it slips.

			Before I make it even halfway through the song, my vision flickers like a candle’s dying flame—

			Strength drains from my limbs completely, and the world slants as if on a hinge.

			Turns black.

			Someone shouts my name. Vasalie!

			Then I feel myself fall.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Anton

			
			He fiddles with his bracelets.

			Bounces his leg.

			Toys with the fringe of a nearby pillow. Picks at it, unraveling loose threads until he shoves it aside. He’s restless, fidgeting far more than usual. Nothing here is keeping his interest, not even the souls.

			It isn’t until his gaze roams the crowd that he realizes he’s searching for her.

			Waiting for her.

			Fates-damnit. The whole reason he’d fled the mortal world was to sever all attachments, forget the past. Hide it somewhere he’d never have to face it again. Only, ever since she had arrived, he’d tried his damndest to appear unaffected by her presence.

			It’s a temporary infatuation, he reminds himself. Even she said that. Yet his deranged self argued that point with her. He even tried to convince her to stay.

			There was actual, physical pain seeing her in that pool and knowing he couldn’t touch her in all the ways he wanted to. His hands had itched to glide along her skin, to soothe all the places he could tell she was hurting.

			Idly, he slips the rings from his fingers and clacks them in his hands. Calls for a drink. Settles in for an evening of having things he doesn’t really want, wanting things he can’t have…

			No. Tonight, he will not be so enamored with her. He will not hang on her every movement. Sure, he will toss her a few glances, but he can’t, won’t—

			He catches sight of her then. She’s ashen, far paler than usual, her forehead slick with sweat. And she’s limping, just slightly. Favoring her left leg.

			His brows push together.

			He calls her name, but it’s as if she doesn’t hear him. When she positions herself, he tells her not to dance, but it’s like she’s behind a pane of glass and he’s on the other side.

			Her lips are dry, cracked. The pale, thin fabric of her dress clings to her more than it should.

			She doesn’t even make it to the chorus, the apex of the song, before she’s falling.

			He’s moving before he realizes it—

			He catches her before she hits the ground.

			She’s burning in his arms, burning like an ember, and only getting hotter.

			Fever.

			The word comes to him, sticks like plaster. By the look of it, she’s seconds from losing consciousness, seconds from maybe never getting it back if he can’t cool her off.

			He runs with her in his arms.

			Racing down the walkway, he rushes through the palace, his chest hot and thundering. Dimly, he wonders what would happen if she died here. For all his talk of having her stay, he isn’t so sure Moranya would be pleased to know he had allowed a mortal to take up residence in the Lair of the Dead. And Fates, seeing her in pain…

			Once in his room, he skids to a halt. Shoves open the bathing chamber doors. The room is all glossy tile, a pool built into the floor.

			He holds her to his chest and descends the steps. The water is cool, thankfully, though she clings to him, shivering incessantly. Any colder, and it would lower her temperature far too fast. A dangerous thing.

			“Hold on, Vasalie,” he says, cupping the base of her skull along the nape of her neck. “Hold on.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			I wake with my lips against smooth, damp skin.

			I’m draped against a warm, slick chest, though I feel myself trembling. And my head is spinning, ricocheting—

			I try to move, pull away, but arms come around me. They hold me tight, a hand reaching to massage the base of my neck. “It’s a fever, Vasalie,” says a voice. The sound rumbles, a vibration along the stomach and chest I’m pressed against. “But it’s—”

			I don’t make out the rest. It’s as if my ears are clogged; I hear only the sound of my own breath. But it doesn’t matter, because dimly, I recognize who I’m with.

			I try to look at him, but delirium pulls my vision into a blue-gray swirl. Instead I focus on the rhythm of his heart, the rise and fall of it as I move with his breath. My arms slide around his neck, then I burrow into the crevice of his shoulder, pressing into him harder as if I could leach the warmth from him.

			His scent is everywhere. Citrus, bergamot. Salted skin. Intoxicating, the way I feel. I don’t even know where we are, how we got here. Water laps softly against my back. A pool, I think? And he is leaning against the edge, but murk clouds my thoughts until there is nothing else but him.

			All I know is that he is holding me, and that I will be all right because of it.

			My breath is steam.

			The air is fogged.

			This is the most pleasant of dreams. For it must be such; it is far too comforting, too seductive, to be anything but. Or perhaps I succumbed to my fever, like Illian said, and now my mind is offering me a last delirious reprieve before I take my last breath.

			I would be foolish not to make the most if it.

			I tilt my head, nudging his jaw with my nose. I run a finger down the smooth, sharp line of it, then trail it down the column of his throat, following the curvature of his collarbone. I then press into the dip underneath before flattening my palm against the thud of his heart.

			“Come back to me, just once,” I breathe, but no sound escapes. Then I do what I know deep in my soul I would regret not doing just before death.

			My lips seek his—one last time.

			At first, they don’t move. But I nudge into their softness, not caring if I get a response. It can’t be real anyway, so I let myself have what I want: his closeness, his comfort. And here, I find it. I feel him all over me—a gentle, all-encompassing aura.

			If I must die, in his arms is where I want to be.

			Between his lips is where I want to exhale my last breath.

			Then he gathers me closer, his arms coming under my rear as his lips part under mine. Shifting so that we’re chest-to-chest, I lay my hand on his cheek, trace it with my fingers, down to where it dimples. His own hand crawls up the slick fabric plastered to my back.

			I think he tells me that the fever is breaking. But I’m hot now, so irrevocably hot, that I find myself begging.

			“Please,” I breathe, as his knuckles glide against my spine. “I feel like I’m on fire. Take it off.”

			Fabric twists against a knob on my spine. Then I feel it loosen, a button undone. Again, this time lower, my dress parting down the back. The air, humid as it is, is like a caress, setting my every nerve alight. Yes, I could die happy here.

			I kiss him more urgently, sweeping my tongue against the liquored taste of his, and he, in turn, draws me so near I feel as if I might suffocate in this bliss. I squeeze my legs around his waist, my hand finding the nape of his neck, the thick loop of hair that I seek to unravel.

			There is nothing beyond the visceral, and my heart beats a wild sort of triumph. My mind is slow, fever-addled, but I take pleasure in not being able to think.

			I want him to remove this sodden gown in its entirety, but I can barely slip a word between our lips with the way we’re sharing breath, the way his tongue sweeps in a rhythm over mine.

			But then he jerks, nearly drops me, his mouth pulling away.

			“I’m sorry,” he whispers. “Fates—I’m sorry.”

			I don’t want him to be sorry. I touch my forefinger to the indent in his bottom lip, try to nudge him back to me by grabbing his chin, but he curls his hand around the crown of my head and settles my forehead against his shoulder. “Rest, Vasalie. You need to rest. I won’t go anywhere. I promise.”

			But you already did, I think.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			I open my eyes to a room set aglow.

			It takes me several minutes to understand where I am and how I got to this moment. This bed is not my own. This scent—spiced and ambrosial—is not mine. The view, as I roll to my side, is one I’ve seen, but not at an hour such as this.

			The windows are open, the balcony doors flung wide, the waterfall beyond a luminous thread under the unusually bright aurora. An aurora that, now that I’m more awake, is closer than ever, tendrils of it seeming to lasso around the palace. Faint wisps of light even make it past the doors as if blown by a breeze. I swear I can feel their warmth.

			Tentatively, I rise from the bed, glancing back to find it empty. My fingers twitch at my sides, then again as I slip past the doorway and onto the balcony, fatigue still heavy in my bones.

			I was right about the aurora.

			Swirls of light play across the flat of the balustrade, the tiled patio floor—even my palms, now that I hold them out. Like rays of sun touching petals in an open field, shifting only under the movement of clouds.

			Lovely is the word that comes to mind. Glorious. And I can’t help but wonder what the aurora really is. Remnants of the power Moranya stole to make this place? Or something as simple as granting the souls a kind of sun?

			A curl of cerulean loops around my wrist as if it’s alive. A thread of it even circles my finger, though I cannot feel its touch.

			“You are awake.”

			I jerk around and the light fades a degree, as if caught. Then Anton is there, stepping onto the balcony behind me.

			“Somewhat,” I say, though I still feel like I’m in some kind of strange dream. I lean against the balustrade, something itching at the corner of my mind. I’m about to ask how I got here when, all at once, my ribs constrict, flashes of last night blinking into my mind’s eye.

			The pool, the water, the heat.

			The way I kissed him like it was my one and only chance. I was convinced, even this morning, that it had been a dream. But the way he’s looking at me…

			Fates. “I—” I bite my lip, fumble until the words come. “Last night…”

			His throat bobs, but his expression is…somber, to say the least. So unlike his usual countenance that it gives me pause.

			“It was several nights ago, actually. I thought you should know.”

			My gaze whips back to his. “What?”

			“You were running a dangerous fever. I…Well, I had to cool you off. Which I did, only your fever came back in the middle of the night, and I couldn’t get it back down again. I had to use a duskrose.”

			I try to wrap my mind around what he’s saying. “A duskrose?”

			“It’s an herb that grows along the side of the mountain. Souls use them to stay in a state of slumber when the monotony becomes too much. Even for souls, time can be draining here. I’ve used it myself a time or two, so I knew it was safe. While you slept, it allowed your body to cool, and your muscles to relax.”

			“How long,” I rasp, “did I sleep?” I do feel lighter, less weighed down, but the deadline…

			He pulls a stem from his robe, counting the velvet petals along the top. “Six missing, so six days.”

			“You let me sleep for six days?”

			If my math has been correct thus far, it means the Syndicate deadline is four days away. Four. My pulse hammers in my ears.

			“You needed it,” he says brusquely, his expression one I can’t read. “And don’t worry; you didn’t need sustenance while under its influence, though I will call for food now.” He turns around—

			“You are angry,” I call out after him. “Is it because I kissed you?”

			He has no right, not after begging me to come to his bed. And I had been delirious.

			“Has this happened before?” He gazes at me. “A fever? Headaches? Anything of the sort?”

			I open my mouth but pause. If I tell him the truth, he will make me leave. But why hasn’t it happened to him? Has Moranya granted him some kind of shield or power, as she made him the ruler of this place? Or is it simply that my body was already ill and weak?

			“It’s normal,” I lie. “Nothing to worry about. I am sorry for causing concern.”

			“You nearly fell off the palace wall.”

			Is that the reason for his mood, then? That I didn’t tell him how I felt?

			“It won’t happen again,” I say. “Neither will the…the rest of it.” The kissing. Heat blazes across my cheeks and neck.

			His lips press together before saying, “I know.”

			I run a palm down my sleeve, only to realize I’m in a silken nightgown, the lace-lined bodice cutting open along the dip of my chest. “You changed me.”

			“Should I have left you in sodden clothes?” At my withering glance, he says, “Relax. I didn’t look.”

			I lift a brow. “You didn’t?”

			“Much.”

			Finally, his composure breaks, if only a little.

			At least I’d taken the pendant off beforehand. Still, I fold my arms, heat flushing the back of my neck. I feel as if he can see through my clothes—past my ribs, even, to my longing, palpitating heart.

			His gaze follows the bob of my throat. Then he slips a hand through his tousled hair, and I notice he’s fully dressed—a fine green tunic beneath a similar sleeveless garment embroidered with silver thread. A buckle sits low at his hips, and his usual emerald earrings glint aqua from the light outside.

			“You should know I slept on the divan,” he says. “Anyway, you should still go gently for the day; it may take time for the grogginess to subside. It goes without saying that I don’t expect you to dance for me, either. I will honor our terms regardless; you may stay without worry.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I’ve noticed your condition, you know. I assume that whatever ails you is heightened by the atmosphere of this place.”

			Always so observant. I open my mouth to argue, but he says, “By the Fates, Vasalie, ask for what you need. I would never have expected you to dance if I had known. Consider that part of the bargain fulfilled. You need not perform for me again.”

			“But I—”

			“You should go back to bed,” he says, striding back inside, and I follow. I can’t rest, not when there are four days left…

			“I must attend the appeals this morning, but I will be back by the afternoon.” He retrieves a key from a necklace hanging around his neck, uses it to unlock the drawer in his nightstand, then snags something and tucks it quickly into his robes.

			I eye the drawer as he bids me farewell.

			The moment he leaves, I rush to the nightstand despite the stars blinking in my vision. Again I attempt to pick the lock. I spend half an hour on it, all to no avail, then peer through the keyhole. It’s too small, the drawer too dark for me to make anything out.

			What didn’t he want me to see?

			Before I can think too long on it, a heavy fog settles over me, my exhaustion mounting once more. I resolve to rest, if only for a little. Just until my mind clears.

			An hour or two at most, I promise myself.

			Only, I end up sleeping most of the day, waking after the sky has dimmed into evening. Panic suffuses me, but the effects of the duskrose still linger if the haze wrapping my vision is any indication. And yet it feels like the fever returned at some point, my forehead damp with sweat. Without my consent, my mind fades in and out. I only briefly register the figure that comes and goes. Every so often, a hand brushes my forehead and cheek, and later, when I squint my eyes open, I see Anton on the chaise nearby, a book in hand. But my eyes loll back, my exhaustion mounting once more.

			It isn’t until the next morning that I feel somewhat recovered, and all the worry comes rushing back.

			Another day. I’ve lost yet another day.

			“Your breakfast is on the tray next to you.”

			My gaze swings to where Anton stands just inside his closet, adjusting the sleeves of the robe that hangs open at his smooth, bare chest. His hair is tied back, though a few strands have slipped loose. Strands of gold hang from his ears and neck. I swallow thickly and force my gaze away. He’s always so distracting to look at, and I curse him for it under my breath.

			He stacks bracelets up one arm, and I realize he has yet to look at me. “The food, Vasalie. Eat.”

			He sounds…angry. Just like he did when I first woke, except more so. My cheeks flame with heat. I grip the tray and bring it to my lap, examining the array of pastries and fruit laid across it.

			Eat, hydrate, then find Sundar. Resume the quest…

			“I have matters to attend to today. If you need anything, an Aegis will assist you.” Again his tone sounds edged.

			“Matters?” I ask before sipping the tea. “You mean the appeals?”

			“No appeals today.”

			I place my teacup onto its saucer. “What matters, then?”

			He doesn’t bother to answer me before striding out the door.

			Cramming the last of a pastry into my mouth, I rise as quickly as I can manage, throw on a dark linen dress gathered at the waist along with a cloak and his pendant, which I hang around my neck. Whatever matter he claims he has to attend to, my gut tells me it has to do with Moranya. The reason he vanishes every so often. I have two days left to figure this out, and Moranya is the key.

			My visions swims, but I race down the hall and down the stairs, catching sight of Anton as he crosses the bridge into the main part of the palace. From there, I follow after him, though I stay back in the hopes that he won’t notice.

			He enters the throne room, and a crease forms between my brows. He said he wasn’t entertaining appeals today. But then he parts a large door framed in gold along the back wall and disappears inside.

			I wait a few beats before following, slipping behind the door myself.

			The inside of the hall is dimly lit, narrow yet tall, soft blue light feathering the space from sconces bobbing high along the ceiling. Due to its curvature, I can’t see where it leads, but the distinct click of another door clues me in.

			I follow Anton through what feels like multiple hallways, always keeping my distance, my steps soft, until I am out of the palace entirely.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

				Anton

			
			Moranya’s dwelling is perhaps his least favorite place—and by the Fates, it smells. Like a bag of soaked, molded tea, dunked in brandy, has been scrubbed into every inch of the place. He asked her once if she burned her nostrils out during her scuffle with her Fate, but as it turns out, she is merely keeping to the old traditions.

			Sacrifices. Altars. Incense—and not the pleasant kind. Because that’s how mortals used to speak to the Fates. And Moranya, whether she’s considered a Fate now—which is entirely beyond him…Well.

			She has quite a lot to say.

			To someone very specific. Not that she’ll ever succeed.

			Souls, he really isn’t in the mood to deal with her now.

			He was scared witless recently by Vastianna’s fever. And when she kissed him with that decadent mouth, he lost his damned mind all over again. He woke in a pleasant sort of daze…until he discovered that the fever had come back worse than before. So the following days were spent in a panic, keeping her under the influence of a duskrose. Watching over her, making sure she was still breathing until he was certain she was out of danger.

			And then.

			Then.

			He came upon a slice of information he’d rather forget. Something that reminded him trust was futile. To never get attached. What a fool he was, teetering so close to the very thing he’d vowed to avoid.

			It was the reminder he needed. The reason he came here in the first place. And besides, he knew she was a liar from the beginning, could smell it a mile away, yet his desire for her clouded his good sense.

			He is determined to make her leave Morta’s Lair altogether. End their agreement—but first he has other matters to attend to.

			Pale stone juts like an obelisk, tall as an evergreen, rising from the crest of the mountain. It was quite the trek, rounding the side of the cliff then finding that Fates-forsaken passageway that is far less inviting than even the dank, dark tunnels on Anell. It’s about half as wide and pitch black, and damnit if he doesn’t scrape his skin raw about ten times along the rough walls as he progresses.

			On the other side, however, is Moranya’s Citadel.

			A decrepit thing, that lone shard of bone scraping the aurora, the view beyond little more than sand and ash.

			He shoves the doors open.

			There’s little save for the echo of his breath and the single bone-white spiral staircase that rises three stories beyond. Why she couldn’t be content to live on the bottom floor is beyond him.

			Once a week, he’s obligated to climb these stairs. It was part of the agreement: to relay the happenings of the Realm of the Dead to Death herself. And after, he’d inevitably sit through Moranya’s routine pleas, only to deny her once again.

			It isn’t that he wishes her ill. If anything, he’s simply sparing her from more pain.

			The stairs flare into a wide landing halfway up the tower, and a glance to his right tells him that Moranya has been experimenting again. And failing, what with the shards of glass scattered about. He shakes his head, approaching the final set of stairs, which end before a large, crescent door.

			He finds her where he always does, draped over a divan, her arm hanging limp over the edge like she’s half deceased. Her attire reminds him of a traditional mourning gown stolen straight from the Miridran of old. Even her reflection is particularly dour in the large, gilded mirror that sweeps up into the steepled ceiling, her lips pulled down, eyes half lidded amid her floating spiral of dark blue hair.

			He drops onto the wingback across from her. “Exceptionally morose today, my dear Moranya?”

			“I am certain I shall liven up now that you are here.” She rises from her bench but does little more than pace to the window. “Come now, what news do you have for me, little king?”
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			After he relays the comings and goings of the realm—an interminable process, which she only half listens to—he attempts to take his leave, knowing she won’t let him.

			“Anton.”

			He pauses at the threshold, hand already curled around the iron handle. Souls—he’d almost made it out.

			“Tell me. Has anyone new drawn your eye? I know you were especially fond of Dahlia for a time.”

			“What’s it to you? Don’t tell me you’ve decided to care who I spend my time with.”

			“Why wouldn’t I? Have I not proven myself a romantic at heart?”

			For a moment, he wonders if she knows about Vasalie. But if she does, he doubts she’d let her stay. Not that he is feeling particularly pleased about their arrangement at the present.

			“Romantic as you may be,” he ends up saying, “my dalliances are just that. Nothing of note.”

			A lie—and she senses it. Her lips quirk, but whether in a frown or smile, he can’t tell. “A shame.”

			“If there’s nothing else…” He pivots on his heel.

			“You know there is,” she says before he can leave.

			“And you already know my answer.”

			“And you know why I must ask you to reconsider. Now and every time—until you agree.”

			“What makes you think I’ll ever say yes? I’d made it clear there was no hope before accepting your offer to act as your magistrate.”

			“I understand that,” she says, slumping back onto the divan. “But we are something akin to friends, are we not? How can you watch me suffer like this? At the very least, I had hoped that by bringing you here, you would have come to understand my pain, if not the necessity of my request.”

			He lets out a weary sigh. Truth be told, he’s not immune to her suffering. But he can’t very well let her destroy herself—and everyone else, for that matter—by repairing that Fates-damned mirror.

			“You see as well as I do the problem with leaving things as they are,” she presses. “Surely you do—”

			“Betrayal is not something that love can mend,” he cuts in. “Haven’t you come to understand that love is a flimsy, misguided notion? It’s fleeting, for one. And a manipulation used to bind someone to another’s will.”

			“You don’t really believe that,” she says.

			“How could I not? I am a scientist. I learn through observation and experience.” And he believes it now more than ever.

			Something crosses Moranya’s face then. A pinch between her brows, the flattening of her lips. It almost looks like regret. But she says nothing, tilting her chin away.

			He takes it as permission to leave.

			Upon descending the stairs, however, a very distinct bang pulls his attention toward the corridor Moranya calls her library. Then he swears—swears—he hears the intake of breath. A frustrated growl.

			Odd, considering no one else knows about this place.

			Odder still when he recognizes the head of hair bobbing past a row of shelves.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			I wait for several moments after Anton disappears into that strange pillar of a tower, allowing myself the time to catch my breath. Then I barrel after him.

			My legs threaten to give under the exertion, but I continue through the tunnel under the mountainside until I reach the base of the tower, where the doors should be. Instead there’s an archway identical to the entrance of the Abyssal.

			At my approach, the threshold glows a bright, vibrant blue.

			Did Moranya make this entrance just for him, too? A mortal? I can only hope this one also allows me passage.

			I lift my palm near its iridescent surface. It wavers at the nearness of my hand, just as the Abyssal’s entrance did.

			I take a deep breath, then release it as I walk right through.

			On the other side, I find myself in an empty atrium save for a staircase that winds upward. I climb, pausing once to let my heart calm its pace.

			When I reach the landing, Anton is nowhere to be seen. I tread farther, careful, not knowing who or what I might find here. Is this where Moranya hides? The thought sends a spiral of panic up my throat, but I take comfort in knowing I grabbed Anton’s pendant just in case.

			Hold it up to the nearest source of light.

			I clutch it tight as a pit carves into my stomach.

			Why stay here? And why would Anton visit?

			The landing is split in two, though my gaze is immediately pulled to my left.

			The space is lit in a hundred shades of silver that shimmer under the soft light from the window. It looks like a mirror exploded. Or like someone took an axe to a stack of them, silvered shards sparkling across the floor like dust, larger pieces severed and scattered across every surface. What remains beyond that looks like a workshop. Broken vials, buckets of sand, barrels of substances I can’t name. Baubles and tinctures of luminescent cerulean like that of the aurora. Yet I can’t get any closer without stepping on glass.

			What has happened here? And Anton, with his glass artifice—is this why Moranya needs him? Is he building her something?

			Tentatively, I make my way across the landing, noting the stairs leading farther up. Faint voices echo softly. I’m about to go and listen, but then I see what’s across the hall.

			A library.

			Codices.

			Pale shelves wrap the space, split by a large, round, stained-glass window that feels odd and out of place. Like it belongs on Anell, not here.

			The shelves, however, house more codices, and I almost cry in relief. I knew some were missing. I’d almost given up hope.

			Except these are…different.

			The edges are rimmed and bound in a glowing gold. The pages are like liquid silk, fused together, and a lock prevents me from opening them.

			As in the Abyssal, the spines give nothing away, so I select one at random and pry at the metal hinges bracketing each side. Fiddle with the lock. It doesn’t budge, so I cart it to the other side of the room, where candlesticks, flaming blue, are scattered along the windowsill. I snatch one, attempt to bang the lock off. When that doesn’t work, I release a growl, try a different codex—

			I’m jerked around, only to find Anton scowling down at me, his hand cuffing my arm in a punishing grip. “What in the desolate souls are you doing here?”

			“I—” I grapple for an excuse, but none comes. “I followed you…”

			“Do you mean to insult my intelligence?”

			I scowl at that, but we’re cut off by the rattle of hinges. The squeal of a door, several floors up. The distinct descent of steps.

			Anton utters a curse, jerking me along with him, straight toward, toward—

			I brace for impact as he shoves me into the stained-glass window.

			Only it isn’t a window.

			It’s a portal.
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			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			It’s like we’ve stepped into another world. As if we’ve slipped through the wall and landed inside ruins buried beneath the mountain. Chunks of stone, half crumpled, jut upward, the floor half severed like an exploded vein.

			My voice is an echo as I ask, “Where are we?”

			I notice the shift in gravity then. The way I feel lighter, some of the pressure lifting off my joints.

			“The only place I could think to hide us,” Anton responds, “considering Moranya is about to start her weekly ritual, which will take the entire night.”

			“Ritual?” I ask, my eyes crawling around the space. Behind us, an identical stained-glass window reflects what little light there is, save for the thin stream slipping through a crack in the ceiling.

			Anton steps ahead of me, and I take the chance to make sure his pendant is tucked securely between my breasts. “Yes, a ritual, and no I am not going to tell you anything about it. For now, we are in the ruins of Mercy’s chapel in Ansa, and we won’t be able to return until she’s done.”

			Ansa. We’re underneath his palace in Ansa. It makes sense now that I notice the rows of pews, half broken and bent as they are.

			A sudden surge of hope runs through me. The Syndicate will convene here in two days. If I can just keep him here, persuade him to meet with them…

			Though of course, that still means breaking his curse first. Because now all his memories of the Gathering are false.

			But I managed the impossible before.

			At least I know how to get him to Ansa quickly. Which is more hope than I have had in the last twenty-eight days.

			“Morta’s teeth, Vasalie,” he says, rounding in front of me. “What were you thinking, following me that way?”

			“I…I wanted to know where you were going. I want to understand what’s really between you and Moranya.” To say the least. “If our situations were reversed, would you have made a different choice?”

			“I don’t think I’d choose to toy with a Fate with power over life and death,” he growls, loping off and underneath a small arch at the far end of the sanctuary.

			He’s fuming—more so than earlier. And I can’t help but wonder if it’s just about my sneaking around, or if there’s something more. Did something happen during his conversation with Moranya to make matters worse?

			Then I remember his displeasure on those nights I danced when he was missing all day—and clearly with Moranya.

			What was the particular nature of their bargain? And why did seizing his memories help?

			I trail after him. “Is this…” I glance back at the stained-glass mural, there beside an altar. “The stained-glass window is a portal.”

			“Made for me,” he confirms with a sigh. “But we can’t stay here. This place isn’t exactly hygienic, what with the water leaks, dust, and mildew.”

			“So anyone can get into Morta’s Lair,” I say. “Just like that.”

			“Ordinarily, no, because no one knows where it is or what to look for. I’ve kept it a secret even from Basile.” He huffs. “It isn’t so different from the one Moranya opened for me in Razam. You know, the one you used. I admit I’m impressed, though, that you attempted to jump through the window above the bed. Brave, considering it overlooks a massive drop.”

			So that’s how he escaped. Moranya opened a portal like this one in a place no one would notice. And that’s just it: No one had.

			I decide not to correct him.

			“Can we…get back through?”

			“When Moranya retires, yes.” Still, that fury, even as we move from the sanctuary into a dark corridor. “Fortunately, she is habitual, and therefore predictable. Unfortunately, that means she will spend the next twelve or so hours in her atelier.”

			I finally found Moranya, and yet I can’t get back to her. Time is running out. I push down my panic, examining his words. There’s a clue there, if only I can make sense of it. My vision wavers.

			“Her atelier,” I say. “That’s the room with all the broken glass, I take it?” I try to fit the pieces together—the atelier, the ritual. Shards everywhere. They fit together about as well as all that broken glass.

			Anton doesn’t answer me, though I cling to his arm, unable to see more than a foot in front of me. He, for his part, seems to know the place by heart. Up a stairwell, we emerge into another chapel—this one brighter and more modern, with polished marble floors and benches set aglow in an array of fractured colors spilling in from the stained-glass ovals in the ceiling above. The rest of the space is lined with narrow, clear windows that show the city beyond.

			“Perhaps…we don’t have to hide,” I offer. Now that I know where she is, I can finally confront her. “Let me talk to her, Anton—”

			“Absolutely not,” he cuts in.

			“But—”

			“She is not to be interrupted.”

			“This ritual,” I say. “What is it?”

			“Vasalie,” he says. “We are waiting. That is that.”

			Aggravation tightens my throat, but I breathe out, attempting to quell my panic.

			“It’s afternoon, by the look of it. No one will be here until dawn tomorrow morning,” Anton says, plopping onto a pew, kicking up his feet to rest on the back of another. “We can hide out here.”

			“Hide?” I lift my brows.

			His head is resting on the bench, tilted up toward the ceiling.

			“You are afraid of being seen,” I gather. “You’re afraid someone might recognize you, and you worry what they’ll say. That they’ll reject you rather than welcome your return.”

			“I have not returned.”

			“But they won’t know that. Am I wrong, Sire?”

			“So I don’t wish to gallivant around the kingdom that was taken from me. Can you blame me?”

			I knew he was hurt. I knew he cared. But I thought he had buried all that, let it go. Yet here and now, I realize just how much he aches for his people. For his place in Miridran.

			A loose thread—and one I might be able to pick at. Maybe this is exactly what we need. For him to be here, see his city again. He isn’t going to let us return to Moranya, so I’m going to have to make the most of this. Take advantage of it.

			There must be some way I can turn this to my favor. And the moment we get back, I’ll confront Moranya now that I know where she is—perhaps after loosening his lips even more.

			I’m starting to think riling him might prove more effective.

			“No,” I admit, idling by one of the windows. “But I have a hard time believing you are the king I heard so many tales about. That king was one of poetry and fire. He was fearless and clever. Devious, dangerous, witty, and far too proud. It is a shame to see him gone.”

			“I am what they made me.”

			“We are who we make ourselves,” I say, and that sends a glare slicing back toward me. I don’t care. “You were never one to let anyone else dictate your future. You were a thing of legends.”

			Because his reputation, mostly, had been a carefully crafted front. A debauched king with a Glory Court at his beck and call. But really, he had been rescuing those who needed help.

			“And now,” I say, “you are a shadow.”

			At that, he rises and stalks toward me. “A shadow? I beg to differ, Vasalie. I am an ending. I rule the dead. I alter fates,” he says, hovering over me now—so close his breath warms the tip of my nose. My back hits the stone ledge of the window. “And when those who betrayed me pass into my world, I will set them to suffer in the lowest echelons while I laze about in my palace with my chalice and my scepter. Say what you will, but my pride remains intact.”

			But I don’t believe him. He didn’t cast Sundar into the Sands. This is yet another front.

			I jut my chin, leveling it with his. “You let others warm your bed, and yet you feel lonely when you wake. You drink until you forget the ambition you try so hard to smother. You entertain souls who care little for you, and you for them. The days pass with little meaning. Admit it, Majesty. Deep down, you are bored.”

			I spin, unlatch the window, and slide it open, if only to remind him of what he’s giving up—though I hope it might do more than that. But the effect stirs something in me, too. A longing I haven’t felt since I broached the steps of my old home. Only this time, it’s for something I’ve never had, for a place I’ve never seen.

			I’ve always dreamed of seeing Ansa. I grew up with stories, heard even more at Anell. Anton’s home palace—and the entire city, for that matter—is perhaps one of the greatest wonders in the world. People have traveled from far and wide just to see it, whether they approved of the Eastern King or not.

			And it indeed puts Anell to shame. Even the small sliver I can see out the window outshines Moranya’s Realm like the light of a great and blazing hearth against a mere candle’s flame.

			The ledge the chapel is set upon overlooks a section of the great city, which is built across the many branches of the River Mercy. Dozens of decadent barges ply those waters, slipping under bridges and around promontories. And then there is the palace.

			From what I can see, the palace extends to both my right and my left in stretches of marble and sandstone, rising high and crowned with stained-glass turrets and domes. Tall, arching windows decorate the sides, as do statues and stonework accented in copper and sea-glass flourishes. Across the waterway is a plaza bordered by docks and sparkling lights. Beyond that are stacks of apartments with ornate balconies, rows of colorful shops, and parks and promenades, all teeming with life. Glass tunnels high off the ground connecting several of the taller buildings like the arc passes on Anell—and if I’m not mistaken, I think I even see some beneath the water.

			Then my attention is stolen by a magnificent wooden building, capped with a prismatic turret lit from within that shoots rays of color into the clouds.

			The theater. It must be. And if I remember correctly, it’s even considered to be a part of the palace, connected to it by a guarded bridge that runs underneath the waterway.

			Oh, I’d give anything to spend days here, exploring every alley and crevice of Ansa. This is Anton’s home. The place he lovingly crafted and honed, its foundation built over the past century by his forefathers.

			When I glance back at him, I see adoration written across every inch of his face, and I can’t help but wonder if maybe I need to let go of the Anton who was, and work with the one I have. He still loves his home.

			Maybe, just maybe, I could convince him to return.

			Maybe he could fix things—just as he is.

			But Sadira’s warning looms in my head. The prophecy, the blood it foretells, spilled at his hands. The wars. If he reclaims his crown and takes the reins of Miridran’s army, the prophecy could be fulfilled.

			Except I’m not so sure I believe that. The prophecy comes from far-off Fates. The very Fates who abandoned us, who choose to send messages yet offer no aid. Anton might have believed it. Sadira and her envoy, too. Yet at the Gathering, I trusted my instinct in coming to Anton for help. In confessing to him. Choosing him over Rurik. Now my instinct is telling me to put my faith in him once more—even if his memories never surface.

			But I need him to care.

			Unwittingly, my gaze travels over him—the shadows cast by his long dark lashes, the bow of his lips, the contours of his cheeks, his jaw, his clavicle. I lick my lips. Until now, he has lingered beside me, but when he notices my appraisal, he turns away.

			I accused him of being bored, and he’s yet to refute me. This feels like admission enough.

			Then he says, softly, “You would not be the first to think so little of me. It matters not.”

			“That’s not—”

			He props himself against a column. Fiddles with his rings.

			“I think you are frustrating and unsatisfied,” I say, my fists balling. “But I think much more of you than that.”

			“Do tell,” he says with a lazy lilt, not bothering to look up.

			“No. I’m mad at you.” I turn away, scan the space. Then it hits me—something Sundar said.

			Fates, he even had blueprints in his workshop for that pendant you took. I distinctly remember something scribbled in the margins about Moranya.

			His workshop.

			I track my eyes across the line of the palace to my right, where it curves with the flow of the river. I wonder if I could find it on my own, if Anton persists in hiding.

			“How long must we wait here?” I ask.

			“Through the night, most likely.”

			“Right,” I say, making my way toward the door. “Well, then. I’ll meet you back here before morning.”

			But the moment I grip the handle of the double doors I assume lead out, Anton leaps up to grip my shoulder. “And where exactly do you think you’re going? Do you plan to meet with my betrayers—is that it? Report back?” His brows are a furrowed line.

			An idea forms, and I shake him off. “I am insulted if that’s what you think. This—it’s my first time in Ansa. I’ve always wanted to see it.”

			“A palace is not a museum. You can’t just roam around.”

			“Then show me your city. You must know safe routes we can take.” Like on Anell. If that palace had tunnels, surely this one does, too. He presses his lips flat, but I say, “We have hours to kill, and I am going one way or another—unless you plan to fetter our wrists together or pin me down—”

			“I should.”

			“You wouldn’t,” I say, glaring.

			For a moment, I think he might. Then, begrudgingly, he releases me.

			“Join me, Anton. You know this place better than anyone. If you don’t want to be seen, you won’t be. Or would you have me believe otherwise?”

			He scrubs his hair, and I almost laugh. Grumpy Anton is not something I’ve seen before. This side of him is new—rough-edged and ill fitting—and rather comical at that.

			Only after the world’s most long-suffering sigh does he say, “What is it you wish to see?”

			“All of it,” I say honestly. Then I add, cautiously, “They say you were a magnificent inventor. That even your workshop could be considered one of Miridran’s greatest wonders. Many were caught, even imprisoned, trying to sneak inside for a glimpse of the inventor king’s grand workings. Or are the tales untrue? Contrived?”

			“Certainly not,” he bites, his pride winning out. He encircles my wrist with his fingers once more. “Fine. I will offer you a glimpse and nothing more.” He pulls me toward him, releasing me near the door. “And only because you are a persistent little miscreant.”

			I think you like miscreants, I do not say.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Anton’s workshop, it turns out, is not far away.

			Like on Anell, the hallway we emerge into sparkles with a glass mosaic, only the fragments are smaller, shimmering like glitter under the skylight above. There are guards everywhere, Anton tells me—though he knows their stations well, so he pulls me swiftly into a corridor hidden behind a statue at the far end. At least it isn’t dark like the tunnels on the isle, the light from the other side leaking through in swaths of red and blue. Minutes later, we reach a grand parlor that is used as a study, he tells me, and is reserved for the residents of the palace. The room is elongated with high, arching windows, the space divvied into multiple seating areas.

			It isn’t empty. A gathering of women curl onto a sofa, some sitting on the floor beneath in a crescent before the grand hearth.

			If they are residents, I wonder if they are members of his Glory Court. Women he rescued under the guise of a harem, now in the comfort of his palace until they can be safely reintegrated into society.

			They have yet to notice us. Past a shelf, Anton grabs a tome and hands one to me, and we use them to hide our faces until we can make for the exit near the back. Another hidden hallway—tunnel feels too shabby a word, considering the sky-high glass ceiling above—and finally Anton halts before two tall, narrow double doors.

			The inside of the workshop is long, with rows of Palladian windows ornamented by painted ironwork on the right. To the left, the wall is wrought with shelves that hold tomes, journals, stacks of papers. Tools of every variety. Small statues, glass trinkets. At the far end is a great, unlit furnace behind a workstation with small metal tables, blowpipes, and large shears stacked along each one.

			The real marvel, however, is the elongated worktable stretching its length. Or several, I’m realizing, each holding different projects. Cut glass, sheaves of it, lay scattered next to more iron tools I don’t recognize. Tubes rimmed in gold with legs, similar to the looking glass Anton showed me on Anell but much larger. Magnifying glasses the size of a dinner plate. Jewelry. Halberds and other weaponry, most half finished, chunks of cut metal scattered alongside them.

			“Is it everything you thought it would be and more?” Anton quips with a lazy sort of sarcasm, shoving his hands into his pockets. Then he mumbles, “At least the sot didn’t throw out all my belongings.”

			I assume he means Gustav.

			“Show me your favorite project,” I say, making a show of casually perusing his shelves.

			“How about least favorite?” But then, as his gaze crawls over the space, he perks up. Goes rigid. “Where in the blasted souls—”

			He marches past the table, scans the rest of the room. “That bastard. That absolute rat.”

			“What is it?”

			“It’s missing. He took it. Destroyed it, probably. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn it’s at the bottom of the river. Or maybe he gave it to Sadira so she might parade around Razam in the damned thing and make a mockery of me.” Before I can demand clarification, he bends and snatches something off the floor—then tosses it so that it clanks and rolls and lands at my feet.

			I stoop to pick it up, my vision a cluster of spiraling stars. My breath hitches, though, as it sharpens into focus.

			It’s a small hellebore formed with shards of glass.

			It matches the dress he brought to Anell. The gown I wore when I became the Fate of Morta. But I can’t tell him that, can’t tell him that he gave me the dress—had it altered, even—so that I might wear it for the final performance.

			So that he might slight Illian in doing so.

			“There goes the last remnant of a gown I spent years crafting in such painstaking detail it nearly drove me mad.” At that, he plops into a chair. Folds his arms like a child denied his treats and blows a gust to shoot a lock of hair from his eyes.

			Once again, I have to suppress a laugh. I think that now, I have truly seen him at his worst. I’ve seen so many versions of him, it’s as if he’s a figurine in my hands, and I’ve examined him from every angle beneath a glaring, unflattering light. The drunkard. The philanderer. The petulant, spoiled boy.

			And still he’s so beautiful. Even here, with that painted scowl, his legs kicked out, his head tossed back underneath a bar of sunlight piping through the window from between a stretch of cloud.

			“The gown,” I say, teasing. “Had you planned on wearing it yourself, Majesty?”

			He doesn’t rise to my bait. “Ademi would have worn it on our wedding day. Lucky me to have avoided such a shackling.”

			Princess Ademi, the Lord Sovereign of Serai’s niece. I recall what Gustav told me. They wrote letters. She visited often. But the summer they were set to make it official, she called it off, and he’s refused to speak of it since. I think it hurt him more than he wants to admit.

			“I dare you to tell me the full truth,” I say. “About her. The engagement. Why it really ended.” I’ve been longing to know. Besides, I’m starting to think his aversion to love is more than just Moranya’s curse. It’s an existing wound she merely ripped open, and one I need to understand.

			“What will you give me in return?”

			“I don’t have much to give,” I say.

			He presses a thumb to his lips. “I disagree. There are a great many things you refuse to give me.”

			“Such as?”

			“A kiss,” he says. “At a time of my choosing.”

			“You vowed not to touch me like that unless I invited it.”

			“If I recall, it was you who set your lips to mine.”

			“I was feverish!”

			“Feverish enough to let your inhibitions down and claim what you wanted. This time, Vasalie, I would ask that you try it knowing full well what you are doing. Do it afraid.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“You’re the one prying into my love life,” he says, flippant. “Interesting, that. One can’t help but wonder why.” I don’t miss the slight, sarcastic grin making a crescent of his lips, though still he avoids my gaze. “Decide if you wish to pay the cost for pressing on such a bruise.”

			I skirt my gaze toward the shelves, biting my lip against the flush of heat along my neck and cheeks.

			A kiss.

			“I’m not asking for your virtue, Vasalie. I’m asking for you to let yourself have something you want. Do you think I haven’t noticed the way you long for me in return?”

			I gulp a steadying breath, only to feel even more unmoored.

			“Decide,” he says, impatient.

			“A chaste kiss,” I say. “Closemouthed.” I can’t handle more. Not from him.

			Not when he’s right. I long for him so deeply. I long for him like a hibiscus in need of rain, its leaves withering and ready to fall. Yet I know that when rain finally comes, it will be a monsoon. It will uproot and destroy what’s left if I can never make him mine.

			“Absolutely not,” he says. “If I wish to kiss you until the moon wakes and wanes, I shall do it. The kiss is at my behest. But I vow it to be a single kiss. Only one, and nothing more.”

			My breath seems to vibrate in my chest.

			The air grows still and silent.

			Still, he does not look at me.

			“I want the full story for such a price,” I say. “Leave nothing out.”

			To my surprise, he agrees. And he doesn’t hold back.

			“Ademi was always my father’s choice for me, ever since we were little,” he begins, his gaze still empty, tilted toward the glass dome above. “I visited Serai when I was ten, spent several weeks there. I attended courses with her. Toured the land. When I came home, she and I exchanged letters, even at such a young age. It felt natural, our friendship, though we both knew what would come of it in the end.”

			I listen intently as he speaks, but so too do I pad my way softly to the shelves.

			“No formal arrangement was made, however. The Lord Sovereign was concerned about the state of Miridran—and more so after my father’s announcement to split the country. But Ademi and I kept in touch through it all. She traveled to Miridran over the next few summers. And later, when my father died, she was the only one I made my grief known to. I found it easier to face my pain with a pen rather than spill it before people who would shower me with their pity, well meaning as it was. Ademi, however…” A sigh. “She said that the best path through mourning is straight through its heart. To feel it deeply, because only through the rungs of heartache would I climb a ladder out of its pit.”

			Silence lingers for a moment, and I give him the space to sort his thoughts. It allows me a moment to sweep across a line of books.

			“We spoke about all the ways we would make our kingdoms a better place. I hadn’t been crowned yet, but the time was drawing near. We started planning, talking policies, debating, all of which we continued through our letters over the following months. She had so much faith in me. Finally, we saw each other at the next Gathering, when I was about to turn eighteen. It would have been nine years ago now.”

			Nine years ago. That would have been the same Gathering where Copelan and Esmee performed together. Where Illian made her an offer.

			“What began as a friendship formed across ocean and ink became something more. Ademi saw a side of me I never showed to anyone else. What she didn’t know, however, were the other sides of myself I kept hidden. It seemed everyone only ever saw one angle of me, when in fact there were many—including the reputation I was curating. I was careful not to let it show at the Gathering, but she left one week into it, when her mother grew sick. I sent her even more frequent letters after that.”

			“You say she didn’t know about your reputation. What about—” My throat squeezes, my intent toeing the line of the curse a little too much. I had been about to ask whether she knew about Illian’s attempts on his life. But he had told me that during the last Gathering, and anything we spoke of there, it seems I am unable to reveal. “What about the hostility between you and Illian?”

			Silence.

			I pause in my search just in time for him to slice a peculiar glance toward me. “And what do you know of that?”

			I scramble for a lie. “I—”

			“Sadira,” he says for me. “I suppose she would have told you about Illian’s assassination attempts. And being that you have been in Morta’s Lair yourself, I suppose there’s no harm in telling you that those attempts were successful. Good thing I’ve made friends with death, yes?”

			I don’t know how to respond to that, so I prompt, “You never told Ademi any of it, did you?”

			“I was afraid that if she knew, she would want nothing to do with me. Even so, I wrote to her on the eve of my coronation with my official proposal, even though proximity to me would put her in danger,” he says, batting a ring-clad hand. “In my arrogance, I told myself that I had cheated death time and again, and I would spare no expense to protect her. I let my pride get the better of me, and even more so after I donned a crown and commanded leagues of men.”

			But his pride wasn’t entirely unwarranted. Everything he touched turned to gold. And his rise in fame was swift.

			He was so different from his brothers. Here was an ambitious prince with glittering eyes and a dashing smile, who would, over time, usher in a reign of tourism, invention, and wealth that benefited his people. Even by the time he was crowned, he had proved himself in some regard.

			“I had heard your engagement became official,” I say. It was all anyone talked about for a time. And then he’d worked on that gown. In fact, as I roam the shelves once more after ensuring his gaze is still pinned on the dome above, I note something of interest.

			A stack of schematics. One for the stained-glass gown. Another for the crown. More for pieces of each dress. And underneath those, a thin sketchbook. It’s spread open, flattened, and littered with pencil marks. But the first page is labeled clearly, penned in Anton’s telltale script.

			Mercy’s mirror. Three other pages are filled with his writing after that, though the rest are blank. And next to it is a golden box. I tap the lid open and find a collection of iridescent glass shards, sharp as blades. I dare not touch these, but I quickly remove the pages from the sketchbook, then fold and shove them into my already tight corset, along with the pendant, while Anton’s attention is focused on telling his tale, still playing with his bracelet and rings.

			“Ademi accepted the proposal immediately,” Anton says, examining his fingernails now. “What I didn’t realize, however, was that she had embarked on a voyage to surprise me. I wasn’t there when she arrived in Ansa; rather, I was en route to Razam—” He pauses, face souring at the mention. “—in the hopes of halting the war my brother was itching to start. Apparently, she saw my Glory Court and bought the rumors I circulated as to what it was. When I returned, it was to her final letter, which she had written upon her departure.”

			“Couldn’t you tell her the truth?” I ask.

			“Oh, I tried,” Anton says. “She did not believe me. A few courtiers who disapproved of me used the opportunity to share every wrong I’d committed, twist all my edicts to frame me as a monster. I sent her countless letters after that, but I didn’t even get a response.

			“I realized, then, that no one would believe my claim to innocence, and so I gave up trying. I merged all my sides—my grief, my aspirations, my love of life. My hatred of it. My lust for the beautiful and the grand. For companionship. Invention. All of them, I folded them neatly into one, and I leaned into my reputation. I became who they thought I was. I stopped defending myself, stopped apologizing, and never looked back.”

			I press my hands to my stomach as if I could suppress the pain I feel on his behalf. I know the story from there. He had found people who did love him—Gustav, Sadira, her sons—only to have them betray him in the end.

			Or so he thinks.

			I wish, so badly, that I could tell him that every angle of him is worthy of being loved. Even the worst ones. Even now. He reminded me of that when I needed it most—reminded me that all my scratches and dents, all the marred facets and shards that cracked deep into my soul, were what made me art. Like his stained glass—broken fragments fitted back together again to make something infinitely more lovely.

			Now it’s as if he’s allergic to love. He despises the very notion of it. And to protect myself, I’ve acted like I’m allergic to him.

			“I am sorry.” What a pathetic response that is, and I hate myself for it. He deserves more.

			“Sorry?” He lets slip a single, caustic laugh, rising from his seat. “I am only sorry that I didn’t learn my lesson when I should have.”

			“No,” I breathe before I can think better of it. “The only lesson to be learned is that not everyone is meant to stay in our lives. But you are worth keeping, Anton. Her heart did not have enough room for you, but m—” I cut myself off, my tongue crackling with all the things I cannot relay. “Someone else’s will.”

			It already does. It’s so full of him it can hardly beat. But if I told him, it might push him away.

			His emerald gaze captures my own the way a pirate might seize a ship, and I find myself lost in the depths of him. He is my anchor, and yet he’s been abandoned time and again. Shoved aside, slandered, used. Murdered.

			I will not abandon him.

			Slowly, he strides toward me. I expect him to reinforce his stance, to once again make a mockery of what I said.

			Instead a subtle curve lifts the corner of his lips. His smirk becomes a glinting, devilish thing, and I pretend my knees do not want to falter beneath me.

			“Someone, you say?” he says.

			My heartbeat throttles at his nearness.

			I wait for him to demand the kiss I owe, but he does not.

			He flicks my nose, then walks away.

			I let out a huff as he grabs a tool, tossing it into the air. “Has anyone told you about the planetarium? It’s right around the corner, unless they shut it down.” He slides his gaze toward mine. “Come see?”

			But the echoing of voices slides under the door. Anton’s chin whips toward the workshop’s entrance, his hand already curling around mine. “Someone’s coming.”

			Before I can think, he’s leading me toward the back. Bypassing the door, he yanks one of the blowpipes leaning against the furnace like a lever, and a portion of the wall pops free—

			It’s yet another stairwell wrapped in pale, aged stone, only this one leads outside. It empties us onto a cluster of rocks at the edge of the palace. Gulls flutter off at our approach, the river mere feet away, scalloping against the juts of stone.

			Warm, golden light pours generously across the water, dancing across our skin as the clouds shift and sway. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed the sun. I wish I could rest, curl up in its rays, but Anton takes my hand.

			“Shouldn’t there be a guard here?” I say as he leads me down the rocks.

			“Look behind you. The door is all but invisible, and only two people know of it. Also, it locks automatically from the inside—meaning we can’t get back in the same way.”

			“What now?” I ask, a brisk, warm wind sweeping my curls from my face.

			He scans the horizon—the water and the city spread before us. “You said you wanted to see my city, yes?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			The trek along the outer wall of the palace is not easy. I stumble over rocks, clinging to his arm for balance, until we come upon a small market with an inlet hugging a long dock that runs parallel to the water’s edge. Lapping water glows a soft orange underneath the slowly receding sun, and it carries a current of curved wooden boats rimmed in glass that drift lazily along, as if taking a stroll. A few civilians empty from each one, ushered by dockworkers in green velvet vests.

			“The city is unusually quiet tonight,” he murmurs.

			And indeed, even the patrons who stroll along the docks aren’t lingering, and many of the stalls are closing. I remember Sundar telling me that many of Anton’s loyalists are challenging Gustav’s rule.

			Two days until the Syndicate arrives. And Miridran is far from united. It seems the tension is palpable, like the eerie stillness before a squall.

			But Anton dispels my unease for the moment, gently guiding my chin toward the boats. “The famous crescents,” he says.

			“How do they work?” I can’t help but ask, noticing that there are no rowers inside.

			“They are hooked to a track underneath the water that circles the Arts District,” he says.

			Indeed, the crescents are spread evenly apart, gliding along in perfect unison down the riverbank, only to disappear underneath an arching bridge as the waterway curves away.

			The chime of bells resounds in the air, shattering across the river like a dissonant song. The uniformed dockworkers help a final few from the returning crescents as we near, then tie red ropes across the dock.

			“They will board no more people tonight, though the craft will continue to run. Meaning,” Anton says with an arch of his brow, “when they leave, it will be the perfect time to hop in.”

			Part of me thrills at the idea—more so when I see the smile he’s released now, subtle as it is. It seems I’ve managed to scrub his broodiness away—perhaps because it’s so unnatural on him to begin with.

			Deep down, his heart longs for joy, and I want nothing more than to experience it with him. And in this moment, it feels like nothing else exists. As if we’re two patrons sneaking about in a city replete with wonders.

			But whether I can see it here on the water’s edge or not, the threat of war still looms. The sketchbook pages prick against my breastbone—a reminder that I need to find a moment to glance over them.

			“Why not utilize the crescents at sunset?” I ask as the last of the dockworkers vanish for the evening. “When the city is at its most vibrant and alive?” At least on a normal day.

			“It’s, ah, rather difficult to fish people out of the water after dark,” he says. “Such reckless behavior is more common than you think.”

			“Let me guess,” I tease. “You’ve done it before.”

			“Of course I have. I started the trend. They lugged me out half dead when I was fourteen. I was restricted to barges after that, and only ones with life rafts.” He jerks his chin. “Let’s go. We’ll have to make a run for it—the crescents never actually come to a full stop. Ready?”

			“You mean we have to leap into one while it’s moving?”

			“They aren’t going that fast,” he says. But then his expression softens. Melts, like icing. He bends low. Scoops me up like I’m made of feathers. “Hang on.”

			“Anton—” I squeak, but it’s too late. Already he’s jogging down the dock, slowing only to calculate the timing as one passes by a foot away. Then he half jumps, half steps into the thing. It rocks under our weight but doesn’t tip—the mechanics prevent it, he explains, setting me on my feet.

			The vessel itself is perhaps twenty feet, including the stretches of curved wood at either end like a waning moon, though the back side rises higher than the front. The inside, however, reminds me of a carriage without a roof. There’s a wide bench along the back, plush with cushions made from oilcloth—a blend of cotton and linen boiled in linseed so that it’s safe even in the rain. The bench is long enough, too, that we can stretch out our legs. “Great for picnics,” he tells me. There are a few other seats, each bolted down and cushioned, about half as wide as the craft. Optional seating, perhaps for better viewing.

			The pace feels faster than it looked, but once I’m settled, I let out a relieved breath and find it rather relaxing. The sun drags swaths of pinks and purples across the sky, beginning its descent. Everything feels bejeweled, especially as we drift toward the Arts District, the familiar spill of gold from streetlamps a welcome reprieve. Another sight I’ve missed. So simple a thing. So mortal.

			Anton, for his part, perches on a farther seat, dipping a hand in the water. His hair catches the last gilding of sunset teasing the river, which winds as we near the bridges. The city creeps toward us on either side in a hundred shades of milk and gold, intercut by the rainbow hues of prismatic glass.

			“Look up,” Anton says, his voice deep and dreamy, as we float beneath the first bridge. The underside is a mosaic—hundreds of glass petals fitted together to depict a flourishing garden. “Every year, we hire artists to change the displays. It’s become a tradition that even the local businesses mimic. If you pay attention, you’ll see they swap their stained-glass windows out every few months, some with the season, some to celebrate holidays, name days, and so on.”

			His face brightens as he speaks—and more so as the crescent slides out from under the bridge and the final dregs of sun limn him from the side.

			And in this moment, he is so irrevocably beautiful that my lungs refuse to fill, and I can do nothing but watch him. Long for him. He shines tonight—not from his jewelry, his decadent attire, but wholly from within. It’s as if coming home lit him up like the lanterns along the water’s edge.

			As if he feels my stare, he meets my gaze, a stretch of pearl-white teeth peeking through the softest grin. “When I was young—the absolute terror that I was—I spent far too much time and quatra making panels with rather, ah, obscene images, and I’d swap them out under the cover of night. No one ever discovered that it was me. They called me the Glass Bandit. Put up warrants for my arrest.”

			“You are terrible, Sire.”

			“In my defense, it wasn’t destructive. They could swap them back easily enough. But not before the morning crowd had a good look.”

			“And you call me a miscreant,” I say, returning his smile without realizing it. It only serves to exaggerate his own. “Were you never caught?”

			“Certainly not,” he answers. “But it turns out I had a conscience, so the shops I defiled found themselves with generous anonymous donations.”

			Again that grin slides my way, a spark setting his irises aglow.

			I love him.

			The thought knocks into me swiftly, as if I’ve been dropped from the heavens.

			And yet it’s been true for some time—a seed planted in Anell that grew under the soil, beneath my notice, then finally breached the surface, blooming even as I tried to ignore it. Despite my watering it with only rage and denial. Only now I cannot. Because to deny it would be like denying the sun its right to shine.

			I love him.

			From every angle.

			I love who he was when he was young and terrible and mischievous. I love the King of the East I met on Anell, who saw me even when I wish he hadn’t—and more so, when I needed it most. But the girl I was then hadn’t fully understood what love is, or the possibilities of it.

			And now I love him for who he is today. For all his cracks and chips. For all the ways he was broken, shattered, and fitted back together. A mosaic of beautiful imperfections, and yet his heart still radiates, and so does his passion, his humor. His brilliance. I haven’t absolved him of the choices he’s made; he chose to conform to the same mask that worked for him before. The partier, the philanthropist. But he is not lacking. He’s just been hurt.

			I know that I might not get him back, not fully. He deserves to have his memories returned, but if that never happens, I’ll love him still. I’ll love him always.

			I love him—even if he never chooses me.

			The realization is so intense I turn my gaze away, unable to bear the sight of him, if only for the fear my feelings might tear from my lips and frighten him away. Because he is afraid to let himself be loved.

			“Vasalie,” he says. I close my eyes, and I don’t realize I’m tracing the lines of tissue scarring my wrists until the craft rocks, just a little.

			Then I feel his hand sliding along my own. Amid a breath, I dare a look, only to find his brows notched. He holds my wrist up and into a swath of lamplight. “It is time you tell me what these are from.”

			My eyes fall to my wrists, and I swallow thickly. I saw his gaze dip and linger earlier this morning. Though they’ve faded, an uneven pattern still mars them in a subtle, flesh-toned ring.

			But I can’t tell him, not without explaining the full truth; the curse would prevent it from reaching his ears. If he knew I worked for Illian without knowing I sided with him in the end, he would never trust me again.

			I think about telling him a vague version of it, a half-truth—that I trusted a man and he framed me for murder—but it would spur questions from him I cannot answer.

			I tug from his hold. “I can’t bear to speak of it, Sire.”

			“Because you are ashamed?” he asks. “Or because it is a truth you’ve decided I’m not yet ready to hear, as you once said? When will the day come that you keep your word?”

			My word. My vow to tell him everything. I’d promised him under the waterfall.

			“I will tell you,” I say, “once you have my trust.” An excuse, though I suppose it might be true in its own right. I withhold the fact that he has my heart.

			“I have kept you a secret from Moranya. How do I not yet have it?”

			He does—in many ways.

			“You have hidden me thus far because you have not yet tired of me. Wasn’t that our deal?”

			Threads of music slide between us, loud and coming from somewhere I can’t see. But with another twist of the river the theater rises high, grand as the palace itself.

			We are about to pass right under it.

			A wide, glowing tunnel has been carved through its base, seemingly for the waterway, as if the theater were built atop so that it might shower the river with song and light. Because even from here, I can see hundreds of colorful lanterns hanging from the top of the tunnel, flickering as if to the music itself.

			“Welcome to one of Ansa’s most famous sights,” Anton says, the pride in his voice undeniable. “It has long been said that those who share a kiss under the lanternlight are fated to blaze with passion until they breathe their last. Many travel here to do just that.”

			I could believe it. As the boat floats us beneath the theater, which is built over the bridge itself, the scene underneath is far beyond what I had thought. The ceiling arcs upward, the heavens painted over layers of glass—some being clouds, some the celestial realms beyond. Others for depictions of the Fates, translucent creatures that look as though they’re made of silk. And from their hands, thousands of star-shaped glass lanterns drip down in tiers. I notice, too, that the crescent has slowed, the track underneath ridged and designed to allow spectators time to soak it all in.

			The music grows softer, the crescendo fading to make way for applause that from here sounds like a whisper against the current of water. Restless, I rise from the bench and tread to the front of the crescent, gripping the prow.

			“Hold on tight,” Anton warns as he stands, the craft rocking softly under his weight. He unspools what looks like a grappling hook, then tosses it so that it grabs onto a beam in the ceiling. The crescent jerks, then alters course, and he uses the attached rope to guide us down another path. “A secret route,” he explains as we float toward the edge of the domed interior, past what looks like a landing with a set of doors that lead into the theater itself. An obscure entrance, perhaps for staff.

			There the hook keeps us in place, even as the river slides beneath.

			“You fear I will tire of you,” he says, coming close. “But have I not showered you with attention? Have you not seen how I can’t seem to depart from your side?”

			“How long will that last?” My heart picks up speed at his nearness, now that he’s all but hovering over me.

			“Last? I have even agreed to be something akin to a friend because you wished it. Does one usually tire of friendship?”

			Friendship. The word is like an arrow nudged against my breastbone, the pain of it too much. I won’t be able to hide what I feel—the ardency, the jealousy.

			Honesty spills from me before I can cage it between my teeth, my hand finding his heart without my consent. “I can’t be your friend, Anton.”

			An admission I already regret. He no doubt sees the tears glossing my eyes.

			A swift breeze blows in and spirals around us both, the lanterns above stirring. Curls drift into my face, but he bats them away. Cups the side of my face, thumb drifting to my lips as he leans in—just like he had under that willow tree in the Sky Garden, his voice a whisper in my ear. “Then I won’t treat you like one.”

			He swallows my gasp.

			Though I brace myself, the kiss is decadent. Slow and warm. Tender, like I’m treasured. Like he feels the way I do.

			Like his longing is a rival to mine.

			It turns out I don’t have the strength to pull away. So I tell myself that I will kiss him in such a way that I will have no regrets. A kiss I can take with me, preserved in my memories like a butterfly in amber. Mine to keep forever—even if he moves on without me.

			I can’t tell him how much I love him, but I can show him. So I put every ounce of it into the way I pull him closer and press against him. The way I fist the fabric above his heart, even as I swallow down the burgeoning tears.

			He, in turn, responds with such tenderness, it weakens my knees. His lips graze across mine in sweeps, and then he spends time in the corner of my mouth, kissing his way to my dimple then back again, his palm hooked around the base of my neck.

			But it ends before I’m ready, and he brushes a thumb across my lips.

			“Do not think this fulfills the kiss you owe me, Vasalie,” he says, pulling away, “when this one you would have given to me for free.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			I shiver down to my toes. But I can’t help asking, even as my chest might burst, “So you will be taking the one I try to withhold?”

			“Absolutely not,” Anton says, lashes fluttering down at me, before he puts a few inches of space between us. “I will never take anything by force—not even what I am owed.”

			Like his kingdom, I think.

			“Then I don’t understand. Why make the bargain?”

			“Because you wanted an excuse to kiss me. Don’t bother denying it,” he says, grinning in a way that thieves away any response I might have had.

			He toys with the rope, and all the while, I touch two fingers to my lips as if I could replay what just happened.

			That kiss…

			There was meaning behind it. Like it gave voice to many unspoken words, and now I am supposed to make sense of it in a language I barely understand.

			“We will need to find somewhere to stay tonight,” he says, hopping off the crescent and onto the stone landing. “Moranya will not have finished yet. We can return come morning.”

			“We don’t have any quatra,” I say as he offers me an arm, pulling me toward him as I leap from the crescent.

			“There’s one place we won’t need any,” he responds.
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			Rain greets us in an unfriendly fashion not long after, pelting the cobbled roads and the back of my hands as I try to shield myself from it. A storm snuck in while we were underneath the theater, and now it tears from the clouds in a shroud of gray as we make our way down a busy alley. Horses hurry past, hooves splattering through rapidly filling potholes. Patrons huddle under cloaks, all trying to escape the weather to find their way home.

			A carriage breezes by, large wheels sending a spray of water and mud over us both. The cold of it sets me to trembling. Sluiced and shivering, I lose purchase on my next step and land in a puddle.

			The emotions bundled tight within my chest shake loose. Tears burn my vision, but then a laugh erupts—perhaps at the absurdity of it. Then Anton is there, wide-eyed. He pulls me up and gathers me close, as if he could shield me from the rain that has since tilted on its axis, slanting with the wind.

			At last, we find our destination. The building is nondescript—a black turret of rounded stone squeezed between a row of shops, cafés, and vine-laced apartments. A swift bang on the brass knocker, and the door screeches open. A man in his fifties or so appears, crisp and refined in a dark uniform rimmed in copper. At the sight of Anton, he snatches his spectacles and swipes them across his sleeve, blinking when he gets a better look.

			“My King,” he rasps. “Is it really you?”

			“I am no longer your king—” Anton attempts, but the man falls to his knees.

			“You will always be our king, Sire,” he says. “Even the King Regent made certain of that.”

			The King Regent.

			Gustav.

			“I am certain he’s told everyone whatever it took to stanch any talk of rebellion,” Anton says. “In any case, this awning is not providing much of a shield, Aimes.”

			Aimes leaps to his feet, ushering us into a small but elegant mahogany-paneled entryway along with a slew of apologies. “What can I do for you, Your Majesty? By the Fates, you’re soaked. A hot bath, perhaps? I’ll send for the launderer to wash and dry your clothes. I’ll have night robes sent up immediately along with fresh linens, soaps, and bathing oils.”

			“Thank you, old friend,” Anton says. “But first, I must request your silence. I do not wish my whereabouts to be known.”

			“Surely you know where my loyalty lies,” Aimes says. “The same can be said for most around here. Let discretion be the least of your worries. Shall I send you to your old room?”

			“Is it vacant?” Anton asks, not bothering to acknowledge Aimes’s proclamation. But I can tell by the puff of his breath, the way he fidgets, that it means more than he’d like to admit. Perhaps it’s good that we’re here. He needs the reminder that his people love and miss him.

			“As if I would lend it to anyone but you,” Aimes says, then dips his head toward me. “Will the lady be joining His Majesty? We have one other room available, but it shares a bath with the adjacent hall.”

			“She stays with me,” Anton says. He doesn’t look at me. I have half a mind to demand a room of my own just to spite him—if only for being so arrogant, so charmingly insufferable—except that sharing a bathing chamber with strangers who might wander in sounds slightly anxiety-inducing.

			After calling a few orders into a back room—for linens, hot water, and laundry—Aimes fetches a key from behind the small, standing desk, then hands it to Anton with a dip of his head.

			“What is this place?” I ask as we climb a tightly coiled staircase to the right of the desk.

			“A refuge,” Anton says, pausing with me when I take a moment to breathe, to let my heart calm its pace. “But there is a reason I like it.”

			I find out why when we reach the fourth floor—the top floor. Anton sets me on my feet—he’d scooped me up despite my protests after noticing my fatigue on the third landing—and places me down again just past the threshold.

			As I take a moment to orient myself, my gaze crawls across the circular expanse, which, if the vaulted ceiling is any indication, is the entire top floor. Even so, the space is relatively small and unlit save for a single candle, and the threads of jeweled street light pouring in from the giant stained-glass Palladian window straight ahead, which encircles a large tub built into the far wall. Everything else—the walls, fretwork, garniture, and vaulted ceilings—is dark wood. Thick beams divide the bed from the bath, and bracket both the closet and the basin.

			“One bed,” I whisper under my breath, panic already setting my hands to tremble. A bed we’ll have to share after a kiss like that, and I am already so very weak.

			“While we wait on our accommodations, I’ll grab dinner,” Anton says, snatching a matchbook to light the small candle on the single nightstand. “There’s a pub two doors down. Superb seafood chowder.”

			The moment he leaves, I dig for the pages I stole still hidden in the bodice of my dress, worried I’ve soaked them through in the rain. Luckily, however, while the pages are moist, the damage is minimal thanks to the thickness of my corset.

			I walk to the edge of the bed and sit near the candle’s flame, flattening the pages on my knees. The first page is riddled with sketches, and my eyes are immediately drawn to the mirror in the center. It’s handheld and somewhat ornate, though common enough that I might find it on any noble’s vanity. I trace a gentle nail along the scribbles. There’s no doubt who penned them, what with the embellishments. Even so, it’s difficult to make out, save for the title on the page.

			
				Mercy’s Mirror.

			

			The rest looks to be notes about its origin. Theories, perhaps. Or tidbits he’s learned from Moranya? I squint and read further, despite the smudging of some of the words.

			
				…was gifted to Mercy by the Fate of Dominion…

			

			I pause. Do a double take.

			The Fate of Dominion.

			The Unknown Fate—the Fate Mercy was said to have seduced in order to create the Lair of Souls, though no one knew who he was, deeming him as such.

			Anton figured out his identity. But how? So little is known about the Fates. Most knowledge has been lost to time, and the few prophets that remain can only theorize. So perhaps Moranya had told him that, too.

			Swallowing, I move on.

			
				…when directed at one who holds considerable power, the mirror can absorb, or perhaps trap, that power. It grants the wielder the ability to then wield that power on their own behalf…

			

			My heart thuds.

			The Fate of Dominion gifted Mercy the mirror. But why? Had she seduced him for it? Then, it was said, she stole his power to create Morta’s Lair. I saw for myself how she ushers in the dead by wrapping an illusion around herself and tricking them to take her hand. None besides Eremis, and then Anton, figured out how to thwart this. So presumably this is all part of her stolen power.

			However, it was unknown to Mercy that a Fate’s power is tied to their soul. Another smudge, something I can’t make out. I flip the page. In the corner is the outline of a glass shard, shaped almost like an oblong hexagon. Like a coffin, even. I attempt to make out the writing.

			
				Shard acquired from the Temple of Zur, passed down and carefully guarded by a generation of prophets. It is said to be a shard from Mercy’s mirror. More were found later, which I have acquired.

			

			The next bit reminds me of what Anton said when he fetched me from Moranya’s clutches.

			
				A Fates-touched object holds a remnant of their power.

			

			But then he goes on to write…In theory, the shard would have a fragment of the Fate of Dominion’s power, but only with testing can we observe how much.

			The next page, or several, looks like the schematics for the necklace I stole from Anton, the one he flaunted in front of Moranya. He said it would…dispel her illusion. He even wanted me to use it—tried to give it to me. Look for the nearest source of light.

			The pendant was made from the mirror. It can dispel Moranya’s disguise, which he explained. It can undo her illusions. The Fate of Dominion gave the mirror to Mercy, but why? And what caused it to crack?

			What, exactly, had happened on that fateful day?

			As luck would have it, the next page reads Known Facts at the top, followed by a bulleted list.

			I hold my breath and read.

			
					
					Four years into Queen Mercy’s reign, the Fate of Dominion was sent by the Fates to destroy the world, deeming it too war-ridden to be worth saving.

				

					
					While there, he met and fell in love with Mercy and decided to stay his hand. In turn, Mercy came to love him.

				

			

			So she hadn’t seduced him? They fell in love?

			Quickly, I keep reading:

			
					
					Fearing the Fates would send another to do what he did not, the Fate of Dominion created a mirror that would allow Mercy to drain a Fate’s power—and trap them inside in the process.

				

					
					Mercy knew that the Fate of Dominion had the power to both birth and destroy realms. Meaning, he could create realms where the souls of mortals could be at peace, rather than cease to exist. So tortured by their loss, Mercy decided to use the mirror on him, thinking only to borrow his power to create the Lair of Souls.

				

					
					However, in the process, Mercy accidentally pulled too much power from the mirror at once. The mirror cracked—trapping her Fate inside forever with no means of escape.

				

			

			Written across the bottom, in bold letters is:

			
				Now Mercy wishes to free the Fate of Dominion. This must never be done. Having been imprisoned for centuries, he will seek to destroy our lands once more in recompense for his entrapment.

			

			I pause, my heart freezing. This is what Moranya wants from Anton.

			She wants him to repair the mirror. Is this why she handed him her realm? Perhaps she hoped to convince him to agree. Maybe the bargain she struck was less about me and more about getting him into her lair, since he had never accepted her hand otherwise.

			
				Furthermore, because of Mercy’s trap and the power she stole, the Fates have stayed away, fearing the same might happen to them. I suspect this is the reason they have reverted to prophecies—a way to pass along omens and warnings at a distance without involving themselves.

			

			So this is why the Fates abandoned us. They fear Moranya.

			And yet we are supposed to fear them, along with whatever divinations they send our way?

			I know Anton believed the prophecy even after learning this—enough that he asked Sadira to lock him up because of it. Yet I have been watching him rule, which is the very thing we were afraid of him doing, and still his good heart remains despite all he believes was done to him. And he hasn’t agreed to repair the mirror—at least, I don’t think so. Perhaps his logic around it still stands. No matter how bitter he is toward the mortal world, he doesn’t wish to see it destroyed.

			We were wrong to fear him.

			He was wrong to fear himself.

			Besides, what if that fear is the very thing that would otherwise make the prophecy come true? If I leave him in Moranya’s clutches, he might eventually agree to what she wanted. But as of now, he has not lost his humanity.

			I have to get him away from her, have to convince him to return.

			I believe in him, wholly and completely. Him, rather than the distant beings who sent a Fate to destroy us. And it’s time I act on that faith.

			My hope is not in restoring his memories, though I wish to. I don’t know if the curse can even be broken. But that doesn’t matter anymore.

			The Anton I have now is more than enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Anton was our best hope then, and he’s our best hope now. I must convince him to reclaim his crown.

			I saw the way he looked at the innkeeper. He still cares about Miridran, no matter how he tries to deny it. His love for his country is there, deep down, buried and sealed over like a treasure long forgotten—until someone finds the right key.

			Tomorrow is my chance to unearth it. When we return to his palace, he’ll have no choice but to confront everything he’s been avoiding. Already his heart has softened—whether he likes it or not.

			As for tonight, I can only hope to soften it more. Massage it, the way one works loose a knotted muscle—slowly, one gentle press at a time.

			The creaking stairs signal his return.

			Quickly, I shove the pages and pendant under the mattress just in time for Anton to nudge his way back inside. In his hands is a tray of fresh oat bread, seafood chowder, and a single yet very large slice of pie. He sets it all on the bed, and I waste no time in joining him, tearing into the bread and spooning chowder into my mouth. He does the same, except he starts with the pie, which comes as no surprise.

			Just when I’m about to poke fun at him, a knock rattles the door. Then two uniformed maids breeze in, delivering us everything Aimes asked for along with a bottle of wine. That, they open and pour into two glasses. In the span of a few blinks, the tub is full of steaming water, and before we’ve finished the pie, they’ve scattered peony petals all along the floor and up the two small steps leading to the tub, and inside it, and all the while, even Anton—Anton—is telling them such efforts aren’t necessary tonight. Fates.

			Then we’re alone.

			Before I can react, though, he sets a finger underneath my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.

			There’s a glint in his eyes—a grin. “Vasalie, allow me to make one thing clear. No matter how much you beg, I won’t be sleeping with you tonight. I won’t even be claiming the kiss I am owed.”

			“What makes you think I’d resort to begging?”

			“Please,” he says, rolling his eyes playfully. He unbuttons his vest, his eyes tracking the swallow that bobs within my throat. “You look at me like I’m the pie you’re keen to finish.”

			“I most certainly do not—”

			“Yes, you do. But no matter your wild, reckless desires, you need to feel safe tonight. My decision is final.” He flicks my nose. “Respect it, please.”

			A flush scrawls across my cheeks at his insinuation, but my attention snags on one particular phrase.

			You need to feel safe tonight.

			My fists, which had clenched of their own accord after seeing the tub, relax.

			Even so, I long to tell him that I do feel safe with him, especially considering he’s trying to earn my trust as surely as I want his. More so, he’s putting my needs above the friction—the desire—that blazes between us.

			I almost wish he wouldn’t.

			But I can’t deny the pain notching my muscles, the fatigue already settling in. The fear, too, when my heart is already a scabbed, barely beating thing. For all that I love him, for all that I’ve decided to put my faith in him, I am still afraid for my heart.

			A kiss was one thing.

			To lie with him means to drown, and I’m not certain I would ever surface again.

			I will try my damndest to restore him to this throne, but I can’t force him to want to keep me forever.

			“You can go first,” Anton says, sweeping a chin toward the steaming tub. “I will give you privacy.” He makes for the door.

			“Wait,” I hear myself say, my lips running ahead of my good sense. “There’s no point in you leaving.”

			He halts—swings back around.

			“I—I don’t do well in hot water. I mean…it helps. It feels lovely, of course. But I often feel rather…faint.” The truth, silly as it sounds. “I will have to wait until it’s colder if I’m going to have the stamina to scrub off all this muck. You might as well use the tub first. Unless…”

			I hesitate, bite my lip. Then decide against putting voice to what I need.

			“Unless?” he prods.

			I hook his gaze, intent on telling him it was nothing. Instead I find myself slipping back through time. Here and now—something about the lighting, perhaps—he looks like he did the night Illian demanded I frame Razam for the murder of King Rurik. And I had felt emboldened under the force of it.

			The glint in his eyes has always felt like a dare.

			“Unless you help me,” I say, despite my revolting heart.

			I follow the line of his throat as it bobs. “Whatever you need.”

			Needing to let the water cool at least a little, we both pick at the piecrust in silence. Finish off our glasses of wine—which I gulp greedily, if only for the courage it might afford. Then, when I am full and satisfied and jittering with a fresh frisson of nerves, Anton collects our dishes, setting them on the tray and then outside the door.

			It’s only a bath, I remind myself. He took anything else off the table.

			When he approaches me, I force myself to stand straight, as if I could prove to myself that I can be brave in this, too.

			I untie the cord at my waist, angling so he can reach the buttons I cannot. I slip in a rapid breath as I feel his hands on my shoulders, his fingertips finding the buttons at my nape.

			One by one, he pops them free.

			A spiral of steam lifts from the tub as my dress tumbles down my legs. Odd, that I don’t hear him breathe as the seconds stretch on.

			With a steadying inhale, I reach for the hook at the back of my bralette, and that I remove, too, along with the slip of underwear I wear, during which I whisper a silent thank-you to the dark of the room. I am all but wrapped in shadow, save for the faint, colorful glow at my front, and the smallest flick of candlelight at my side.

			Even so, I wonder if he’s fixed on the exaggerated curvature of my spine. Or perhaps my imperfect gait. I find I cannot bear to turn toward him. But when he steps in front of me, he looks…tortured, his chest heaving, even as he keeps his eyes on mine.

			“You can’t get in wearing that,” I say, though it comes out strangled. I reach for the laces at the front of his tunic, though I know he doesn’t exactly need help.

			Still, I unravel them until the tunic is loose. He leans down, allowing me to pull it over his head, though I avert my gaze, knowing if I were to take him in, my knees would give way. The corner of my eye betrays me, though, and I get a sense of his profile—the cut of his chest, the lean stomach beneath. My swallow is thick when I hear him remove his pants, and I remind myself to breathe.

			When finally he joins me, he offers me a chivalrous arm. Together, we step up and into the tub.

			It’s larger than I had expected, and hotter, and immediately, my vision crackles with stars. But Anton keeps his focus on my face, cataloging every sign of discomfort.

			“Perhaps it would be easiest if you leaned against me,” he says, helping me down.

			He’s so gentle, so caring, and it strikes me once again that this—it’s him. This is how he is with or without his memories. Furthermore, it’s proof that he and I…Well, it wasn’t the Gathering that drew him to me. It wasn’t our circumstances, or how useful we were to each other.

			It was just…us.

			Once again, my eyes sting with the realization, and I love him all the more.

			Will he recognize the admission the next time he sees my face?

			For now, I lie back against the smooth planes of his chest. I feel so much of him. I feel engulfed. Already my pulse is frenzied, and not just from the heat. He grabs a nearby cloth, soaks and lathers it, and then he’s running it along every inch of me—my neck, first, then my shoulders. My arms, which he takes particular care of, twisting and turning them gently.

			Next, he guides my head so that the base of my neck rests against his shoulder. My gaze rises to the stained-glass window: a fragmented rose mid-bloom—or perhaps mid-wither, now that I note the petals strewn around the base of the vase. It reminds me of the glass rose chandelier in Illian’s palace, the one I’d danced under for years before he imprisoned me.

			The washcloth dips down to my clavicle, then pauses, as if to give me the opportunity to object.

			You need to feel safe tonight.

			I do feel safe.

			I take his wrist—guide it down. Allow him to continue his work, which he does, gently. Soft flashes of light filter in through my closed eyelids, the heat now sinking in like a cloud of fog—a reminder of why I need his help. That hadn’t been a lie.

			“Too hot?” he breathes into my ear. He must feel the relentless pace of my heart.

			“Maybe,” I whisper. “But please, don’t stop.”

			I swear I feel his lips mutter a curse just over the curve of my shoulder.

			His palm cups my calf.

			Then he glides it up, moving the cloth along the length of my leg, my thigh, and he takes his time before switching to the other. When he is finished, I open my eyes and attempt to wriggle away despite the stars piling into my vision, if only to allow him space to wash. But his arms come around my waist.

			“Wait,” he says. “Please.”

			Please.

			“For what?” I ask, my voice almost entirely caught in my throat.

			“When I hold you, I feel like something I’ve lost has been returned,” he says.

			I am frozen in the moment, his sentence floating back to me one word, one syllable, at a time.

			Something lost.

			Did I hallucinate that? But then I feel his hands cupping my hair, twisting it so that it’s off my neck before he nuzzles against it.

			This is the most unbearable sort of torture.

			“We are not friends,” I breathe, my heart a rabbiting thing. “So tell me, Anton. What are we?”

			I need him to put voice to it, even as part of me wants to give in. To risk my heart, no matter how deeply I might sink. To take what he would give me and make peace with it.

			But he kissed me under that bridge like I was the expanse of his world.

			“What would you wish of me?” he asks. “Tell me you want the moon, and I will cast a reel and lure it forth. If being able to kiss you demands fidelity on my part, then Vasalie, you shall have it.”

			Have it. His fidelity. “But you told me—”

			“I said I didn’t believe in love,” he says. “I still don’t. But companionship—I suppose there are worse things.”

			“Worse things,” I repeat under my breath. I twiddle my thumbs in my hands, then wring out my fingers.

			How can I put into words that his companionship isn’t enough? That his devotion, even, isn’t enough? I want the whole of him, selfish as I am. But to say that aloud feels unfair, and so I bite my lip instead and finally turn to face him.

			His eyes meet mine, his irises somehow managing to catch glints of moonlight, even as dim as it is. I reach for another cloth, this one clean. He puts a hand on mine to stop me, but I shake my head.

			“My turn,” I tell him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Now that the water has cooled, so too has my heat-induced flush.

			I take my time, gliding along each plane and angle of his body—his shoulders, his chest, his arms one at a time. It’s difficult not to linger, to admire every sculpted inch of him, and the softness in between. I move behind him, finally, and rinse his hair, running my nails along his scalp.

			I feel him melt underneath my touch.

			Today has changed something for the both of us. But I am careful not to crack it, fragile as it is. So I resist the urge to climb into his lap. Burrow into him and never let go.

			When I stand, the rush is fast, and my knees fail, my vision blinking black. I feel myself being scooped up, carried. He wraps a towel around me, then grabs one for himself, too. The room, despite the modest hearth, is cold, and so when he lays me down in bed, he curls around my shivering form.

			I let him, welcoming his warmth, the feel of his weight. His arms, heavy and sculpted as they are, remind me of how safe I am.

			Yes, I feel safe with him. I always have—even when I shouldn’t.

			“Say you will stay with me in Morta’s Lair,” Anton says against my neck. “Vow it.”

			“You wish me to die?” I ask incredulously.

			“Quite the contrary. The both of us can grow old there and accept Moranya’s hand when the time finally comes.” He says it sleepily, the last words fading into a yawn. “What more do you need?”

			I can’t sacrifice the world for my own happiness. But my mind latches on to one particular phrase.

			The both of us can grow old there.

			“You wish to spend eternity with me?” I breathe.

			His breath ghosts across my jaw, his murmur a low rumble I feel underneath my skin.

			Doesn’t he know that’s love?

			I curl further into him, a new hope fluttering in my heart.
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			Bells chime throughout Ansa the next morning, like a symphony from the heavens.

			The sky is pastel with the sunrise, the crescent rocking softly with the river as the craft emerges from underneath the theater, Anton standing by the prow. He waits until the end of the line, then veers us back on track behind the rest.

			This morning, I woke in his arms with his breath on my neck, his offer still dangling behind the lids of my eyes.

			Stay with me in Morta’s Lair.

			I can’t, not like this. But he feels like he’s becoming mine again. Like Moranya’s clutches are loosening, if only a little. Like all the places she hardened within him by stripping his memories are softening beneath my palms the way I might work loose a clump of sand. When we forced ourselves to rouse and face the day, we dressed in the clothes Aimes had provided: Anton in a fine linen tunic and leather trousers, complete with a hooded, nondescript cloak, and me in a casual, pale pink cotton bustier with cinched sleeves and matching skirt. To the idle observer, we are upper-class patrons, our clothes fine but not enough to draw attention.

			I also managed to slip the pendant and the pages back into my bustier while Anton wasn’t looking.

			After, we bid Aimes farewell, but not before he once again dropped into a bow.

			“We wish for your return, Sire. All of us.”

			I hadn’t missed the way Anton flinched. The slight sheen of guilt that even now—even here—still lingers. He misses Ansa. He misses his people.

			He misses things he doesn’t even yet fully understand.

			Now we navigate a path around a bend, the city waking street by street. As the buildings taper off and we slide underneath a final bridge, the western side of the palace comes into view, as does the storm far behind it—swaths of purple smeared with rain.

			Tomorrow the Syndicate meets in Ansa.

			“We will have to sneak through the western wing to get back to the chapel,” Anton says, helping me off the boat, the both of us leaping in sync onto the dock—which is still empty this early in the morning.

			But his walls are down, his heart within reach. If I can stall, get him to spend time in his palace, he’ll realize that this is where he belongs. He can be here tomorrow, for the meeting. If that fails, I stew on what I might say, because I have to convince him.

			He takes me around the palace wall where the river sweeps farther out and a lush garden sprawls wide and thick with greenery. It’s almost unkempt, but purposefully so. Wild, with an array of flora that aren’t indigenous to Miridran. This, too, reminds me of the Sky Garden, the domed glass expanse above the sea where Anton had vegetation carted in from across the north—trumpet flowers from Razam, bright violet and the size of my hand; carpets of gold anthem glories from Zar that rise on stems tall as my knees. Floral thickets hug the walkway, the draping of night willows an arch above our heads.

			“What are those?” I ask, referring to the baubles that hang from the boughs at intervals overhead.

			“Those,” Anton says, “are ornaments that catch the sunlight and fragment it across the garden in the areas the sun cannot reach.”

			And indeed, upon the passing of a cloud, drops of light spear through the leaves above, making the canopy shimmer, as if the stars themselves are cascading around us.

			Anton directs me off the stone path, near a large white wisteria that rises past the thicket. It’s larger than any I’ve seen before—perhaps another import. “Follow me.”

			To my surprise, he hops onto a small knob on the tree trunk, using it as leverage to pull himself up and onto a larger bough. I stare at him, incredulous. “You want to climb a tree?”

			“Trust me,” he says, offering a hand as I tentatively, skeptically, mimic his steps. Once I’m with him, he sets his hands around my hips, helping me up yet another branch, and so on until we’re halfway up. Pale petals feather the closest turret, perhaps twenty feet to our left. “This was my preferred escape from the palace when I didn’t wish to be seen. No one else knew about it.”

			“You really did drive Basile mad, didn’t you?”

			His head snaps to the side, and he shoots me a look I can’t read. But then my hand slips from the next branch, bark scraping my palms raw. Quickly, he grabs my wrist and steadies me until I find my footing.

			“I don’t understand,” I say. “The palace is too far. We couldn’t possibly jump.”

			“We don’t have to.” Anton releases my hand, balancing on the bough and using the branch above to steady himself. Then, to my utter shock, he leaps—

			And lands on…air. Or it seems that way, though of course it’s glass.

			Spinning, a satisfied little grin curves his lips. “It’s perfectly safe. Come.”

			I summon my courage, draw in a deep lungful, and throw myself toward his open arms. He catches me, steadies me as I land, then pries open a window and helps me climb in.

			Inside is a library—one of many, he tells me. But this is the one he used most, and I immediately understand why. A large stained-glass dome, painted to mimic the garden outside, filters in rainbow hues of light across the crescent of shelves that wrap half the room. Stairs curve around them, offering access to each tier. We’re in one of many nooks, and on the other side are more shelves, except those are behind walls of glass. “Historical records,” he says. “Dating back to the foundation of Miridran and beyond.”

			He tugs a book from its place, and the shelf opens inward into a tunnel, which should not surprise me in the least. It almost feels as though we’re adolescents, sneaking about a palace, afraid to be caught in some forbidden dalliance.

			Oh, how desperately I wish that were the case.

			“Before we return,” I say, “show me your bedroom.”

			“My, Vasalie,” he says with a crooked grin. “Rather forward today, are we?”

			I shrug a shoulder. “My curiosity knows no bounds.”

			“I suppose I can oblige—if you promise to behave.”

			“I promise no such thing.”

			“Miscreant.”

			These tunnels are darker, more dated, but we aren’t in them for long. As it happens, we weren’t far. A minute later—up two sets of stairs that leaves me breathless though he takes them slowly on my account—and we finally enter a quiet marble hall.

			Near the end, he pushes through a set of rounded double doors that are, unsurprisingly, an opaque glass mosaic. But his grin wavers as he steps inside. “Let’s see if my so-called friend took over this, too.”

			Spirals of dust curl into view, and it’s clear that Gustav never did, in fact, take up residence here.

			I could have told Anton that.

			His room is surprisingly serene. The bed, on a raised dais, is swathed in deep sea-green velvet and silk. Clear, vine-fringed glass windows curve between stone arches on one side, offering a grand view of the river and the theater beyond. In fact, if I squint, I can make out the black stone spire we slept under last night. Past Ansa, the tips of the southern mountains spike upward and slant into rolling, green hills. Then there’s a desk and a sitting area near another window-circled nook.

			But my attention is pulled toward a raised section of the room to my left upon which stand three stone busts, each displaying a gilded robe or outfit, the heads capped with magnificent yet varied crowns. It isn’t until I’m standing before the last one that I realize it’s the bust of a woman. The crown atop is a gem-encrusted circlet arching upward to a point, where an emerald anemone blooms at the center. Gilded leaves decorate each side, too, just above the ears.

			“It would have been for my wife,” Anton says. “This one was to be a coronation crown. One of many I designed myself.”

			Like the crown he’d given me on the isle, armed with two crystal daggers at its apex. My heart sinks a little, recalling what he told me about the princess.

			I touch a finger to a petal.

			He had wanted a wife—maybe more than anyone realized. Perhaps that’s why all of this hurt him so much.

			“Maybe you can still make use of it,” I hedge, even as my stomach climbs into my throat. But he doesn’t answer me, rummaging through some drawers, almost as if to see if the contents remain intact.

			I approach from behind, then put a hand over his, there on the knob. Then I tug it open myself, running my fingers along the silk within. Vests, tunics, all exquisitely embroidered. “I admit I’m jealous of your wardrobe.”

			“I’d happily share.”

			I grin, but then I hear the crinkle of paper underneath fabric. “May I?” I ask.

			“Be my guest. You’ve already been privy to my embarrassment.”

			I rifle through and find a stack of letters, each one addressed to Princess Ademi. Their correspondence, I realize. He kept it.

			“Bring them,” he says. “We can toss them into the Sands.”

			“Never,” I say. “Anton, these are a reflection of who you were. You wrote your heart out, and that makes me…”

			It makes me love you all the more.

			I sigh, then cup his cheek. “It makes me wish you would call in my debt.”

			The kiss I owe.

			He looks at me, and it feels charged. I put my hands on his chest, steeling myself for what I’m about to say. “Would it be so terrible to—”

			But he grips my wrists, interrupting me. “Come. There’s a tunnel entrance from my closet.”

			Fear, I think. Had he sensed what I was about to ask?
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			The Palace of Ansa, I soon learn, is not one building but several, connected by walkways and bridges similar to Anell. The only way back to the ruins of Mercy’s chapel is through the Central Hall—dedicated to the throne room and surrounding courtrooms—then into the eastern wing of the palace.

			We take a hidden stairwell that leads us into a tunnel back on the lower floor. From it, we can see into the Central Hall itself. It’s seemingly miles high and all clear, granulated glass, the light shimmering about as if it’s suspended in the clouds. It would be peaceful, serene—if it weren’t for the commotion inside. Crowds of courtiers amble past, and there’s both shouting and frantic flits of conversation. Something is wrong.

			Around another bend, and then we’re looking straight into Anton’s throne room.

			All the doors at the far end are shut, barring the crowds, the inside seemingly quiet. For a moment, I take stock of its extravagance. It’s as if the Hall of Thrones on the Isle of Anell was merely a prelude. The back wall, climbing as high as the palace itself, is a mosaic of mosaics. Twenty—no thirty—large glass spheres each display a different scene: tales of Fates, of history, the War of Rites, and more. Each is rimmed by painted plasterwork and stone, and at the very bottom, the largest one actually curves around the throne. The scene here is of a great and dawning star above a vast seascape, the throne set into the crest of a wave that protrudes from the wall itself.

			Then a door near the throne itself opens and Gustav walks inside, followed by a handful of what I assume are advisers. I feel Anton freeze beside me.

			Gustav wears no crown save for a humble silver circlet set above his brow. A moment later, guards open the doors, allowing the courtiers inside. At first, it’s orderly. He speaks with a few of them—some of whom I recognize from the Gathering. But it quickly grows rowdy, more piling in. I try to catch bits of conversation, but it’s difficult to make out.

			But they aren’t lining up before the throne. Instead they shuffle toward either side of the walkway.

			No, not shuffling, but backing away. Clearing the carpeted walkway that leads to the throne. To Gustav. Stepping over one another to do so.

			Frantic whispers scurry about. Our line of sight is cluttered, and Anton tries to pull me away. Through a gap in the crowd, I see that the guards have formed a line before Gustav, who stands bravely despite whatever threat is about to come his way.

			I resist Anton’s next tug, shrug away from him, and stand on the tips of my toes until finally a gap between two courtiers affords me a better view.

			A view I wish I hadn’t seen.

			A crown bobs above the line of nobles just before us. Thick, spiked steel, ringed with opals and sapphires.

			It can be no other than the new Brisendali king.

			My father marches toward Gustav with the air of an emperor rather than a king, and I’d wager that’s what he wants in the end: to conquer and retain as many nations as possible.

			To Gustav’s credit, he does not shrink back, not even an inch.

			“General,” he says, “the Syndicate does not gather here until tomorrow, and I don’t believe you were invited to my court.”

			General, not king.

			Gustav’s refusal to acknowledge my father’s position does not go unnoticed. Not by my father, and certainly not by his men.

			I bite back a grin, proud at his boldness. Beside me, Anton scoffs. But I notice he’s stopped trying to get me to leave. He wants to know what’s about to happen.

			“Your court? Laughable,” says my father, “considering so many have asked you to step down.”

			“Have you come here to sling insults, Maksim? Childish, even for you. My guards will escort you out at once. A shame you traveled all this way.”

			“It’s only an insult if you take offense to it, Regent. I speak only the truth.”

			“State the reason for your presence or see yourself out.”

			“It would be my pleasure,” my father announces loudly, gesturing broadly to the room. “I have come as an act of mercy. A gesture of goodwill. I have for you an offer that might spare your lands from further discord.”

			“We will not entertain an offer that puts Miridran in debt to Brisendale.”

			“Ah, but my offer is not for you, Regent.” Before Gustav can interject, he adds, “I know your true king is not here. In fact, I have it on very good authority that Anton Orvere is dead.”

			Because of what Sundar had told him.

			“In addition, I am told you have my daughter, Vastianna Stova, in your custody; my men spotted her here in Ansa just yesterday.”

			My heart stutters. Had someone seen me? Or is that a lie, too?

			“You had her kidnapped from Brisendale—right from beneath my nose!”

			My father turns from Gustav, addresses the court. “Force your lying regent to step down. Denounce Miridran’s alliance with Razam. If you do, I will not punish the people of Miridran for acting in league with those who killed our king.” He swings his gaze back to Gustav, dismissively, then pivots on his heel. “Choose wisely,” he tosses back over this shoulder. “Tomorrow, when your king fails to appear, your doom will be sealed.”

			The blood drains from my face. He came to instigate a civil war—or force Gustav into surrendering to those who might ally with him—one day ahead of the Syndicate deadline.

			Worse, if Miridran abandons Razam, Razam has no chance against a Brisendali invasion.

			I swing my gaze toward Anton. Did he hear all of that? I suppose he would have, when it doesn’t contradict what he believes—that Gustav and Sadira are allied. That they stole his crown. Yet his expression is unreadable.

			Then the shouting begins. I turn just in time to see my father exit, furious courtiers pushing toward Gustav, his guards rushing forward to keep them back. Of course my father wouldn’t need to stay; he knew his plan would work.

			Whether Gustav steps down, or his court splits into a civil war, it doesn’t matter. My father achieved what he came to do. He came to sow discord. To cleave his enemy’s court in half. Divide the people and make his war easier.

			“You had His Majesty killed! I knew it!”

			“Just as we suspected!”

			The cries of outrage only multiply.

			“We refuse to shed Miridranian blood on Razam’s behalf!”

			“Imprison the regent!” someone else shouts.

			“No,” a lord says, his voice booming above the others. “We should have his head!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			The chaos only multiplies.

			Some call for Gustav to step down. Others call for his death.

			Even more call for the return of King Stova’s daughter. They demand that Gustav share my whereabouts at once, but he doesn’t know. He doesn’t know where I am.

			That I am here, held captive by his king and dearest friend.

			“No! I’m here!” I shout, twisting around, but then Anton is there, his hand gripping my upper arm. But I have to get free. I can’t let Gustav take the fall—

			“Vasalie,” Anton says, pulling me with him, “we should go.”

			“How could you say that?” I grab his arm, pleading. “Anton, they are revolting because they think you are dead! But you aren’t. You are here, right here, and so am I—”

			“This is not my fight. Gustav brought this on himself,” he says coldly.

			“Do you hear yourself? Fates, Anton, will you really condone the blood of your own people? They won’t stop with killing Gustav! They will root out anyone who supports him! People are going to die!”

			He attempts to tug me with him, but I rip from his grasp as another voice calls out from the other side. “King killer! Kidnapper!”

			“Traitor to the crown! To us all!”

			I have to get out there. Even if Anton does nothing—Fates, I want to strangle him!—I could help, perhaps convince them of the truth. But even as I think it, I know it’s foolish, reckless, hopeless.

			Through the glass, I see more and more pushing against the guards, trying to get to Gustav.

			It happens in a blink. Some lord draws a dagger, strikes at Gustav’s right cheek. The skin flays down to his jaw, blood welling—

			I wrench from Anton’s grip and run toward the tunnel entrance we passed, because I can’t do nothing. I have to help. Somehow.

			Strong arms wrap around me. Lift me up.

			Then all of a sudden Anton is dragging me through the tunnel, away from the throne room.

			“They’re going to kill him!” I scream at the top of my lungs. I don’t stop there, my voice fraying with my shrieks. I thrash against him, flail—

			Anton pushes me up against the wall in the room just outside, his hand coming to cover my mouth.

			I am caged between his arms, and all the while, I hear shouts of triumph. Of chaos. Calling for more of Gustav’s blood, for his death.

			I gust hot air against Anton’s palm, red sparking across my vision like the spit of a furnace. Once more, I try to get free, but he does not waver, pinning me against the wall even as the pandemonium echoes. Something crashes, the sound of glass shattering.

			“Let me go,” I plead, though my lips barely form the words under the heat of Anton’s palm. “If you are going to stay here and do nothing, the least you could do is allow me—”

			“You are not about to go out there and get yourself killed.”

			“What does it matter?” I cry, wriggling again. “Even if they do, I will end up back in Moranya’s Lair!”

			“That does not take away the pain of death, Vasalie. Or should I call you Vastianna Stova, the kidnapped daughter of Maksim Stova, who will surely be apprehended and returned to him the moment she makes an appearance?”

			I freeze in his arms, meeting his eyes at last. “You—you know who I am?”

			He scoffs. “You think I didn’t put two and two together? I knew you weren’t a mere commoner. I can tell within a few minutes if someone hails from my country, and you most certainly did not. I also noticed the way you layer your food—a very Brisendali trait.”

			Even so, that isn’t enough to peg me as the general’s daughter. It doesn’t add up, but I don’t have time to dwell on it, not when the court is in full pandemonium. Not when I realize that maybe…maybe there’s another way I can convince him, now that he knows who I am.

			I swallow and look into his eyes, green as a copper sulfite flame and blazing as bright as the aurora itself.

			I clutch the seam of his jacket before he can pull me away. “Your people cannot survive without you, Anton,” I say. “Can’t you see that? If it’s a kingdom you want, you already had one, if only you dare to reclaim it. You are beloved—”

			“We will not discuss this, Vas—”

			“And if that isn’t enough, so be it,” I say. “If your kingdom isn’t enough, I offer you mine, too. Marry me, Anton,” I say, pressing a hand against his heart, pleading with everything I have. My eyes swell with tears that burn hot in my throat. “My father has claimed me, and his wife died without an heir. I will inherit his throne. Help me kill him. Place a ring on my finger and I will lay the Brisendali scepter at your feet. We will unite both Miridran and Brisendale, and they will be yours.”

			I wait for his reaction, and yet he just…watches me, inscrutable. And with every second that stretches, so too does the distance between us, a gap that is far from physical but all the more painful.

			The words “I love you” fall from my lips. Soft and broken. Pitiful, even.

			I don’t expect him to love me back. Even so, I whisper it one more time. “I love you, Anton.”

			More shouting echoes from the throne room—cries even—but my eyes can’t seem to leave his. Please.

			“Vasalie,” he says, and his voice is so full of pity it tips my tears over the edge. “How can you ask me that when you have yet to be honest with me?” He looks between my eyes as he speaks. “You wish me to trust you, to take your hand in marriage, yet you worked for the very man who wished me dead. You were my brother’s Jewel.”

			My heart lurches. He found out about Illian. “How—”

			But then I think of the way he was when we first arrived in Ansa. In the workshop. He’d been more solemn than I had ever seen him. Angry, almost.

			Had Sundar told him? Had someone else recognized me and told him the truth? But then, wouldn’t the curse prevent that? My tenure as Illian’s Jewel was relevant to the Gathering, but it happened far before.

			Unless Illian told Anton himself. He would do anything to prevent Anton from getting attached to me, I’m certain.

			Shouts splice into the moment, cutting it apart. “Quick! Bring him this way!” someone says.

			They’re in the tunnels.

			“Call for the physician! The regent is badly injured—”

			Anton scoops me off my feet.

			Then he’s marching me in the other direction, away from the voices, winding through the tunnels that lead back into the eastern wing—and I realize he means to return the both of us to the decrepit Lair of Moranya. He means to do nothing.

			“How could you,” I sob once more—a last desperate plea. “I am offering you everything you lost, and I am offering you myself.” Everything I have to give.

			He doesn’t even pause, the rejection splicing deeper into my heart than even a knife could manage. And it isn’t just me he’s rejecting.

			“If not for me, for them,” I cry. “You don’t have to ever love me. But your people deserve their king. They deserve protection. They need you with them!”

			But I get no response. Not even a glance.

			Hope leaves me, turns to sludge in my throat. Sobs that claw their way up, messy and wet and sluicing over his tunic as he carries me through yet another hidden corridor.

			“Leave me,” I rasp through another turn. “If you won’t help me—or the millions you will let suffer—the least you can do is let me go to my friends!” Again I thrash.

			“I will do no such thing,” he says, the chapel above ground coming into view.

			If the prophecy will come true, this is how it will happen. By his refusal to act. Over and over, I try to wriggle free from his hold as he descends the stairs, but he proves just how strong he is—and how small I am in comparison. His large arms, corded with muscle, encompass me with an unyielding grip around both my legs and my shoulders. My vision is tear-streaked. Fatigue presses in like a cold, sick clamor.

			Stars filter into my sight—hundreds of them.

			Thousands.

			My body goes limp.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			I come to in my room in Morta’s Lair, the silk of the sheets beneath my fingertips.

			It takes me a moment to orient my mind, to remember what last happened.

			The memories come quick.

			The sunset, gilding the waves of his hair.

			His lips, soft on mine.

			Rain, glittering.

			Stained glass.

			Steaming water.

			Then—

			My father.

			Blood. An injured Gustav.

			Me, trying to run, to get back to them—

			I’m moving before I think better of it, my vision awash in smears of light. I grab for the wall, the doorframe, letting it clear, and then I rip open the door to Anton’s room.

			Empty.

			Heart pounding, I race through his wing, then across the bridge. What was Anton thinking, forcing me back here? Does he think I won’t return? Fool.

			Then another realization sends a stutter into my heart.

			I don’t know how long it’s been. From what I can tell, it’s evening, but has a day passed or mere hours? Has the deadline come and gone?

			My body begs to collapse by the time I reach the tunnel leading through the mountain and into Moranya’s Citadel—only to find it guarded.

			“Let me pass,” I say to the Aegis. Three of them stand there, hands clasped around their reaper’s axes. They don’t so much as look at me. But when I try to press through them, I’m shoved back. “You are not to enter. His Gloriousness’s orders.”

			Oh, the way rage boils within me. I shake with it. Bunch my fists, my fury fueling my resolve to wring his neck, shake the care out of him.

			With a groan, I pivot. March back through the palace, resolute on finding him. Screaming at him, for all the good it would do. But as I pass through the halls, weariness clings.

			I failed to bring Anton back to himself. To convince him to act.

			And yet…I saw it. I saw how much he cares, despite his denial. I search for him—through each level. All the places I’ve found him before—deep in his cups, laughing the night away. But he isn’t there. He isn’t in the gardens or the pavilion. I could check the roof, but my body is ready to give out with each step. After being in the land of the living, everything is once again heavy, the pressure painful.

			I want to lie down, give up. But then I think of Gustav, of Laurent, of all my friends and how this war will destroy everything. It pushes me onward, offering the illusion of strength where there is none, and I climb one more set of stairs, never mind that it hurts to breathe.

			“Vasalie?”

			Dizzy, I spin on my heel—foolishly so when the world tilts. But then Sundar is there, gripping my arm. “Fates, where have you been?”

			I collapse in his arms. Mercifully, he catches me with an arm under mine, and, seeing that I’m breathless, he shepherds me down the hallway leading to his room.

			There I tell him everything about our time in Ansa. The workshop, the sketchbook. How fruitless our quest was, and how I placed my hope in Anton after that. I even admit to the night we spent. I tell Sundar what Anton told me: that he promised fidelity. And how I told him that I loved him in turn. How he tore my heart out, after that.

			The last bit of determination I have whittles away when I speak it all aloud.

			“Hope is lost, Sundar,” I breathe, my palms falling open as if dropping the last of it.

			“Never. We still have one day. The Syndicate meeting is tomorrow. And Anton is in love with you, Vasalie. Everything you told me proves it further. Give him another chance. Go to him one last time,” Sundar says, shoving the last modicum of hope I’d dropped back into my hands.

			I blow out a breath. “I have to find him first.”
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			The day I woke in Razam and found Anton’s memories lost, I made a vow to believe in him. To save him. Since then, he has kept me close. Safe. He’s shown me who he is—his inherent goodness, even after he thought everyone betrayed him.

			He is running away from everything he loves because he is afraid. Afraid of being betrayed, of not being loved at his best—and at his worst.

			He is afraid that I see him fully, the way no one else has.

			Go to him one last time, Sundar said.

			Hours have passed and the sky has dimmed, the aurora an array of purples and blues. Late evening, by the look of it, the soirées in full swing.

			He has to return to his bedroom sooner or later.

			It takes me far longer than it should to cross the bridge back to his wing of the palace. But as I near his room, a peculiar noise slows my steps. Almost like…talking.

			Then I notice his doors are parted.

			Warily, I approach, a sick feeling in my stomach. But before I can so much as peer inside, a form pushes through, the door nearly swinging into my face.

			Then Dahlia is there, a wrapped sheet slanting across her figure.

			It takes me a moment to realize what I am seeing, my eyes tracking each detail—her body nude as the day she was born beneath that sheet. Her cheeks are flushed, red as cherries, her tousled hair falling across her bare left breast.

			Her smirk tilts upward when she notices me. “You had him for long enough. Time to share, dancer.”

			It hits me, what I’ve just walked in on.

			What I barely missed.

			I feel very far from my body, even as I turn to run.

			I don’t know where I am going, only that I cannot breathe.

			He slept with her, when last night he was promising me fidelity. The moon, even, if I had asked. But then I asked for his hand, and he rejected me.

			Stars spin in trails across my vision. My shoulders slam into the wall next to the stairs, then I right myself, run harder. The pain is unbearable from the hours of exertion, the grief now making its way through my nerves; my body will soon give out. I welcome it, so long as I escape his wing. Crossing the bridge with fringed vision, I skip down the stairs until I emerge onto the pavilion that leads out toward the waterfall. The pool we swam in.

			The pool.

			I don’t think, don’t bother to shed my dress. I dive, desperate for any relief from the way my ribs beg to collapse and crush what’s left of my heart. I am desperate for solace, too—desperate to get away from the music of the soirées, the souls occasionally flitting by. I make it under the waterfall, pushing through the curtain of rushing water, and float in the quiet behind it, underneath the cave.

			At least here, it’s as if the tears aren’t falling when water carries them away before they can land. The darkness, too, is a balm.

			The pressure on my bones releases just enough for me to breathe again, except that in this moment, I don’t want to. I close my eyes, floating still, and yet all I can see is Dahlia at his door, grinning a triumphant grin.

			I am trapped here. Trapped in Moranya’s Lair, in love with its ruler, and utterly unwanted. I ruined everything by proposing. He told me straight that he had no wish for attachments. But after all he said, I hoped…

			I hoped. And perhaps that was the problem.

			Suddenly, the relief of the pool is no longer comforting. I swim toward the rocks that lead into the cave itself, except I don’t seem to have the strength to pull myself out of the water, even as I try, straining with all my might. A defeated breath spills from my lips.

			Then an arm comes around me, lifting me up—up alongside a hard, solid form. I yelp, gripping for purchase, but I realize it’s Anton, pulling us both from the water.

			Carefully, he nudges me onto a soft slope of rock angled gently into the pool. He turns me so that my back is pressed against it—so that I’m forced to stare up at him.

			He heaves breath overtop of me. Meanwhile I glare at him, anger congealing inside my chest, like the smoke of a catching flame. He forced me away from Miridran—ran from his people. Dragged me away, not bothering to talk to me. Not bothering, not bothering, not bothering.

			He all but declined my proposal, as if I’d offered him a scrape of mud from my boot.

			He rejected me.

			He forced me here and left me alone to steep in my failure.

			And yet he’s here, bracketing me with his arms. “Vasalie—”

			I shove at his bare chest. Again, again. I can’t stop. I’m so furious with him I’m dizzy with it. “You abandoned your people and then you abandoned me!” I resort to pounding, my fists balled—

			He takes my wrists captive in a single hand, raises them above my head. Pins them there.

			My gaze locks on his, my breath fuming. My hair leaks trails of water down my shoulders.

			“You slept with her,” I heave.

			“I slept with who?”

			I huff, his play at ignorance all the more infuriating. “Dahlia. I saw her wrapped in your sheets, Anton.” Again I try to jerk my arms free and fail spectacularly, all for him to lean in, his voice a hiss.

			“You think you have the right to be angry, yet you decided it wasn’t pertinent for me to know that you were in league with my brother. You danced on his stage for years. Fates, you were infatuated with him, and you never breathed a word.”

			I can’t refute that. I can’t even explain. My lips are bound, sealed to the past, and yet—

			“How—how did you even find out?” I manage.

			He leans in, his jaw angled just above my mouth as if he might bite. “Still no answers, then?”

			My hands, fisted, clench harder, my inhales choppy as the storm-strewn sea. “You are one to talk, Your Gloriousness. You would prefer to rot here rather than do what you know you ought. You desperately want to be loved, but you’re too much of a coward to look it in the eye! You reek of fear, and it’s such a pity.”

			His stare is cold and blazing emerald like shards of severed sea glass.

			Tears trail down my cheeks, my throat tight with them. “I love you,” I say, the sound anguished, “and you slept with her.”

			“Vasalie,” he says again, his chest heaving. “Dahlia sought me out. I refused her.”

			You had him for long enough. Time to share, dancer.

			But he didn’t, he hadn’t…

			And yet—

			“You left me,” I continue. “You—you rejected me.”

			His lips hover atop mine. “And yet I’m here.”

			My response tangles in my throat, the plethora of emotions stuck deep in my diaphragm impeding the air I’m desperately struggling to breathe.

			“I don’t know what to do,” I pant. “With you. With anything.”

			“Be with me.”

			I blink up at him. “What?”

			“Be with me. Tonight.”

			“But I…” My windpipe closes on a swallow. “I am so angry with you. I—”

			“Tomorrow we will argue. About all of it. We will sort everything out. I promise you that.”

			“But you said—”

			“You,” he cuts in, “have driven me mad. Mad with all the ways I want to punish you, please you. You occupy every corner of my mind, every chamber of my heart, and I am tortured because of it. I have never wanted someone so much in my life.” Another breath, this one weighted. He touches his forehead to mine, a prayer on his lips. “Be with me, Vasalie. I need to make you understand what I feel for you.”

			The tears have dried somewhat, and only now do I see him more clearly. He’s shaking, flushed. Disheveled, like a ship tossed about by a relentless storm. I’m shaking, too, though not from the cold. Here it’s irrevocably warm and humid, the both of us still heaving puffs of mist, our bodies soaking wet.

			Yet there’s something different about him. About his eyes, the way he’s looking at me. Not recognition, exactly, but something…else.

			I need to make you understand what I feel for you.

			My battered heart still holds my breath captive; only little slips of air sneak in. But I lift my hands. Set them on either side of his jaw.

			And like all the reckless things I have done, I pull his mouth to mine.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			The kiss is a shock.

			I feel it down to the tips of my toes.

			His arm comes up underneath the small of my back, arching me into him. So that we’re flush, and all the while his lips are locked on mine, both of us struggling to remember to breathe.

			So deeply he kisses me, it’s like being swept off a ship. Like clinging to the anchor as it falls beneath the sea line—a dizzying plunge. His tongue sweeps in, his free hand splayed along the curve of my jaw and neck. My own hands move to the smooth skin of his shoulders, then his biceps. I wrap my fingers around them until I can feel the pulse underneath.

			I wonder if he notices the way tears still escape, slipping down past my temples to further wet my hair.

			I’m so wrought with emotion. We haven’t finished our fight. Nothing is resolved, and yet he clings to me with an intent I am trying to make sense of—

			I gasp for breath.

			He allows me one moment of it, then he’s dragging his mouth along my cheek, my jaw, my neck, but he never strays long, as if he’s addicted. And Fates, I am, too. I find my fingers gliding once more, curling around his nape, the silk of his dampen locks.

			This—

			It feels like it did on Anell. When I found him on his balcony, reading, and he set down his book, his glasses, before coming to me. Collecting me. Poising me on his dresser. The way he’s kissing me…It is like that.

			Like this was inevitable, and we fought it for far too long.

			Like this is a breaking point.

			Now he twists me so that my back is pressed against his chest, my knees against the plane of rock. I feel his hands run along my back, then curl around my abdomen, hugging me close.

			His breath is hot on my neck.

			His weight grows heavier on mine, and all the while he trails his lips along my ear, the back of my neck, between my shoulder blades—a kiss for every button he pops loose, until my bustier is undone.

			The skirt follows, the remaining chemise all that’s left.

			I twist back around, leaning on my elbows and failing to collect my breath, my sanity, and yet as I drink in the jade of his gaze, I see it.

			That same look. The one from Anell, except amplified.

			I need to make you understand what I feel for you.

			I don’t know what’s changed since Ansa. Can’t put a pin in what’s different. A change of heart, even as he’s weighed by indecision? But it seems to be more than that.

			He doesn’t remember; I know that. He wouldn’t hide it.

			But it’s like I have him back all the same.

			I brush a thumb across his lips. He leans into my palm, kissing a promise there—one I don’t understand, but the surety of it…

			I let go, drop the rest of my barriers.

			Angling so that I’m sitting up more, I loosen the ties of my chemise, let it fall down my shoulder. Because I trust him, despite everything. I trust his heart. I trust him with mine.

			His expression, the heat there, makes me melt all over again.

			He brushes away the gathered curls, damp as they are, and presses a kiss to the bud of my shoulder.

			I clamp my hands around his neck, and his mouth chases mine. This time, the pace is different, frantic. Like a ticking clock. Like this is the only moment we have, and perhaps it is. I refuse to waste it.

			The fervor becomes overwhelming.

			I am his, fully and completely. No matter what happens. Perhaps I will fall to pieces tomorrow, but I have this moment to tell him, to prove without words, that I love him. I love all the broken pieces. They mirror my own. Those who should have loved us did not, and we had to find our own way. Survive, against all the odds.

			His arms are warm as he holds me, but that isn’t enough.

			I love you, I convince him with my touch. I say it with the press of my palm, there on his chest, and again with the bow of my lips, set over the wild beat of his heart. His skin is smooth, velvet-soft. And here, in the shelter of his body, I feel like silk. Delicate and malleable.

			And despite the desire I see in him, he is controlled. So I take the initiative, as nervous as I am. My trembling fingers work my chemise the rest of the way off.

			I find I can’t look at him when I do.

			I wasn’t sure what to expect, with someone as experienced as him. I am more innocent in this regard, though I imagine he probably assumes otherwise. My breathing picks up at the thought, anxiety trickling in. I love him so much—but what if I’m not what he imagined?

			As if sensing my worry, he cups my face, looking into my eyes. “If this is too much, at any point, we can stop.” A sheen of mist coats the both of us, and it’s as if we’re sparkling against the low light.

			My heartbeat is frenetic, yet so is his. I’ve only ever done something like this once, with a boy from the theater. The first one to ever show interest in me. He had been kind to me for months, assisted me with my workload, and I’d liked his company. Then one day, at the end of a show, he’d come into my dressing room, and I…I had felt obligated.

			“I’m only afraid of disappointing you,” I admit.

			He grins against my lips. “Vasalie, you have altered my very existence. My world is made brighter from your presence. I am fortunate to so much as hold you. Disappointment is not a word in my vocabulary—not with you.” He pulls a few of my curls forward, tousling them lovingly.

			“It’s just that I want it to be good for you, too.”

			Smiling, he leans in to kiss the pulse point on my throat. “This is already everything. You are everything.”

			My eyes burn at that.

			“I want this,” I breathe, pulling one of his hands from my cheek. I press my lips to his fingers. “All of it.”

			His eyes shutter closed as if that sensation alone is enough to do him in.

			And indeed, he takes care with me, reading my signals, as attentive as a workman to his craft. Like I am art he is forming with his hands, like glass spun and shaped carefully atop a flame.

			He cares about every sensation I feel, and there are no expectations beyond that. Gently, he lays me down again, making sure my neck is comfortable, and then his hands and lips chart the rest of me with so much tenderness I want to weep.

			I will wake up, and this will have been a dream, I think. The softness of his mouth finds the space between my breasts, my sternum, my navel, and lower still. The rush is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. There is nothing but the roar of the waterfall and the sensation of him, a sensation that nearly does me in.

			My nerves are alight, and I can take it no longer. I feel antsy, squirming and itching with the need to lavish my own affection, and that, he allows—barely. I make it only a few minutes, attempting to return his devotion, before he’s reaching, dragging me up the length of him.

			I could die like this and not feel regret.

			And when he moves between my thighs, the world tilts.

			I cling to him, my hands gripping his shoulders, squeezing as if I could pull him closer. Finally, when I’m about to beg, he guides himself to me. Then he’s over me, moving with me, and I am so warm, so consumed, so impassioned, my heart will surely burst.

			Every ounce of what I feel for him is magnified tenfold—because I feel it in response.

			That alone brings me to shattering, both my body and soul coming undone beneath him. And when he follows me a moment later, his breath shaping my name into my ear…the tears come once more.

			I think it might have been worth it to drown.
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			I wake some hours later.

			The aurora gilds the top of the mountains, the skyline a soft, pale lavender. Early morning, before most deign to rise. In fact, I wonder if I’m dreaming—if last night was a dream. Yet I can feel the reality of what happened all over me, my sleep-addled body exhausted after hours of—

			Being with him.

			In all the ways I wanted to, and more. In the cave, in the lift when we returned to his room. Then between his sheets, and he held me after, his heartbeat a lullaby that put me to sleep. But now I find his side of the bed empty, and a frisson of fear spurs me to rise, bleary-eyed as I am.

			It calms a beat, though, when I find him on his balcony, a book in hand. Just as I did that one night in Anell.

			His green eyes track a final line before he glances up at me, his throat working down a swallow. Is that tears in his eyes?

			I blink, though, and it’s gone.

			“You should sleep more,” he says. “You look like you can barely stand.”

			“I was afraid you left.” I’m leaning against the doorframe, fatigue running deep.

			He eases upward, treading toward me.

			I am in his arms before I can blink.

			Then he’s laying me down into his bed, the sheets silk-soft and cool. I shiver, but when he tries to move away, I wrap my arms around his neck. I feel him smile onto my shoulder, laugh softly, and he pulls us both under the sheets.

			This time is different. It isn’t the slow, artful devotion we showed each other earlier, each touch intentional, but rather a deep, heated plunder. We are needy and sloppy and artless. Sleep-hazed and careless.

			“Please,” I finally beg, my voice still raspy with sleep. But I cannot wait. He, in turn, meets me with equal fervor. Then he’s pulling my leg over one shoulder, testing angles to see which ones make my eyes roll back into my head.

			My fists grip the sheets, twisting, before I’m running my hands down his back.

			When it’s over, I can barely catch my breath. He pulls me in close, cradling me in his arms, until a sleepy fog whisks over me. After a few minutes, I feel him move.

			Idly, my hand reaches out, grasping his.

			Softly, he smiles down at me. “Vasalie, I think I will keep you forever. Would that be all right with you?”

			Groggily, I nod, because…Fates, I want nothing more. Nothing at all in this world. Please.

			“Go back to sleep,” he whispers, running a thumb over my mouth. “In a few hours, we will talk. And we will fix everything.”

			Fix everything.

			The Syndicate…

			Today’s meeting…

			I latch on to it as much as I can, but my mind is slick, unable to get real purchase. My vision blinkers, too, snuffing out the moment he pulls the duvet back over my shoulders.

			I feel him plant a kiss on the apple of my cheek, and then on my lips.

			So quick I am to fall back asleep that I think I dream his next words.

			“I love you, Minnow.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Six

				Anton

			
			He picks the codex back up, grateful Vasalie hadn’t seen it.

			This is the one secret he’s kept from her.

			Though, if he’s being honest, he’s surprised she hasn’t guessed it yet. Had she thought he wouldn’t be curious about her, this slip of a girl who had found her way into Moranya’s Lair without dying? Who made it into the Abyssal, no less?

			She had done the impossible. And worse, she’d owned his heart from their very first meeting.

			But it wasn’t their first meeting, was it?

			He sits next to the single flame floating in the air, contained within a sphere of glass, and cracks open the codex once more. It had taken him time and dedication to read this far, considering he had no choice but to start from the very beginning.

			It was a shock indeed to find out who her father was. He had learned that the very first night.

			And had been stewing on it ever since.

			With each page, each chapter, her story made shreds of his soul.

			Her stepmother’s murder.

			How she fled across the sea with nothing and no one to protect her.

			How she found her way to that theater.

			Anton was hooked on it—hooked on her. Every spare moment, he returned to her codex, brushing past the guilt at invading her life this way. Her worst experiences, her innermost thoughts, were laid bare before him, raw and unfiltered. He’d never let her read his; he would be far too ashamed. But Vasalie—

			She had nothing to be ashamed of.

			Even if he had acted otherwise two days ago. Right before he found her sneaking about in Moranya’s Citadel, he’d been in a petty rage. He’d just read the way his brother approached her on that stage. Illian led her into his court, wrapped her up the way a spider strings silk around its prey, and Anton—

			He’d been furious. Both at Illian for daring to exist in her presence, and at her for not telling him how deeply she was involved with him. Never mind that she was desperate. Never mind that Anton didn’t have the right to judge her choices, that she had a right to chase a position that she had earned.

			Though perhaps what made him the angriest was that he didn’t have a right to be angry at all.

			But he felt drawn to her in a way that scared the daylights out of him. Those feelings only grew as he shoved them away. And then…then she had confessed her love, Fates-damnit, and it nearly brought him to his knees.

			But how could he trust her after what she withheld?

			So yes, he had all but declined her proposal—because he needed the truth. Needed to know just how far her relationship with Illian had progressed. He had to know what happened, and what led to all…this.

			So the moment they returned from Ansa, he had snatched her codex. Read until he almost couldn’t stomach it, especially when his brother nearly took her to his bed.

			Instead he threw her in prison.

			Anton summoned Illian faster than he could blink, then interrogated him within an inch of his afterlife. He’d almost cast him into the Sands when he didn’t get answers, then thought better of it.

			There was no logical reason for Illian to withhold the truth about Vasalie, about what he had done and why, even under interrogation. Even when threatened with the Sands.

			Something wasn’t right. So Anton came back to the only place he might find answers once more.

			What he found was like a punch to the gut.

			He had met her before. Vasalie.

			There, inked on finite pages, was his first encounter with her. And then the next.

			Now he flips the codex open to where he had last left off. The scene she had interrupted before he put her back to bed.

			There are perhaps a few hundred pages left, but his determination is boundless. Especially now that he knows something is very, very wrong. Chunks of his memories are missing. The entire Gathering was different, for Fates’ sake, from the very beginning, and he feels the truth of it—the truth of her story—the way he might feel the temperature drop of an oncoming storm, the certainty that it would bring the rain.

			He feels it down to the marrow.

			A million thoughts and questions clog his head. How has it come to this? What has spoiled his mind? But one thing is for certain.

			He will damned well uncover why.

			He trails his finger along the page. Ah, there it is.

			A conversation he doesn’t even remember having—in his bed for that matter—on the Isle of Anell. All from her perspective, as if she’d narrated it herself.

			“You could use a dose of humility, Sire.”

			“Why would I dose myself with that? Sounds terrible.”

			I can’t help the laugh that spills out next. But then he takes my chin with his fingers. “Your laugh. I could drink an ocean’s worth.”
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			“Moranya!”

			Anton’s steps echo against the citadel’s glossy floors. He trudges up the stairs until he finds her, curled into a chair, the shattered mirror cradled on her lap.

			Her eyes flutter open at the sound of his approach. “Anton?”

			He comes to a halt, his rage—once simmering—now heating to a boil. “Where is it?”

			“Where’s what?”

			“My codex.”

			Her hands, fidgeting with the mirror’s hilt, still. “Why?”

			“It isn’t in the Abyssal,” he says, marching toward the shelves. He grazes the first shelf, cracking each codex open, then swipes it clean, tomes toppling to the floor in a series of thuds. He moves to the next one.

			She’s risen now, the mirror clutched to her chest. “Anton—”

			The next shelf, he clears, too, before moving on to a third, then a fourth, pausing there when he opens a codex to find a familiar name. Emilia Alendina Stova. That he tucks under his arm, then continues his desperate search—

			“It isn’t there,” she says.

			He pauses. Swings around, expectant.

			“Did you destroy it, then? What did you do with it, Moranya, after we cut our deal?”

			At that, her gaze swings back to his. “Are you telling me you remember? But that isn’t—”

			“Possible? Did you really think I wouldn’t find out? That I wouldn’t eventually come across the truth in one of the codices? All it took was reading Vasalie’s…”

			He trails off. Because to his utter and complete shock, Moranya’s face brightens into something akin to…relief.

			“You read her story,” she says, her eyes bright.

			“Of course I did.”

			“Because you love her.” She looks positively pleased. “And all the more, now that you know the truth about her.”

			“And you took her away, just as you did everyone I cared for, all so that I would lose any and all connection to my life. All so that I might do your bidding…”

			She has the gall to wave him off. “Even if you read her codex,” she muses, “your memories shouldn’t be fully restored. Such a thing is only possible if you hold your own tome.”

			She’s right. It isn’t that he remembers, exactly. More that he feels the truth of it, stark and clear as the sun on his skin. The truth of everything he read.

			“I ask again,” he says. “Where is it?” Fates, none of this is making sense. But she’s already walking away, up the stairs and back into her room, and all he can manage is to stand there, dumbfounded. Then she returns, not a minute later, a codex in hand.

			Immediately, he starts toward her, but she holds up a hand. “I will give it to you,” she says. “But first, you will allow me to explain.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			I wake well rested and at peace, flashes of last night trickling in, a blush rising in my cheeks at the thought. I move my legs beneath the silk-soft sheets, wriggling, seeking his warmth, only to realize he isn’t there.

			Slowly, I ease up to my elbows. The room is empty, as is the balcony. Worry prickles at my mind. How long have I slept? It feels like forever.

			Then my breath hitches. Today is the Syndicate deadline, and here I am, languishing in Anton’s bed. Shame suffuses me, knotting my stomach.

			I stand, taking a moment to orient myself through the stars that spiral through my vision. When they clear, my gaze catches once more on the balcony where I found Anton.

			Or rather, on the codex sitting atop his seat.

			I move on unsteady feet and take it in my hands. It’s at least six inches thick, and I already know who it belongs to.

			I know it with the certainty of one who catches the scent of salt and knows the sea is near.

			Confirmation comes when my trembling fingers flip to the bookmark where he left off.

			Because it’s my codex, I can read any page, no matter the order. Holding my breath, I skim the text, landing on one particular passage. My fingers fly to my lips.

			He knows—all of it.

			He knows.

			The codex falls from my hands. Tears crawl down my face, one after another.

			I know where he’s gone if he knows the truth.

			I shimmy into the first dress I find in the armoire of my connecting room and run. Sundar isn’t in his room when I pass by, perhaps having left to grab breakfast, but I find the pendant on his night table. I snatch it and tuck it into my bodice, continuing as fast as my feet can carry me until I’m outside the palace and in the mountain tunnel once more.

			This time, it isn’t guarded. But why?

			When light finally shines through, I get a glimpse of Moranya’s Citadel—that lone claw prying its way into the aurora above. Reaching for the pendant tucked inside my breastband, I slide it around my neck for quick access should I need it, and approach despite the trepidation running through me.

			She is in there. I can feel it.

			Swallowing my fear, I push inside the tower.

			The inside is dark, far darker than before, the sconces unlit. The moment the door clicks shut, however, they flare to life.

			“I admit, I am rather pleased to finally be able to speak with you, Vastianna.”

			The voice is smooth, ethereal, as if from a dream.

			Frantically, I snatch the pendant and yank it out, holding it up to one of the sconces. But no one appears.

			“Come,” says the voice again, a soft caress as if a finger were trailing up the base of my neck.

			Despite my thudding heart, I follow the stairs, knowing that finally, I will face her.

			Death.

			After all this time. After the years of begging for her to take me—only to later cling to life, knowing that with any wrong move, it might vanish.

			I bypass the middle floor, for it, too, is dark, and instead climb the final, lit stairwell. There are silver doors at the top, each one embellished and jeweled as if pocked by stars. Tentatively, I push them open.

			The ovular space is ringed by cerulean torchlight above, save for the far side, where a tall mirror extends to where the ceiling vaults.

			There Moranya waits.

			She’s facing away, a silver-blue gown draping down her hips to spool along the floor, her sleeves sheer and cascading just as long. Her iridescent blue hair floats around her the way it did when I first saw her, like strands of silk caught in a breeze.

			I brace for her to shift into an illusion. To somehow lure me to death.

			Instead she smiles. “You are in no danger,” she muses. “To hurt you would be to hurt my cause.”

			My brows furrow, but I move the hand holding the pendant behind my back and use my thumb to shove it up my sleeve and out of sight. She doesn’t seem to notice.

			“I am not surprised to see you here, Vastianna.”

			“You owe me answers,” I say.

			“I imagine I do.”

			A pause.

			“Is that the mirror the Fate of Dominion gave you?” I ask, glancing once more at her reflection. There’s not a crack in sight. But then, hadn’t the mirror the Fate of Dominion made for her been handheld? And much smaller?

			Through the mirror’s surface, Moranya’s gaze meets mine for the first time. “It is not.”

			“Anton. Where is he?” I ask. Fates, if she made another bargain with him, trapped him somehow—

			“I will answer your questions,” she says, “for I owe you a great deal. But to understand, you must know the truth of my story. Tell me, what have you learned so far?”

			She thinks she owes me something? But I respond before I can make sense of that. “Scattered things, really. When you were Queen Mercy, you prayed to the Fates to grant you the ability to give the dead a home. But our world was so riddled with war, the Fate of Dominion was sent to destroy it outright. Instead he fell in love with you. He gifted you a mirror with the power to trap and steal the power of any Fate who might threaten us again.”

			“So simple a version, but you are not incorrect,” she says. “Kastiel was the lord of both life and death, of judgment. The harbinger of justice, and so much more. The Fate of Dominion indeed. The Fates are numerous and vast, but so are our realms; our mortal world is one of the most inconsequential. Still, it was too quarrelsome, so his mandate was to wipe us from existence. In the end, though, it was love that stilled his hand.”

			Again her eyes meet mine—until she lifts a hand.

			The mirror goes black.

			But only for a moment. As I watch, an image flickers into life there on the glass. It’s dark at first, blurry, and then the scene sharpens until I recognize Mercy’s chapel—the very one I had been in not two days ago when Anton and I stepped through the portal and back into Ansa. But rather than ruins, it’s whole and rather beautiful, the stained-glass windows coloring streams of light and basking the inside with a prismatic glow. Mercy herself is illuminated, kneeling before a pew.

			Her pale blond hair cascades down her shoulders, a lace veil overtop. Behind her, a stranger in a lightweight silken shroud appears—the scene coming to life.

			Mercy lifts her head, hearing his approach.

			So you were the one who badgered us with relentless prayers, says his voice—a melodic, dreamy tenor as soft as it is deep. I thought I’d come see you first.

			“Kastiel didn’t bother hiding his purpose,” Moranya says. “I begged him to give me until winter’s solstice—a period of ten weeks—to prove that the Fates were wrong about us. That we were worthy of salvation and mercy. I suppose it was my boldness that intrigued him. So he agreed.”

			In the mirror, scenes flash. Kastiel observing Mercy’s court. Her showing him around an older Miridran, new in its foundation but with a rich history of scattered people and clans. I see them on horseback, riding from place to place, her without her crown and the both of them attired in peasant’s clothes, blending in. They even visit Razam, an ancient village just over the border. They return to the palace thereafter. It was so much smaller back then, more a fortress than anything.

			“For those ten weeks, he did not depart from my side. I showed him as much as I could—how beautiful and complex mortal beings were, how much we could create in so little time. How, despite our short lifespans, we erected castles, monuments, and countless other wonders across the world. We created legacies and tales that spanned generations. There was so much the Fates didn’t see—because they didn’t bother to. He was the first one to try. And he didn’t just fall in love with me; he fell in love with our kind. Our histories, our stories, both the pain and the beauty. So yes, in the end, he spared us. More so, he crafted a mirror that would trap the power of any Fate who might try to finish what he did not do.”

			In the mirror, I watch as Kastiel weaves threads of light in his hands, shaping them until they harden and dim into a handheld mirror that matches the sketches I saw. It’s surprisingly unremarkable in appearance, but perhaps that was the point.

			“I tried to explain to Kastiel that death in its finality was unfair. That our souls were worth preserving after death. He had the notion that it was because of our short lives that we did so much with so little time. He argued that this was what made us valuable—our impermanence. Our fragility.

			“But I had seen so much death, and felt it was unfair that our souls perished after such a short time, unlike the Fates, who were no better than us. I knew that eventually he would come to understand that; he even offered me immortality of my own. But that wasn’t fair, and I could not wait—not as I watched those who had survived the war still perish from their wounds. My desperation mounted with every loss.

			“I was out of time,” she explains, “so I used the mirror Kastiel made on him. I thought only to trap him and borrow his power, hoping that with it, I could create a realm to preserve our souls. I had planned to set him free and return it thereafter. He would be angry, of course; I knew that. But every moment I waited was one that another soul was lost.

			“So I trapped him. Only creating my realm took too much power, and I was draining him completely. I didn’t realize that a Fate cannot live without their inherent power, and I watched in horror as his soul began to fade away.”

			In the mirror, it plays out: Mercy rising from bed in the night, the mirror in her hand. Kastiel, asleep next to where she had been, cracks open his eyes, then rises quickly. Mercy, no—

			The mirror’s power flares a bright, glittering blue—and then he is gone, trapped inside. Power wraps around Mercy’s hands, that same light twining through her fingers. She lifts the mirror, tells him she will set him free soon. He pounds against the glass, fruitlessly. Mercy, what have you done?

			With trembling hands, Mercy wields Kastiel’s power. Bright, glittering blue flashes across the sky like lightning. Then it forms into a globe around her. The mirror responds to her will, her imagination, painting it into being. Words tumble from her lips, but I can’t hear them.

			More and more, I see her pull power from the mirror, like drawing strings from a ball of yarn. In fact, the closer I watch her, the more I realize that she’s practically drunk with it. It’s almost as if she’s seduced, like she can’t stop, while all around her, the realm takes shape—mountains, a great castle, glittering sand and sea…

			But then she glances back at Kastiel, there within the mirror, and her eyes go wide.

			He’s flickering in and out like a star.

			Kastiel, she cries. What is happening?

			Except he’s no longer speaking, his eyes falling shut, his skin leached of color. Then he begins to float away into the void of whatever lies beyond.

			“I thought I was only borrowing from an endless well of power,” Moranya narrates. “I didn’t understand that I was draining it—and in turn, draining the last of his soul. The two were linked. It was his life force. When I realized what was happening, I halted immediately, except in doing so, the mirror cracked.

			“I tried desperately to pull him out, to fix what I had done and free him. But it was too late. To make matters worse, the realm I had built was unfinished. I had failed—or so I thought.

			“Left alone with a cracked mirror and a mountain of grief, I tried everything I could to repair the mirror, all to no avail. Inside, however, Kastiel—unresponsive as he was, as if comatose—regained his color. I could still feel power in the mirror, but I was afraid that drawing more would harm him. So I left the mirror alone for months, hoping that with time, Kastiel would be healed. That he would wake and tell me how to fix the mirror. I would free him, beg for his help to finish what I had started. But months passed, then years, and he never woke.”

			On the glass, seasons change outside Mercy’s window, and all the while she sleeps with the mirror in her hands, pulled tight against her heart. In fact, I rarely see her leave her bed. She slumbers the days away, depressed, until someone finally confronts her—a man blurred to me in the vision.

			“Then Miridran was attacked,” she tells me. “A rebel faction that had escaped us during the war. Though we quelled it quickly, the attack was brutal. So many died that day, even more on their deathbed. I had to do something. I picked up the mirror and summoned the realm I had made.

			“The mirror still responded easily to my will; I knew I could command his power as if it were my own. And I did so—carefully, slowly. I learned that I could pull slivers of power from it over periods of time without draining Kastiel too much, waiting until he revitalized to draw more. Though I couldn’t summon enough to finish the realm, I could draw souls into it. I could sustain the realm so long as I was gentle and sparing with what I took. But to maintain the realm, to usher souls into my lair, I had to leave my world behind and give myself to the new one entirely. I abandoned my identity to become the Fate of Morta—ushering in the soul of every mortal who died—and in turn, the realm imprisoned me the way I had imprisoned Kastiel.”

			She paces to a table, where she gathers a small, handheld mirror, holding it out so I can see. It’s the same mirror, but cracked in the same way, several shards missing.

			An unfinished realm. The voids behind the doors. The air that seemed ripped in places, black threads fraying. It was never meant to be this way. It was an accident. More so—“The children. Where are they? And my stepmother. Her codex was missing,” I say, my heart picking up speed. “And so were others—”

			“They are safe.” For the first time, she moves, striding toward an open window. She stretches out her arm, and to my surprise, a strand of the aurora comes as if to her beck and call, lassoing around her fingers. “As it turns out, the purest of souls—children included—were too perfect for my imperfect realm. I could not bring them fully into being, though I tried. They have remained like this, floating above the realm, imprisoned the way my beloved is. My only consolation is that they are at peace, while he is trapped in slumber, with me constantly pulling on his power. If only I could repair the mirror, I could release him. And he, in turn, could help me complete my realm.”

			“Yet you said Kastiel never understood the necessity of such a realm.”

			“Because we ran out of time. He would have come to understand.”

			“And this is why you wanted Anton,” I say. “You needed him to repair the mirror.”

			The large mirror takes me back, a younger version of Anton coalescing in its surface. He is about sixteen, facing Moranya for the first time. And when he doesn’t take her hand, she summons his codex, laying her palm flat across its cover. This is how she does it, I realize. Threads of images and sounds rise from the codex to spiral around her, and all the while, her eyes are closed yet fluttering, as if absorbing it all. When she opens them, her pupils are bright as if holding the stars themselves.

			“He was such a curious thing,” Moranya muses from beside me. “So fascinated with my story, for one. And he had such a brilliant mind. I knew he was the one I needed. I had to convince him to help me. But simply reading his life through the codex wasn’t enough for me to decipher how I might persuade him. You can glean much that way, but it pales in comparison with witnessing someone firsthand.”

			The same way she chose to observe Eremis, despite having his life at her fingertips.

			“A codex is meant to transcribe decisions and impacts, but it can never really capture the essence of someone.”

			“Perhaps that is why your system of judgment is so flawed,” I can’t help but say.

			She doesn’t take offense. “One reason, yes. The codices were made of my desire to preserve life. They serve to highlight the moments that make a person who they are. But they can never be the sum of who a soul is in the present.”

			Again the scene in the mirror shifts to Anton in his workshop, bent over a table with scattered fragments of glass laid out in a rough pattern. He fits some pieces together, rearranging others. “He was a talented glassworker, like his forefathers. And each time he died, I spent more time with him. He would stay a few minutes longer before I sent him back. We became friends, and he might be the only mortal to ever look at me—in my true form—like I was a friend, rather than a monster of death.”

			Because that’s what so many have called her throughout history, ever since. Queen Mercy—a hero turned villain. She became the face that ushered in death.

			“The day came that I finally trusted him with my tale. Thinking the shards of the mirror were lost to time, I asked him to take my hand. To stay with me here—to help me try to restore the mirror. You have seen my workshop. I have tried every combination of minerals here to repair the cracks, but nothing works. If anyone can find a way, though, it would be him. I explained that only with the mirror restored could we bring Kastiel back and rectify my mistakes.”

			“Was that what the ritual was for? Your attempts to repair the mirror?” I ask. The reason Anton wouldn’t let us return to Ansa until she was finished?

			“You must be referring to my communion with the mirror. Every night, I must carefully withdraw enough power to sustain the realm for the next day. It is a lengthy process.”

			“Anton knew all this,” I say, biting my lip. “But he didn’t help?”

			“He was convinced that setting Kastiel free could spell doom for us all. He thought repairing the mirror would set Kastiel loose—a Kastiel eager for revenge, with all his powers intact and me no longer able to use them. I tried to convince Anton that Kastiel would not seek revenge, that I could convince him to help. That love would temper Kastiel yet again. But Anton deemed it too dangerous a risk.”

			“So you bided your time. Waited until you could find a way to force him.”

			“I never forced him,” she says, though I’d disagree. “But yes, I needed a way to get him to see reason and agree. Can’t you see why? Things could not stay as they were. This realm is flawed, barely sustained, and I have been separated from the one I love for centuries. Wouldn’t you do the same? Are you not here in the hopes of reuniting with your great love?”

			“I wouldn’t cause harm to do it,” I hiss, though she isn’t wrong.

			“Like you, I did what I had to,” she says. “You will find that time wears patience thin, little by little, and desperation makes fools of us all. Yes, Vastianna, I needed to convince Anton to help me, but I knew he would never agree unless he saw just how broken my realm was firsthand. Furthermore, he would never leave his people—those he loved, and you—to spend time in the Lair of Death.”

			“So you took us away. You reframed his past and erased me entirely.”

			“You were his weakness in the moment of death,” she said. “And when you died, I saw my opportunity. He revealed the pendant—which contained one of the missing shards. That meant he had found them and hidden them from me all these years. He had what I needed most, along with the craftsmanship I required.”

			I only just stop myself from reaching for the pendant up my sleeve.

			“But we made the bargain so quickly, I didn’t think it through. Once again, I let my desperation rule, thinking that if I temporarily cleared his mind, removed any distractions—you especially—he might finally agree to join me.”

			“It was twisted and cruel,” I say, my eyes burning.

			“And I paid the price for it,” she says, not bothering to refute me. “By removing love from his life, he slid further into darkness, rejecting the very notion of it. He no longer believed there was even a chance Kastiel loved me—or our kind—enough to spare us from his wrath. Anton might have agreed to come here, but he was even more adamant not to repair the mirror. Furthermore, I found I was bound by my own curse. I could not tell him the truth—just as you couldn’t.”

			In turn, she created the Anton that everyone accused him of being. A careless, hedonistic philanderer.

			“Couldn’t you have given him his codex?”

			“To do that,” she says, “would be to return to where I started. So I realized the solution wasn’t to undo what I did, but to teach him a lesson. I needed him to believe in love. Love tempers, heals, and softens even the hardest of hearts. I looked into your story, Vastianna, felt the weight of your heart, and I knew that you would be the one to prove that to him once and for all. Only then might he see how love shaped Kastiel. How it could do so again.”

			My mind is whirling, except—

			“Wait. You—You knew I was here this whole time?” I ask.

			“I am the one who brought you here.”

			“But Illian…”

			“Was a tool,” she says. “I gave him a choice. Either he could help me lure you here, or he could face the Sands. It was no less than he deserved. I don’t even think I needed the threat, though, for him to agree. The thought of you being with him, facing punishment along with him—it was more than enough. His obsession where you are concerned has yet to diminish in death, and I suspect it will take many more years yet. But he knew nothing of my plans.”

			“You could have used anyone else,” I rasp. My mother, Emilia—wherever she is—but then I think of the innocent souls trapped within the aurora.

			“Would you have listened?” Moranya asks. “Or would you have thought it was me? Furthermore, Illian was the only one I knew would even agree to bring you into death’s realm, no questions asked.”

			“And so you brought me here in the hopes that…what? Anton would fall in love with me again despite what was done to him?”

			“It was my only hope, and I was right. You loved him even as he was, and he, in turn, fell in love with you once more.”

			“But he had my codex.”

			She shrugs. “I anticipated that he would seek it out once you arrived. I knew he would be curious about you, that he wouldn’t be able to resist. Of course it took him some time to read it,” she says, holding her hand out. The codex—my codex—appears, parted open near the end. “Little by little, though, he did just that.”

			All those times he seemed to know something I was certain I hadn’t told him. It was how he found out about Illian. No one had told him. He’d read it, likely right before we went to Ansa. The reason for his mood, his rejection…

			“Then he read about the bargain,” I say. “He saw himself make it.”

			“And came running straight to me, demanding answers. That’s when I finally gave him his codex, to see it for himself. That is the act that restored his memories in full, since a codex is the preservation of one’s life and story.”

			Because she refused to do so before his understanding of love had changed.

			I slide to my knees. “Where is he now?”

			Moranya holds out his codex, as if to cast a spell. “Would you like to see?”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Eight

				Anton

			
			He marches through his palace with Ishu at his side—of course he’s brought her—getting as far as the main hall before he’s noticed. Even then, there are double takes, and not just because of the tiger trailing him. But Anton doesn’t slow—not until he reaches the council chamber.

			Shouts erupt from inside, several voices warring for dominance.

			“See reason, Regent Bayard. We’ll never round up enough men—”

			“They are our allies!” comes Gustav’s voice—far weaker than usual. “We can’t abandon them. Just yesterday, you were ready to gather men from your territory, Lord Ternan—”

			“And yet the situation is beyond my control! You don’t have a single lord willing to part with men from Central Miridran. You might be able to gather a few hundred here in the east—who will be sent like pigs for slaughter—but most will refuse the orders. Miridran is already weak! Will you weaken it further?”

			“In addition,” says another voice, “reports say the rebellion will reach the palace in days. They will seize control, Regent! You should be preparing—”

			Anton throws open the doors. The hush is like a sweep of wind.

			“Sire,” comes Gustav’s breathy voice. Fates, the bastard is paler than a ghost and looks well on his way to Morta’s Lair. There’s a vicious gash across his face, and then Anton notices the bandage wrapping his middle.

			“It can’t be!”

			“Your Majesty? Where have you been!”

			The many voices of the court blend together.

			“Did I miss it?” Anton barks, Ishu mimicking him with a little growl. “The Syndicate meeting?”

			“Does this mean…Are you…” Gustav fumbles, but Anton waves him off.

			“Yes and yes. Quickly, friend. Answer me.”

			Gustav nods, looking deflated. “They left hours ago, when you failed to appear. And gave Maksim leave to attack Razam.”

			Anton feels a headache building behind his eyes. To be so close…

			Perhaps he should have waited to find Moranya, but his anger got the better of him. And he’s still rather peeved, even after her explanation.

			Yet her plan worked, loath as he was to admit it. Things can’t stay as they are in the Realm of the Dead. It must be fixed. And perhaps there is hope that Kastiel won’t set the world ablaze in vengeance. He understands, now, how transformative love can be.

			It’s why he finally agreed to attempt to help Moranya repair the mirror upon his return—or try. He’ll have to find his missing pendant first.

			Voices draw him back to the present, questions volleying at him about his absence, others arguing over what to do next. It clouds together until he can’t hear a single word.

			“Enough,” Anton yells above the fray, pacing to his friend. “You. Sit.”

			Gustav’s eyes widen, and he lowers himself. Instead of sitting, though, he drops into a bow. Anton grabs his shoulders, forcing him down into the chair to examine the bandages—which Ishu sniffs at. “Your wound is festering, you fop. I order you to rest.”

			“But, Your Majesty, what…how—”

			“I won’t ask again, my friend,” Anton says more softly before glancing about. “Basile! Where’s Basile?”

			“He is on break, Sire,” comes another guard’s voice. “His rotation just ended.”

			“Escort Gustav to his chambers. Send for my physicians. As for the rest of you…” Anton braces his hands on the rim of the table. “Prepare for battle. We will leave at once. But first, we’re going to compose letters to disperse to all the Syndicate.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			“He will be outnumbered,” I rasp, watching the visualization of Anton’s codex—the current happenings. Anton is being fitted in armor, preparing to leave Ansa. Moments ago, a report came in: My father had his regiments—alongside ones from the Karithian Isles—already waiting on ships near the Razami coastline. He sent word for them to invade at once. “Even with the queen’s army, they won’t have a chance.”

			Not against the might of the Brisendali army. Their numbers alone are six times larger than those of any other nation within the Syndicate.

			Everyone I have come to care for will be forced to kneel before my father—or perish. I cannot let that happen.

			“The bloodshed will be vast,” Moranya says, nodding. “That’s why he left you here—in case the worst should happen.”

			So many thoughts blow through the chaos of my mind, but one rings clear. “If Anton really agreed to help you once he returns, you should help him now.”

			“There’s little I can do,” Moranya says. “He is in no danger himself, at least.”

			Because she would simply deny his hand. Let him stay alive so he can locate the pendant and restore the mirror—only I’m the one who has it.

			“Can’t you…I don’t know. Send the souls who die back to life? There must be some way—”

			“I cannot. Such an act would drain too much power.”

			“How can that be?” I argue. “What about when hundreds, or even thousands, die at once in a war? Do you not usher their souls into your lair?”

			“Of course I do,” she says. “Kastiel’s power is dominion over life and death, but death is soft and easy. Souls are lightweight and slip easily from their mortal bodies. They are even easier to guide. But returning a soul to life? The cost is much higher.”

			“But if you refused to shake their hand? Wouldn’t they all come back to life?”

			“It allows them to return to their bodies, yes. But my power is still required for soul and body to repair. Every time someone has escaped my hand—Eremis and Anton both—I allowed it. For Eremis, I wanted to know how he withstood my illusion and lure. I could not allow anyone else a way to refuse my hand. Anton…well. Now you know the truth: I needed him to live. I made an exception.”

			“Time and again,” I clarify.

			She nods. “A costly drawing of power, but a necessary one.”

			But…“The mirror still has dominion over souls. Over death.”

			“It is Kastiel’s main purpose,” she says. “As harbinger. Vengeance personified.”

			Because the mirror isn’t just a trap anymore. It holds all of Kastiel’s power.

			“And can anyone who wields the mirror use that power?” If his power over death on such a scale is not costly the way returning a soul to life is…

			“Anyone to whom it is given,” she says, narrowing her gaze.

			“Then make a bargain with me, Moranya,” I say. It’s a risk, revealing my card, but I have to try. I pull the pendant from the sleeve of my dress. “I know the location of the other shards, too. I will bring them to you and ensure the mirror is repaired. But first you will let me borrow it to stop the war.”

			Moranya lifts her brow. “You think you can wield such a thing?”

			“Didn’t you? Were you not a mortal before you stole the mirror?”

			“Being mortal is of no consequence,” she says. “I spent days with Kastiel, learning how to handle the mirror’s power on the chance that I might have to use it to defend our world. Even holding it requires a great deal of energy, and you, Vastianna, are strong of spirit but not of body. The power would overtake you.”

			“If my body could survive your realm, I wouldn’t exactly call that weak.” I might be fatigued, sick, weary, but weak? No. “My body has carried me through years of imprisonment, toil, and unimaginable pain, yet still I stand,” I say, repeating Sadira’s words—words I have clung to ever since she spoke them. Because she’s right.

			I am a survivor.

			She looks me over, her gaze pondering. “Maybe…but you understand I cannot chance it.”

			“This is your only option,” I say, lifting my chin. “Otherwise I will keep the pendant out of reach and see the shards destroyed.”

			“You wouldn’t!” Moranya argues. And maybe she’s right.

			But I remain steadfast, daring her to call my bluff. “You say we make impossible decisions for the ones we love. What makes you think I wouldn’t do the same? Have you not witnessed the lengths to which I will go?”

			“You would be harming your own eternity,” Moranya says.

			“Do you really think I would put my own future above those I love?”

			Moranya glances back at the mirror she’s holding. With her free hand, she grazes her fingers along its ridges and cracks. “Fine, Vastianna. If you are so certain of yourself, I will tell you what I know about wielding the mirror’s power safely.”

			I nod, but still she clutches the mirror, hesitant.

			“You may borrow the mirror for a single day,” she says. “I can withdraw enough power to sustain the realm for that period. Any longer, however, and not only will the realm begin to crumble, but I will not be able to save any souls who perish. And that includes Anton, should he die in this war.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty

				Anton

			
			His messages wouldn’t reach the Syndicate in time for them to gather forces and intervene. And Anton would be damned if he’d let Sadira stand alone against the brunt of Maksim’s forces.

			Word came by messenger that Sadira was riding out to the front to meet the attack—an attack that was already under way, because Maksim’s troops were ordered to move ahead of his arrival. Time was of the essence.

			All in all, Anton had gathered twenty-two hundred men—those who were available and willing to ride at a moment’s notice. The rest would come after, once word had spread of his return. That was the task he gave to the few lords who had stuck by Gustav’s side. The same could be said for the ones who didn’t. Seeing Anton had been a shock, as was the tongue-lashing he’d delivered. Even so, his order was clear: Deliver the truth to their men, set the record straight, then report for duty or leave Miridran altogether. Most fell on a knee rather swiftly. Others had the gall to question him—to which he responded with a demotion in rank.

			Basile rides next to him, decked in armor like his own, his long braids tucked into a glass-refracting helm. When Basile heard of Anton’s return, he raced to the war room and tackled him sideways, sending him crashing to the floor. Ishu hadn’t even blinked, pacing to plop down next to them both, going as far as to roll and expose her belly.

			Both Anton and Basile laughed—then wept. Souls, he’d missed his captain. He hadn’t realized how much.

			The journey to the Razami border takes half a day, but to Veria, the capital, it would take just under two.

			It feels like much longer, though, what with his racing thoughts. Too often, his mind clings to Vasalie. The scent of her hair, the silk of her skin, the way it felt when her nails trailed up his scalp—

			He would return for her soon. He’d make good on his promise to Moranya, too. But while he was arrogant enough to put Ademi at risk, his love for Vasalie goes well beyond his pride. He would never put her in harm’s way. It was difficult enough when he couldn’t simply get her off the isle during the Gathering.

			Begrudgingly, though, he forces his focus back onto strategy. On how he might win this Fates-damned war—or at least buy time for the Syndicate to intervene—despite being vastly outnumbered.

			Finally, they make it to the queen’s outpost well after dark. Tents weave through the forest, Razami soldiers busy erecting even more. Even from here, Anton can see where the trees thin along the beach, grass giving way to sand. To the east, where rocks pry out of the dunes, there are several Brisendali tents, with their ships just beyond.

			The battle has stopped for the night. Even so, he can hear the camp in the distance like an unsettling hum.

			He really should have brought Ishu. But he’d left her with Gustav, should things go terribly wrong. He wouldn’t put it past Maksim to send an assassin to ensure a power vacuum in the case that he won.

			When they enter the camp, Anton tugs down the hood of his cloak and announces himself. Arjuna, who is reloading his quiver a few paces away, recognizes him swiftly. “My mother is this way,” he says, directing them to a large black tent just to the west.

			Anton hops off his horse, following Arjuna. They push through the tent flaps, and then Sadira is there, bent over a table with a map in its center alongside Mantrin and Veer, another two of her sons. When she looks up, she blinks twice. Scowls. “Anton Orvere. What in the Fates-forsaken souls are you doing here?”

			“Always a pleasure to see you, my Queen.”

			She comes to stand before him. “I see you are back to yourself.”

			“In all my wit and glory.”

			“Dare I ask how?”

			“Later, considering the situation we find ourselves in,” he says, gesturing beyond the tent. “I left my men a few miles back. Do you have enough armor to disguise them? I don’t want Maksim to know we’re here. At least not yet.”

			“We should have enough, yes. But are you forgetting something, Anton?” She places her hands on her hips.

			Ah, yes. “The prophecy.”

			“You made us lock you up,” she says, “for fear of what you might do. And now you want to enter a war?”

			“It was my absence that gave Maksim permission to attack. One could say I’m already the reason, if only because I let fear keep me away.”

			But Vasalie had believed in him. She had held him accountable for his inaction—and that, he realized, was his greatest sin.

			“Moranya’s curse is broken. I am more whole than I ever have been, and I will not stand idly by and let this happen. Will you stop me?”

			“Stop you?” She barks a laugh, then cups his cheek with her hand before dropping it to his shoulder. “I have always respected your wishes, Anton. I will do so again—only this time, I’m arming you to the teeth.”

			He grins. “Good, because I have a plan.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-One

			The following morning, after Moranya’s ritual to draw enough power from the mirror to sustain the realm in its absence, she reminds me of all the consequences should I fail to bring it home.

			The waiting left me wanting to jump out of my own skin. Every second that passed could mean more death at my father’s hands.

			Finally, when Moranya reluctantly hands me the mirror, I feel the hum of energy within it, like the vibration of a faraway storm. Except the longer I hold on to it, the more I feel it holding me in turn, like a hand wrapping around my own. But quickly, Moranya paces to me with a cloth satchel. “You will only use it when you must. Promise.”

			“I vow to be careful,” I tell her, wrapping the mirror in the cloth and tucking it inside the satchel. “And I will only use the mirror as we agreed.”

			I can only hope I’m not too late.
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			The moment I step through the portal, I sense the proximity to battle in the air as if smelling smoke. I feel death as if it’s a tangible thing.

			The scent of copper cuts through the sands of Razam like a blade.

			As for me, it seems as though I’m in the ruins of an old tower, having stepped through an old window. Moranya’s portal. The tower is in a small forest clearing, and not far away both Miridranian and Razami tents are scattered between the trees and a set of hills overlooking the beach.

			Past those, the battle rages.

			As I draw nearer to the tents, metal clashes. I hear shouting in the distance, the clanking of weapons, and through the gaps between trees, I even get a glimpse of the chaos swirling before the shoreline.

			I rush through the camp, past the medical tents. The sight of the wounded soldiers—so many of them—makes my stomach churn. I imagine the souls unstitching from their mortal tether, restless and discomfited with nowhere to go.

			Another consequence of my borrowing the mirror, Moranya told me. Without her using the mirror’s power to usher the souls into her lair, souls would float near their bodies, eventually fading away the way they used to. Yet another reason I must return the mirror before the deadline—so that she can save them before they vanish altogether.

			The final consequence: She would not have the mirror’s power to return Anton to life should he perish in battle.

			I have to be fast.

			I release a breath when I locate what must be a makeshift armory, finding Queen Sadira bedecked in shining plates of gold and thick onyx cloth alongside Prince Mantrin and Prince Veer, two of Sundar’s brothers.

			“Your Grace,” I breathe. She turns, her dark stare narrows until she recognizes me. A few steps brings her to me, her gaze hard and otherwise impassive. It’s why I don’t expect it when she pulls me to her in a brief, stiff hug.

			Before I can hug her back, she holds me at arm’s length. “Vastianna—”

			I rush out the quickest version of the story I can: The bargain I made. What I can now wield. That she must let me—before it’s too late.

			“And the consequences of all of this? For you?” Sadira asks, putting a hand on my shoulder. She cares, I realize. Not just for her country, for Anton.

			She cares for me.

			I swallow, thinking of the seductive nature of it. “I don’t know yet. But Your Grace, Sundar—”

			She lifts her chin in pride. “My son is a hero.”

			I hesitate, then decide against telling her about my and Sundar’s time together in Moranya’s Realm. I want to reassure her that I hope to save him, that I’ll try my damndest, but it’s a promise I am still not certain I can keep. I can’t break her heart all over again.

			Sadira cups a hand on my cheek, smiling a little, even as a tear glosses her eyes. Then, without another word, she instructs Mantrin, who is built much like Sundar, to round up more fighters. “The battle is fierce, Vastianna. We will escort you safely.”

			Gratitude swells within me. I have the mirror, yes, but I must use it sparingly. Not just to protect against the seduction of such power, but to prevent more death. Because I’m going to aim it at the one man who set us all on this path.

			I am going to sever my father’s soul.

			As for his men—surely some think they are merely taking revenge on the country that killed their king rather than fighting on behalf of his murderer. With my father’s death, I am hoping they will surrender.

			All in all, the queen gathers twenty soldiers, all hooded and armored, strapped with weapons I don’t recognize. But to see her steels my resolve, even more so as the queen herself is fitted into more armor, including a chain-mail hood draped with a thick black fabric overtop, her crown a simple gold circlet that arcs over her brows.

			And for once, with her leading the charge, I allow myself a little more hope.
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			Thousands are locked in battle, the tide trailing blood into the sea. The sheer number my father brought is on a scale I never imagined, and worse still are the ships on the horizon. Another fleet—incoming fast. My stomach drops when I see just how many.

			Multitudes of corpses litter the sand. Even without holding the mirror directly, I can almost feel every hovering soul as I pass—and more so as we make our way through the outskirts of the fighting, with Sadira’s soldiers fending off anyone who turns our way.

			It isn’t long before we draw attention. A surge of soldiers pushes into us, slamming their swords against the Razami shields. They are no match for the princes, at least, and yet I still see blades drag across flesh, blood welling from sliced skin. Mantrin shoves me back with the queen, who has her own shield.

			It’s the first time I see the faces of my father’s men.

			Or boys, rather. Because the one fighting Mantrin can’t be older than fifteen, his eyes wide. I watch in horror as a stray arrow plunges into his chest, and the fear and shock on his face, the blood that escapes his lips…I vomit onto my feet.

			The clash carries on for several minutes. Meanwhile, the queen expertly dodges anyone who makes it past Mantrin. The sound of cannon fire blasting from the beach launches my pulse into an erratic beat.

			I watch as solider after soldier is killed, their lives cut short.

			I feel their souls hovering, uncollected.

			Then the sound of a horn wrenches my attention away. My gaze latches on to a figure high on a black horse, there across the beach on a raised ridge before the Brisendali camp, where a small, rocky cliff juts toward the sea. He wears a silver helm that peaks toward the back, a talon branching down across his brow and nose. Gaps allow his gaze to spear across the field, and his armored hand clutches what looks like a pole arm. I realize, upon squinting, that it’s a battle standard with the new Brisendali flag near the top—altered now to include his crest.

			My father thrusts the standard high, then waves it eastward. Hordes of men rush over the sands and batter into the Razami line from the north—reinforcements that must have just arrived. Fear swirls in my stomach.

			At least he doesn’t know who is coming for him.

			The strategy, Sadira had told me, was for her to send the majority of her men toward his many ships docked along the beach—launching cannons, setting them aflame—to force Maksim’s troops to defend his supplies. Meanwhile, Anton has taken a select group behind the cliffs with him to attack Maksim directly from the rear.

			His goal is the same as mine: rid the world of such a demon in the hopes of halting the fight. Except if anyone notices their approach and signals an alarm, Anton will fail.

			I have to reach my father before they do.

			A projectile sings through the air, arcing down to the battlefield. Ten—no twenty—Razami soldiers hit the ground, even more following. My heart leaps into my throat, my gaze following the direction they are being shot from.

			At first, I see nothing. Across the beach to the west is a forest that creeps overtop the jagged rocks overlooking the waves. The forest is providing coverage for the giant ballistae within. I pale. It must be a trap my father set, perhaps overnight.

			There is no one to combat them.

			When Crowns divide, and nations collide,

			Blood will run, high as tides.

			Again and again the Brisendali archers shoot, arrows lodging themselves into the thick of the fight, some lit with flames. Mantrin breaks from our group and snatches one that still blazes, firing it back into the trees. A body falls from a bough. Even so, more streaks of fire tear across the beach. I watch in horror as soldier after soldier falls, Razami and Brisendali alike. The arrows have no preference. Their only goal is to slaughter as many men as quickly as possible. So much pointless death. Screams rip through my ears.

			I grasp for the mirror wrapped within my satchel. I had vowed not to use it like this, but I can’t—won’t—let this happen. Can’t witness endless death. I have to do something—

			Queen Sadira stays my hand.

			“Not yet,” she says, then orders two of her men to gather a troop to attack the archers, but they won’t make it into the forest without being shot.

			“It’s going to be a massacre,” I rasp. But then she directs my gaze toward the beach.

			“Look, Vasalie.”

			The ships I saw on the horizon have now arrived onshore. Except…the soldiers that emerge aren’t wearing the same armor. They fly the Brisendali flag, yes, but not the new one, altered with my father’s seal.

			This is the old flag.

			These are not my father’s soldiers.

			A sweep of them rush the first ballista, clashing with the men there. Another ship slides up onto the beach and even more fighters emerge, this time followed by a small figure bearing King Rurik’s battle standard.

			Sofya. She must have rallied the Brisendali council to her side. Convinced them to send reserves to fight for her—or rather, against my father.

			Relief swells, but I don’t have time to dwell on it. The Razami soldiers guide us through another barrage of attacks, and all the while we step over limbs, weapons. Entire corpses.

			So much death. I imagine the many souls stretching toward the mirror like withering flowers craving a last chance at warmth—

			My attention is then wrenched away, like a knife slashed across my vision. It takes me a moment to realize what I am seeing—the glint of the sun, the shine of a glass sword.

			At the sight of Anton, I am nearly brought to my knees.

			He’s bedecked in pads of leather and plates of glass and steel, save for his face, salted sea wind fluttering the dark waves of his hair. But it’s his eyes that weaken my knees. They are fierce and bright and clear.

			His spark has returned.

			He is fully himself.

			He treads fearlessly alongside Basile through a small clash of soldiers around the edge of the rocks beneath where my father sits tall on his horse, his focus in the opposite direction. He yells orders, and all the while, Anton makes his way toward him.

			But my father is protected by his best soldiers, and the moment he spots Anton, he’ll call even more—because he himself is too much of a coward to face anyone head-on.

			Already I watch as one notices him. “Over there!”

			I can wait no longer. Mantrin, who looks so much like Sundar in this moment, sees what I do and nods. “I will cover you. Go.”

			We aren’t far; we merely have to make it to the rocks several paces away. But there are so many between us and my father.

			I unsheathe the mirror, clutching it in my palm.

			The rush is dizzying, disorienting.

			And then I see them.

			Countless souls drift in the air like dandelion fluff, waiting for somewhere to go. It feels like thousands of strings tugging on me at once, as if drawn to the mirror’s power. Even as I move, they grasp for me, hands idly stretching out like moths drawn to light. I ward off the guilt, though, and tell myself that the faster I move, the faster we finish this, the sooner Moranya can guide them to her lair.

			I force myself to see beyond them. To focus, just as I did before.

			A soldier comes into my line of sight, slashing at Mantrin. His eyes are wild, full of vicious, rage-filled hate. Mantrin blocks his first blow, but he’s knocked from behind, his knees hitting the dirt. The soldier slashes his sword.

			With half a thought, I channel the mirror’s power—

			And tear his soul from his body. A thin, translucent version of him torn from his physical self, disintegrating midair in a cloud of black.

			His corpse topples to the ground.

			I expect to be horrified. Instead it’s exhilarating.

			It feels like freedom, this power. Like the justice I’ve craved for years, here at my fingertips. Every ounce of rage I’ve kept buried rushes forth, rage fostered over the years for my father, Illian, for men who prey and kill. Desire for vengeance, for setting the world to rights…

			Anger burns through me as another soldier lifts a sword near us. I yank his soul free, then another.

			A clench of my fist, and both souls disintegrate midair like mist.

			A breath hisses from my lips.

			I did that. I didn’t just kill them; I evaporated their very souls.

			The Sands. That power, too, is mine.

			Fear undulates beneath my skin at the enormity of it. Dimly, I remember my vow. I won’t abuse this power. I won’t let it overtake me, seductive as it is.

			With shaking hands, I grasp the satchel, ready to put the mirror away. But then more attack, figures clashing and warping and blending into one another. Someone screams.

			Mantrin.

			Blood wells from his arm, a crimson, oozing gash that slashes up and across his shoulder. He falls backward, slamming into the ground. The soldier poses his sword above his heart, aiming for a killing blow. “Your queen is next,” he shouts.

			Fury lights behind my gaze, and my vision turns red.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Two

				Anton

			
			His thoughts are a war drum, a resounding beat of rage.

			He will kill Maksim once and for all and use whatever leverage he has left with Moranya to make him suffer for all eternity. He read for himself what the man did to Vasalie, her stepmother, and worse—the arrangements and deaths he orchestrated to gain himself power. Maksim will stop at nothing, razing all of Razam before slithering into Miridran either by sword or by treaty, ensuring they are indebted and bound to Brisendale one way or another. And he will persist until all of the Syndicate is under his thumb.

			Anton will not let that happen. He sent word to the Syndicate, yes, but he will end the reign of terror now by severing the head of the snake.

			After slicing through another of Maksim’s men, he turns to Basile and Arjuna, both of whom have stayed by his side. “We’re within range. Are you ready?”

			Arjuna tugs one of three arrows from his satchel, brandishing the bow he’d kept on his back for this moment. “More than,” he says.

			They have one chance. One shot to kill Maksim without drawing the masses.

			“Take aim. I will cover you.”

			Arjuna has always been a clean shot. He notches the arrow. Aims. Releases the bowstring—

			Lightning-fast, the king’s horse crumples, dumping Maksim into a heap in the sand. His men have yet to notice, their attention on Sadira’s latest push. Anton spots her in the fray, and Veer, too. The distraction he needs.

			“We finish this now,” Anton growls under his breath, treading up the rocks, the final climb that separates him from his intended kill.

			By the time he reaches Maksim, the man is upright and clinging to his sword and shield. His gaze swings wildly about until finally, finally, it settles on Anton.

			“Guards!” he shouts like the coward he is. Four soldiers leap to attention, gathering into a shield around Maksim.

			“How weak you are, old man. How pitifully frail,” Anton says, approaching one step at a time, readying his sword.

			He mocks a bow as the first soldier charges, though Basile is already there, blocking the blow and knocking the man off balance with a kick that no doubt breaks his shin.

			“Don’t have all the fun,” Anton quips as Maksim’s remaining defenders charge.

			Alongside Basile, he wards them off, swords clanking. The rest of Maksim’s group is still below, picking off more that seek to protect their traitorous king now that he’s under threat.

			Anton slashes the leg of the last Brisendali soldier before shoving him off the small cliff—past Sadira, he now notices. How did she get so close? She couldn’t have pushed through that many men. But he can’t lose focus, not when Maksim is standing tall, a lone captain at his back.

			The captain steps forward. In his arms is a rolled-up tarp, by the look of it. He loosens the ties, then dumps out a—

			A corpse.

			“I took pleasure in killing him,” Maksim sneers. “A life for a life. Your pathetic pup of a prince for my king. Hardly a fair trade, I’d say.”

			Sundar. It’s Sundar, lifeless, preserved as if he’s been on ice, his skin pale as frost and tinged with gray, his lips a smudge of unnatural blue.

			Then there are his eyes, open and lifeless, unseeing.

			Anton staggers back, his rage near blinding, yet he can’t seem to tear his eyes from Sundar. He hears a distant scream and knows it belongs to Sadira.

			Sundar. He’d seen him in Moranya’s Lair, but hadn’t stopped to consider it since regaining his memories, not with the war on his hands. It takes everything in him not to retch on the spot.

			Basile puts a hand on Anton’s shoulder. Anton growls, “When we finish this, secure the prince’s body immediately. Preserve it as best you can. Get him back on ice.” Perhaps…perhaps it won’t be too late.

			But Maksim’s plan has worked, Anton realizes. Sundar’s corpse was a distraction, and now a new unit has joined their king, ready to defend. Twenty. No thirty—

			Fifty men now, all rushing to aid Maksim. Far too many for Anton and Basile—and even his men below—to battle. Anton might be immortal, but Basile is not. Neither is anyone else.

			They can’t fight off this many.

			For once, fear singes his heart. He grips the hilt of his sword, teeth gritted, a vision of the night before with Vasalie flashing in his mind, before he shoves the thought away. He might have a deal with Moranya, but his friends don’t. He can’t lose Basile or Arjuna like he lost Sundar. Can’t bear yet another loved one torn away, not to mention the rest of his men. He doesn’t have enough leverage to make another bargain—not now that he’s already agreed to attempt what she wanted him to do.

			From a distance, he sees Queen Sadira’s helm behind the masses, and he thinks about how he’s about to deprive her of yet another son. More of Maksim’s soldiers crowd in, swords pointed, arrows notched.

			Hundreds.

			“I am sorry,” he breathes, “for endangering you all.”

			“It has been an honor to stand with you, Sire,” Basile says. But Anton shakes his head. He has brought them all here to die.

			Then three of the Brisendali soldiers fall to their knees—in sync.

			Two more.

			Another.

			They drop like flies, falling unnaturally, one after another—out of nowhere. As if someone has flicked them over like a line of dominoes. A closer inspection reveals the graying of their complexions, the way their eyes go unseeing before they collapse.

			How is this happening? Confusion muffles the voices around him.

			And then Anton sees her. Vasalie.

			Her pupils are a glittering, starlike white, her hair floating around her, weightless. It takes him a moment to understand, even with the sheen cast about her skin.

			Mercy’s mirror. It’s in her hand, and Vasalie—

			She is wielding the power of a Fate. She has power over souls.

			It’s him that almost falls to his knees now—more so as he watches the clenching of her outstretched fist, the dropping of more soldiers. Behind her, so many more are dead. She cleared a path to him. She is here.

			Except she isn’t herself. Not as he calls her name. Not as he shouts it. “Vasalie!”

			He notices then the parting of her lips. She recognizes her name, yet it’s as if a part of her has succumbed to the power.

			Seeing the destruction at her hands, the power she holds—the final soldiers guarding Maksim lift their hands in surrender, their eyes shot wide.

			Weapons clatter to the ground. Even across the battlefield, the fighting has come to a halt. The air is thick with fear, many backing away.

			Then Vasalie’s gaze lands on Sundar’s corpse. Recognition sings in her eyes, but then they flash a brilliant, rage-filled red. She stretches out her hand once more—

			He runs until he reaches her. He grabs her face, bracketing her cheeks with his palms. “Vasalie, look at me.” Her eyes flit toward his, so bright they are difficult to stare directly into. “Not like this,” he says. “They have surrendered. The battle is ours.”

			But she’s breathing so heavily she can’t hear him.

			“What are you doing, you fools!” Maksim shouts in a furious fit, oblivious to his daughter, his line of sight blocked.

			“Basile, apprehend him,” Anton says before turning back to Vasalie. “Minnow.”

			Her lips shape words, though he can barely hear them, her breath like the hiss of a gale. He makes them out, only just, when she repeats it. “His soul is mine.”

			“Not like this,” he says again, noticing the satchel at her hip. He lifts it. “Put the mirror down, Vasalie. When you take his life, you will do it with sound mind—savor the justice of it.”

			“But this power,” she breathes. “I cannot give it up. I have never been powerful before, never in my life. So much pain and suffering, but now I am the master of it.” Still, it’s as though she’s looking right through him.

			He knows it isn’t really her talking, but the seduction of such power. Power has always been like that, whether Fates-given or mortal-stolen.

			“Hogwash,” he says. “You have never not been powerful, Vasalie. Though you have struggled and suffered and been dealt the harshest of blows, you have overcome it all. And you saved me, don’t you see? You saved me when it was impossible. Furthermore, you command my damaged, half-beating heart. You,” he says, “are the most powerful person I know.”

			A tear drips down her cheek, another in its wake.

			“Hand me the mirror, Minnow. Be yourself again and be with me.”

			She breathes out, as if expelling a sigh.

			“I love you,” he says.

			She drops the mirror into his cloth-covered hands.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Three

			It’s like returning from a dream. It’s as if I’d been watching myself from far away, my thoughts there but muddled, fragmented the way the mirror had been. As I blink away the fog, the rest of Anton’s features clarify—the strong angles of his jaw and cheekbones, the soft curve of his plush, upturned mouth, one that now brims with a soft smile.

			“Minnow.”

			Hearing that alone is enough to make me weep, but I swallow the burgeoning tears and throw myself into his arms. In the background, I hear orders, shouts, Queen Sadira orchestrating the surrender, but it all swims past my ears in a smudge of sound.

			I don’t know how much time passes as I cling to him, but he holds me with the same ardor, as if I might slip from his grip and fall away. But I break our embrace as the memories crowd in—

			“Anton,” I breathe, hands bunching into his shirt. My eyes are wild, my breath rapid.

			“You have the mirror,” he says. “How?”

			I shake my head, tongue dry. “I—I bargained with her. For the return of the shards, including your pendant—”

			“You had the pendant? All this time?”

			“I stole it off you,” I admit.

			“You little thief,” he says, lip quirking. “You pilfered it off me in Razam, didn’t you?”

			“I planned to use it to save you somehow. To bargain with her. Only I couldn’t find her when I finally made it into her lair.”

			He shakes his head. “Until you followed me and found her tower,” he says, understanding.

			After which we had hidden out in Ansa. Then we had slept together, and I had found him missing—“You left me behind.”

			“I thought you would be safe,” he says, rubbing his forehead. “Instead you made that bargain after all.”

			My fingers curl into his tunic. “I had to stop my father. Had to save you, and after knowing you had already agreed to help her when you came back…” My voice tangles in my throat. I push down a swallow, only for bile to rise back up. “Anton, what I just did…I killed so many.” I knew many of them were corrupt, following my father without half a thought. But some were so young, groomed until they could hardly think for themselves.

			“How many did you save, Vasalie?” He cups my cheeks—forces me to look at him “My leaving you was a mistake. And had you not intervened, thousands more would have died.” He tilts my chin toward the battlefield. “Look.”

			Veer and Arjuna are embracing, and more of Sundar’s brothers join in, some weeping tears of joy and sorrow both. Soldiers are doing the same, many weeping, others gathering their wounded. Mantrin is the only exception, but Queen Sadira is tending to him herself, cleaning the gash across his shoulder while doling out more orders. A moment later, she curls her arms around his neck, sobbing into his chest.

			He had almost died. He would have had I not used the mirror.

			Yet I know her tears aren’t just for Mantrin, but also for the one we couldn’t save. The prince who deserves to be here with us.

			And still hundreds more have died, maybe thousands, on both sides.

			“There is such a thing as necessary death,” Anton says. “Necessary justice. And whether or not our choices in the matter are correct, we do the best we can. You thought only to save lives—with Rurik’s death, with Illian’s. The same can be said for today.”

			But I’ll carry it with me all the same. Perhaps it won’t be so much guilt as it is sorrow on their behalf, for what could have been. The people they might have become.

			“We…we have to repair it, Anton. The mirror. I vowed that we would. But it isn’t just that. Things can’t stay as they are—”

			“You’re right,” he says. “I know that now.”

			“The mirror must be returned by sunrise,” I say, eyeing the afternoon sun. “It can’t be gone for more than a day. It will allow us to open a portal into Ansa, at least.”

			“We will make it,” Anton assures me. “In fact, I can repair it before then, so long as we leave within the hour.”

			But before we can discuss it further, Basile approaches. “Your Majesty, how shall we deal with the traitor general?”

			My father, he means. Not deserving of his crown.

			“The choice is yours, Vasalie,” Anton tells me. Meanwhile, Basile keeps my father restrained, his arms manacled behind his back and his feet bound together. “You can force him into a trial before the Syndicate. Or you can deal with him yourself. You have earned this right.”

			“Indeed,” says a new voice, and I pull away enough to see Sofya emerging, battle-clad in traditional Brisendali armor—steel plates, chain mail. Her eyes, as blue as Rurik’s, spear through the layers of sea fog and smoke now wafting in from soldiers battling the fires from the ships. Beside her, another soldier approaches, and it’s only once he lifts his helm that I realize it’s…Copelan.

			The relief of seeing him alive and well brings a tear to my eye, but I inhale a steadying breath and turn my focus back to the matter at hand.

			“I wouldn’t blame you,” I say, “if you want to put him on trial.”

			“That would be the right thing to do, according to our laws,” Sofya says. “But he orchestrated my brother’s death. He stole his throne, his army, and massacred hundreds. He would have slaughtered thousands more had he not been stopped. The Brisendali council is not here. I will claim he died in the war.”

			“As will I,” says Queen Sadira.

			“And I,” Anton affirms, squeezing my arm.

			Finally, I summon the courage to look upon my father, though doing so only tightens my throat into a painful cinch. He looks…pathetic. Pale, sand-crusted skin burned by weeks at sea, his entire complexion ruddy and worn. Up close is a reminder of how small he is, too. He isn’t much taller than I am, despite his overcompensation over the years with his uniforms, his caps, and now his heavy, steel-wrapped helm. That, I yank from his head, tossing it into the sand. All the while, he avoids my gaze, no doubt shamed over his loss.

			Then I force him to meet my eyes, difficult as it is to stomach it.

			He doesn’t even flinch, his gaze harder than a rod of steel. It only serves to rouse my ire. This is the man who murdered Emilia, who thought to sell me like cattle, who plotted the demise of my friends and their homes. He wanted the world to kneel before him, but I will be the one to force him on his knees. I unsheathe the sword from Anton’s scabbard, my palms sweaty and my arms shaking, and come to stand before my father.

			Yet even as my arms strain to lift the sword’s weight, the tip aiming at my father’s neck, my mind urging me to take my revenge, to end his life…

			“No more death,” I breathe, letting it fall. “Not at my hands.”

			Justice or not, deserved or not, I choose not to be haunted by this memory. Instead I walk the sword to Queen Sadira, pressing the hilt into her palms. “You deserve this justice,” I say. “He murdered your son. He went after your people and your lands, manipulated a willing Illian into doing the same.”

			Her fingers curl around the hilt, surprise lifting her brows before they harden, her sharp glare cutting toward my father.

			“Your Grace,” Anton says softly. “You should know that I sent Sundar’s body alongside an escort back to Ansa. We will try to preserve him, but I cannot guarantee his return, as much as I would like. It may be too late. For what it’s worth, I agree with Vasalie. Maksim Stova’s fate is in your hands.”

			She nods, swallows thickly, then approaches my father, holding the sword with deadly, practiced poise far better than I ever could.

			“For disrespecting my lands and the lands of others, for scheming to kill and destroy, for manipulating and grooming the young, for murdering my son—and your own wife, Emilia Stova—for abusing your daughter, and for your countless sins thereafter, I hereby sentence you to Morta’s Lair. May her judgment cause your soul the anguish you deserve.”

			The strike is clean, swift, but I see it only from the corner of my eye, my gaze clinging to Anton’s. He steps in front of me, brings my head against his chest as a thud hits the ground, protecting my eyes as he always has, just like in Estienne’s lair, not wanting me to see something that might haunt my thoughts.

			The queen’s justice is enough for me, and I feel like I can finally take a full, satisfied breath.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Four

			The cleanup begins immediately, both Queen Sadira and Anton issuing orders to tend to the wounded and search the battlefield for survivors from both sides. Those in league with Maksim will be treated and handed to Sofya; they will answer for their allegiance in Brisendale.

			“Give me an hour,” Anton told me.

			All the while, I wait outside Anton’s hastily erected tent, where the queen’s physician supplies me with tonics and herbs to help speed my recovery. Using the mirror has left me shaking and fatigued, and I’d nearly fainted a few minutes after my father’s execution.

			True to his word, Anton returns to me less than an hour later, kneeling before my bench and cupping my cheeks. When he asks me how I’m feeling, I pull him into an embrace, because we survived when I thought we might not.

			Together we walk back to the tower in the forest—away from the camps. But not before he doles out final orders: for Basile to oversee the cleanup efforts and report back to Ansa after.

			Anton seemed to think it made sense to redirect the portal I had used to Ansa with the mirror’s power.

			“Very unlikely someone is going to take a chance and jump through broken glass in the foreseeable future.”

			When we emerge from the portal into Mercy’s old chapel, Anton says, “I have everything I need, though we will have to make haste. The resin itself will need time to dry.”

			“You could have done it all this time,” I say. Before I had stolen the pendant, that is.

			He folds my arm into his, escorting me through the palace’s passages. “I could have, yes, but I wouldn’t have. It was too risky.”

			“And now?” I ask. “Have you really changed your mind?”

			“I suppose that Moranya succeeded in her quest to prove that love and devotion can change someone. Through you, that is,” he says, pausing in a dark corridor, a single beam of light cascading from a skylight above. “If we weren’t in a rush, I’d—”

			I kiss him on the nose. “I know.”

			Then he scoops me up and carries me the rest of the way.

			I try not to think about how I am no longer a political match, not now that my father has been killed. Not once the Syndicate rules his reign illegitimate.

			The moment we reach his workshop, Anton commands the guards outside to fetch Gustav but otherwise keep our presence here a secret. When I inquire as to his reason, he tells me we can’t risk being disturbed—or something going wrong. Then I watch him as he gathers his tools, and there’s something about the tense line of his lips, the furrow of his brows, that feels more dire than mere concentration.

			It’s almost like there’s something he isn’t telling me. Another risk he hasn’t yet shared.

			A few minutes later, Gustav parades in, his expression disbelieving. “Sire? How—”

			“Later,” Anton says. “We must get to work.”

			And the reparations begin.

			I marvel as the two of them fall in sync, collecting ingredients for the resin as Anton gives Gustav the briefest of explanations, which Gustav trusts without hesitation as only a friend might. Anton then snags the bag of shards I saw, laying them out on a cloth.

			“Even with the resin, there can be no gaps,” he says, both of them sliding on pairs of spectacles unlike anything I’ve ever seen, each with several glass ovals they can slide down to magnify their work at different proximities.

			“But how can that even be achieved? Many of the shards are broken into dust,” Gustav asks, reaching for a metal tool resembling tweezers.

			“We’ll grind a few of those minuscule fragments—whatever is left over—and add them into the resin to seal the gaps. Theoretically, it should allow the power to move freely through its surface as if it were whole. We’ll use silver to bond it to the reflective backing. The final piece, however—I won’t fit it into the resin until I deliver it to Moranya, or else Kastiel would be released here instead.”

			I watch for a time, mesmerized, taking a break only when I convince them they’ll need sustenance. Gustav tells me how to find the kitchens, which aren’t far, a peculiar grin on his face. “There’s someone there who will help. They can be trusted with discretion in regard to our presence.”

			A guard leads me to the kitchens.

			The moment I step inside, there’s a loud shriek, the clattering of a tray. Then I’m enveloped in a hug before I can make sense of what’s happening.

			“Vasalie, you’re here,” comes a voice next to my ear. Then my assailant pulls away, her eyes bright and lined in threatening tears.

			“Marian,” I breathe, my throat tight.

			“Laurent told us you were in Razam, but the last we heard was that you vanished. We were all so worried—”

			“Laurent,” I say. “Is he here?”

			With a bounce, Marian nods. “We must go get him! Come, this way—”

			“There’s no time,” I tell her. “I’ll explain everything soon, but I need meals for His Majesty and Lord Bayard.”
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			I return with a tray packed with scones, cheeses, and sliced fruit in hand, thanks to Marian grabbing every bit of food in sight.

			But as I near the doors, I pause, Anton and Gustav’s conversation reaching my ears.

			“…all seems so unreal. All this time, and you’re certain this is wise?”

			“I am,” comes Anton’s voice. “But there’s something you should know. There is another reason I didn’t agree to help Moranya repair the mirror—beyond unleashing Kastiel. It’s the reason I left Basile behind in Razam.”

			“Sire,” Gustav says. “What is it?”

			“The veil between the living and the dead is thin—torn in places, even,” Anton says. “Through my studies, I know that once magic is set in motion, its course cannot be changed. It’s rather like a blueprint, a design that must be followed. It means that not even Kastiel can alter the magic Mercy set into place for the creation of her realm. He can only act upon what was already set in place. Either he will choose to destroy it—which Moranya is certain he would never do—or he can bring it to perfect completion, sealing any soul from ever returning. That was her intent, after all—that it would protect souls from the living, and the living from souls who might want vengeance. And thus, with the veil repaired, that means no more portals. Moranya was only able to open them through the existing tears.”

			“But certainly that isn’t a bad thing,” Gustav notes.

			“Certainly not. But there will be no more resurrecting, I imagine.”

			I had suspected that. Even so, my heart flutters.

			Gustav takes several beats to respond. Then, like only a brother might, he says, “That’s a shame. I rather liked the element of surprise—not knowing when and where you might show up after a good walloping. This means I can just, I don’t know. Shove you off a balcony and take your crown for real.”

			“My friend, you can’t even bring yourself to kill a spider. I’d like to see you try.”

			“Wait until I tell Basile,” Gustav says. “He’s not going to leave you alone for a second.”

			“Let’s not tell him. He’ll sleep much easier at night.”

			My fingers tighten on the tray, and I take another step forward, only to stop once more when Anton says, “I suppose it won’t matter in the end, though. Because I suspect that whoever takes the mirror to Moranya might not be able to come back.”

			I nearly drop the tray.

			“You mean…at all?” Gustav says. I hear some shuffling, and then, “No, Sire. You absolutely cannot be the one to return it. We will send someone else.”

			“Nonsense. I would not condemn someone else.”

			“I will go.”

			“You will not.”

			“I absolutely will.”

			“I’ll have you arrested and imprisoned until I leave if I must.”

			“But, Sire,” Gustav argues, “we cannot lose you again. Not to mention, the Syndicate—”

			“I will meet with the whole of my court this evening and pronounce you king—officially. This time, there will be no shortage of witnesses, and we have Sofya to vouch for me as well. My work here is done.”

			My hands are trembling even as I try to steady the tray.

			No. I can’t let him do this.

			“But I don’t understand,” Gustav implores. “Couldn’t they simply allow you to come back before they finish the realm?”

			“It doesn’t work like that,” says Anton. “I will have to put the final shard into the resin while I am in Moranya’s Lair; otherwise, Kastiel will be released too soon.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“The moment he is free, Moranya will no longer have power, and the realm will start to decay. He must immediately release the magic that will bring it to completion to prevent that. There will be no time to escape.”
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			I lean against a column and take several minutes to calm the racing of my heart, my stomach in knots. I hear them discuss the drying of the resin, which would take several hours. During that time, he would address his court.

			“And Vasalie?” I hear Gustav ask, and my heart seems to freeze.

			But I don’t hear Anton’s answer, not with the scraping of tools. After, he tells Gustav to pour some of the excess resin into a small bottle, which he will take with him into Moranya’s Lair to fit the final shard into place.

			All the while, my heart breaks yet again. Hasn’t he sacrificed enough?

			How could he not tell me?

			But of course he wouldn’t want me to know, because he knows I would never let him take that mirror back.

			He would be right. I won’t.

			I bring them the tray of food, which they barely pick at, concentrating as they are. Hours pass, and I can’t help but marvel as Anton works. He’s careful, steady with his fingers.

			Meanwhile, my thoughts swerve and spiral through my options, until Basile enters the workshop.

			At that, Anton glances up. “Basile? How in the blazes did you get here so fast?”

			“You think I didn’t keep track of you, Majesty? I saw where you went and used the same portal.”

			“Didn’t I give you orders to stay?”

			“The queen dismissed me. Our troops are on the way home,” he says, proceeding to deliver the rest of his report.

			“Update the council,” Anton orders afterward. “Please send word to them all. We will meet in the throne room in an hour.”

			Basile nods dutifully, then leaves the workshop.

			And an idea clicks into place. Basile is the only one who might defy his king—if it means protecting him.

			I follow Basile outside.

			Anton fetched my soul right from the Lair of Death—at his own peril. I was given more time, and now I understand why.

			I helped to restore him. I’ve witnessed him as the king he was always meant to be. I even had time with him—to fall in love with him, to be with him, however temporary it was.

			And now I get to save him one last time.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Five

				Anton

			
			“They’re ready for you, Sire,” calls Basile. “In the throne room.”

			“Impeccable timing,” Anton says, setting down his pliers. “That wraps it up, actually. Save for the last shard, of course, which Vasalie still has.”

			His gaze tracks to where she’s perched by the window, watching him pensively. He lifts a brow. “Admiring me so thoughtfully, are you?”

			“Committing every detail to memory,” she responds, her lips sneaking up in a half smile. But when he holds out his arm, she shakes her head. “It isn’t appropriate for me to join you. Not for this.”

			“Preposterous,” he says. “My court will welcome—”

			“If it’s all right, I’d rather stay here. Please, Anton. Just this once.”

			He frowns. Something is off, but he doesn’t have time to dwell on it. Instead he resolves to finish the matter as quickly as possible. Ten minutes at most. Because time is of the essence. All day, he has worked as quickly as possible in the hopes of having a few hours to spend with her before he returns the mirror to Moranya.

			One last evening. He’s already sent word for a dinner to be arranged in the observatory. Fates, he can’t wait for her to see it. A sudden sadness stabs at his heart—souls, having one really is quite the pain—and he presses his hand to it, instinctually.

			At least Gustav will take care of her. She will be given anything she desires, provided a place at court—or in the countryside, if she prefers. She will never want for anything again, whether he returns or not.

			But he can’t dwell on that, not when he might change his mind, consequences be damned, and bolt himself to her side. Because the thought of not spending his life with her—

			Basile clears his throat. “Sire.”

			“Yes, right.”

			One last time, he glances at her. She’s turned her gaze away, her fingers working her hair into a pretty plait. The sunset gilds the soft slope of her nose and lips, her stray curls lit like a flame. He swallows.

			Then he follows Basile out into the hall.

			They make it only a few feet before the silence threatens to drown him in sorrow. He glances sidelong at Basile. “I wish you’d talk to me sometimes. Surely you have thoughts rolling around in that beautiful head of yours.”

			He knows Basile is unlikely to entertain his goading. He never does—always the stoic protector, refusing to allow distractions. He knows it’s out of care.

			Except Basile surprises him, saying, “Do you remember the first time we met, Sire?”

			“Do I remember?” Anton barks a laugh. “You looked like I was the worst thing to ever happen to you.”

			“You were.”

			“I know.”

			Basile clears his throat. “I’d heard stories of you. Knew you were a hellion. I couldn’t understand how you could behave in such a way. To put my life on the line for someone who cared so little…Well, to be frank, Sire, I worried I might kill you myself.”

			“Amazing sense of self-control.” Anton grins.

			“You made me an offer and I couldn’t refuse. If word got out that I’d declined a king…”

			“So you accepted, and followed me to Razam without complaint.”

			“I complained in my mind,” Basile points out.

			“As one does.”

			“Do you know when I realized I was wrong about you?” his friend says, glancing at him in return.

			“Do tell. I love compliments.”

			“It was when you ordered me a meal of katta with tomatoes and dried queenfish. Just the way my mother had prepared it.”

			“That was it?” Anton lifts a brow. “Really?”

			“I’d mentioned it in passing to another guard, told him what it meant to me and how much I missed her Serain dishes. To note a small detail about me—to bring me something that reminded me of her father’s home…If you cared that much about a citizen you barely knew—a new, unproven guard at that—then you weren’t who I thought you were.”

			“I must ask, Basile. Though I’m pleased I won you over with food, why the flattery, and why now?”

			“Because I need you to know what you mean to those you serve. That act was one of thousands since, and ones you do for everyone you meet. I wish I could make you understand your value here.”

			“Then you’re really not going to like what I’m about to do,” Anton murmurs under his breath—then pauses. “The crown. I forgot the crown.” His crown, that he was about to give to Gustav again—except much more officially this time. Anton pivots on his heel. “I’ll be right back—”

			“Sire, surely it isn’t necessary,” Basile says, but Anton’s already racing down the hall, his steps quick. When he reaches his workshop, he throws the doors open, only to freeze.

			“Vasalie?”

			He glances first from the tears in her eyes to the pendant around her neck. Then her hands, holding both the mirror and the resin.

			And it hits him, then, what she’s about to do.

			“Vasalie,” he says, starting toward her. “No—”

			Large arms wrap around him, and Basile is holding him back. Anton jerks, thrashes, and already, he sees the portal opening, there in a simple pane of glass leaned against the far wall. His heart thuds wildly, and again he shouts, “Vasalie!”

			“I’m sorry,” she says. “I love you.”

			Again Anton attempts to wrench free, but his captain’s grip is steel, unmoving. “Basile, I swear to all the Fates I will never forgive you if you don’t let me go—”

			“I accept that, Sire. It is because I, too, love you, as do your people. We need you—and for that I willingly bear your fury.”

			This time, when Anton wrenches, he rips free of Basile’s hold. But it doesn’t matter.

			Already she’s stepping through, and before he can react, another guard takes an axe to the glass, destroying the pane and the portal both.

			Anton runs.

			Not toward the shattered glass, but through the palace, his guards trailing him until he reaches the ruins of Mercy’s chapel. Except he doesn’t have to touch the stained-glass window to know that the portal is no longer there. The air is too still, too stale.

			Even so, he tests it, finds it hard and unmoving. Glass.

			He falls to his knees, his heart shattering.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Six

			I materialize in Moranya’s tower, then slide to the floor.

			My throat is sore with tears. I had expected to leave alone. I knew I could never tell him goodbye. “He wasn’t supposed to come back to see that,” I sob, though little more than breath escapes.

			Basile tried to convince me to let him go in my place, but I told one last lie. I convinced him that only one who had already been to Moranya’s Lair could handle the mirror.

			I couldn’t let him sacrifice himself, though he would have. Willingly.

			Either of them would have, and that makes it all the more difficult.

			The sound of footfalls pulls my attention up, and slowly, I force myself to stand.

			“You have returned,” Moranya says, her gaze fixed on the mirror in my hand.

			“Did you think I wouldn’t keep my word?” I ask, my throat tight.

			“I have hoped for this for so long. I suppose I expected you to change your mind. Not about returning the mirror, but about trusting me and repairing it. Especially after knowing the depth of my failures.”

			I inhale slowly, turning my attention toward her. “The tales made you out to be a monster, but you merely sought to save the souls of mortals—and the Fate you loved. Who among us hasn’t made mistakes in order to do good? I know I have. Besides,” I add, “for someone who only wanted our kind to live on, I don’t think you would put us all at risk, even for Kastiel.”

			“Thank you,” she says softly, “for seeing my truth.”

			“It was shame that kept you away, wasn’t it? It’s why you established the Court of the Exalted to rule before Anton came along.” I swallow my sorrow—pretend it away.

			“I knew I was unfit to rule it—especially in my grief. A grief that only compounded over the years until I was desperate and thought of little else.”

			“And now?” I ask.

			“Now it won’t matter. Kastiel is much more a deserving ruler than I would be.”

			I place the resin and mirror down on a table.

			“Would you like to do the honors?” I hand the mirror to her, wrapped though it is in a cloth binding, and it’s like releasing a breath. I never want to wield such power again. I uncork the resin, pouring a few drops in the final crack. I watched carefully as Anton fitted the pieces back together. “All we need to do is place this inside. According to Anton, your touch can seal it.”

			It catches me by surprise, the wetness tracking down her cheeks. I have never seen her overcome with emotion like this. Until now, she’s kept her feelings at bay despite the pain in her words, as if it has been so long that she’s forgotten how to release the restraints she put in place.

			I feel my own tears gathering once more.

			She is about to see her love again, while I am forever separated from mine. I can’t even take comfort in knowing my grief will fade, as will my mortal love. I imagine that it won’t take long for my body to perish here—for the fevers will return, no doubt, and eventually take their toll. That, or Moranya will simply offer her hand. Then I will be just a soul, and the memory of him will slip like sand through an hourglass, lost to time.

			If anything, that’s what hurts the most. I want to keep it close, the way Moranya kept Kastiel close. Anton is a part of me now, as are my feelings for him. I don’t want to lose either.

			I wrap my arms around my stomach, a compress for the pain, and watch as Moranya puts the final shard into the resin, then hovers her hand over the surface of the mirror.

			It lights as if it contains a thousand stars—a shimmering, iridescent silver-blue that radiates outward, so bright my eyes squint shut. When I open them, a figure emerges from the beams of light, so tall I have to tilt my head.

			The Fate of Dominion is not what I expected, and yet somehow more.

			Kastiel is like a marble statue come to life in stunning, shimmering glory. His skin is a deeply burnished brown that glows silver under the light of the aurora, his hair a formation of perfect, soft brown waves. He wears glistening armor that I can’t seem to identify the color of, the hue changing as he spins to face Moranya.

			Moranya, who I realize is sobbing, smiles up at him through her tears. My instinct is to brace myself, to see what he might do. I hold still, but he doesn’t appear angry. Only…concerned.

			Then he opens his palms, and from them comes a glowing pearl-white light, brighter even than the sun. It’s as if he’s holding the moon in his palms.

			Then it explodes—upward, outward, like shards of fire shooting in every direction. I throw myself down onto the floor, cowering, only to feel it wash over me in a cool, soft wave.

			He just set the magic to completion.

			He just saved her realm.

			When I glance up, Kastiel is approaching Moranya slowly, intently. She looks so small and insignificant before him, despite her sheen. But she was never a true Fate herself; she had only borrowed that power.

			In fact, as I watch her, that lustrous sheen dulls, her appearance shifting altogether. Her hair, once blue and weightless, drains of color, and her form shrinks until she’s closer to my height. The power has left her, and now she is a mere mortal. This is how she looked when she was Mercy.

			If I’m not mistaken, she’s trembling.

			When Kastiel reaches her, he tilts her chin up. Finally, he says, “I heard every word you spoke to me, night after night, for thousands of years. You did not abandon me. You did not give up.”

			“On saving you?” She shakes her head. “I would not.”

			“We have lost a great deal of time,” he states.

			“We have many things to fix,” she adds. “The way the realm is run, the ruling systems, justice…Tell me you will do it, Kastiel. Tell me you will take my place and do what I could not. I want nothing more than to shed this burden.”

			It’s as if they are picking up mid-conversation now, and perhaps they are, as seemingly one-sided as it was for a time.

			But Kastiel says, “For years you begged me to cast you into the Sands upon my return, insisted that you were unable to live with your failures. You forget, Mercy, that this lair was your vision. No one knows the souls of mortals like you do. I certainly do not.”

			She had been planning to cast herself into the Sands on account of her failures? I hadn’t known just how far her grief had taken her.

			“I lost who I was,” she says. “I do not feel worthy to fix it myself, Kastiel. Please.”

			“Maybe there’s another way,” I can’t help but say, and both of them turn to me. But I turn my words toward Moranya. “Well intentioned as you were, you have still caused great harm. The one thing you did right, however, whether intentional or not, was to preserve souls—especially the purest of them.” I glance at the aurora through the window. “What if you don’t do this alone? What if they are the guidance you need? Perhaps the fix will not happen overnight. Perhaps the solution can come from the most selfless to exist among mortals. You could establish a new court, one where they usher in souls, dictate judgments, decide how to establish everything else. In the meantime, you two can ensure the power is properly kept.”

			“Wise indeed,” Kastiel says. “And perhaps then we can let ourselves heal while passing on the torch.”

			“But what would that mean for you? You are a Fate, meant for a purpose,” Moranya asks.

			“I no longer wish to be a herald over other realms. I see the error in the ways of the Fates. They cannot understand their actions unless they exist among those they seek to take action against.” He paces to the window, gazing out at the realm. “Instead I will gift my power to the realm itself—to be used by the both of us. We will be its guardians, you and me. Conduits for the magic. But we will not rule it. Is this suitable for you?”

			“You would really give your power to such a cause?” Moranya watches him, astonished.

			“I have had a long time to ponder what I wished; my consciousness has been with you, alert for all this time.” He brushes his fingers through Moranya’s hair, then sets a kiss upon her lips. “Here we can be together. Your soul will not perish, nor will mine. And we can set things to right.”
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			Together with Moranya—whom Kastiel now calls Mercy—they begin to repair the lair. As they explained it to me, the magic is working to complete the realm, but still there is much to do if they want to make it right.

			“Will the mortal world be safe from another herald?” I ask Kastiel the next day as he and Mercy accompany me up the trek of the mountain, where I might be closest to the aurora itself.

			I asked to watch when the time came for this.

			“Now that it is at peace, I should think so,” he tells me. “For however long that will last.”

			That doesn’t exactly put me at ease.

			But there’s one thing I can’t understand. “The Fates,” I say. “Was it really out of fear for Mercy that they vanished?”

			“There are thousands upon thousands of worlds like yours,” he tells me. “But the Fates are not overlords, as some believe. We are abstract creatures, beings who wish only to live in peace with the universe, to exist blithely among the stars, and only when our attention is summoned through countless prayers do we turn our focus to judging the merits of a world. Most would prefer to exist in solitude. We do not have the same desires and needs as you—at least, not respectively. Mercy, of course, opened my eyes to new desires—ones I would be unable to quench in a life without her.”

			“I know the Abyssal isn’t for souls,” I say. “But I very much wish I could read your and Mercy’s story for myself one day.”

			“I imagine the new court will make many changes soon, now that the realm itself is healed. Perhaps that will be one of them,” Mercy responds, taking Kastiel’s hand. “Shall we?”

			It takes some time for Moranya to restore the innocent souls from the aurora. One by one, she unwinds each living strand and coils it back together again into the form of an individual soul. I watch as they come into being one by one.

			Hours pass.

			Then one thread in particular feels familiar, even as she frees it, like a melody sung to me as a child. I know it for who it is. And when she reforms before me, it takes all my willpower not to throw myself into her arms. But her expression is peaceful yet blank beneath her short, billowing curls, her head tilted to gaze out the window beyond.

			“Emilia?”

			Slowly, she turns, and though I keep my breath hostage, a soft smile lifts her lips. “My soul knows yours.”

			I hedge closer. “Do you…”

			“Remember you?” Her smile inches up even more. “My memories feel distant and strange,” she admits. “It’s as if I’m looking at them beneath the surface of the water. But yes, my darling girl, I remember you.”

			A tear springs forth and drips down my cheek. I don’t want to overwhelm her, yet everything within me wants to crumple at hearing her voice.

			“And look at you now,” she continues, her voice so heartbreakingly sweet. “Tell me, how has this all come to pass? There is much I witnessed from above, though I think many pieces are missing.”

			“You…saw?”

			“To an extent, yes. It was strange, being in the form that we were. But I have watched you since you set foot here.”

			I recall when the tendrils of the aurora seemed to drift nearer, as if reaching out. It seems she’s been with me all along.
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			Emilia takes up residence in a beautiful suite within the palace, and there, we talk for what feels like hours. I tell her everything from the moment she saved me, and how I ran away, and how King Illian found me. She remembers her life as she would a dream, but though it’s distant, she’s kind and warm, and lends me her comfort, placing a hand on mine. It’s like having a friend returned. Our relationship is different—I imagine it always will be—and yet I don’t feel the sharpness of her loss anymore. Her nature is such that she always made me feel like family, even when I hadn’t wanted it. Her presence is as calming and reassuring as it always was.

			“At least I can stay here with you,” I say.

			She curls her arms around me, and there I fall asleep.
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			The next morning, when Emilia is summoned to join the newly established Court of the Just, I turn down the invitation to join and instead wander to Anton’s rooms.

			His scent still lingers in the air, and recollections of our night together before he regained his memories wrap around me like an embrace—and yet the space feels all the more empty for it. I gather his robe, still flung over the bedpost, and drape it around my shoulders before curling into his pillow, and finally let the tears fall.

			Some hours later, I force myself out of Anton’s bed to seek out Sundar. Last night, on the way to Emilia’s room, I had introduced them—he had seemed rather taken with Emilia, actually—and promised him I’d tell him everything that had happened over the past few days soon. But I dread it all the same. Before I can start talking, though, he says, “The Court of the Just has summoned you, so hurry. You must follow me.”

			Startled by his urgency, I follow hastily, and he ushers me all the way to the throne room. “Sundar, what is this?” I ask as he nudges me through the doors, my heart a palpitating mess.

			Inside is an array of souls—so many of them, packed on the outer edges, more filling up newly added balconies that ring the roof above. A court indeed. At the far end Moranya waits, alongside Kastiel, both of them a vision on their thrones. “Vastianna, please approach.”

			The quiet of the room makes me feel odd, every eye tracking my advance. Then, when I’m halfway there, Emilia emerges from the crowd and joins me, smiling comfortingly until we’re standing before Moranya. I want to ask her why she’s with me, what is happening, but she merely gives me a reassuring squeeze before turning her gaze toward the throne.

			“The court has been reminded of your sacrifice,” Moranya—or Mercy—begins. “You restored my Kastiel to me, and at the cost of never again seeing the one you love. That said…” She turns her head toward Kastiel.

			From his long, silver robe that matches hers, he reveals the…the mirror. “As it happens, the mirror has some residual magic left within—something we did not realize until this morning. You can use this to return to your world.” He pauses. “Furthermore, should another Fate take my place as harbinger and wish to destroy it, it may offer some protection, as it did when I first made it. But be forewarned: You must guard it carefully. Its knowledge must be kept a secret, entrusted only to a few.”

			Hope swells in me, to the point of bursting. “You mean it?”

			“Consider it our gift,” Mercy says, “for all that you have done. We do not wish to see you parted from Anton, nor do we want your life to be cut short.”

			I glance at Emilia, then back at them, surprised. “You…you are certain?”

			“Very,” says Emilia, her hand on my shoulder. “Live, my darling girl.”

			I swallow. “But leaving you…”

			“Isn’t for eternity,” she finishes.

			Words flee my tongue, my throat thick with emotion. The thought of seeing Anton again, of returning…

			But I am not the only one who deserves that chance. “Your Majesties, I request that you allow Sundar to return with me. Please, I beg you to allow me to carry his soul from here, the way Anton carried mine.”

			Because he thought nothing of himself even after dying. He didn’t take the time to mourn, to grieve what he lost; instead he thought only of saving the world he could never again live in.

			I know he’s behind me, there in the crowd, but I don’t yet look.

			“He has been dead for some time,” Moranya says sadly. “Whereas your physical body is still intact…”

			“Anton had his body preserved. Or at least, that was the hope. Could we not at least try?” I know it’s asking a lot, but I don’t care. “You allowed Anton to carry my soul from this lair and return it to my body. Could I not do the same for him, with your permission?”

			“I suppose that is possible, so long as the body has yet to decay,” Kastiel says. “Shall we put it to a vote? Does anyone in this room object?”

			No one, not a single soul, raises a hand in opposition.
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			With Sundar’s wisp of a soul draped in my arms, and the mirror at my side, Emilia escorts me to Moranya’s tower. We would reopen the original portal there—for the very last time.

			In this state, Sundar is not conscious—a kindness from Mercy. If she hadn’t put his soul to sleep, the process of his body and soul stitching together once more would be rather painful, or so she told me. But Sundar, in pure Sundar fashion, had made a point to wink at Emilia and say, I’ll be back one day. Until then, feel free to visit me in my dreams.

			Emilia had laughed, saying, I think you’re a bit young.

			He’d replied: I won’t be forever.

			During our walk, Emilia and I reminisce about old times—the forts we used to make, the cakes we used to bake. But I pause us both before we enter the passage that leads us through the mountain when I notice a single, dark shape several feet away, there among the rocks.

			Emilia sees him, too.

			“We will be evaluating every codex and reexamining every soul—and that includes his,” she says. “He will face a new trial, as will your father. Tell me, daughter of mine, what do you wish for him? What would you see happen?”

			I watch Illian as he steps from the shadows, his profile limned by the aurora—an aurora that is now simply that: a brilliant display in the sky, and nothing more.

			I allow him to approach, knowing that he has no power over me. He will never have power again.

			He doesn’t speak, though. Just observes me in turn, perhaps already sensing that this will be the last time I see him—at least until I die for real. He stops several feet away.

			“He was groomed the way Aesir was,” I say, knowing he can hear every word. “It isn’t an excuse, of course, but rather an explanation. I think things may have been different if he had never encountered my father. If his mother hadn’t made him work tirelessly for the crown—only to have it ripped away. There are times, seldom as they are, that I mourn for him—for who he could have become. Now he must exist knowing that he could have had it all—including me—but never will.”

			Still Illian says nothing, just waits, as if absorbing my words. This is the only farewell he will ever get from me.

			“I feel no need to serve further justice myself,” I say, giving him one last glance. “I killed him, and he must now stay here like this. So I trust the Court of the Just to decide whether or not he’s paid for his crimes, and to keep him in check. I ask only that you oversee his trial and judgment. It was him you were trying to save me from, after all. I want you to have the final say. As for my father…” I hesitate, biting my lip perhaps a little too hard.

			I feel Emilia’s palm land on my shoulder, light as air.

			“He deserves to suffer, and I can’t deny I wish to see him cast into the Sands. But…I think I don’t want to know. I don’t want to think about him ever again. I don’t want to carry any piece of him back with me—and that includes knowledge of what has happened to him.”

			Emilia’s gentle hand drops to my wrist, then she folds my arm into hers. “Forget him, then. He is no longer your burden to bear.”

			“And you?” I ask. “You shouldn’t have to bear him, either.”

			At that, she smiles, and it’s such a beautiful sight. It looks like freedom.

			“This is no burden for me, my darling girl. I have long awaited his trial.”

			I grin in return. “Then do your worst.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Seven

			Thanks to the mirror, the portal opens beneath the palace in Ansa once more, allowing me to return with Sundar’s wisp of a soul draped in my arms.

			Even so, it was difficult to leave Emilia. At least I know I’ll see her again one day.

			For now, I have much to do. I don’t know where to find Anton, or Sundar’s body, but I am determined, my steps quickening as I attempt to find my way through the tunnels underneath the palace. My body feels as frail and weak as it always did, but it’s a reminder that I’m alive.

			It’s not that I welcome the pain, exactly. But though it has stolen so much from me, I stole something back from it.

			Pride.

			More so, I didn’t let it take my triumph.

			I make it to the upper floor, emerging into one of many main halls. Apparently, I’ve found my way past the kitchens, because a voice chirps out, “Vasalie?”

			I swing around. Marian’s smile is so wide it brings about one of my own—until she sees the wisp of blue in my arms, like a veil laid across them. “I need to find Anton or Laurent,” I say. “I don’t have time to explain.”

			“You’re in luck,” she says, shepherding me inside the kitchen. And there’s Laurent, picking at a fresh scone.

			“Vasalie? Oh, oh my souls. That is—”

			“Sundar,” I affirm.

			Without time for a proper reunion, Laurent leads me to an insulated room beneath the wine cellar. It’s a frigid space where ice is brought in from the mountains every few days, he tells me, and they keep it insulated with straw and sawdust. Sundar’s body was stored in a steel box, one that was also insulated, and together with two other servants, they carry it into an empty storage room, only then daring to pry it open.

			I imagine Anton doing just this when he returned my soul to my body. Mercy had given me instructions for this, too, simple as it is, and when I asked if he would experience the same war between his spirit and his flesh that I did, she informed me that he wouldn’t—and neither would I. Kastiel set all that to rights.

			Once I lay Sundar’s soul overtop his body, it seems to melt right in. Color returns to his face over the next few minutes, but it will take several hours, if not days, for him to wake. Meanwhile, Laurent instructs the staff to carry his body into a guest suite next to Gustav’s. “He will be watched night and day, and you will be informed the moment he wakes.”

			I smile gratefully and nod. And, finally, we have a chance to talk. I tell him about all the happenings, everything that led to this moment.

			When we reemerge into the kitchens, I stop short at the sight of Brigitte, standing right behind Marian.

			Rise from your ashes, my dear. Do not crumble alongside them.

			I can’t help the tears that fall. “You’re here.”

			“I went to get her the moment I returned from the Gathering,” Marian tells me. “His Majesty sent an escort with me. Illian’s court was in upheaval, and it took us awhile to find her, but find her we did. She’s living here with me now.”

			“Marian told me all about the Gathering,” Brigitte says, smiling softly. “And look at you, a hero.”

			It’s me who bounds toward her, hugging her close. “What you did—”

			“I did little,” she says.

			“You treated me with kindness,” I rebut. The only one who had, after Illian brought me out of that cell.

			“What anyone else should have done. You shouldn’t thank me for being a human with empathy.”

			But I shake my head, drawing back. “It wasn’t just that. I would have given up, but you believed in me when I had no one else in the world. Please, let me have my gratitude.”

			I don’t miss the blush staining her cheeks. “Then you must accept mine, too. Know that I am proud of you, my dear. We all are.”

			Again I have to swallow tears. But I manage to say, “Is Anton…How is he? And the Syndicate…”

			“His Majesty?” Laurent asks. He grins. “Come, we must take you to him. But first, why don’t we get you dressed?”
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			The throne room is packed, lines of glittering courtiers crowded inside. A session of sorts is in order, it seems, more joining behind us, others pushing inward. It is shoulder to shoulder.

			The skirt falls in a short train behind me—a soft lilac pocked with green sea-glass pearls—and the bodice bares my shoulders and neckline. A small shiver travels down my spine. It was one of many gowns Anton helped design for the theater, Laurent had told me.

			He also told me that several representatives from the Syndicate and the Brisendali council arrived yesterday.

			From here, I can’t yet see Anton.

			“We won’t be able to get to him like this,” he says. “Wait here while I find Basile.”

			Laurent, dressed in the finery of a lord, shamelessly carves himself a path into the throng until he’s disappeared altogether. I wait restlessly for some time, my twiddling palms slick with sweat. Will Anton be angry with me for leaving? For returning the mirror in his place?

			More so, what will it be like to see him now, after everything? To see him as he was always meant to be: returned to his throne, wholly himself, crowned and glorious before the whole of his court?

			I don’t know what path lies ahead of us. Perhaps this will be the end of it. A hug of gratitude, a wish for a happy future. A goodbye, if he needs a more advantageous match.

			I tell myself I will understand. I love him nevertheless. I would love him from afar, even if it hurt. I trust him to choose what’s right for him and his kingdom both.

			Even if it isn’t me.

			Finally, Laurent returns. “Basile is alerting His Majesty to your presence.”

			Nerves swarm beneath my skin as we wait once more. Laurent tucks my arm into his. “We are so glad to have you back. You succeeded, Vasalie. You saved him—and all of us.”

			“He saved me just as much. And so did all of you.” I squeeze his hand. “Back in Anell, your kindness and company were balms. You forgave me when I didn’t deserve it. You are the type of friend I always dreamed of but never thought I would find.”

			Laurent opens his mouth to respond—

			But, like the sun breaking through the clouds, the sea of courtiers parts.

			I hold back a sob.

			Anton’s grin is a shining thing, bright as the aurora, bright as the sea-glass crown atop his head. But I don’t have time to take him in, for the moment he reaches me, he cups my face in his hand. “Is it true? Have you returned to me?”

			“I have,” I breathe, and he swipes away the tear that escapes the corner of my eye.

			He grins once more. Scoops me up.

			Then I’m being hugged to his chest and carried across the length of the throne room until finally he places me down upon something hard.

			The throne itself.

			A hush falls over the room. Dimly, I see Gustav adjacent to us, grinning, along with a woman I assume must be his wife, her hand linked with his. At least his injuries are healing, as I was told, and he looks well.

			And there, before the entirety of the court, Anton kneels before me and takes my hand.

			“Vastianna Stova,” he says, his voice echoing in the stillness. So stunned am I that I freeze, my heart ratcheting into my throat. “My council and my court are aware of all that you have done. You have saved me and my people both. You are a hero. Beyond that, I love you ardently, and I never wish to be parted from your side. There is no one more worthy of being the next Miridranian queen.” He squeezes my hand softly, and only then do I realize that I’m crying. “Marry me,” he says. “Be my wife, my love, my queen, my confidante, and my comfort.”

			I slither down from the throne and fall into his arms, throwing my own around his neck.

			“You’re sure?” I breathe into his ear. “I might not be the most advantageous match, what with the Syndicate—”

			“You,” he says, cupping my head, “are the only match I will consider.”

			My sob turns into a teary laugh. This moment—I hadn’t dreamed it was really possible. I get to keep him forever. He is mine, and I am his.

			“Then yes,” I whisper, my smile so wide it hurts.

			Applause roars, but I barely hear it over the fluttering of my heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Eight

			Three weeks later

			This time, when I look upon my reflection, I see not the girl everyone else arranged for me to be, but someone who is wholly herself.

			I am dressed and decorated to my own preferences. A thin stroke of liner, a light shimmer across my eyes, and nothing more. My curls are loose, flowing past my ribs, a few pieces gathered here and there and secured with sea-glass pins.

			The dress, however, is similar to the one Anton made all those years ago—the Fate of Morta gown. Only this time, it’s weightless, the glass beading falling across one half of the bustier and down to my waist, accentuating the curve. The other side is like liquid silk, a pale ivory that glows iridescent in the last glimmer of afternoon light.

			Laurent brings the final touch. It is a crescent of a crown—an arc of hammered gold he positions carefully on my head. “Resplendent,” he says. “I feel like a proud mom.”

			I laugh amid the sting of tears. “You are my family now,” I tell him. “Whether you like it or not.” I angle my head toward the cracked door, where two faces peek through the shadows. “That goes for you two as well.”

			“I’m sorry!” Marian says, sliding inside, pulling her mother with her. “We couldn’t wait! We had to see the dress!”

			“Laurent was supposed to send for you anyway,” I say, and Laurent has the grace to look guilty.

			“I got distracted! His Majesty requested I bring the first piece of the crown to you at once.”

			“The first piece?” I ask.

			“This is only half. The other will connect to it at the coronation.”

			The coronation, which will take place after the ceremony. All of this feels irrevocably surreal, a happiness I never thought achievable for someone like me. I still wonder if I’ll wake up and realize I’m in the dark of a cell again, that all of this will have been a dream, but it’s my friends who ground me in this moment.

			I step down from the small platform in front of the mirror, facing Brigitte and Marian directly.

			“I meant what I said about family. I called for you both to ask if you would stay. I realize you are both sharing a suite in the staff quarters, but I would like to move you here, to the royal wing with Laurent, as my ladies-in-waiting. I wouldn’t assign you any actual duties,” I hasten to add, a frisson of nerves, however silly, pulsing through me at that. “I only ask for your companionship. This is all so new to me, and I’m rather overwhelmed, and it was your story that afforded me bravery,” I tell Marian, then glance at Brigitte. “And it was your kindness that speared through the heart of my fear before the Gathering. My only relatives are far away; I’ve never even met them. And I need…I need…” My throat tightens until I can no longer speak.

			It turns out, I don’t have to. I am swept up into an embrace before I realize it.

			“I couldn’t imagine a greater honor than to stay by your side,” Brigitte whispers into my hair before pulling back. “What a gift it is to choose our family, especially when the world tries to take it away.”

			I swallow thickly, and to Marian, I say, “You can keep your position as head chef in the kitchens unless you don’t want it. How you both spend your days is at your discretion. I will ensure your every need is provided for from this day forward.”

			“Your Grace,” Marian says, “your generosity—”

			“One last thing,” I say, smiling. “Speak to me as equals. Vasalie will do.”

			Just then, a soft knock sounds at the door, and to my surprise, Copelan peeks his head in.

			“Could I…” He clears his throat. “Could I speak with Vasalie for a moment?”

			Laurent looks to me, and I nod. He, Marian, and Brigitte slide past Copelan and out the door, and Laurent tells me he’ll be waiting for me outside.

			I swallow as I turn my attention back to Copelan. His loose linen attire flutters in the breeze from the open window, his hair disheveled rather than styled, for once.

			He scratches his head. “Vasalie, I—”

			I march to him, pull him in for a hug. It’s fast, delicate, but when I pull away, he blinks in confusion. “I don’t know what that was for. I hardly did a thing.”

			“You risked your life,” I say. “Back on Anell, by freeing Anton’s men, and by staying with me in Brisendale. Do you really feel you don’t deserve my gratitude?”

			“All right,” he says. “So I helped a little. It doesn’t make up for the guilt I feel for nearly getting you killed. I was the one who turned you in to Illian, Vas. I put you through so much beyond that.”

			“And I had been lying to you,” I say. “We were both hurting and desperate, just in different ways. You can make amends by moving beyond it. By finding your own happiness.”

			“You really are something,” he says softly. “At least I can say I performed with the future queen. That I was witness to her strength before anyone knew her name.”

			It still seems strange to think of myself as queen. But in a few short hours, I will be. I tuck my loose hair behind my ear. “What will you do now? Will you stay in Ansa?”

			“Laurent offered me a position at the theater. Would that be strange? If I am nearby? They need a performer but also an instructor. There are several girls from the Glory Court who want to learn how to dance.”

			“I couldn’t think of a better person for the role,” I say, meaning it. He isn’t the Copelan I first met here on the isle. He has a newfound gentleness to him, and perhaps that’s precisely what those girls will need.

			“Any advice?” he asks.

			“Listen to them. Believe them,” I say, “if they tell you they are in pain. Don’t search for evidence. Don’t go by only what you see. Pain is often invisible. We are excellent at masking it.”

			He nods. “I vow it.”

			A moment passes, though surprisingly, the silence isn’t uncomfortable. Just when I think he’s about to leave, though, he asks, “Are you happy? I just…I want to make sure.”

			My smile grows wide. “I’m so much more than that.”

			For once, his smile matches mine. “Then I can finally be at peace.”
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			I linger before the tall double doors leading to the throne room, the sunlight pouring in generously to dapple the floor below. Flecks of warmth glitter over me as I shift on my feet.

			I wait only with Laurent, who will escort me down the aisle. A choice I made for the man who showed me kindness when I didn’t deserve it, and who does the same for everyone else.

			I am glad for the moment of reprieve. My hands jitter nervously, twirling my engagement ring around my finger. It’s not that I am afraid. It’s that I don’t know how to handle this type of joy and excitement all at once. I’ve never felt it before.

			Gustav approaches us and places a hand on mine, smiling softly. “He was grinning like a madman all morning, so much so that Basile thought him drunk. Not for one second did he drop it. I’ve never seen him happy like this, Vas.”

			A soft laugh escapes my throat. “The feeling is mutual.”

			“Here’s one piece of advice,” he says. “My wife and I…Well, on our wedding day, it was so busy and crowded that the day passed seemingly without us in it. We could hardly remember a thing. So today, Vasalie, soak up every single moment. Be present. Do not be parted from him. It is the day you two have earned. Revel in it, my friend.”

			With that, he slips into the room, leaving us alone once more. I glance at Laurent. He glances at me and immediately sets to work: tugging a stay curl of mine loose, then smoothing my skirts and flaring the train of my dress. “I don’t know why I’m so nervous,” he mutters, tugging a small container from his jacket pocket and dabbing shimmer along my cheeks. “I’m giving you away to the only man I’d trust with my life.”

			I can’t help a chuckle, then shiver—except not from the cold. “I feel like I’m jumping out of my own skin—like it can’t contain me.” It’s strange, this euphoria. Still my body is weak and fatigued. Pained. But the adrenaline and joy carry me from each moment to the next. I know I’ll crash later, but I’ll do so in peace with a man who understands me.

			“I’d get used to the feeling—especially with His Majesty’s…talents.”

			“You scoundrel,” I say with a laugh, swatting at his shoulder. But then he grips my hands.

			“To family,” he says.

			“To family,” I breathe.

			When finally the doors open, Laurent folds my arm into the crook of his.

			When I see Anton, even from this far, his smile is like the dawning sun. He is clothed in a gold surcoat with ivory detailing, his ears and fingers bedecked with golden rings. His sea-glass crown brims from his hair, which is windswept just the way I like it. Behind him, Ishu is propped on her hind legs, a satchel tied to her jeweled collar that I assume contains the rings.

			Basile, his ever-present captain, who is equally as ornamented—which I assume was at Anton’s insistence—stands on Anton’s other side. Though his weapons are still strapped to him, his arms are decorated with cuffs, his braids jeweled, and even his armor has shining gold accents among all that leather. When he sees me, he offers a subtle nod that lifts my heart. It seems Anton forgave him, after all. I would have expected nothing less, when Basile only did what I led him to believe was the only option.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse Sundar near the front, grinning broadly next to Queen Sadira, his brothers beside them. Laurent told me earlier that he had woken, and he and Anton had reunited last night in what Laurent described as a “love fest” over a few glasses of ale. Later I will give him my best hug, and we will all dance together, his brothers included, along with all my newfound family.

			With every step I take, Anton bounces on his feet, as jittery as I am. And when I make it near to the front, a delighted laugh escapes his lips, and I can’t help it. I laugh, too. He grows impatient thereafter, when I’m a few feet away, and fetches me, pulling me up the few steps to join him on the dais. His lips find my cheek, my forehead, until the priest coughs animatedly, a not-so-subtle sign that we should begin.

			Soak in every moment.

			That, I would do. But not just today.

			Here and now, caught in the sea-glass green of his eyes, I vow to myself—and then to him, later, in the privacy of our bedchamber—that I will cherish every moment together. I will cherish his smiles, his concerns, his jokes, his tears. I will value every day waking up to him, knowing that this future is balanced on the edge of a knife. That it almost wasn’t ours. Every second of our future was fought for, and I will never forget it.

			I followed this man from this world and into the next, after he had done the same for me. We have earned this.

			His vow to me is similar. “You are mine, come what may,” he says. “And I will fight for your affections, for your smiles, and for your heart, every single day, not because I must, but because nothing brings me more joy.”

			Through this, I have learned that love does not erase pain.

			But real love, true love, makes it all worth it.

			It is a different kind of healing but healing all the same.
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			Later that night, we lie together on the settee on his balcony, gazing up at the stars. It reminds me of our time on the crescent. I tell Anton as much as I curl further into his arms.

			“I feel I should win an award for the restraint I showed that night,” he tells me. “One look at you in that tub and I wanted to die. Sheer torture.”

			“Torture? Yes, let’s talk about torture.” I turn and grip his chin. “Watching you with all those souls—”

			“Jealous, were you?”

			I pretend to frown. “Peeved is more like it. You were insufferable, arrogant—”

			“And irresistible.” He smiles cheekily.

			“I resisted you just fine.”

			“You put up a fight, I will admit. A valiant effort. In the end, though…” At my scowl, he laughs. “Souls, Vasalie, I had never been so flustered or frustrated in my life at the fact that you wouldn’t give in to me. I tried to distract myself those evenings you danced. I shoved you out of sight and mind, only for you to infest my dreams.”

			“Yet you were reading my codex all along.”

			“I had to know the truth about you,” he says. “The more I read, the more addicted I became. Your life…”

			I bury my face in his chest. “I’m trying to forget the fact that you were privy to my every thought.”

			“For that, I am sorry,” he says solemnly, until another grin peeks out.

			“Liar.”

			“I admit I found reading our story rather fascinating. You were as attracted to me as I suspected.”

			“You are going to be insufferable about that, too, aren’t you?”

			“Of course.” When I groan, I feel him laugh. I pop my head up, and he presses his lips to my forehead. “I fell in love with you page by page. There is nothing in there you should be ashamed of. But I am sorry for the invasion of privacy. Past Anton was the worst.”

			“You have a lifetime to make it up to me.”

			He pulls me against him once again. Soon we will go back to bed, but here, soaking in the stars above, I realize that for the first time, perhaps ever, my worries have melted away.

			“Thank you,” Anton whispers into my hair.

			“For what?”

			“Not giving up on me. For loving me when I didn’t deserve it.”

			“You always deserve it,” I tell him.

			I’ll remind him of that for the rest of my life, which is easy, because I know he’ll do the same for me.
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